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Abstract

This thesis examines the making of new commons under conditions of crisis, using as a case study alternative
grassroots ventutes that have emerged in urban Greece in contexts of crisis and have "commoning” at their
heart: occupied squares, solidarity clinics and pharmacies, cooperatives, workers’ collectives, solidarity food
structures and self-organized refugee camps. The dissertation addresses issues of organization, expansion,
closure, openness, subjectivity, trust and motivation in commoning endeavors, relates these processes with
the conditions of crisis and emergency and explores the transformations in the creation and sustenance of
new commons in such contexts. The focus is on the transformative potential of these experiences for

individuals, groups, local societies and even large-scale formations such as countries.

To approach those issues, the thesis develops a theoretical framework called “the liminal commons". It draws
a parallel between the rituals of passage observed by anthropologists in archaic societies, in which participants
went through a phase of liminality, and the transitional dynamics of new commons. The thesis argues that
there are commons that act as modern rituals, whereby people and collectives who on account of the crisis
have lost their core identity search for and form a new identity. The liminal commons are transitional forms
of commoning that do not aspire to endure for long but to facilitate transitions. In this respect, they differ
from the more stable forms of commoning usually examined by commons theories. This thesis explores these
divergences and differentiations and tries to explain how these temporal commons can give rise to more
stable structures. It also suggests that, due to their distinct nature, the “success” of liminal commons cannot

be assessed against the criteria established by existing theories.

Each empirical chapter develops a core theoretical topic. Throughout the text, the reader is walked through
different theories on the commons, crisis and liminality, as well as through diverse case studies from Greece.
The thesis aims to create a theoretical “threshold” in which different theories cross-fertilize to make sense of
an undertheorized social phenomenon. The final argument of this thesis is that the liminal commons have a
considerable transformative potential at different levels and scales, from the molecular level of the individual

to the macro level of society.




Resumen

Esta tesis examina la construcciéon de nuevos procomunes bajo condiciones de crisis, utilizando
como estudio de caso los emprendimientos alternativos de base que han surgido en la Grecia urbana
en contextos de crisis y se centran en el "procomin": ocupaciones de plazas, colectivos de
trabajadores, clinicas y farmacias solidarias, cooperativas, cocinas solidarias y campamentos
autoorganizados de refugiados. La disertaciéon aborda cuestiones de organizacion, expansion, cierre,
apertura, subjetividad, confianza y motivaciéon en los proyectos del procomun, relaciona estos
procesos con las condiciones de crisis y emergencia y explora las transformaciones que surgen en la
creaciéon y sustento de nuevos procomunes en tales contextos. Enfoca en el potencial de
transformaciéon que estas experiencias poseen para individuos, grupos, sociedades locales e incluso

paises.

Para abordar estos temas, la tesis desarrolla un marco teérico denominado "el procomun liminal".
Establece un paralelismo entre los ritos de paso observados por antropdélogos en sociedades
arcaicas, los cuales introducen los participantes en una etapa liminal, y la dindamica transicional de los
nuevos procomunes. La tesis sostiene que hay procomunes que actian como rituales modernos,
mediante los cuales personas y colectivos que, a causa de la crisis, han perdido su identidad buscan y
forman una nueva identidad. Los procomunes liminales son formas transicionales del procomun
que no tienen como objetivo perdurar en el tiempo, sino posibilitar transiciones. En este aspecto se
diferencian de los tipos mas estables del procomun examinados por las teorfas establecidas. Esta
tesis explora estas divergencias y diferenciaciones y trata de explicar cémo estos procomunes
temporales pueden dar lugar a estructuras mas estables. También sugiere que, debido a su naturaleza
distinta, el “éxito” de los procomunes liminales no se puede evaluar segin los criterios establecidos
por las teorfas existentes.

Cada capitulo empirico desarrolla un tema tedrico central. A lo largo del texto, el lector es guiado a
g 5 gu
través de diferentes teorfas respecto al procomun, la crisis y la liminalidad, asi como a través de
diversos estudios de caso provenientes de Grecia. La tesis pretende crear un "umbral" teérico donde
diferentes teorfas se fecundan mutuamente para intentar comprender un fenémeno social
insuficientemente teorizado. El argumento final de esta tesis es que el procomun liminal tiene un
potencial considerable de transformacion a diferentes niveles y escalas, desde el nivel molecular del

individuo hasta el macronivel de la sociedad.
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Introduction

As with most dissertations and research endeavors, the origin of the present work is lost in the past, and
tracing it is an impossible task. However, as with every long-lasting process, one can identify important
tipping points that acquire a high symbolic significance. For this doctoral thesis, such a critical moment has
been the day of May 25, 2011. Only a few weeks before that day, I was sitting at a café close to the occupied
self-organized Navarinou Park in the Athenian neighborhood of Exarcheia, trying to wrap up a text on
alternative lifestyles and communities in the Greek countryside after spending some time in such places. A
few months before that, I had deposited my master thesis on degrowth and alternative island communities at
the Department of Architecture of the National Technical University of Athens. While I was immersed in my
thoughts, a woman approached my table and asked what I was writing about. When 1 responded that I was
writing about degrowth and communities, she became very enthusiastic and asked me to talk on that subject
on May 25 at an antiauthoritarian festival, together with a scholar from a Spanish university who was an

expert on the same topic. With the naivety and ignorance I had back then, I simply answered: “yes, why not”.

On May 25, after having prepared an experience-based presentation on the topic, I rode my bicycle to go to
the venue of the festival. By coincidence, I went through Syntagma Square. What I saw there was
unbelievable: Thousands of people of different origins, classes, styles and attitudes had gathered and occupied
the central square of the city. It was the first rally of the movement of the squares in Greece. Since I had no
idea about the event, I was divided about what to do. I could not decide whether to stay at the square and
continue observing this unprecedented phenomenon or to follow the original plan and continue my ride to
the festival. Finally, I opted for the latter. There, I met Giorgos Kallis, who was the main speaker at the panel
and who is now the main supervisor of my Ph.D. After the end of the event, he invited me to go to
Barcelona to work with him. We agreed to look for ways to make this possible. I thanked him and returned to

the indignant square.

The three months that the occupation of the Syntagma square lasted were catalytic for the emergence of what
in recent literature on societal transformation has been framed as “the commons”. With the exception of the
work of Elinor Ostrom and her colleagues, the discourse of the commons was virtually non-existent in the
1990s; radical thinkers were certainly unfamiliar with it, and the commons were absent from discussions on
societal transformation. The financial crisis of 2008, which was soon transformed into a broader
multidimensional crisis of legitimation of the fundamental structures of Western societies, was a milestone in
attracting attention to the commons as social systems alternative to capitalism. This interest culminated with
the introduction of the term “commoning” by historian Peter Linebaugh as recently as 2008, as the term

marked the different content that the commons would acquire in contexts of crisis. The commons were not



anymore treated as things, but as processes that are made and remade according to needs and to the social,

economic and spatial relations that commoners invent and try out. Commons happen.

This shift from the commons as resources to commoning, which prioritizes sociospatial relations that are
always in flux, offered us the opportunity to use the language of the commons to talk about a series of
phenomena we either could not theorize before or had been theorizing in different terms. This shift revealed
that commons, or rather, practices of commoning, can be encountered almost everywhere; in the public
space, in schools, in slums, within families, in factories, in streets and in many other places. Similarly, the
commons can be found in social movements and in political struggles, in periods of emergency or even in
contexts of remote island vacations; the (re)production of the commons has become a synonym for the

collective (re)production of life itself.

In modern societies, the commons range from long-lasting social systems to precarious and temporary
arrangements; thus, they can acquire different roles in social and economic life. The present study focuses
mainly on the latter form of commons, which, despite their precarity, often a highly symbolic function in
society: to facilitate transitions and to foster transformation at the individual, collective and even societal
level. I call these commons “liminal” because they embody many of the qualities found in the intermediate
phases of the “rites of passage” that in archaic societies were performed to guarantee the safe passage from

one state to anothet, from one season to the other, and more.

Throughout my research, I observed that humans still invent and employ such collectively performed rituals
to prepare for, mark and symbolize transformation and transition—or even explore the possibility of it. Even
though they share many elements with the rituals performed in archaic societies, these new rites of passage
tend to differ in many aspects, which are explored in detail in the theoretical and empirical chapters of this
dissertation. They often start as outcomes of crisis and then follow their own trajectories. Despite their short

lives, they can have deep and enduring effects.

This dissertation focuses on the transformative potential of the new commoning rituals that I call “the liminal
commons”. Writing on and theorizing transformative processes is always a risky and controversial task since
at any level changes are often temporary and can be reversed. Moreover, the transformation process itself is a
contradictory and complex ad hoc process, which is difficult to capture and theorize. My work, thus, is
inevitably prone to such contradictions, and I admit that it is but a preliminary attempt to capture some of the

tendencies and mechanisms that characterize the manifold processes of transformation at large.

I had the opportunity to explore transformations in the context of Greece, an environment that in the last
decade epitomizes flux and transformation through crisis. Over those years, the multifaceted Greek crisis has

had devastating effects for great parts of the population; it has forced many people towards desperation, has



increased social inequalities and has caused irreversible damages. This has been the “ugly” yet absolutely real
face of the transformative process of a multidimensional crisis. However, amid the ruins of the collapsed
order, a series of new social, economic, discursive and cultural elements have emerged, which point to a more
optimist scenario of societal transformation. The present work focuses precisely on these micro-changes. In
highlighting and analyzing change, I do not mean to disregard the fact that structures are not easily
transformed and that processes of transformation are lengthy and often incomplete. Yet, researchers only
have the chance to choose and develop a small part of the issues they believe are important and necessary to
study. Hence, in this work, I prioritize the exploration of micro-transformations and the role liminal

commons play in them, rather than focusing on transformations that fail or are quickly reversed.

I acknowledge that the present moment is rife with disappointment. The continuous pressure on the
remnants of the welfare state, the pervasive threat of new world wars, the enduring economic crisis, the
massive refugee flows from the Middle East and Africa and the continuous irreversible damage to the
environment leave very small room for hope. Yet, while crisis can breed desperation, at the same time it
opens up space for the reconstitution of almost everything. Crisis in this context is also synonymous to
possibility. In this light, I propose to look into the multiple facets of the transformative potential of crisis.
The pillars of this theoretical exploration are crisis, liminality and the act of commoning; their intersections

and interactions are examined in the case studies included in the present thesis.

The first chapter is a theoretical one. It lays out the theoretical foundations that underpin the empirical part
of this work. In other words, it is a “threshold chapter”. It starts by exploring in detail the role of the
commons and commoning at the dawn of the twenty-first century and then goes on to pose the research
questions that guide this study. It then defines how the notion of crisis is used throughout the text and offers
a critical engagement with the diverse theories on commons and liminality. The chapter ends with a
preliminary attempt to define the basic characteristics of liminal commons and a detailed justification of why

Greece has been chosen as a case study.

The second chapter presents in detail the study methods used in this research and unfolds the “story” of the

research project by mentioning the most important phases of this process.

The third chapter is the first of the empirical chapters. It engages with issues of subjectivity and
subjectification and relates findings from the field with broader theoretical discussions on the topic. The
chapter draws on empirical research that took place between 2008 and 2014, related to the social
mobilizations of the 2008 revolt and the 2011 movement of the squares, both in Athens, as well as to many

smaller events that took place between the two events.



The fourth chapter delves into the issue of expansion of the liminal commons. It builds upon the observation
that, due to their contagious and metastatic character, liminal commons can become the expanding mode of
commoning and give rise to a process of multiplication and expansion of existing ventures. This chapter
draws on the unprecedented expansion of commoning projects in Greece in the wake of the 2011 movement

of the squares and tries to understand why and how this expansion occurred.

The fifth chapter explores the issue of protection of the commons, which here is approached as a crucial
dimension in the establishment and stabilization of the small or big differences that can be fostered within,
through and because of commoning. The chapter engages with broader theoretical discussions on the topic
and argues that the current debate is dominated by the polarizing dualism of openness versus closure. After
deconstructing this binary opposition, the chapter develops a theoretical framework that brings to the fore

strategies for the protection of the commons that go beyond the aforementioned dualism.

The sixth chapter is the last empirical chapter. It addresses issues of trust, motivation and membership
turnover in the liminal commons by engaging with various theories, from classical commons studies to
evolutionary theory and critical management. The chapter draws on an extreme case of liminal commons:
Platanos self-organized refugee camp in Lesvos. The chapter explores the personal trajectories of participants

and the transformations that took place through Platanos at the individual, collective and local level.

The dissertation ends with a final theoretical chapter, which offers final reflections on the issue of the
transformative potential of contemporary commoning rituals, summarizes the theoretical discussion and
attempts to weave the findings of this dissertation into a robust argument. The chapter finishes by sketching

out possible lines of future research for advancing and completing the theory introduced in this dissertation.



Chapter 1

Theoretical Premises

Commons and crisis at the dawn of the new century

Commons and commoning are two words that have relatively recently entered the public debate on
people’s alternative strategies of production and reproduction—and they have done so with
emphatic dynamism. Interestingly, these two concepts do not concern a single audience. Rather, one
can identify three different but interconnected audiences that, for different sets of reasons, have
been influenced by this new or revamped vocabulary, or even have adopted it. I am calling it
revamped because even though the commons have been the basis for social reproduction probably
since the beginning of human social life, the debate around the commons was literally non-existent
up until a few decades ago. At the dawn of the twenty-first century, however, both the use of the

term and the debate around it have grown exponentially.

First, and perhaps most importantly, the commons have become part of the language of
contemporary social movements and the various forms of grassroots resistance all over the world.
These include the Zapatista movement in Mexico, which probably marked the tipping point towards
a broad transformation of social movements globally, the “Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem
Terra” or MST in Brazil, the KRRS (Karnataka Rajya Raitha Sangha) union of fishermen in India,
the Via Campesina, the indigenous movements in Colombia and Nigeria against Shell Oil Company,
“Reclaim the Streets” and “Guerrilla Gardening” movements, self-organized social clinics in Greece,
Occupy Movements in Spain, Greece, Egypt, US, Turkey and elsewhere, as well as the squatting
movement in Burope and beyond; the list of contemporary movements that have expressed their
demands and their creativity through the incipient vocabulary of the commons and commoning is so

long and diverse that it is impossible to include in a single book or map.

Second, the commons and commoning have become the new “mantra” of radical thinkers, who
have discovered in these notions a new beacon for conceptualizing a process of human
emancipation that can lead to a future beyond capitalism. These contemporary literatures often

depart from new understandings of the processes of primitive accumulation or accumulation by



dispossession, that is, the strategies used by capital and the state to destroy the commons and
reassert their domination over local and global populations (De Angelis 2003; Harvey 2004). From
this perspective, the commons and commoning signify the counterprocess through which labor’s

use value can be redirected towards the reproduction of societies rather than that of capital.

Lastly, the commons have come to form part of the language of a new business model that
embraces the ideas of peer-to-peer production, cooperation, community building and even
horizontality and self-organization. As economic elites come to realize that the rigid twofold
ontology of the state and the market fails to guarantee profitability, they shift their strategies towards
alternative economic models. For Jeremy Rifkin (2014), we are reaching the “zero marginal cost
society”, where peer-to-peer and open businesses will surpass corporate capitalism. “Sharing” lies at
the heart of emancipatory commoning, yet at the same time it has become the core idea for the
development of so-called “Platform Capitalism”, a model advanced by some of the most profitable

enterprises of our time, such as Airbnb, Uber and Task Rabbit.

It seems that the multidimensional and enduring crisis of our times has opened a “crack” that
catalyzes the development of diverse and often conflicting versions of the commons. As the
commons and commoning are becoming a crucial terrain for the unfolding of future social
configurations, all sides attempt to steer their development towards their respective desired

directions.
But where does the dynamism of these concepts stem from?

In my view, it is precisely the malleability of these terms, their unparalleled capacity to connect not
only similarities but also differences, that renders them so attractive for the reconstitution of a world
that appears to have entered an enduring crisis. This crisis is, no doubt, multidimensional. It is not
only an economic crisis, a crisis of production and consumption but also an ecological, moral and
social one. Most importantly, it is a crisis that delegitimizes a narrative that for over two centuries
remained dominant, mainly due to its connection with a socioeconomic system that has managed to
provide a great percentage of the growing global population with the basics, but now seems to have

reached an impenetrable impasse.

The commons are here to give a new meaning to old emancipatory ideas such as communism,

socialism and anarchism, to describe ancient, pre-capitalistic forms of social production and



reproduction, and to offer a new language to contemporary social experimentations such as peer-to-
peer production and solidarity economy. Furthermore, the commons are here to problematize and
reinterpret a variety of social relations and institutions, such as family, language, friendship and
community. Finally, they are here to put the major environmental problems of our times at center
stage, by emphasizing that these problems are also part of “our commons”; no exodus from the

planet is possible for humanity.

In short, the commons are here to connect issues that up until recently were perceived as separate
and independent: the sphere of production and reproduction with the sphere of politics and social
movements; the ancient knowledge of indigenous populations with the contemporary social
innovations of the western world; utopian thinking with everyday practices; economy with culture;
and the imaginary of progress with the right to autonomous institutionalization and self-limitation.
Moreover, they are here to pose anew the question of the relation between the familiar and the
other; to give new depth to the vision of a world that contains many worlds, in which subjects,
despite their difference, will be able to relate to one another on the basis of mutual recognition
rather than competition. Most importantly, the commons are here to allow us once more to imagine
that the fate of this world is not predetermined and that humans are not axiomatically competitive
and rational freaks who are interested only in their own utility and evaluate their relations only on
the basis of personal material gain. Finally, the commons are here to remind us that no matter how
much some of the architects of the current devastating crisis insist that “there is no alternative”, the
immanent inventive power of humans to think, act and dream in common can help them escape the

loneliness of the prefabricated cells they inhabit.

The discussion on the commons has started and may play a catalytic role in seeking alternatives to
the current societal impasse. Yet, despite its great importance, merely the presence of such
discussion in the public sphere cannot mechanistically bring about the resolution of the major
problems of our societies. In fact, due to its amplitude, the power geometries that traverse it and the
fact that diverse audiences push it towards different and often opposing directions, the discussion
on the commons may, after all, create as many problems as it resolves. For the time being, there are
no final answers to these problems. Commoning is a learning process, so there can be no single
theory to capture and foresee its future. On the other hand, theorization and reflection are necessary
as there is no transcendental necessity in human history. What is perhaps needed is, on the one

hand, a set of bold analytical tools that can shed new light on the most puzzling aspects of these



problems, and, on the other, new, durable forms of sociality, which in their fruitful interaction with
the aforementioned theories can inspire humanity to take action and escape the paralyzing inertia it

has been afflicted with in the last few decades.
Crisis as limit

The justification for expending such theoretical effort in this dissertation is its potential for linking
commons and commoning with issues related to crisis and emergency. First, however, it is important

to clarify how the concept of crisis is used in this theoretical framework.

The word crisis is omnipresent in almost all forms of narrative on contemporary societies and serves
as a starting point for a great deal of writing, yet it has not been adequately developed at a theoretical
and conceptual level (Roitman 2013). A crisis is usually understood as an error, a deformation or a
rough patch. However, as Koselleck (2000) notices, the concept of crisis has been used to express
different things in different periods of time. Historically, the concept of crisis has been used in
numerous scientific and non-scientific contexts, including law, economics, theology, medicine,
politics, history and the everyday experience (Roitman 2013; Koselleck 2000). It is originally derived
from the ancient Greek verb “krinein”, which had various meanings: to separate, distinguish,
examine, judge, decide, choose or explain. However, over a great period of time it was
predominantly used in the medical context (Koselleck 2006). As a consequence, the concept was
invested with an either/or connotation, evident thereafter also in contexts other than medicine.
Thus, crisis has been used in the field of politics to force actors to choose between radically
opposing alternatives. In the nineteenth century, the concept was introduced in the language of
economics and acquired strong connotations of illness, imbalance or calamity (Koselleck 20006),

which until today remain the predominant properties associated with crisis in the public discourse.

However, the most well-known historical reference to the concept of crisis is found in the
Hippocratic School, when it used to denote “the turning point of a disease, or a critical phase in
which life or death was at stake and called for an irrevocable decision” (Roitman 2013: 3). While, on
the one hand, this sentence obviously points to the previously mentioned radically opposing

alternatives, on the other, it associates crises with processes of change and transition.

In consonance with this last observation, crises have been proposed as periods that can trigger

social, temporal and epochal transitions and possibilities, especially in the field of history and



philosophy (Roitman 2013; Koselleck and Richter 2006; Koselleck 1988; Foucault 1997). In these
narratives, crisis obtains a generative and productive role; it is seen as capable of bringing into being
new meanings as well as new forms of sociality, production and economy. This dissertation builds
upon this historical approach and analyzes crises as periods that, by implying an ambiguous phase of
possible transformations, can enable creative historical processes and thus cannot be reduced to

mere decisive points of “death or rebirth”.

Therefore, this dissertation does not celebrate crisis, but it does not demonize it either. I have no
doubt that, as many scholars (e.g. Klein 2007) have convincingly shown, the ruling classes provokes
or takes advantage of social crises to impose politics of exploitation. I am well aware, moreover, that
while new forms of production, sociality and economy may be produced through and because of
crisis, these are often co-opted or subordinated by the dominant system, thus turned into parts of
the new normality. In the worst-case scenario, these new configurations help the existing system of
domination reassert its power. In a better scenario, they remain at the margins of society to
constitute the necessary “other”, which serves mainly to define what is possible and what is not.
However, my research focus is precisely to explore the limit between the “before” and the “after”,
by simultaneously focusing on the experience of the in-between, as this limit is under continuous
dispute and in extraordinary moments can be pushed towards different directions. Therefore, crises
are opportunities not because they are de facto laboratories of positive developments but because
they are sources of destabilization and, by extension, experimentation. Crises obtain their meaning

only in juxtaposition with normality and normativity and hence crisis represents a limit.
But what kind of limit does crisis represent?

In the mainstream economic narrative, as well as in great parts of the mainstream discourse, crisis is
understood as a bad spell; a period of aberration that temporarily intrudes in the otherwise linear,
progressive process of social evolution. Common expressions employed to transimt such a view, for
instance the “cyclicality” of the phenomenon, directly imply that crisis is something external to
society. In this narrative, social-historical processes are destined to progressively convergence
towards a future whose basic elements already exist in the present. Without doubt, the imaginary
signification that dominates this narrative is perpetual progress. Crisis, in this case, represents an
alienated limit; one that has lost its transformative capacity under the burden of the iron laws of the

transcendental historical movement forwards.



In another common narrative, crisis is understood as the end of the road, a place from which there
is no return and no escape. Crisis in this case signifies an eschatological limit-end, which is inherently
insuperable. In fact, this narrative, cynically epitomized in the well-known Frederic Jameson quote
that nowadays, “it is easier to imagine the end of the world than to imagine the end of capitalism”,
has been increasingly gaining supporters over the last years. This is another conception of crisis as
an alienated limit, one that cannot be inhabited creatively. In both aforementioned narratives, the
concept of crisis is deprived of its capacity to bring forward critical responses to the question of
“what went wrong” and therefore to offer society the opportunity to rethink and reassemble its

institutions and established social imaginaries.

Yet, there is a third manner to conceptualize crisis as a limit. It can take the form of a non-alienated
limit-threshold. Contrary to all other existing forms of limits, thresholds offer the possibility to
remain there, to inhabit them (Stavrides 2015). Thresholds are limits that do not only separate but
also at the same time connect (Simmel 1997). The importance of this specific quality is that it allows
a view in both directions. By inhabiting the threshold, one can observe what exists not only inside
but also outside, not only in the past but also towards the future. By being able to critically examine
the past, one can sketch, always precariously and incompletely, trajectories towards a desired future,
even if this future always remains unpredictable. This experience of suspension at the thresholds
affords the possibility of reflection, critical review and insightful visioning, thus bringing out the full
potential of the concept of crisis, giving it the capacity to lay the foundations of a radically different

future ex nihilo but not in nihilo or cum nihilo.

Crisis as a constitutive element of the New Commons

I previously argued that the commons may constitute the new beacon of radical thinking and that
they have become a crucial element in the vocabulary of contemporary social movements and
grassroots ventures all over the world. Moreover, I argued that crisis, when seen as a limit-threshold
that creates a stage of suspension and experimentation, can be catalytic for the subversion of the
dominant social structure and the emergence of new forms of sociality. Yet, the relation between
such periods of crisis and the emergence of new commons remains unexplored. How can a study of
crisis contribute to a better understanding of processes of commoning and vice versa? Why is the
aforementioned stage of suspension that usually follows crisis important for social transformation?

Is crisis necessary for any social transition? When and why does a crisis come to an end, and what



can it leave behind? Do commons that emerge in contexts of crisis and emergency differ from those
that emerge and develop in non-crisis contexts? How does crisis affect the social relations of

cooperation and competition? These are the basic questions posed by this dissertation.
Why crisis destabilizes Ostrom’s theory of commons

Elinor Ostrom’s 2009 Nobel Prize in economics was a milestone marking increased attention and
appreciation for the commons. Ostrom (1990) researched the conditions under which collective
forms of governing resources can work. Drawing on more than one thousand instances of
commons all over the world and crossing disciplinary boundaries, Ostrom concluded that more
often than not communities self-organize and self-manage to control access and use of shared
resources. The “tragedy of the commons” (Hardin 1968), whereby open access destroys a common
resource, is the empirical exception, Ostrom demonstrated. Together with her colleagues, she
developed a theoretical research framework known as Institutional Analysis and Development
(IAD) to understand and assess the variables that may cause the commons to succeed or fail. Her
greatest achievement, “Eight Design Principles for Successful Commons” (Ostrom 1990) remains to
this day, at least for a particular current of commons thought, a landmark set of reference guidelines

for the study of commons.

Undoubtedly, Ostrom’s work armed those who oppose the logic of aggressive individualism
(Stavrides 2016) and totalitarian statism with important arguments and thus contributed to the
destabilization of economic orthodoxy, which simply views policy in terms of a dichotomous choice
between state and market (Harvey 2013). Ostrom demonstrated that communities can develop rules
that allow them to keep egoistic interests in check, and consequently she challenged the pervasive

assumption that humans are naturally competitive.

Despite her innovative research, however, Ostrom never questioned two of the foundational pillars
of economic theory. First, the assumption that natural elements, as well as tangible or intangible
manmade creations, are mere resources to be allocated and managed. Second, the assumption that
humans are “rational beings” who always rationally calculate and choose what is more profitable for
them. Thus, Ostrom’s analysis disregards the fact that the very concept of “benefit” is culturally and
historically determined and therefore does not always translate into profit seeking and cost sharing.
Moreover, by focusing more on institutions and less on actual subjects, her analysis fails to grasp the

multiple, diverse and often contradictory human motives behind commoning.



Ostrom criticized the assumptions of conventional game theory, as she effectively showed that the
conditions and rules that dominate these games differ from real life processes (Ostrom 1990). She
concluded that if subjects were allowed to talk with each other (or had cultural rules of sharing) then
they could perhaps solve many commons issues with ease. The research question that underlies her
entire work was “how individuals jointly using a common-pool resource might be able to achieve an
effective form of governing and managing their own commons” (Ostrom 1990; 7). However, given
the fact that her focus was not on subjects but on rules, she adopted a unifying and simplistic view
of commoners. Hence, commoners were treated as if they did not have diverse possessions, power,
skills, knowledge, political motivations, ideologies, etc. In her view, the commons are social systems
exclusively preoccupied with the management of resources. They do not form part of social
movements and do not interact with them; they do not embody goals that go beyond the economy
and do not have any projective or prefigurative function. Ostrom’s model corresponds to a rather
homogeneous community consisting of rational individuals, who decide to set up a commons to

better fulfill their needs.

When one studies the commons as systems that emerge outside the rest of the life of commoners
and the particular spatiotemporal contexts in which it develops, one may assume that the
motivations of the commoners can be accounted for with a linear model such as the above. The
discipline of economics, for instance, commonly essentializes human nature, portraying humans as
inherently profit seeking, cost sharing and selfish. However, other disciplines, ranging from
psychology and history to philosophy and evolutionary studies, have shown that this depiction is
ideologically loaded and misleading; it should thus be treated as an imaginary construction that
accompanied the emergence of capitalist societies only. Castoriadis, for instance, speaks about
anthropological types, i.e. imagined types of humanity that allow a social structure to function
(Castoriadis 1997; 2010), and argues that these specific images of humanity are historically defined
and thus prone to change. Of course, these are sweeping generalizations that do not allow for a
more nuanced and molecular analysis of actual social processes. However, they can be valuable for
macro-analyses, especially when these analyses develop to explain periods when a particular kind of

normality seems to dominate over its alternatives.

Periods of prolonged and enduring crisis, however, render these sweeping generalizations ineffective
even for the study of general and macro issues, since multidimensional crises can shake even the

foundational elements of a social structure. Crisis destabilizes not only economic systems or national



and international apparatuses but also individual and collective identities, societal premises and

truths, and even the very meaning of what has value and what not in a particular social context.

Against this background, the multidimensional and enduring crisis of our times affects what is
perceived as rational and beneficial, and to some extent it invites us to rethink what we expect from
our participation in collective action, or, in other words, from our commons. As dominant criteria of
what is important and what is not collapse or are heavily challenged, a theory of commons grounded
in motivations, subjects and goals that have ceased to be dominant and meaningful in the present
society loses it analytical value and therefore should be modified and amended. Within crisis,
commoners are transitional subjects who, in the process of commoning, bring along all their doubts
and ambiguities. The commons become transitional social systems too; rather than being the
product of rational calculations of isolated individuals, they become laboratories for the production
of new forms of subjectivity, sociality and spatiality and are invested with fears and hopes for the
transition to a post-crisis condition and the establishment of a new, more just normality. Hence, any
theory aiming to make sense of the new commons that emerge in contexts of crisis cannot but

challenge and expand Ostrom’s original theoretical framework.
The new literature on the commons and what this dissertation contributes to it

While crisis is an element not examined by Elinor Ostrom or the institutional school more broadly,
it constitutes an important aspect in the more recent literature on the commons and commoning,
deriving primarily from the work of autonomous Marxists. While Ostrom’s focus is on the
institutions that foster commoning, autonomous Marxists are primarily concerned with the political
dimension of the commons and their role in social transformations. Their analysis is grounded in an
understanding of the current global crisis as a sign of failure of the market and the state to provide
the means of production and reproduction to great parts of the world’s population, including those
in the heartland of the so-called First World. They argue that the wealth of this world, cumulatively
produced over many generations, is being held hostage by capitalism. To that extent, they regard this
pool of labor past and present as “the common”, which should be appropriated by those from

whom it was expropriated (Midnight Notes Collective and Friends 2009)".

!'The Midnight Notes Collective was established in 1979 in the USA. It is a group of scholars and activists that has published many
essays and books on topics related with gender, energy, geopolitics, enclosures, commons and commoning, class struggle and
immigration. Among its members are eminent autonomous Marxists, such as Silvia Federici, George Caffentzis, Iain Boal and Peter

Linebaugh.
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Against this background, Massimo De Angelis (2013) argues in favor of “Plan C&D”
“Commons and Democracy”. Using crisis as a point of departure, he identifies four different
scenarios for reshaping the world and concludes that only C&D is capable of challenging the current
dominant social configuration and leading to social justice and human emancipation. In other words,
departing from the assumption that the dominant system is perpetually in crisis, these literatures
attempt through the commons to give new meaning to the concept of communism, dissociating it
from the statism and totalitarianism of the past. Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, despite their
divergence from the core autonomous Marxist framework of the Midnight Notes Collective, seem

to agree with this formulation.

The work of autonomous Marxists gave new depth to the discussion around the commons and
expanded the possible fields where the concept can be applied. The basic points of divergence
between Ostrom’s theory and the framework advanced by autonomous Marxists could be

summarized as follows:

- First, autonomous Marxists have challenged the centrality of resources in the process of
creating and sustaining a commons, a key element in the neo-institutional theory of
collective action espoused by Elinor Ostrom and her colleagues.

- Second, they have stressed the centrality of social relations and the processual character of
the commons by introducing the term “commoning” (Linebaugh 2008), which stands for the
institutionalized process of coming together over time to pool and govern resources (D’
Alisa 2013). According to a new tripartite definition, the commons involve some kind of
resource, the institutions that govern the resource and a community of commoners
interlinked through the act of commoning.

- Third, they have linked the process of commoning with social mobilization by claiming that
commons-based modes of production and reproduction can give an additional materiality to
movements (De Angelis 2013). This idea was inspired by the cycle of mobilization known as
“the movements of the squares”, which combined forms of protest with forms of
commoning. In turn, it inspired practice-based movements (Moor forthcoming) to link to
the broader discussion on the commons and to identify with broader national and
international social mobilizations.

- Pourth, whereas in Ostrom’s approach the commons are regarded as “nested” institutions

between the private and the public, typically requiring support from institutions at higher



levels in order to operate (Ostrom 1990; Steins & Edwards 1999), for autonomous Marxists
the commons constitute the alternative that lies beyond and against the private/public
dichotomy (Federici 2011; Hardt & Negri 2009; De Angelis & Stavrides 2010).

- Fifth, autonomous Marxists have opened up space for older emancipatory ideas, such as that
of communism, to become influential again. Through the commons, these revamped ideas
are now dissociated from both reformism and the violent occupation of state power.
Instead, they relate to communitarian procedures and social relations that create
communities of solidarity and sharing.

- Sixth, they have first proposed that the notion of the commons can be generalized and
become the basis for metaphoric expansions beyond its original content; that is, the
commons should not be perceived as systems relating only to the natural elements of earth,
water and air but also to the fields of knowledge, information, DNA, language and values
(Caffentzis 2010).

- Lastly, by situating the commons in the context of crisis, they have challenged the
conception that the commons belong to the past and have, instead, argued that they are the
“cell” form of future social life (De Angelis 2013) that can abolish capital and state and

become the central element of future social structures.

The commons are employed by autonomous Marxists to describe a universe of diverse and plural
counter-hegemonic resistances against the state and the market, organized in a democratic and
horizontal manner. In this respect, the commons are entrusted with the task of antagonizing the
logic of capital accumulation, confronting the processes of capitalist enclosure and promoting a
political plan for societal transformation. Following this logic, autonomous Marxists do not assess
the commons with regard to their sustainability, as Ostrom did, but in relation to their political
character and identity. In other words, this new literature marks a qualitative shift; successful
commons are not those that can merely ensure a community’s survival but those that maintain a
degree of independence from markets and the state, that do not fuel capitalist accumulation and that
promote an anti-capitalist agenda. The commoner thus becomes the subject of revolution and

transformation; an equivalent to the worker in Marxian theory.

This new conception of the commons as the main vehicle for societal transformation beyond and
against capitalism has led several thinkers of this current to adopt some highly polarized and

therefore controversial terms to describe different aspects of commoning. Caffentzis and Federici



(2014) speak of anti-capitalist commons, to distinguish them from “pro-capitalist” ones (Caffentzis
2010; Caffentzis & Federici 2011). Likewise, De Angelis uses the terms “distorted commons” and
“commons fix” to describe those commons that do not conform to his idea of how commons
should be (De Angelis 2013); Hardt and Negri (2009) speak of “corrupted commons” to describe
those processes, ventures and social relations that, despite having commoning at their heart, produce
“more of the same” and reaffirm capital and the domination of private property. Thus, it does not
come as a surprise that some of the above scholars dismiss the work of Elinor Ostrom either as

inadequate and irrelevant or as neoliberal and dangerous (e.g. Caffentzis 2004).

To be sure, this ontology of “good and evil commons” serves the important task of emphasizing the
political and social dimensions of commoning and helps move the discussion beyond Ostrom’s
framework, which reduces the commons to their managerial aspects; nevertheless, I argue that the
analytical value of this ontology is limited. First and foremost, this clear-cut ontology disregards
what, in my view, is the most important aspect of commoning: its ability to connect what was
unconnected. This is a process that can only develop through mutual problematization and cross-
fertilization, and therefore an inherently contradictory process. Every commons has “distortions”
and “corruptions” and every commons is pulled towards different directions by both “internal” and
“external” forces. Commoning is a process of negation and affirmation, which destabilizes subjects,
collectives and even societies to stabilize them again upon new foundations. This process is never
linear or progressive, but it evolves in stages whose characteristics and duration cannot be predicted.
However, the transition from one state of affairs to another cannot happen mechanically; it must be
prepared and processed in an in-between stage. This usually takes the form of a stage of suspension,

in which the remnants of the old order meet the aspirations of the upcoming one.

Throughout this dissertation, an effort will be made to shed light on the extraordinary conditions of
transition, which involve metamorphoses at the individual, collective and social level. By focusing on
transitions and not on an ontological perspective of good and evil, I aim to develop an analytical
framework to explain such extraordinary moments and spatiotemporal processes; by extension, I am
not interested in defining evaluation criteria for the commons. Moreover, I opt not to demonize any
of the available theories on the commons or ostracize contradiction and problematization from my
analysis. My purpose is, rather, to create a theoretical threshold and a meeting point where various
theories and observations will come together to make sense of the very condition of “transitoriness”

and its qualities. Crisis is omnipresent in this effort. It refers to the destabilization that takes place on



different scales: from the molecular level of the individual to the institutional level of complex
societal apparatuses. The focus is theoretical, but the content is empirical, experiential and even
personal. Thus, crisis does not operate as a point of departure and does not limit its scope to
describing the capitalist impasses of our times. Crisis is both constitutive and constituent in the
emergence, development and sustaining of the new commons that I have studied; it leaves its mark
on subjects, spaces, times and all their intersections. This study aspires to analyze the fluidity of
transitions without becoming a declaration of agnosticism. This is why, throughout this effort, the
description of crisis and suspension is always accompanied by a study of both the before and the
after. Hence, crisis and commoning are examined in their co-productive relation; none precedes the

other, but both co-create and transform one another.

Liminality: a theoretical tool to approach periods of crisis

The “spirit” of this work resides in the careful examination of human experiences that emerge in
contexts of crisis. To this extent, crisis is not approached from a macrohistorical or genealogical
perspective but is grounded in specific places and groups of people. My interest, thus, is to speak
about the very condition of transitoriness and how people and collectives experience the
uncertainties of the “in-between”. In order to theorize this experience of suspension that often
follows periods of crisis, I have been inspired by anthropological theories of the “rites of passage”
(Van Gennep 1960 [1909]). Liminality is the core concept in these studies; it highlights the
unsettledness, anxiety, hope and contradictions that each transitory period involves (Horvath 2010;
Thomassen 2014). Liminality refers to the “in-between” stage in rites of passage, in which the

subject(s) have lost their established identities but have not yet obtained concrete new ones.

Throughout the history of social thought, liminality has proven to be a very flexible concept, one
that has been used for the conceptualization and exploration of various phenomena, both personal
and social. Yet, the potential of the concept has not been thoroughly exploited (Thomassen 2014).
Originally, it was exclusively used in the study of rites of passage in archaic small-scale societies (Van
Gennep 1960 [1909]) to describe the intermediate phase of those rituals, when the “liminal entities
are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law,
custom, convention, and ceremonial” (Turner 1977) Thereafter, the concept has been used to push
the limits of social and political theory to different directions (Thomassen 2009; 2014), including the

study of commons (Stavrides 2015; Varvarousis & Kallis 2017). However, as the present dissertation



is addressed not only to anthropologists but also to scholars from different disciplines, it is
worthwhile to provide a brief walkthrough of the history and the various uses of the concept of

liminality, in order to familiarize the reader with one of the core theoretical tools used in this work.

Arnold Van Gennep introduced the concept of liminality in an effort to offer a meaningful
classification of all existing rites in his classic book Les Rites de Passage, published in 1909. He
explored two kinds of rites of passage: first, the rites that mark a passage from one status to another
and which involve either individuals or entire groups, and, second, the rites that mark a temporal
passage, such as the passage from one season to another or the New Year’s Eve. Starting from the
importance of transitions in all societies, he discovered that rites of passage involve a tripartite
structure consisting of rites of separation, transition rites and rites of incorporation. Consequently,

he named the second stage “the liminal stage” and what follows that as the post-liminal stage (ibid).

Although his work was an attempt to describe concretely acted out rituals of passage, and liminality
was a concept invented to conceptualize their middle stage, it seems that he was aware that he
invented a concept that belonged to something “bigger” (Thomassen 2014). Actually, Van Gennep
knew, both implicitly and explicitly, that liminality could have a much broader application, as it is a
concept that captures “something essential about the imprecise and unsettled situation of
transitoriness” (Horvath 2013: 10). In fact, Van Gennep’s framework can be seen as an alternative to
Durkheim’s concurrent analysis of rituals and the role they have in every society (Durkheim 1912).
Indeed, whereas Durkheim approached rituals simply as the vectors by which individuals become
socially determined as acting and thinking beings, Van Gennep showed that it is inadequate to
conceptualize rituals simply as needs of a particular social order and he argued in favor of a
theoretical framework that allows a shift in focus from the individual to the collective level and vice
versa, in their fruitful interaction in and through liminality (Thomassen 2009). This allowed Van
Gennep to recognize that rites of passage do not only operate as processes of unification and
undifferentiation but also as processes of differentiation of age groups, genders, status groups and
personalities (Thomassen 2014). Such a theoretical framework that acknowledges the dynamics
between the individual and the collective level may prove vital in the analysis of processes of
commoning, since too often commons studies argue for the primacy of the social or the collective
over the personal, and regard the individual—both epistemologically and a methodologically—as an

“enemy” to combat.



The most influential scholar in the study of liminality is undoubtedly Victor Turner, who
rediscovered the concept after it was underplayed for more than half a century, primarily due to the
lack of translations of Van Gennep’s work, but also due to intra-academic power relations
(Thomassen 2009). With his work, Turner (1977) gave new depth to the concept and pushed its
limits beyond its original use by removing it from the context of archaic, small-scale societies and
situating it in the contemporary world. He was also the first to “liberate” the concept from its

structuralist and functionalist content by applying it in the study of social processes in general.

More importantly for the scope of this dissertation, Turner (1977; 1982; 1988) realized that liminality
is useful not only in conceptualizing in-between periods and spaces but also in theorizing the
reactions of humans when exposed to extraordinary experiences. For this reason, he introduced the
term “communitas”, which signifies any collective experience in which people distance themselves
from mundane structures and their social identities and may attain a sense of equality (Turner 1978).
Interestingly, he distinguished communitas from community in order to differentiate “this modality
of social relationship from an area of common living” (Turner 1991 [1977]). Originally, Turner
linked communitas with social phenomena such as pilgrimage or what he calls “liminoid
experiences” (Turner 1982), which may include charivari, fiestas, carnival or a visit to a museum.
Nevertheless, communitas can offer important insights in the study of commoning practices.
Stavros Stavrides, in his recent book Common Space (2016: 59), argues that “what a discussion on
the equalizing experience of communitas can offer to a problematization of the commoning
practices is the means to understand a community of commoners as a community which develops in
its members a feeling of the sharing of qualities which are common to all”. Despite the fact that
Turner’s work remained largely apolitical, he was the first to propose liminality as a possible tool for
an emancipatory theory, as he explicitly acknowledged that liminality could be both the cause and
the outcome of an instant dissolution of what he calls “social structure” (Turner 1991[1977]) and
that “social dramas” are “units of aharmonic or disharmonic social processes, arising in conflict

situations” (Turner 1988).

In the wake of Turner’s work, liminality has been used in myriad different ways across different
disciplines, ranging from religious studies to economics, tourism, arts, geography and even
management. Oftentimes, the concept of liminality has been used in ways that divest it of its original
content, which involves the resolution of a personal or collective crisis and therefore a change in

status and a transition. This has led to a loss in dynamism and analytical value of the concept, since



under this perspective it could signify almost anything. Homi Bhabha’s (1994) usage of liminality, for
instance, is quite reductive, as he merely associates it with a positive expression of cultural hybridity?.
For others, liminality is just a synonym for marginality (Garsten 1999; Harjunen 2003; Pritchard &
Morgan 2000).

The majority of these studies use liminality in a sweeping manner, as a concept to theorize any
“betwixt and between” situation or object, any in-between place or moment, a state of suspense, a
moment of freedom between two structured world-views or institutional arrangements (Thomassen
2014). It is also quite common for such studies to assign positive connotations to the concept, such
as a celebration of difference, novelty and innovation that stems from the dissolution of the rigid

taxonomization that once characterized the social sciences.

This shift was actually prompted by Turner himself, with his introduction of the concept of
“liminoid” to theorize mere breaks from normality that can happen in the contemporary world and
which do not involve any kind of transition. I believe, however, that for liminality to become a
useful concept in the study of the relation between crisis and the emergence of commoning
initiatives, it should regain its original dynamism, linked with the condition of transitoriness.
Liminality has the potential to open up spaces for thinking about the contingency inherent in every

period of crisis; this is precisely its merit in the analysis of such processes.

The important questions that arise, then, are: Do liminal periods always come to an end? Is it
possible to indefinitely extend liminality ? What kind of outcomes can be expected from liminal

periods?

Scholars have argued that perpetual liminality is possible, especially in the context of
(postymodernity, in which liquidity and fluidity become the cornerstones of human existence (e.g.
Szakolczai, 2000). In a similar vein but without using the language of liminality, political
philosophers and post-structuralist scholars have argued in favor of processes of constant re-
identification as the sole source of human emancipation. Liquid modernity (Baumann 1999), a term
that signifies the impossibility of constructing an identity durable over time and space in
contemporary societies, has been either condemned or celebrated by opposing schools of thought;

some argue in favor of constant transition and others emphasize the value of structure and order.

? Retrieved from Thomassen (2014).



In my study of crisis and transitions, I am not following any of the two sides. At first glance, a study
of crisis that celebrates liminality as a perpetual condition can be attractive, as it highlights possibility
and contingency. Nevertheless, after a more careful look, it appears inhuman; life cannot be
meaningful without a sense of identity or points of reference. A perpetual crisis is alienated and
deprived of its transformational potential. On the other hand, as Goethe reminds us, “all transitions
are crises”, in the sense that crisis is an important prerequisite for most, if not all, transitions. Hence,
throughout this dissertation liminality is used in a flexible but not boundless manner. Liminality
indeed implies dissolution of order and negation of identity. However, liminality is always a
formative period, too; it is the period when new identities—or even institutions and social

structures—can be born.

When, in his essay Bridge and Door, Georg Simmel (1994) theorizes the dual character of these
archetypical artifacts, he is actually trying to illustrate the contradictory nature of the human being,
who “always has to separate and cannot unite without separating”. “Human is the limit being who
has no limit”, Simmel writes. In his view, humans need to create boundaries around them,
boundaries that can protect them and offer them a sense of “being-at-home”. However, he argues
that humans would never build boundaries if they were not able to cross them. This view is not
merely theoretical but is informed by the actual experience of the threshold and the very act of both
crossing and inhabiting a boundary. Likewise, the theoretical effort expended and the examples used
in this dissertation are focused on and informed by the actual experience of crisis as it is lived by real
subjects. Crisis then becomes the constitutive and constituent element of this crossing from one
state of affairs to the other and from one type of social order and structure to the next one. The
condition of liminality signifies and informs this act of crossing. Crisis and liminality can be
encountered in different acts of crossing that unfold at various levels and scales; from individual and
group transitions to societal ones. Of course, crossing scales is not an easy task and the creation of
theoretical tools to be applied in multiscalar situations should be approached with care and caution.
However, bringing together levels of reference that are usually kept apart appears to be a worthwhile

effort.

The basic idea put forward in this theoretical work is that flux and movement never stop.
Institutions, collective practices, places, subjects and entire societies never stop changing and hence
are in constant transformation. However, the pace of change is not constant and cannot be

maintained at its highest level for prolonged periods. A return to what can be called “normality”,



which can either be real or perceived, is important for individual subjects, groups and societies at
large. Normality here is never an accomplished or rigid state, but rather an expression of the
individual and collective desire for stability and a sense of being-at-home, to use Simmel’s metaphor.
Normality, thus, is an impossible limit that is first and foremost imagined but is also characterized by
stability in social relations, institutions, economy, law and politics. However, in almost all the
aforementioned scales, normality neither is univocal nor lacks diversity; it is shaped through
dominant narratives, established power geometries (Massey 1991) and techniques of governmentality
(Foucault 2012). In other words, normality is shaped through normalization. Thus, normality, crisis
and liminality are not absolute terms but relative ones, which try to conceptualize spatiotemporal
stages in which transformations have different intensities. Wars, natural disasters, economic crises,
big social movements and most important intersections of the above are elements that challenge
normality and create conditions of crisis. Crisis opens a stage of suspension, a liminal stage in which
new forms of sociality are formed and tested. Normality returns, or at least attempts to do so; yet, it
will never be the same as before, as elements that were created within, through and because of

liminality create new relations between the known and the unknown, the normal and the “other”.

Social Structures, Social Imaginary and Social Normalization

Throughout the history of the social sciences, several theories have been developed around the
concept of “social structure”; an in-depth analysis and comparison of those theories is beyond the
scope of this dissertation. The word “structure”, however, is always used to designate the sum of
relations and articulations in a specific society (Deleuze & Guattari 2013). Social structures are
composed of socioeconomic stratifications (e.g., classes), social networks, institutions, systems of
law, as well as norms and beliefs; they are mediated by forms of coding and decoding. While social
structures are porous systems that are always susceptible to transformation, they often oscillate
between phases of stability or normality and phases of collapse and transition. For Greek-French
philosopher Cornelius Castoriadis, a central element that creates coherence in a particular social

structure is what he calls the “social imaginary”.

The social imaginary for Castoriadis is the magma’ of social imaginary significations and of the

images and schemes that are created in order to support it in a particular society (Castoriadis 1975).

Magma is a concept used by Castoriadis in analogy with the notion of Gestalt in psychoanalysis. It signifies the
indefinite sets of social imaginary significations that constitute the social imaginary. However, this magmatic social



Those social imaginary significations are the outcome of the creative capacity of society itself, and
they are imaginary because they are not real (they cannot be derived from things) and they are not
rational (they cannot be constructed logically) (Castoriadis 2010). Social imaginary significations are
“embodied” in specific institutions, a term which for Castoriadis denotes “the entire set of tools,
language, skills, norms and values |[...] everything that, with or without formal sanctions, imposes
ways of acting and thinking” (Castoriadis 2010: 46). Thus, the social imaginary zs the shared collective
magination distilled in specific institutions, which operates as the “glue” that holds a society together by being a
representation of it. In each society, it is the social imaginary that determines what is real, worthy,
possible, acceptable or desirable. However, not all social imaginary significations are explicit in every
society; rather, some of them “can be grasped only indirectly and obliquely” (Castoriadis 1975: 143).
Whereas for Castoriadis the individual imaginary has its locus in the unconscious, the social
imaginary has no explicit locus, but it is “the invisible cement” that denotes almost nothing and

connotes almost everything (Castoriadis 1975).

Castoriadis argues that each society’s distinct social imaginary creates a dominant anthropological
type (Castoriadis 1997; 2010), that is, the type of human “needed to make it function” (Castoriadis
1997: xii). In this regard, Castoriadis theorizes social structures as systems that are characterized by
some form of organizational, informational and cognitive closure, although those entities are
“subjected to disruptions” (Castoriadis 2010: 49). In his view, disruptions are always the result of a
continuous creative social process that produces new meanings and social imaginary significations
capable of replacing the older ones and therefore self-altering the social imaginary and the social

structure at large.

While Castoriadis chooses to emphasize the creative dimension of the production of the social
imaginary as a society’s collective work, Michel Foucault focuses more on the role of power in the
creation of normality in a specific social structure. He calls this process “social normalization”
(Foucault 2009). He emphasizes that this project of normalization is not univocal and is not
promoted by a single force but involves various mechanisms that, in his own words, “develop from
and below a system of law, in its margins and may be even against it” (Foucault 2009: 56). Through
discipline and taxonomization, social normalization separates the normal from the abnormal; at the

same time, it prescribes an optimal model of social and spatial relations, forms of behavior, social

imaginary is irreducible to the sum of the imaginary significations that compose it, as it cannot be reconstituted
analytically or by any means of order (Castoriadis 1975; Mountian 2009).



roles and imaginary significations and attempts to get individuals, movements and entire societies to

conform to this model.

Liminal Commons

The problem of community and existing responses

The commons are often imagined as small-scale ventures in the farmlands, in which peasants come
together in order to collectively cultivate their crops; as fisheries in which fishermen jointly define
the rules of management; as complex systems of collective irrigation or as social systems for the
management of alpine meadows and vital water resources. In more recent literature, the commons
can also be imagined as digital communities that produce digital goods; as urban and peri-urban
gardening projects, as housing squats and even as manifold commons (Bresnihan and Byrne 2015),
that is, commons that involve multiple activities and meta-commonal relations (De Angelis 2017).
The underlying principles that characterize all these forms of commons and constitute the criteria
for their success or failure are their capacity to endure over time and their capacity to create strong

community bonds among their members.

A clearly defined community is the cornerstone of Ostrom’s analysis on the commons while
endurance is the most important measure of success. Ostrom is interested in long-term commons
only, and throughout her work she tries to identify the institutions that may allow them to persist
over time. In this respect, fixed communities are deemed better than open ones, because within
fixity people can better incorporate and follow specific norms and principles, which according to
Ostrom are essential elements for successful and enduring commoning. The “rational individual”,
which Ostrom uses as the privileged unit of her analysis, has a “natural” tendency towards free
riding. Hence, those who do not follow specific norms of behavior are considered violators and
punished through systems of graduated sanctions. Community and identity—as well as community-
as-identity—become synonyms for the commons, while relations of proximity and control are often

envisaged as the sole source of coherence, sustainability and taming of human profit-seeking egoism.

On the other hand, the anti-capitalist commons of the more politically-oriented literature on the
commons are often associated with the image of “emancipated communities” that are barricaded in
“liberated strongholds” and are always ready to fight and defend themselves against the hostile

outside (Stavrides 2013; 2016: 228). “Consciously constituted communities” (Midnight Notes



Collective and Friends 2009: 11) are formed on the basis of antithesis to capital, which gives shape
to a coherent project with the ideological function of prefiguring the cooperative society that the
radical left strives to create (Federici 2011: 2). Hence, social centers, anarchist squats, occupied
factories, workers’ collectives and the other (re)productive ventures that fall into the category of
anti-capitalist commons may be open in terms of ethnicity, gender and perhaps class origin and
religion, but they remain homogeneous or with a tendency towards homogeneity regarding their
political identity and the stance they should have against capital accumulation. As with Ostrom, the
criteria of endurance against corruption and cooptation by capital and of coherence-through-
collective-identity-formation remain the predominant factors of success or failure for anti-capitalist

commons.

Stavros Stavrides has identified this problematic use of the terms community and identity in the
literature of commons and has tried to produce theoretical responses to them. He argues that if the
commons are constituted on the basis of a necessary closure, community and identity, they will
operate as exceptions. Under specific conditions, exceptions can actually fuel the systems of
domination and normalization rather than challenge them (Agamben 1998; Stavrides 2016). He calls
this commoning “enclosed” and emphasizes that “institutions of commoning established in a stable
and well-defined community may very well look like the dominant institutions in the ways they
regulate people’s rights and actions” (Stavrides 2016: 41). By extension, Stavrides criticizes both the
logic of clear boundaries as defined by Ostrom and the logic of anti-capitalist commons as

conceived by sectors of the autonomous Marxists.

Stavrides’ work is oriented towards political transformation and emancipation and his arguments are
built upon the assumption that if the commons are to contribute to human emancipation, they must
“tend towards an openness of sharing: self-managed cooperation which is open to newcomers,
knowledge ‘production’ which is not limited to those who understand it, create it or ‘finance’ it and
festive and joyous events which do not separate consumers from artists” (Stavrides 2016: 3). To
explore the possibility of permanent openness for commoning practices, he offers a counterimage to
the image of an enclosed spatiality; the image of a potential “City of Thresholds” (Stavrides 2013;
2015). This City of Thresholds is the spatial equivalent of an emancipating project based on the
negotiation between different but open identities in the process of collectively inventing the future
(Stavrides 2013). He illustrates his arguments with examples ranging from the “Juntas de Buen

Gobierno” of the Zapatista movement to social housing experiences in Athens and the Occupy



movement. His analysis is rich and theoretically elaborate, and he builds bridges with the work of
Foucault, Ranciere, Benjamin, Agamben, Hardt, Negri and other major theoreticians. Besides the
theoretical and projective value of his work, however, in his latest writings Stavrides has tried to
ground these abstract ideas in practice; to that end, he has developed a set of institutional proposals
on how the commons can remain open, called “the institutions of expanding commoning”
(Stavrides 2015; 2016). Stavrides invites us to abandon the very concept of community, because it
implies some sort of homogeneity and exclusivity; instead, he prefers to use the concepts of
“communities in movement” and “public sphere”, drawing basically on Zibechi’s work on Latin

America (Zibechi 2009) and Ranciere’s concept of a possible “common world” (Ranciere 2000).

The value of Stavrides’ work resides in that he offers an image of how common space can operate as
both a source and an outcome of emancipatory practices, and thus he contributes to overcoming the
conception of the commons as mere systems of resource management. Moreover, he relates
commoning with the tendency of the human being to cross the borders towards freedom, to
rephrase Simmel’s words; this is important, as it expands the research agenda, previously focused on
the more static issues of preservation and defense of the commons. In addition, he offers a beautiful
“thought-image”, in his terminology, about how an emancipating spatiality of commoning could be
envisaged. Lastly, he also offers a basic but partial set of rules on how the commons can remain
open and welcoming to newcomers. In my opinion, his books are also a wonderful and refreshing

read.

However, Stavrides” work has limited analytical value in explaining real-world commoning processes,
because the author intentionally chooses to emphasize and explain only one of the two opposing
and contradictory tendencies that any human being, group or society possesses; the tendency to
open towards the unknown and the “other” and the tendency to create their own cosmos and
protect it from what is regarded as external to it. Stavrides chooses to stress the continuities that may
be created by erecting bridges towards otherness, but he does not pay enough attention to—or even
downplays—the discontinuities that may appear, and do appear, in this process. His focus, thus, is
more normative and less analytical. His theory offers insights on how fo keep commoning endlessly
open and not on how do actual commons try to regulate the relations between the inside and the

outside.



This one-sided approach may bring to mind the previously mentioned literature that celebrates
liminality and associates it only with positive shifts. Such a celebration of liminality doesn’t take into
account central aspects of the liminal condition as described by Van Gennep, for whom liminality
always dissolves existing structures and gives birth to more stable ones. Most importantly, however,
such a conception is a far cry from the way in which, in actual human experience, relations are
established between the self, the intimate environment and the entire world. Van Gennep himself
was the first to notice that liminality must somehow come to an end (Van Gennep 1960 [1909]),
while more contemporary thinkers on the field argue that “human life ceases to be meaningful in
perpetual liminality” as “without a return to normality and background structures that one can take
for granted (at least until they are shaken again), individuals go crazy and societies become
pathologic” (Thomassen 2015: 216). If considered in relation to human experience (and if liminality
is to be taken seriously, it must engage with human experience) and not as a theoretical metaphor
about potential emancipatory practices, a state of permanent liminality may resemble what Bateson,
in his effort to define schizophrenia, called the “loss of frame”. A last point, particularly important
for a work on the commons, is that Stavrides’ inherently “expanding commoning” contradicts the
majority of studies of the commons. Ostrom insists that individuals have an inherent tendency to
enclose their common world and invigilate it from others; she goes on to claim that, according to
her studies, this is a universal phenomenon (Ostrom 2009). Even if one claims that this perception
of universality is an outcome of the limitations of Ostrom’s theory, her specific biases and the way
she selects the commons under study, it is still difficult to argue that permanent openness and

endless transformation is or can become the essence of human beings.
What is a liminal commons?
Imagine this:

- A group of volunteers rushes to a border island in which refugees arrive in thousands and state
authorities are absent. Without knowing each other, without even speaking the same language,
these people quickly set up first aid, cooking and sleeping infrastructure in order to cope with
the situation, and manage this infrastructure in common.

- In the midst of an economic crisis and overstressed by austerity measures, another group of
thousands, if not millions, of people decide to occupy the central square of a city center. Their

desperation, anger, disorientation and loss of income are so strong that these people decide not



only to demonstrate but to transform the occupied public space into their new home. To do
this, they establish procedures of space-sharing and management in which everyone has the right
to participate.

- After a big earthquake, a suburb of a major city in the global South has been partially destroyed.
The authorities and global NGOs are nowhere to be seen, and a certain degree of self-
organization is needed. People, without necessarily knowing each other and without having any
communal bonds, decide to set up local commissions to cope with the impact of the disaster.

- In a remote beach of a beautiful Mediterranean island in which no infrastructure exists, people
of every age, ethnicity and background decide to spend their holiday in a self-organized and self-
sustainable way. In order to survive, they dig wells, they create spaces of gathering that belong to
all, they plant vegetables, and they lay down the rules for sharing available resources and
managing waste. They know that after a few months everything will be over, but they still invest

part of their time in commoning activities.

The above examples are all instances of commoning, because people pool resources and labor in
order to create common goods or to jointly manage their shared space, infrastructure and waste;
what is more, they do so without any recognizable leadership or top-down hierarchy. However, in all
the above examples, neither long-term sustainability nor the existence or formation of collective
identity are considered important, necessary prerequisites or even goals. What is needed, however,
for this common doing to take place, is effective communication of the differences among all the
diverse subjects, who do not share common codes, norms, habits and knowledge. Such a stage for
the negotiation of differences is often experienced as an in-between space, because only a space that
resists identification can remain open to all. Liminality, thus, as the concept that signifies a condition
of in-betweenness and loss of identity, becomes the cornerstone of this heterogeneous organization
and the driving force behind the effective communication of difference. A willingness to open up

their previously stable identities is required of those who participate in this common doing.

This opening up of identities can differ from person to person, from one group to another, and
most importantly, from one context to another. In our examples, while in the cases of refugee
arrival, earthquake and austerity, identity destabilization is the outcome of a generalized crisis that
affects everyone, in the case of self-organized beach commons, identity destabilization is triggered
by a desire for contact with the “other” and is mediated by a conscious gesture towards otherness.

Thus, liminal subjects, that is, subjects who have problematized or collapsed identities, constitute the



backbone of liminal commons. Those subjects are open, and can therefore be inventive and
vulnerable at the same time; they may suffer from uncertainty or they may use this uncertainty to

create their lives anew.

In liminal commons, the “glue” that brings actors together is the practical production of the
common. Community in liminal commons is a fluid and temporal arrangement, created to share and
sustain this common doing; it is characterized by great instability and high membership turnover.
Both the manifestation of individual identities and the formation of collective identities are
discouraged in liminal commons, because they are recognized as obstacles in the process of
commoning. Liminal commons unfold in contestable spaces or in spaces susceptible to contestation,
such as public spaces. The space of liminal commons is a crisis-scape that transforms according to
rapidly changing needs and emergencies. There are very few predefined shared values in the process
of creating and sustaining a liminal commons, and they are often narrowed down to the belief that
all participants are equal and have equal rights of participation in decision making; this often leads to

the adoption of horizontal structures of organization.

The institutions that are performed during this kind of commoning, which define what is to be
shared and how, are also characterized by fluidity. Liminal institutions are not fixed but precarious;
they emerge and perish quickly, according to whether they prove functional or not. They aim at
unification rather than exclusion of the diverse potential commoners, and they promote the non-

antagonistic co-existence of different perceptions.

Liminal commons are not only the outcome of a specific kind of crisis, i.e. economic, social or
environmental. They are also processes that are formative of new crises at various scales; from the
micro-scale of the individual to the macro-scale of an entire society. “Crisis is contagious”, as Turner
said, and this corresponds to the actual becoming of the liminal commons. Liminal commons
cannot only “transmit” crisis to the individuals who incidentally take part in the incipient forms of
collective action emerging in the respective processes of commoning, but it can also affect the
surrounding environment by expanding crisis and its transformative potential to places far beyond
the traceable periphery of the actual common space. This kind of expansion often follows a
rhizomatic pattern (Deleuze & Guattari 1980; Castells 2012). A rhizomatic expansion is one that has
no center or periphery, does not begin from or end at a specific point, and often resembles what is

called punctuation in biology. Its nodes are either not connected or connected mostly through



unforeseen encounters, following a decentralization-recentralization process (Zibechi 2010). The
nodes of the rhizome are not stable but appear and disappear within a highly accelerating spiral;
multiple nodes can be added to the rhizome without any previous control of whether or not they are

compatible among them.

Liminal commons are transitional forms of commoning, primarily aimed at facilitating transitions.
Such processes are often precarious and temporal, but they are indeed capable of creating new
realities that were previously unthinkable. Thus, if crisis is what poses the question, liminality can
mark the period when tentative, often incomplete and contradictory answers are invented and put
into practice. Despite the ephemeral character of those “extraordinary” periods, such answers can
have a lasting effect, and may foreshadow the basic features of the emerging new structure, at least

until this is shaken in its turn.

Liminal commons is an analytical category of commons and does not designate a preferable or
desirable form. By extension, my aim here is not to totally displace Elinor Ostrom’s theory or to
discredit all other tools for the analysis of other types of commoning experiences; rather, it is to
provide a new analytical framework for approaching a particular form of commoning, which until
recently was off the radar of the burgeoning literature on the field. This work tries to remain
equidistant from Stavrides and other advocates of permanent openness, on the one hand, and the
determinists of necessary closure, on the other. My interest is directed towards studying forms of
commoning that develop within crisis and emergency, and which can catalyze new transformations
in rapidly changing conditions. I am aware that openness, a characteristic of such periods, will come
to an end; that crisis will either give birth to new structures or will itself become “the new normal”. I
believe, however, that it is important to explore the experiences that emerge in this “in-between”
and examine how they affect the “after”, because it is within crisis that reflections, inventive ideas

and new forms of organization are more necessary than ever.
The Case Study

Despite its primarily theoretical focus, this work is anchored in the belief that experience and theory
are co-constituted. This means that the theoretical arguments and reflections presented throughout
the dissertation are interlaced and cross-fertilized with actual experiences elicited through extensive
fieldwork, presented in detail in the following chapter. I always aim to strike a balance between my

urge for theoretical elaboration and my desire to ground theoretical arcuments in my findings from
g y g g y g



the field. Nevertheless, I am aware that this is a difficult task, and it can be a source of uncertainty
and even disappointment in moments of ineffective writing. An additional challenge lies in the fact
that the field I have been studying is not only part of my work but part of my life; on account of
this, it has been, at times, difficult to use the actual ethnographic material to justify conceptions that
I had grasped obliquely and intuitively through my longtime participation in the making of

alternatives in Greece.

In recent years, Greece has often been at the epicenter of global attention for a series of reasons.
For some, Greece represents the “black sheep” of the European Union and probably of the whole
of the West, as the country is routinely depicted as a corrupt state inhabited by lazy and
untrustworthy people. It was the first of the “tigers turned into pigs”* after the financial crisis of
2008. After the movements of the squares in 2011, and along with the Spanish “indignados”, the
global media started portraying Greece as the nucleus of a new culture of radical grassroots action
and a social laboratory where new forms both of governance and of resistance are produced and
tried out. In 2015, with the electoral win of Syriza, the endless negotiations with the IMF and the
European Union, and finally the referendum, Greece was the center of attention of modern politics.
In late 2015 and early 2016, this attention intensified, since Greece became the epicenter of the so-
called “refugee crisis” and Greek islands operated as the main points of entrance to the “orderly”

Schengen world.

These diverse depictions of Greek reality over the last decade are inaccurate and superficial, yet they
are indicative of the multiple destabilizations and rapid changes that occured in the country, and
which are codified here as “the Greek crisis”. The present work aspires to “zoom in” on and explain
the aspects of the Greek crisis that are related to the well-documented emergence and multiplication
of the new commons. Before 2008, there were only a handful of such projects in the country; today
there is a wide spectrum of practices that have commoning at the heart of their activity, ranging
from projects of the so-called Social and Solidarity Economy to political and housing squats, social
centers, urban space appropriations through commoning, social clinics and pharmacies, back-to-the-

land self-sustaining experiments, self-organized refugee camps and squats and solidarity networks.

41In 2004, the Economist was praising the “Celtic tiger” of Ireland for its economic growth, while in 2008 the IMF was
similarly praising Greece for having a very healthy economic development, which they predicted would remain stable
over the following years. Likewise, in 2008 Spain was celebrating the fact that its GDP surpassed that of Italy. Ironically,

only 2 years later, all these countries, together with Portugal, were repudiated by the international press as “PIGS” (Kallis
2014).



Why and how have these ventures emerged? What has fueled their dispersion and multiplication?

How are they organized? What can we learn from these experiences?

The above questions constitute the guiding thread of this study, which officially started in 2013 and
is still ongoing, but whose unofficial origins lie further back in time. In recent years, however, I have
had the opportunity to participate both as an observer and as an active participant in many different

commoning projects that form part of the incipient universe of an alternative Greece.



Chapter 2

Study Methods

The time I spent researching and writing this dissertation has not been period of studies separated
from my previous work and life, but a period when I had the opportunity to engage with an issue
that has been central in my life since my adolescence: participation in the commons. Thus,
describing the study methods employed in this work is a difficult task, which inevitably presents
many inconsistencies and discontinuities. The empirical data used in this dissertation was collected
using multiple social science research methods. Different methods were used in different stages of
the research and in the various research projects I have participated in between 2008 and 2018, to

which the present study refers.

In the period between 2008 and 2010, I was an MSc student in urban planning at the National
Technical University of Athens and an activist in the urban social movements described in the third
chapter of this dissertation. During this period, I conducted research on degrowth and alternative
island communities under the supervision of Prof. Dina Vaiou, who is also among the supervisors of
the present Ph.D. In that period, my methods included participatory action research, which seeks to
understand the world by trying to change it collaboratively and following reflection (Reason and
Bradbury 2008), participant observation and pure activism. Along with my active participation in
commoning activities in two Greek islands, I followed the events of the 2008 revolt in Athens,
which is presented in the next chapter as an important tipping point in the proliferation of
commoning projects in the country. My participation in the revolt was constant and was followed by
numerous formal and informal discussions, along with my active participation in the occupation of
the Business School of Athens, the occupation of the National Opera and other momentous
projects of this period. However, my research methods were not clear, and I was mostly making
notes, photographs and sound recordings in an unplanned and spontaneous way. Around the same
period, I actively participated in two neighborhood projects in Athens that can be regarded as

pioneering commoning ventures in contemporary Greece.

The first was the local neighborhood assembly of Holargos district, in the northeast outskirts of

Athens. That was an initiative for protecting endangered local commons, such as a communal park



and a nearby mountainside, from enclosure and commodification. The experience was revelatory for
me, as it was the first time my political struggle became connected with issues of (re)production of
the commons. Through this process, for the first time I reflected on how to link broader political
concerns with concrete local issues and on how self-organized grassroots initiatives can become
spaces for the negotiation of differences between different and often unrelated individuals and

collective subjects.

The second project was perhaps the first® commoning project related to urban farming in
contemporary Athens. The purpose of the project was to harvest the olive trees planted by older
residents at the sidewalks of the district of Holargos. An open call for the organization of a three-
day grassroots self-organized collective harvest was issued. Our dual aim was to strengthen
collaboration and common bonds between residents in a period of high individualization, on the
one hand, and to foster a vision of a self-sustainable city, on the other. The venture is described in
detail in one of the unpublished papers I produced for my master’s course in urban planning. The
experience was vital for me, as that was my first study of commoning practices, even though back in
2008 the term was not popular in Greece and I was not familiar with the commons and commoning

yet.

I conducted systematic field research for the first time in 2011, during the movement of the squares,
using tools from ethnography and participant observation to collect the data presented in the third
chapter of the present work. I visited the occupied squares for approximately 30 days between May
25 and July 10, 2011, and I completed approximately 200 hours of participant observation and active
participation in various commissions that were formed in the encampment of the so-called low part
of the square. At the same time, I carried out active participation and research at the neighborhood
assembly of Koukaki-Thisio-Petralona, which was organizationally independent but actively
supportive of the central occupation at Syntagma Square. During my participation in the movement,
I tried to talk both to leading figures and passersby, and also to keep a balance of ages and genders.
Later on, after starting my Ph.D. program and refining my research questions and scope, I
conducted 18 semi-structured interviews and two focus groups in Athens with key participants of

the movement who were involved in various commissions at the encampment. The interviews and

5> According to Nikolaidou and Kolokouris (2012) this was the first project of urban agriculture in the late first decade of
the new century.



focus groups were held between September 2013 and May 2014. Interviews and focus groups were

recorded and transcribed before being analyzed.

In the first year of my Ph.D., along with my primary supervisor Giorgos Kallis, I clarified the theme
and objectives of the research. Thus, the focus shifted from the study of self-sufficient commoning
projects in the countryside and back-to-the-land movements to the investigation of the new urban
commons that were rapidly multiplying, mostly in the cities but also in villages and the countryside.
Even though it excited and motivated me, this shift increased the complexity of the subject of my
inquiry, primarily for two reasons. First, since my object of study was an incipient and rapidly
changing environment that was evolving in parallel with my research project, it was difficult to find
stable points of reference and map the ongoing activities. Second, in contrast with the original topic,
which involved significantly fewer ventures with more homogeneous characteristics, the new field
encompassed a wide range of micro-projects with diverse backgrounds, repertoires of action,
motivations and goals. The shift was also crucial for my personal development: First, it renewed my
interest in issues of urban spatial justice and development and, second, it allowed me to explore the
possibility of transforming urban space and urban life towards social, economic and ecological

sustainability.

At the beginning of this Ph.D. research, I decided to choose specific in-depth case studies to
constitute the empirical pool of this dissertation. However, in 2014, a successful application for a
“Retos I+D” grant on alternative socio-economic practices funded by the Spanish government
allowed me to broaden the research subject and to introduce a series of quantitative analysis
strategies to complement the qualitative research methods. This was a second significant shift in the
research process. Broadening the research scope to include the entire commoning movement in all
of Greece posed a series of new problems in designing the research and approaching the

phenomenon. This change proved to offer great benefits but also to pose new challenges.

On the one hand, this shift gave me a much broader understanding of the big picture. It gave me the
chance to observe how commoning developed in different geographies, and in diverse natural, social
and political environments. It offered me the means to grasp the multiplicity of strategies that each
micro-group employs to cope with its specific problems. This accumulated body of knowledge
allowed me to extract patterns and make comparisons between different ventures and geographic

regions. It became the source of the main findings of the fourth and fifth chapters.



On the other hand, broadening the scope of the research signified reduced opportunities for
engagement with each distinct project. This translated into a limited capacity to delve into details
that can be grasped only through intensive ethnographic work. Such a “trade-off” has led, for
example, to a somewhat superficial examination of internal power relations in groups, insufficient

attention to gender inequalities and a series of other, subtler and often invisible, issues.

Research was conducted through a large-scale face-to-face country-wide survey, completed by 404
individuals from 118 different ventures. The design of the questionnaire and sampling strategy was
carried out between October 2015 and April 2016; the actual first-person visit and filling of the
questionnaires took place between May 2016 and May 2017. The study covered a large part of the
country, including the regions of Macedonia, Attica, Thessaly, Peloponnese and Crete. The sampling
strategy was based on the definition of a “probability sample” (Bryman 2012) that allows for
representative and generalizable findings. For the design and implementation of the project, I hired
two experts in quantitative research methods from Greece, and a fieldwork assistant to help me
cover such a large area. The questionnaire and the sampling strategy were designed by me, along
with my supervisor, Prof. Giorgos Kallis, and the contracted experts, Christos Staikos and Reveka
Tsouloufi. Co-supervisors Pr. Dina Vaiou and Dr. Christos Zografos assisted us by commenting on
early drafts. After finishing the draft questionnaire, I organized a 15-person pilot survey to ensure
that the questionnaire was well made and that respondents felt comfortable with answering the

questions. After the pilot, I finalized the questionnaire, printed it out and commenced the fieldwork.

The first stage of the sampling strategy was probably one of the most demanding phases of research
design. Accurate implementation of a probability sample requires the existence of a clearly defined
population. This was not the case with our research, as new commoning projects were constantly
appearing and disappearing, and their membership was in constant flux. Our approach included
cross-checking every possible database and asking all existing contacts from the field to provide us
with lists of any new commoning projects across the country. The goal was to create an index of
such projects. The primary pools of information used were the online databases of “enallaktikos.gt”
and “solidarity4all.gr”. However, multiple online sources were used to compile and cross-check the
final index. For compiling the index, besides the online databases, I used inputs from existing
incubators such as Impact Hub Greece, the list of participants in the Festival of Cooperative and
Solidarity Economy, held in Athens annually since 2012 and the similar list of the Commons Fest,

organized since 2013. In its final draft, the index included approximately 500 formal and informal



organizations that could be characterized as commoning projects. Subsequently, I drew lots to
choose one-fifth of the total population, that is, 100 projects. My original aim was to interview at

least three random participants from each project.

The highly precarious nature of the incipient commoning movement in Greece rendered the index
inaccurate. Around 30 percent of the projects I contacted after drawing lots were inactive. These
were replaced with others from the database. In a few cases, while visiting a region, we discovered
projects that were not registered in any database. In those cases, we partially changed our initial
probability sample for a non-probability “snowball” sample (Bryman 2012), which according to
commoners in the area represented better the actual situation. This explains why the final number of
ventures is not exactly 100 but 118, while respondents are 404. The survey was carried out by me

and my assistant Chrysostomos Galanos, who covered the regions of Crete and Peloponnese.

An exhaustive presentation of the findings of this research could not be included in the present
dissertation, but it will be part of a series of follow-up papers and a book that will be published in
the following years. Yet, the findings of this large-scale research project have been an important
source of information for this dissertation and have been sporadically cited in the following
chapters. In many cases, first-person structured interviews were followed by semi-structured or
entirely unstructured interviews with participants of the projects under study. To ensure a random
and hence more representative sample of respondents, I usually visited the ventures on dates when
important collective activities were scheduled. Thus, I had the opportunity to participate in
numerous assemblies, informal discussion and organizational meetings and also have lunch or share
recreational activities with my interviewees. In this aspect, ethnography met quantitative social
research methods. Observations on this parallel interaction with individuals and groups were
carefully written down and organized, both by myself and by Chrysostomos, who was sending
regular reports on what he saw and listened in each of his trips. Approximately 600 hours of

participant observation and interviews were completed in parallel with the survey project.

In January 2017, I formed a new research group that included Chrysostomos Galanos, Giorgos
Tsitsirigos (expert facilitator and instructor of Non-Violent-Communication in Greece) and Georgia
Bekridaki (a founding member of the organization Solidarity4all and Dock, both key organizations
within the commoning and solidarity economy movement in the country). I was the scientific

coordinator of the group. The group was entrusted with carrying out the most extensive research



project in the history of Social and Solidarity Economy in the country, funded by the European
Union (through the Structural Reform Support Service), the British Council and the Hellenic
Ministry of Labor. The exact methodology of the research can be found in the report published in
2017 (see Varvarousis et al. 2017). A detailed presentation of that methodology lies beyond the
scope of the present dissertation since very few statistical findings from that work have been
included here. However, it is worth mentioning that that research gave us the opportunity to
conduct 15 more semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders and participants in Social and
Solidarity Economy entities from all over the country, as well as four focus groups with 38 carefully
selected participants in Athens, Thessaloniki, Karditsa in Thessaly and Heraklion in Crete. The
transcripts of the interviews and the focus groups were a valuable addition to the existing research

material.

In addition to these projects, during the 2011 — 2018 period, I attended most key events in the field
and was invited as a speaker and organizer in some of them. In 2011 and 2016, I was invited as a
panel speaker at B-fest, one of the most important activist gatherings, dedicated to the
popularization and empowerment of the commons, among other objectives. In 2012, 2013, 2014,
2015 and 2016 I attended the Festival of Cooperative and Solidarity Economy in Athens, which
operated over the years as an important meeting point for related ventures. In 2015, I was also an
invited speaker and co-organizer of the festival. Likewise, I attended the CommonsFest in 2015 and
2016. In 2015, I was a co-organizer and panel speaker in the three-day forum “Prosperity without
Growth” in Athens, whose aim was to develop a series of political proposals for the reconstruction
of society and the economy around the commons and degrowth. In 2016, I attended the Second
Euro-Mediterranean Workers Economy Conference, which took place at the famous Viome
occupied factory in Thessaloniki, a landmark in the commoning movement in Greece and beyond.

In all those events, I kept detailed notes, which also informed the arguments presented in this thesis.

Over the years of my Ph.D. research, I got involved in four distinct and diverse commoning projects
and studied them in depth: Spithari Waking Life project in the outskirts of Athens, Plato’s Academy
Cooperative Café in the Athenian district of Akadimia Platonos, Piracus Solidarity, and, lastly,
Lesvos Solidarity project in Lesvos. In total, I completed approximately 300 hours of active
participation and participant observation in these projects and conducted 19 semi-structured and

life-story interviews.



Spithari Waking Life was conceived at the occupied Syntagma Square. It started immediately after
the mobilization of 2011 and lasted four years, until 2015. For its founders, the project had an
educational purpose: to teach them how to cooperate, live frugally and apply new sustainable
technologies in farming and construction. The project consisted of eight members and many

supporters.

Plato’s Academy Cooperative Café started in 2010 and is still active. The project has a triple
purpose. The “Kafeneio” (Café) is a cooperative business which has a few working members and
many non-working members. Its original goal was to be a self-organized space operating on a
voluntary basis that would try to change the way in which the nearby green park was used by
residents. The park was previously considered dangerous and was abandoned. The group wanted to
make the park usable and safe again for all residents. On the other hand, the Kafeneio tried to create
“new human relations”, as a sign in its entrance reads, and also provide the means of subsistence to

some of its members.

Piracus Solidarity is what has been called a “manifold commons” (Bresnihan and Byrne 2015), which
incorporates many activities such as a social kitchen, food collection and distribution, solidarity
courses, alternative currency and more. It is the biggest of the projects I have studied, with a core

membership of over 200, and many more supporters and sympathizers.

Lesvos Solidarity is perhaps the largest grassroots refugee support organization in Greece. It consists
of various levels and departments, and provides housing, courses, legal advice and services, and food
to more than 300 vulnerable migrants. It is also one of the few projects in Greece that has
developed strategies for the economic integration of migrants through the support of migrant-based

cooperatives.

The last empirical part of this dissertation follows the Platanos project, a self-organized first-
reception camp that operated in Lesvos from October 2015 to June 2016. The exploration of self-
organized refugee camps as instances of commoning was the latest element added to this
dissertation, for two reasons: First, the “solidarity to refugees” movement, which has flourished in
Greece from 2015 on (even though today its dynamism and popularity have diminished) is linked to
the preceding commoning movement, which proliferated especially after 2011. This was an excellent
opportunity to reflect on how commoning practices that emerge in a specific context can be

transmitted, transformed and implemented in a different one. Second, as self-organized refugee



camps were very precarious and embodied all the basic elements that this study explores—namely

crisis, commons and liminality— they were very attractive as research subjects.

Thus, in April 2016 I decided to move to Lesvos to complete my research project there. In my
neatly two-year stay on the island, I had significant experiences and also the chance to reflect on the
topic of creating and managing common spaces in extreme liminal conditions. The sixth chapter of
the present thesis is dedicated to the study of Platanos self-organized refugee camp. When I arrived
in Lesvos, Platanos was already in decline, as the refugee flows were temporarily stopped owing to
the implementation of the 2016 Turkey — EU deal. Thus, I had limited opportunities to do proper
ethnographic work at the site. However, over my lengthy stay at the island and through my
involvement in various refugee-related projects, including the already mentioned Lesvos Solidarity, I
was able to establish enduring relations with several dozen volunteers who had actively participated
in Platanos. Through frequent visits to Sykamnia, the village next to Platanos, and discussions with
locals and remaining volunteers, I was familiarized with the place and the context of the project. 1
conducted a total of 20 interviews for the case of Platanos; some were lengthy, life-story interviews,
and some were shorter, semi-structured ones. In some cases, lengthy interviews were broken down
into many parts carried out at different times. My participation in the organizing team of the
conference “Contested Borderscapes” in September 2017 in Mytilene/Lesvos and my relations with
the Observatory of the Refugee Crisis at the University of the Aegean were also valuable for further

developing my thoughts and refining my arguments.

As explained above, various methods were employed in carrying out this research. They include
action research methods—in projects I was more involved and familiar with—participant
observation, surveys, focus groups, semi-structured and life-story interviews; these were
complemented with secondary data research in newspapers, existing research publications, Facebook
pages and more. Of course, these methods were not always well planned and implemented, as I was
not familiar with all research strategies before starting this project. However, it has been a great
learning experience that made me rethink and reevaluate how a research project can be carried out,

and also helped me become proficient in the use of diverse research approaches.

In each event, assembly or group activity that I attended, I briefly introduced myself, disclosed my
identity as a researcher and asked participants for permission to record, keep notes or even attend

the process. The fact that I was already involved in social movements and commoning practices



before my research was a valuable “asset” for gaining access and trust with projects that usually
avoid giving information to researchers because they do not want to become “objects” of inquiry
and help in the career-building of “aloof researchers”, as I was told many times over the course of
the research process. Thus, even though the response rate was over 90 percent throughout the
research, there were instances in which I was not allowed to participate as a researcher. In all cases,
my intention was to be “immersed” in the field and to reverse the typical object—subject dynamics,
although I am aware that I have not always been successful. On the one hand, this “immersion”
gave me the advantage of seeing things from the perspective of those involved in the projects, but,
on the other, made it more difficult for me to distance myself afterward in order to reflect critically
on what I had observed or experienced. Anonymity and confidentiality were assured to all
interviewees, and permission was always sought before recording interviews, in line with university
guidelines and ethics procedures. In this thesis, all names have been changed to ensure the
anonymity of informants, aside from a handful of cases where interviewees explicitly stated that they

wanted their real name to be used.



Chapter 3

Subjects in Crisis and Liminal Commons

The main aim of this chapter is to explore the role of liminality in the formation of the subjects of
commoning and of common space more generally. In the first stream of the literature on the
commons, the one stemming from Ostrom’s tradition, there is little attention to the commons as
mechanisms of subjectification; the subjects of commoning are considered fixed and with given
motives that are limited to economic reasoning. In contrast, in more recent literature, subjects are a
central focus of the analysis. Yet there is little analytical work on how crisis affects individual,
collective and spatial identities grounded in empirical data and specific case studies. This chapter
aspires to contribute to this discussion by focusing on the period of the Greek movement of the
squares. There is a dual purpose here. On the one hand, I am drawing on existing theories of the
commons to identify their limitations in relation to the subjectivities of the commoners; moreover, I
seek to develop a theoretical understanding of how crisis affects the mechanisms of subjectification
and normalization. On the other hand, I am exploring in detail how this generalized destabilization
of identity formation processes has been manifested in the liminal commons of the indignant
squares in Athens. Through the exploration of discourses, images and personal stories, I am
unfolding the ontology of liminal commons in relation to space, kinds of social relations, expansive

characteristics, inner dynamics, transformative capacities and contradictions.
The Movement of the Squares and the Commons

2011 was an important year. Urban uprisings took place in countries as diverse as USA, Israel,
Greece, Spain and the UK. These were preceded by the mobilizations of the Arab Spring and
followed by similar phenomena in the following years in Turkey, Brazil and Hong Kong. Despite
their heterogeneity, their contradictions and their debatable repertoire of strategies, these
unanticipated uprisings shook the governing elites (Stavrides, 2016) disrupted the neoliberal status

quo (Didek and Swyngedouw, 2016) and challenged the social sciences (Arenas, 2014).

One of the recognizable attributes of all the above movements was the practice of encampment on
public space, which was given central attention in the literature that tried to make sense of them. For

Pickeril and Krinsky (2012), Occupy matters, most importantly, because it puts the issue of space at



the top of the agenda, and by doing so it reinvigorates the “right to the city” debate. For Castells,
while contemporary movements “usually start on the internet social networks, they become a
movement by occupying the urban space”; “the space of autonomy is the new spatial form of
networked social movements” (Castells, 2015: 250). The centrality of space, however, has sparked
vivid debates among scholars. For Marcuze (2011), the centrality of encampments led to a
“fetishization of space” that obscured the “bigger picture” of social change. Kaika and Karaliotas
(2014) underline the failure of the movement to implement broader democratic practices beyond the
occupied squares. On the other hand, many have argued that encampments should be taken more
seriously, as they created forms of common space that initiated new forms of living-in-common both

during the mobilizations and in their aftermath (Stavrides 2013; Varvarousis and Kallis 2017; Asara

and Kallis 2017; Castells 2012).

In effect, while the struggle for “the common” (Hardt and Negri 2012) has become an important
dimension in the literature on the movement of the squares, the content ascribed to the term is
varied. Dike¢ and Swyngedouw (2016) refer to the modalities of “being-in-common” that emerged
as urban commons during this cycle of insurgencies, emphasizing primarily their egalitarian
organization, their prefigurative character and their role in the process they call “re-centering the
urban political”. Departing from similar concerns, Kioupkiolis (2014) reflects on how the commons
of “indignant” squares reveal the strengths but also the limitations of the “politics of the multitude”
(Hardt and Negri 20014; 2009; 2012) and argues in favor of combining those politics with the
politics of hegemony. For Hardt and Negri (2012) the “struggle for the common” is one of the three
basic characteristics that connect the different versions of the movement globally; the authors place
special emphasis on the production of militant subjectivities through those experiences. Stavrides
focuses more on the spatial dimension of “indignant” occupations and stresses how those common
spaces constituted forms of hybridization that were able to bring together “incompatible and often
opposing elements in the creation of ‘unauthorized’” combinations” (Stavrides, 2016: 161). Finally,
De Angelis argued that all contemporary movements “in one way or in another, to a degree, are
forms of commoning” and also that “struggles through commons are also now an increasingly

visible form of struggle” (De Angelis, 2014: 178).



The scope of this chapter

Notwithstanding the rich literature on the connections between the movement of the squares and
the theory of the commons, in most of the aforementioned accounts the focal point is the link
between the movements’ commoning practices and the broader theory of counter-hegemonic
politics; therefore, the exploration of the various elements of these commons hinges on their role in
anti-capitalist struggle. Most of the above accounts constitute macro-observations and general
theorizations and are rarely grounded in empirical work that can highlight the contradictions and the
complexity of the field. As Paul Chatterton and Jenny Pickerill recently put it, “still missing, are
detailed empirical accounts of the messy, gritty and real everyday rhythms as activists envision,

negotiate, build and enact life beyond the capitalist status quo in the everyday’™.

If the encampments of indignant movements were instances of commoning, what can they tell us

about the broader theory of commons? How do they challenge Ostrom’s theoretical framework?

There is a great deal of commons scholars who totally dismiss the theory of the institutional school
and Elinor Ostrom in particular. Some denounce it as pro-capitalist and entrepreneurial and others
as irrelevant for social change, while others yet make no reference to it at all. To be sure, Ostrom’s
work has gaps, inaccuracies and even mistakes. Nevertheless, it seems inappropriate to disregard her
analysis because of her liberal leanings (Pennington 2012); after all, her work is the most detailed and
empirically grounded on the field. There is a need, thus, not only for political manifestos and
normative proposals but also for meticulous work with a view to revealing Ostrom’s inaccuracies

and omissions and mending them through new theoretical propositions.

This chapter interrogates Elinor Ostrom’s theory and explains why it is inadequate for approaching
the commons of the movement of the squares. The core argument advanced here is that Ostrom’s
theory of subjectivity is simplistic and has limited potential in analyzing liminal commons. The same
is true for some theoretical efforts that came after Ostrom and draw on autonomous Marxism.
Fixed identities and motives are challenged by liminal conditions, and therefore different motives
and intermediate, incomplete and fluid subjects may appear—and should appear—if such commons
are to function. Mechanisms of subjectification should be revisited and reconsidered. Crisis fuels this
kind of commoning and becomes its cornerstone. Hence, for liminal commons crisis is not merely a

point of departure but a constitutive element.

¢ In Arenas (2014)



The movement of the squares in Greece was one of the most dynamic and enduring among similar
movements globally, especially with regard to experimentation with commoning practices. The
occupation of Syntagma (Constitution) Square lasted approximately three months, and some three

million people passed through the square, about one-third of the Greek population.

Why and how did so many and diverse individuals decide not simply to temporarily gather in a
public space but to occupy it and make it their new home? How has this experience marked the lives
of those people? How was everyday life organized in the square and why was it organized like this?
How was crisis imprinted on the encampment? These are some of the more specific empirical

questions that inform this chapter.
Chapter structure

This chapter is divided into three separate sections as follows: The first section is theoretical and
revisits the theory of the subject as it is employed by Ostrom and some autonomous Marxists in
their respective commons frameworks. It then goes on to explore how crisis affects the mechanism
of subjectification. Section 2 is partly theoretical and historical and partly empirical. It draws on the
period before the economic crisis of 2010 and explores the basic aspects of the Greek pre-crisis
social imaginary. Then it examines how this imaginary “cracked” due to crisis and what this implies
for commoning practices. Section 3 refers to the movement of the squares. It consists of theoretical
propositions along with empirical data regarding the liminal commons of indignant squares. The

chapter concludes with further reflections on the liminal commons.

Section 1

The Subjects of Commoning in the existing literature

The subject in Ostrom’s theory

The wording of Ostrom in the study of commons can be described as neutral. Ostrom studied the
commons mainly as resources from a strictly scientific point of view. “Commons is a general term
that refers to a resource shared by a group of people”, Ostrom insists even in her latest work
(Ostrom 2007). Her work focuses on the institutions that, in her view, are preconditions of

“successful commons” and tries to develop a set of criteria for assessing that success. Her focus on



the institutions of the commons and her choice to study the commons as systems remained constant
throughout her work. This approach marked her research not only on what she calls Common Pool
Resources’ but also on “knowledge or information commons™ (Hess and Ostrom 2007). Although
she acknowledges that “cultural commons”, which include knowledge commons, differ from
common pool resources because “participants not only share existing resources but also engage in
producing those resources” (Ostrom 2010: 812), she insists that any study of the commons should
be based primarily on modeling (Ostrom 2010). Ostrom acknowledged the fact that, when people
not only use resources in common but also create them, complexity increases (Ostrom 2010);
however, she never delved into precisely defining the challenges that this increased complexity

pICSCI’ltS.

This analytical focus on the commons as systems of governance or models offered Ostrom a series
of analytical advantages. It allowed her to create a robust theory about the rules that an enduring
commons should abide by and it enabled her to claim a degree of universality for some of her
scientific outcomes (Ostrom 2009). Furthermore, it enabled her to challenge and reincorporate game
theory in the study of action situations, to develop criteria for analytically structuring and separating
those situations and, finally, to define a set of rules that could affect them (Ostrom, 2010). More
importantly, through this focus she was able to arrive at her famous “Eight Design Principles for

Successful Commons”, a landmark set of reference guidelines for the study of commons to this day.

Yet, in Ostrom’s theory one can barely find life stories of commoners, detailed accounts of who they
are, why they pool resources and labor together, what are their desires, aspirations and needs beyond
economic reasoning, and how commoning affects their lives, identities and social relations. Ostrom’s
approach is profound in regard to certain aspects of the commons, i.e., institutions, but very
superficial in regard to others, i.e., motives, affects, aspirations and more. In her own words, “the
essential questions for any commons analysis are inevitably about equity, efficiency, and
sustainability” (Ostrom 2007). Therefore, her analysis is useful in approaching management issues
but inadequate for exploring the role of the commons in the transformation of individuals, groups,
places and societies. The latter requires a shift from the distant systemic view to a “close-up”

perspective that focuses on the subject, a shift from the commons to commoning.

7 Common Pool Resources are natural or man-made resource systems that atre sufficiently large as to make it costly (but
not impossible) to exclude potential beneficiaties from obtaining benefits from their use (Ostrom 1990).

& “Knowledge” or “information commons” are human-resource systems such as academic and digital libraries, open
source software or information technology.



In Ostrom’s analysis, it is the resource that poses the question of the common, while commoners
are reduced to users who may manage it efficiently or less efficiently. In contrast, the second
perspective described above presupposes a shift of focus towards the issue of subjectivity and
intersubjectivity in the production of the common. The only references to subjects in Ostrom’s
theoretical framework concern their differences in regard to free riding and altruism. In this respect,
she developed a typology of the possible profiles of commons users, where she distinguishes four
different categories: (i) those who always behave in a narrow, self-interested way and never
cooperate in dilemma situations (free-riders); (ii) those who are unwilling to cooperate with others
unless assured that they will not be exploited by free-riders; (iii) those who are willing to initiate
reciprocal cooperation in the hopes that others will return their trust; and (iv) perhaps a few genuine
altruists who always try to achieve higher returns for a group (Ostrom, 1999: 279). Ostrom’s subjects
are limited to economic reasoning, which is the prevailing issue in her analysis of commons. This

reduces people’s motives for commoning to economic incentives.

However, this is not the only problematic aspect of her theory of the subject. An equally important
problem is that Ostrom’s subjects are clear-cut cases; they are either altruistic or free riders, while
intermediate categories also appear as fixed. These dualisms may be useful when approaching social
systems through modeling and calculations, but they are not representative of the real subjects that
produce the common. In real life, identities are not predefined, but they are constructed performatively
in everydayness, through repetitive, habituated and normalized acts (Butler 1997). They never reach
a level of completion that may allow us to take them for granted. There are different, contradictory
and even opposing “common senses” that inhabit the subjects of commoning (Garcia et al. 2017).
In the process of commoning, subjectivities should not be understood only as points of departure

but also as points of arrival that are susceptible to change.

This static view of the subject in Ostrom’s framework is not only problematic from an experiential
or an abstractly theoretical point of view, but it also affects the outcomes of the study of any
commons. Fixed identities produce specific, predictable social relations; this is never the case in real
commons but can exist only in the realm of modeling. For instance, if one assumes that in a
commons, by default, there are certain individuals who will always be free riders, others who will
always behave altruistically, and others yet who will always occupy the same intermediate positions,
then the commons becomes an ad hoc battlefield. Sealed identities such as those described by

Ostrom imply hostility between them, as their rigid borders go “hand in hand with a description of a



potential site of fighting”” (Stavrides 2013: 14). This perhaps explains, at least partially, why Ostrom’s
view on the commons is articulated predominately around sanctions, closed borders and systems of
surveillance and not on techniques of communication and further interaction beyond what is

essential for resource management.

The point here is not that Ostrom’s typology is totally incorrect, and the aim of this chapter is not to
replace Ostrom’s model with another. Rather, this chapter aims to wam against the naturalization of such
categorical distinctions and the institutional fixity of subject positions among commoners. Such subjectifications
can—and actually do—indeed emerge in the process of commoning, but they always reflect
particular spatiotemporal qualities that emerge in, through and beyond the common production itself,
while they always remain incomplete and more often than not contradictory. Such spatiotemporal
qualities are highly depended on the particular kind of commons that we are looking at, the general
social context where those commons emerge and evolve, as well as the trajectories of the actual

commoners before they decide to participate in the commoning process.
Anti-capitalist commons and the figure of the “dispossessed”

Above I have argued that Ostrom’s theory of the subject is inadequate for capturing, first, the
multiplicity of the actors of commoning and, second, the internal multiplicity and contradictions that
traverse each subject. I will now shift my attention to the commons theories of autonomous
Marxists, who may have moved beyond Ostrom’s claims of the primacy of economic interest but, as

I will argue, still base their commons upon dualistic and foundational oppositions.

Diverging from the mainstream Marxist tradition, autonomous Marxists have replaced the worker
with the commoner as the privileged subject of communist transformation (Lieros 2016). In their
view of the “communism of the commons” (Hardt 2010), the commons constitute bottom-up
responses to the continuous character of “primitive accumulation” (see, e.g., De Angelis 2003; 2007,
Federici 2010, Caffentzis and Federici 2014) and, therefore, their commoner is primarily associated
with the figure of the “dispossessed”. The dispossessed is an ever-suffering figure, who has
developed awareness of the fact that capital accumulation is at the root of the on-going enclosures
and thus creates “anti-capitalist commons” to counter it (Caffentzis and Federici 2014). Anti-
capitalist commons are those that do not primarily produce for the market and are not “profit-
driven”. They are the transformative vehicles that can lead to “the vision that Marxists and

anarchists have aspired to but failed to realize: that of a society made up of ‘free associations of
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producers™ (ibid: 101). However, this image of the ever-suffering “dispossessed” as the privileged
subject of a commons-based communist transformation brings to mind an older aphorism from the
Communist Manifesto, according to which the workers of this world have nothing to lose but their
chains. In reality, historically the workers have had a different opinion and, in addition, much more

than that to lose.

This literature offers a conception of the subject that is also static. It aspires to provide a new
ontology of the subject of commoning, and therefore it creates this ontology’s privileged figure. No
doubt, commoners can be—and, to a certain extent, are—people who have been deprived of past
rights and resources. My argument, however, is that instead of trying to identify the privileged
subjects of commoning, it is worthwhile to focus on how diverse subjects with diverse,
contradictory and even opposing traits can enter commoning, and on how this affects their
imagined, perceived and practiced identities. In other words, I am proposing to focus on the
mechanism of identity transformation, instead of looking for static criteria of identity affirmation.
This discussion, however, cannot take place in abstract terms but requires a focus on particular

places and subjects that are in movement and interaction with each other.
Crisis and Subjectification

A multidimensional crisis does not unfold only as an aberration, as a deadlock or as an
eschatological state of death or rebirth but also as a period that potentially entails a manifold
metamorphosis in many dimensions. Within and through crisis, it is not only well-established
elements of a particular social structure that are contested—economic configurations, apparatuses of
governance, ideologies, anthropological types—but also intersections of them, including the long-

standing dualisms upon which this social structure is built.

Crisis deterritorializes subjects from their familiar rigid and closed identity-territory and puts them in
a state of suspension or, in other words, a liminal state, in which different and even opposing forces
act together. There is no specific mechanism of (trans)formation, no single master of ceremony for
the subjects of crisis, only a machinic process of mutual reflection between habits and ideas yet to

pass and habits and ideas still to come, characterized by precarity, multiplicity and contradiction.

According to Ranciere (1992:61), every process of political subjectification involves what he calls a

stage of “dis-identification” or “de-classification”. What Ranciére perhaps disregards is the fact that,



within a multidimensional crisis, such a stage of dis-identification may not lead to the production of
a new identity, but subjects may remain in the in-between for much longer—sometimes forever.
Therefore, the primary subject of a deep and multidimensional crisis is the de-identified, the non-
subject of suspension that has entered liminality and tries to figure out how to handle it, possibly to
take advantage of it and ultimately to evolve by getting rid of it. What is the value of such an

observation for the new commons that emerge in and through contexts of crisis?

A discussion of subjectivities and crisis cannot remain at the level of the single human being but
should also explore the collective, the social and the spatial dimension. According to David Harvey,
“the relations between ‘self’ and ‘other’ from which a certain kind of cognition of social affairs
emanates is always [...] a spatiotemporal construction” (Harvey 1996:264). Likewise, for Rancicre,
politics is the process of political subjectification that centers on the rupture with previous subject
positions and which has always a spatialized expression (Ranciere 1999). Crisis thus does not only
deterritorialize humans but also affects spaces, including flows of humans, commodities,
infrastructure, land. energy and materials in general; most importantly, it affects the mechanism of
space production and also the very way space is conceived and interpreted. Crisis is spatialized, often
producing contested spaces, crisis-scapes that are not marked by a predominant identity anymore.
Within crisis, it is not only marginal spaces that obtain an interstitial character, both in metropolitan
centers and the periphery, but the crisis of spatial identity is transmitted in every possible direction;
from center to periphery and vice versa. The forms of contestation vary, and evidently contested
spaces are not necessarily emancipatory or counter-hegemonic, even though this “emptiness” also
means possibility—at the very least, the possibility of “some fresh air to breathe that flows through

the otherwise asphyxiating landscape of the corporate city” (Brighenti 2013: 17).

Crisis blurs dichotomies, dampens clear-cut dualisms. Crisis reveals that the public and the private—
as clearly defined, opposing poles within a dichotomy—may have exhausted themselves as valid
categories of enquiry in endless dialectical oppositions (Sohn et al. 2015). Ideologies are also
obfuscated in contexts of crisis. In the latest elections in the European Union we have witnessed an
unprecedented reversion, a blending of discourses and political positions that makes it difficult to

figure out to which one of the traditional camps—Ieft-wing or right-wing—candidates belong.

The implications of crisis for the very way the commons emerge and evolve, perish or stabilize are

profound. First, the massive process of de-identification of great parts of population through crisis



is experienced as a shocking trauma, which may either lead to solitude, depression, collective
disappointment and violent reactions or, on the other hand, to the opening of a new “intermediate”
space between the “I” and the “we”, a space where solidarity and creativity may arise to cure this
trauma (Androulidakis 2016). Can this be the same “we” that claimed “we are the 99%” during the
movement of the squares? Second, the deterritorialization of subjects from their familiar territorial
identities, together with the collapse or blurring of clear-cut dichotomies and dualisms, can open
new space for negotiation between subjects who were previously unlikely to come together. Third,
as both state and market-based solutions to everyday problems—for example, those related to
public health and transportation—are proven insufficient due to crisis, emergency situations arise. In
such situations, commoning is not always a conscious choice or the outcome of a well-thought-out
collective decision. Commoning simply happens, and, in many cases, the borders of such emergent
communities of commoners are not just blurred but non-existent. Contradiction becomes a core

property of these commons.

Section 2

The Greek Memorandum Trauma; the “I”” and the “We” in a time of crisis

The Greek crisis in numbers

At first, the dominant narratives on and explanations of the Greek crisis were macroeconomic and
financial, that is, it was viewed as a debt crisis (Hadjimichalis 2011). But as crisis evolved, more
qualifiers were added: a crisis of mainstream politics or, as framed by more conservative media, a
crisis of values and a humanitarian crisis (Androulidakis 2016). However, the Greek crisis cannot be
described in simple terms. It is not simply an economic, social, financial, political or humanitarian
one. It is a multidimensional crisis of everything that previously seemed se/f-evident, and in this respect

it is an existential crisis (Androulidakis 2016).

In economic terms, the country’s depression is the greatest ever faced by a developed nation,
especially after W\W2°. Even though it is difficult to express in quantitative terms the grim reality of
the Greek population or the multidimensionality and depth of the “crisis effect” in the country, I

will list here some impressive economic and social indicators that demonstrate the amplitude of the

? Greece’s peak-to-trough decline of GDP by 33 percent (and still falling) is worse than the 27 percent decline in the USA during the
most acute phase of the Great Depression.



phenomenon. In 2013, three years after the first Memorandum', 1.4 million Greeks were
unemployed, 27.5 percent of the total workforce, up from 7.2 percent in 2007 (Matsaganis 2013).
While the Hellenic Statistical Authority announced that in 2017 the unemployment rate had slightly
decreased to 23.2, the General Confederation of Greek Workers stated that the actual
unemployment rate was above 30 percent on that year (The Press Project 2017). For 18 to 25-year-
olds, unemployment increased from an already record-high 36.6 percent in 2009 to 65 percent in
2013 (EL.STAT 2009, 2013). Around 450,000 families had no working members in 2014 (Insurgenta
Iskra 2014). For those that do have a job, things are not much better: the median monthly gross
wage fell from €1,997 in 2009 to €1,048 in 2015 (EL.STAT 2015). Minimum salaries declined from
€751.5 in 2009 to €586.1 in 2013 (Vaiou 2014) while in reality even this historical minimum is often
violated. VAT increased from 9 percent and 13 percent to 24 percent, while taxes on property,
including small property, increased by 514 percent between 2010 and 2014 (EL.STAT 2014). On
account of the above, the purchasing power of wage earners plummeted by 37.2 percent (Vaiou
2014). City dwellers cannot even meet their basic needs, the number of homeless people has
skyrocketed (Kaika 2012), and some 145,000 children face food insecurity and hunger (PROLEPSIS
2013; Insurgenta Iskra 2014). One-third of the total population faces some sort of mental disorder
(Androulidakis 2016). The number of suicides has increased by 62.3 percent between 2007 and 2011
(EL.STAT 2012); almost half of those committing suicide in 2012 were economically inactive
(Insurgenta Iskra 2014). Cases of major clinical depression increased by 248 percent between 2009
and 2011 (Economou et al. 2013), while Athens has been called the “City of Xanax” by parts of the
mainstream press (LIFO 2016). Social cohesion is not simply threatened; it has completely broken

down.

How have all these rapid changes affected the Greeks?

10Rather than a direct effect of GDP decline, Greece’s great depression is the outcome of austerity policies implemented to deal with
public debt. Public debt increased from €141 billion in 2000 to €263 billion in 2008, yet, as late as 2008, international institutions were
praising Greece for its economic performance. This was a debt-fueled growth (Lapavitsas 2012). After 2008, a period of repetitive
recessions commenced, increasing the cost of borrowing, and rendering Greece’s debt unsustainable. Unable to borrow from the
private bond market, Greek governments reached a series of agreements (“memorandums”) with the “Troika” of institutions (EU,
IMF, and the European Central Bank) which led to austerity and cuts in public services (e.g. 36 percent cuts in education). On
average, pensions were reduced by 30 percent and salaries in the public sector by 20-35 percent (Hadjimichalis 2013). Public
expenditure decreased, but because of the decline in economic activity caused by austerity, the debt kept growing and new debt was
simply used to service old debt and interest.



The dominant Social Imaginary before the Crisis

Any attempt at describing changes at nation level is risky and necessarily involves sweeping
generalizations. In addition, a comprehensive description of the intricacies of the Greek social
imaginary in different historical phases is beyond the scope of this study. Instead, my aim is to
selectively depict some historical aspects of the dominant social imaginary that are relevant to the
arguments of this dissertation, focusing only on the period of Greek history known as Metapolitefsi''.
My goal is not to describe any unifying Greek identity, as there is no such thing; rather, it is to
provide the reader with background information on pre-crisis Greek society based on existing

literature, in order to offer an insight on what has been affected by the crisis and how.

Greece has been a subordinated country throughout its modern history (Androulidakis 2016). After
the fall of the military junta in 1974, a project of large-scale transformation of Greek society was set
in motion. This project was traversed by diverse and contradictory tendencies. On the one hand, a
process of democratization led to the emergence of a series of innovative institutions in Greek
society. The institutionalization of equal rights between men and women, the legalization of
communist parties, the extension of the right to vote to everyone over 18 and the effort to reduce
economic equality and create a Greek version of the welfare state introduced new social imaginary

significations in the country, such as equality, freedom of expression and independence.

Yet, many aspects of the older prevailing social imaginary maintained their potency. Patriarchy,
sexism, nationalism and racism were intertwined with Greek particularities, such as the
predominance of the family as the basic socioeconomic unit and the hegemonic role of the

Orthodox Church in social and political life (Tsiganou 1999; Papageorgiou 2017).

At the political level, the tendency towards radical politicization prevalent during the dictatorship
years gave its place to a paradoxical political behavior that combined high participation in electoral
and pre-electoral politics with increasing individualization (Demertzis 1994). This occurred because
politics became the sole means of securing and developing the economic and symbolic status of the
individual and the family (Demertzis 1994). Politics thus was reduced to a bidding competition

between the two large parties, PASOK and New Democracy. The state was reinforced in this

" "The period starting with the fall of the military junta in 1974 and ending with the outburst of the economic crisis and
the subordination of the country to the Troika in 2010.



process, but only as a redistributive mechanism that guaranteed the preservation of economic

privileges of individuals and families (Demertzis 1994).

During the early 1990s, a project of modernization took place that altered the Greek social imaginary
at large. Its main elements were the introduction of casino capitalism centered on the stock market,
the imperative of economic growth, and the effort to transform the country into a leading economic
power in the Balkans (Douzinas 2013; Androulidakis 2016). Economic efficiency became the new
mantra not only in the discourse of economists and entrepreneurs but also in the day-to-day life of
ordinary people. The level of individualistic utilitarianism had increased so dramatically during those
two decades that 51 percent of the Greek population stated that they were unwilling to reduce their

consumption levels even if this was necessary for the sustenance of future generations

(Androulidakis 2016).

In brief, before the crisis, the social imaginary in Greece consisted in a mixture of newer and older
social imaginary significations. Despite its incorporation in the European Union in 1981, in terms of
its social imaginary Greece continues to be in-between the West and the East (Herzfeld 2002). While
liberal significations such as gender equality, freedom of expression, individual and national
independence were introduced, traditional ones such as the family, orthodox religion, patriarchy,
sexism and racism not only persist but, to a great extent, prevail over the newer ones (Tsiganou
1999; Papageorgiou 2017). In the collective imagination, the state has a central and instrumental role
as a guarantor of economic prosperity. Political parties remain an important source of identification
for the people (Androulidakis 2016). Economic growth and efficiency have become the milestones
of this new social imaginary (Androulidakis 2016), and human prosperity is identified with the
commandment for “mandatory pleasure” (Douzinas 2013: 34) based on individual material
consumerism. The previous collective representation of the country as suffering and subordinated is

5512

combined with its new representation as “an economic tiger” ” in the Balkan region, which reaches

its peak with the organization of the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens.
The first cracks

Although the beginning of the Greek crisis is commonly associated with the signing of the 2010
bailout agreement, the first indications of a looming generalized crisis could be found long before

the debt crisis (Dalakoglou 2013; Varvarousis & Kallis 2017). The 1999 stock market crash, when

12 https:/ /www.thepressproject.gt/article/ 62453 / The-tigets-that-became-PIGS-and-the-new-plan-fot-growth



more than 100 billion euros were transferred from small investors to bigger ones, was the first major
signal. The ensuing Olympic Games with their grandiose construction projects and the continuation
of housing speculation managed to maintain the hedonistic way of life for a few more years. At the
same time, the benefits from the early 2000s growth were not evenly distributed (Kaplanis 2011;
Dalakoglou 2013); the term “700 euros generation” was coined prior to 2008 to describe young
university graduates with no access to well-paid jobs (Dalakoglou 2013). The number of
undocumented immigrants soared and became a new source of inequality (Dalakoglou 2013;
Hadjimichalis 2013). The last act in the supposed economic miracle of the 2000s modernization
project was based on credit expansion, cheap migrant labor, the construction of public works and a
real estate bubble (Kaplanis 2011). Socio-spatial inequalities emerged with unprecedented intensity in
the urban centers of Athens and Thessaloniki (Dalakoglou 2013). During the Olympic Games and in
their wake, public space surveillance and control were intensified and very often led to extensive
violations of the “right to the city” (Lefebvre 1968; Harvey 2009; Petropoulou 2010). The rising
demand for spaces of free expression, mainly on the part of the younger generation, was increasingly
met with the intervention of armed riot police forces, which were often provocative (Petropoulou

2010).

In December 2008, the simmering social discontent came to a boiling point in the student-anarchist
neighborhood of Exarchia in Athens (Vradis and Dalakoglou 2011), when a policeman murdered a
high-school student. In Athens and over 60 more Greek cities a revolt erupted and a long period of
clashes with the police ensued (Hadjimichalis 2013). The increasingly inequitable and controlled
urban space became both the site and the stake of the conflict (Stavrides 2013a). The December
2008 revolt evolved into a confrontational anti-modernization movement. The conservative
government responded with new and more brutal crackdowns by the police and an intensification of

surveillance (Fillipidis 2011; Dalakoglou 2013).

The 2008 revolt was perceived in different ways by different parts of society. The fear cultivated by
the media and mainstream politicians in their effort to denounce the events as antisocial was
indicative of the distress of the dominant system (Douzinas 2013). On the other hand, the violent
clashes in the streets gave rise to a series of collective practices that previously were marginal. If we
follow Castell’s (1986) definition of urban social movements as movements that seek to give new

meaning to urban space, the 2008 revolt was perhaps the first enduring social movement with such



characteristics in contemporary Greek history”. As an enduring urban social movement, the revolt

gave rise to diverse practices of urban commoning.

It is in this context that a heterogeneous “we”, different than the “I” predominant in the previous
period, started to emerge (see also Stavrides 2013). The December 2008 revolt was not a politically
“neutral” movement. After the initial clashes, the main body of activists was entrenched behind the
gates of three university occupations (Varvarousis and Kallis 2017) of far-left or anarchist character.
Hence, the gates acted as checkpoints that both symbolically and physically controlled who could be
part of the movement and who could not. On the other hand, the centrality of urban space in the
revolt created the opposite tendency. Urban space was not only the setting of the social movement
but also one of the stakes (Stavrides 2013). However, this was not enough. As urban space became
the main stake of a movement with antihierarchical orientation based on the principles of self-
organization and autonomy, urban space often became a temporal commons, simultaneously acting
as a source of belonging. That belonging was different than the one denoted by the concept
“collective identity”, as the latter signifies a “we-ness” that resorts to a shared definition of the
group, either preexisting or constructed in and through collective protest (Taylor and Whittier 1992;
Polletta and Jasper 2001). As the actors of the revolt themselves put it, “we are simply those who

have shared the streets and occupations of December”."

Of course, this “simply” is not accurate. Not everybody was able to participate in the events of the
revolt; the revolt itself found limited approval among Greeks and was constantly disparaged by
powerful institutions (Polymeneas 2012). However, it was through the revolt that the slogan “self-
organization in every neighborhood” first appeared with intensity in many different places, both in
Athens and beyond. Self-organization materialized in a series of projects that had commoning at
their heart. Open local assemblies, new squats, occupied urban spaces and other, more precarious
forms of commoning appeared. According to Attika’s Observatory of Free Spaces, free spaces were
doubled during 2008 and early 2009 (Petropoulou 2010). Despite the ideological and political
prevalence of anarchism and leftism, at the organizational level the commoning experiments of
December 2008 and its aftermath were characterized by a culture of negotiation, openness and
inclusiveness, which, however limited, was much more prevalent than before. Whereas to that

moment the Greek squatting movement regarded squats as “springboards” or non-alienated

13 Similar characteristics had already been noted in previous, more contentious mobilizations, such as the ones in protest
of the Attica wildfires in 2007, but their endurance was not so great in comparison to the events of 2008.
4 Declaration of the Skaramaga occupation at 61, Patision (2009)



liberated strongholds from where to launch political attacks against the alienated rest of society
(Tsavdaroglou 2016), the projects started during and after the revolt were marked by the primacy of
sociospatial connections and negotiations over identarian mismatches. Back in 2008, this was an

important innovation for the country.

In addition to this relative organizational openness, the 2008 revolt marked a major disruption of the
normality brought on by three decades of political and social stability and economic prosperity
(Goutsos and Polymeneas 2014). The break with normality was a core demand of the revolt; this
was manifested in many ways, a detailed description of which is beyond the scope of this chapter.
“No Justice, No Peace”; “No control”; “Merry Crisis and Happy New Fear”; “Discipline is over:
Magic Life”; “Fuck May '68, Fight now”; “The Road to Normality is closed...due to Revolt”;
“Death to Bourgeois culture, The War has started”; these were some of the main slogans of the
revolt, graffitied on Athenian walls. The anti-modernization movement in fact was an anti-
normalization scream—in the terms of Holloway (2003)—of the young generation. On the one
hand, the revolt can be regarded merely as an attack of a particular oppressed social group against
the oppressive status quo. But since—as Victor Turner has argued—crisis is contagious, that revolt
announced and celebrated crisis; as manifested by the slogan “Merry Crisis” mentioned above, the
revolt was meant to have an effect in various directions. It was not simply a unidirectional infection
(from the rebellious youth to the conformist rest of society), but it also allowed “unauthorized”
encounters and broke the preexisting protocol of collective action in activist circles. The December

2008 revolt inaugurated a perplexing period of contradictions, a liminal period.

The intensification of the economic downturn in 2009 and 2010 spread the crisis to wider parts of
society. The “memorandum trauma” opened a new plateau between the self-referential “I” of the
period of modernization and an ever-problematic and unstable collective “we”. This intermediate
plateau was the space where the tensions of “what has been lost” met the aspirations of “what can
be next”. This period, thus, was marked by a collective effort at the level of the entire population to
rethink their cosmos in material, organizational and symbolic terms. A period of suspension and
crisis is inhabited by subjects in suspension and transition, liminal subjects. Perhaps the new
commons created during the 2008 revolt shared certain attributes with the liminal commons
described in the introduction; however, due to their destabilized but still strong political identity,
they cannot be categorized as such. In any case, those commons were precursors of the liminal

commons of the indignant squares, which ensued.



Section Three

The liminal commons of Occupied Squares

The first rally

On May 25, the first mass rally was held in Syntagma square, organized spontaneously through the
social media as a response to a banner in a Spanish indignant square that read, “Be careful, don’t
wake up the Greeks!”. “We are awake”, was the answer. Around 200,000 people attended, without
any central organization (Hadjimichalis 2013). Some three million people were involved in the
squares in varying degrees during the three-month occupation; this represents an impressive one-
third of the entire Greek population. The movement was not limited to Athens but spread to more
than 40 cities throughout Greece. While the term “aganaktismenoi” (indignant) was used in the
first call for protest on May 25—mainly due to its relation with the Spanish “indignados”— its use
was the subject of debate since the very beginning of the movement. Shortly after their initial
publication of the call, the administrators of the Facebook page clarified that “the word ‘indignant’ is
not connected with a particular repertoire of actions”. On the contrary, they declared since the very
beginning that “our aim is to protest peacefully and spontaneously”'. As my informants Georgia,
Evgenia, Christos and Konstantinos all mentioned, “aganaktismenoi (indignant) was not a term
widely accepted in everyday talks or in the general assembly, although it was occasionally being

used”. The term “apofasismenoi” (determined) was also used (Goutsos and Polymeneas 2014).

Very soon, however, “the movement of the squares” became the real name of the movement, while
the term “indignants” was used mainly by the mainstream media and all those who tried to reduce
the movement to a mere expression of indignation by a middle class that has lost its former
privileges. The space of the squares became not only the setting of the movement but also its actual
“essence” and at the same time the “glue” that kept people together throughout the three months of
occupation. The term “square” became a synonym for the mobilization and an all-encompassing
notion that symbolized the alternative reality created in Athens after May 2011. “There was only one
square in Athens”, says Georgia referring to this period. Space became the first and foremost source

of identification for the movement (Goutsos and Polymeneas 2014); phrases such as “we are those

15 “Vima” Newspapet, 19/06/2011.
16 My translation from Greek.



who are here” and “the squares are us” were commonly heard both in informal discussions and in

assemblary procedures.
The Common Space

Since the beginning, the movement of the squares unfolded as a space-commoning project. On the
first day, after the majority of the crowd had left, some protesters decided to stay in the square
overnight rather than end the occupation. On the second day, some people decided to form the first
groups that would facilitate and organize the incipient collective activities of this alternative day-to-
day life. The first groups formed were the artist group and the general organizational desk; many
followed in the next few days. Initially, initiative for setting up such groups was taken by a small
group of people. Some of them were already prepared for this, as a group of people associated with
the “Zeitgeist” movement had been trying to promote the occupation of Syntagma for three or four
months before the actual encampment in May. As Giorgos, a man in his early forties, told me:
“Don’t think that there was no preparation for this. I was at the Zeitgeist movement, and we had set

up an information desk at Syntagma since the previous winter”.

Over the next few days, a tent city was erected, followed by the introduction of new everyday rituals.
Some of the new groups focused their organizational efforts on covering basic needs, offering first
aid, facilitating communication or being the “mouthpiece” of the movement in the web and the
social media. Some others had a more theoretical focus and concentrated on producing political
texts or providing a space for discussion on a series of issues. Others yet were formed to enable free
expression, to promote artistic activities, or purely for recreation purposes. Some of those groups
were more enduring and persisted throughout the three-month occupation, while others appeared

and disappeared in a matter of hours. A few of them are still active today!

It would be impossible to offer a precise account of the common infrastructure set up in the square
since it was rapidly changing over time. What I am offering here is an indicative image of what I

believe is a characteristic moment.

At the center of the lower part of the square there was a big medical tent with all the standard
equipment for offering first aid: beds, oxygen, teargas masks, medicine and, of course, doctors. At
another spot there was the social kitchen, in which volunteers were cooking meals. Supplies for the

social kitchen came mainly through donations; a placard characteristically read, “we need food



because a hungry bear does not struggle'”

. At another spot there was an exchange bazaar with
books, clothes and other stuff. An area with laptops and other technological equipment, named
“technical support center”, was also created. The artist group set up its own space as well. Other
groups whose activity did not require specific infrastructure either were nomadic or simply
communicated their meeting place through a poster. A handwritten sign detailed all the different
groups and their meeting times, which were usually between 11.00 am and 6.00 pm. There were
several groups, and some were not very stable. Some of the groups are listed here indicatively: The
artist group, the social kitchen, the cleaning commission, the technical support group, the
multimedia group, , the translation commission, the legal support group, the protection commission,
the time bank, the commission for the unemployed, the eco-village commission, the direct
democracy commission, the social solidarity group and the health center. The cleaning commission

was dissolved by decision of the general assembly, and the task of cleaning the square every night

was assigned to everyone using it (Papapavlou 2014).

Besides the infrastructure used for group gatherings, the tent city consisted of more or less stable
places of habitation. Tents for one, two or more people were put up peripherally and diagonally
from the central infrastructure. The people living there also put hammocks, seats and even carpets
and other furniture typically found in the realm of the private. The square was transformed into an
open neighborhood. To a certain extent, people tried to reproduce the everyday rituals usually taking
place in private houses, albeit in ways that were often overcoming privacy and its associated social
relations. The making of morning coffee or the cooking of a meal brought together people unknown
to each other. At night, people were coming together to drink, discuss, sing and dance in smaller or

bigger groups. Common space was secreted (Stavrides 2013) everywhere.

While practically-oriented groups were active throughout the day, the more political ones, organized
around various themes, generally met after 6.00 pm in various places across the square. In principle,
group discussions had continuity, as the agenda of each day was, as a rule, defined the day before
(Papapavlou 2014). As Konstantinos, a member of the education commission, told me: “In the
beginning we had a general discussion about the current education system. Then we started building
a discussion with a specific flow. The first goal that we set was to prevent ‘survivalism’
(emBuwniopog) from dominating the discussion. Then we expanded the agenda to how we imagine

education and to other issues”.

17 Tt is a humoristic take on the popular Greek adage “a hungry bear does not dance”.
pop g gty



The general assembly was held every day at 9.00 pm and most of the days lasted until 12.00 am,
when the metro closes in Athens; it had an overarching albeit non-binding character for other
commissions and groups. During the three-month occupation, turnout ranged from several
thousand people in May and June to a few dozen in August. The general assembly was entrusted
with many tasks, ranging from practical and organizational issues to broader political and even
philosophical ones. The process was highly ritualized, and despite the volatile environment of the
square, it operated as a point of reference that remained stable even under extreme circumstances.
The exact procedure of the general assembly has been described in detail by scholars (see for
example Papapavlou 2014: 143-150 and Mitropoulos 2011: 62-74) and need not be repeated here.
The important elements I want to stress here are as follows: First, the assembly was—at least in
theory—open to everybody; all participants were able not only to speak but also to coordinate and
facilitate the process. Second, many participants adopted the hand gestures and other elements used
in the equivalent processes of Madrid and Barcelona. Third, decisions were taken by vote; in case of
equal votes between the alternatives, the decision was postponed until the next day. Fourth, the
assembly was supported through various other commoning mechanisms of the square (e.g. food
from the social kitchen) as it was considered the crossroads where all other commoning procedures

intersected.

Syntagma Square became the real epicenter of the incipient commoning practices in the city.
However, the common space of the square was not an isolated “island” in the urban fabric. A series
of popular assemblies were independently meeting in various Athenian neighborhoods and
subsequently sharing their conversations and outcomes at the general assembly of Syntagma Square.
In turn, the outcomes of the general assembly fed back to the neighborhood assembly, without
binding it. Some of those assemblies were first convened during the events of 2011. Others, such as
the “Koukakiou-Thisiou-Petralonon” or “Holargos” assemblies were reactivated after a period of
inactivity on the basis of the popular assemblies formed during the 2008 revolt."® These assemblies
became what we can call “peripheral lungs” for the central occupation, breathing out their
particularities and local perspectives into the central stage and reciprocally receiving “material” back
to the local level. This gradually evolved into a fluid and unstable network of interconnected
commoning projects that were dispersed throughout the metropolitan space. This “rhizome”

(Deleuze and Guattari 2012 [1987]; Varvarousis and Kallis 2017) had no stable structure and was not

¥ 1n 2011 T was actively participating in the former, while during the 2008 revolt in the latter.



characterized by the typical center-periphery relation, in which practices in the periphery are

<

regarded as “annexes” of those in the center. Every node of the rhizome was independent from
others, yet all together constituted the common fabric of the movement. A process of
decentralization-recentralization'” of commoning flows developed in Athens in this period, one that
resembles what Raul Zibechi (2010) has described in reference to recent social movements in Latin

America.
The human composition and the diverse repertories of action

Given the fact that millions of people passed through the square during the three-month
occupation, any attempt to describe the human composition is either overly generalizing and thus
analytically meaningless, or piecemeal and thus incomplete. Different types of people of every age,
social strata, political background and aesthetic preferences gathered in the square: Everyone was
welcome to be at Syntagma for longer or shorter periods, as a passerby or as an everyday participant.

The occupation was the most inclusive event in contemporary Greek history (Papapavlou 2014).

A look at the surveys published in this period is indicative of the diverse and perplexing reality of the
movement. The percentage of participants aligned with left-wing ideologies was similar to the
percentage of those aligned with the right-wing and of those who declared “no ideology” (Simiti
2014). According to Karamichas (2012), the vast majority of participants (81 percent) were not
previously “activists”: in the five years prior to 2011, they had participated less than five times in any
kind of demonstration. For many (43 percent), this was their first mobilization ever. Political
organizations and parties were also present in the square, albeit discreetly, without manifesting their
political identities. According to the ethnographic findings of Papapavlou (2015), the occupation of
Syntagma contradicts conventional wisdom in social movement studies, which posits that in any
social movement those who have greater experience become the most active participants. The study
also contradicts academic analyses of Syntagma that emphasize the central role of radical left
activists (primarily Syriza and Antarsya) during the encampment (e.g., Hadjimichalis 2013; Karaliotas

2016).

Unlike Spain and other instances of the occupy movement worldwide, the Greek movement was
characterized by diverse tendencies, as well as different and often oppositional political projects that

unfolded simultaneously at the square (Simiti 2014). There is a long discussion on the “two
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Syntagma squares”, the upper and the lower one (Karaliotas 2016; Hadjimichalis 2013; Vradis 2011;
Leontidou 2012). In many accounts, this separation is presented as an absolute one. The lower
square is portrayed as an “equalibertarian” stage characterized by a “left-wing, anti-authoritarian and
anarchist politics” (Karaliotas 2016: 9) while the upper square is portrayed as the “stage of the
ethnos” where a nationalistic and xenophobic discourse based on “Greekness” was deployed
(Karaliotas 2016; Hadjimichalis 2013). Likewise, the politics of the upper square are presented as a
form of collective verbal abuse (Sotirakopoulos 2011) or as conventional politics (Vradis 2011),
which, by evoking an alleged “glorious past” often demanded a stronger and more effective state
(Simiti 2014: 9). In contrast, the prevailing narrative on the lower square is that its politics embodied

the claim for a radical change in the system of governance at large (e.g., Vradis 2011).

However, the landscape at Syntagma was extremely fluid, and the repertoires of action of different
groups were not subject to such an absolute separation. In many cases, the two squares were
diffused into one another. This happened in various ways. On demonstration days, everyone was
moving from one part to the other, and when the police forces were attacking the square, the people
were not just defending their own part but the square as a whole. As many people and small groups
were spending many hours or even days at the occupation, their desires on what to do were also in
flux. In several cases, after finishing a discussion with their thematic commission at the lower part,
small groups of participants were moving to the upper part, just to have a look and to shout out
slogans. As Giorgos, who sporadically participated in the direct democracy group as well as in other
groups, said: “At night, the upper square was sometimes freaky and other times funny. I was
annoyed by some practices, but on the other hand I enjoyed going there to have a beer with friends
and just shout”. The opposite also happened; people who adopted the discourse of the upper square
tried to adapt themselves to the rules and procedures of the general assembly. On May 31, the
general assembly decided to make the issue explicit, and proposals were made for the establishment
of mechanisms for connecting protestors between the upper and the lower part. In short, the
accounts that emphasize the divergences and differentiations among protesters at the square are
valid. However, I find it more fruitful to examine how and to what extent those polarized attitudes

managed to co-exist and perhaps influence one other.



The role of liminality for subjects

Why did all those different people stay in the square for so long? How did people, despite their deep
differences and oppositions, manage to share the space and jointly produce such a rich and enduring
alternative everyday life? Why didn’t this heterogeneity lead to violent conflicts, as was often the case

in the Greek context in the past (Leontidou 2012)?

“Syntagma was inhabited by the in-between of people” (Papapavlou 2014: 149). The main aim of
this chapter is to explore the role of liminality in the formation of the subjects of commoning, as
well as the role of common space more generally. Liminality is a tool for conceptualizing the
condition of “in-betweenness”, mentioned by Papapavlou in the quote above. However, it is
important to clarify to what kind of “in-betweenness” liminality refers. My argument is that at least
three types of in-betweenness can be identified, both in public discourse and in academic literature:
Hybridity, interstitiality and liminality. Their differences have not been adequately theorized.
Hybridity signifies the co-existence of different elements, cultures and identities in a single person,
group ot even society (Bhabha 1994). This co-existence is usually regarded as peaceful, and the role
of power and conflict is underestimated. The in-between is a neutral space that accommodates
differences. Interstitiality in Brighenti’s words (2013) signifies “emptiness”. It is the condition of in-
betweenness that is the outcome of an uncompleted process of identification and characterization.
Interstitial is the subject or the space that has been left out of the identification and taxonomization
process and thus has not been identified yet. Liminality, instead, is the product of a negation,
inversion, destabilization or even dissolution of a structured entity, such as a personal, collective or
spatial identity. In contrast to the other two forms of in-betweenness, liminality is associated with

temporality and transition.

In her recent work on the occupy movements, Judith Butler notices that the objectives of the people
gathered in different assemblies across the world vary, and thus it is impossible for any theorist to
come up with a single account based on any discursive or pre-discursive reasoning (Butler 2015).
However, what she seems to identify as the connecting tissue between the participants in the
Squares Movement is the exercise of “a plural and performative right to appear” in public (Butler
2015: 11). As she points out, in the current biopolitical condition, “precaritization” becomes the
predominant modus operandi of contemporary society, and this heavily affects the psychic reality of

the “people” (ibid).



Through the project of modernization explained above, individualistic utilitarianism had become a
basic element of the psychic reality of modern Greeks. Individualism, however, often coincides with
the demand for personal responsibility, which, in this context, means that any and all outcomes are
attributed exclusively to the individual. In the course of neoliberalism, however, this self-reliance is
not materialized through a process of self-reflection and an effort to increase self-esteem but is
based on an entrepreneurial conception of the self, which is measured by economic standards and
criteria of market success and failure. Thus, in periods of widespread economic prosperity, this
competitive isolation is often experienced as a personal reward for the risks taken by the person. On
the other hand, in periods of widespread economic recession, it can be experienced as a personal

failure, leading to heightened anxiety, fear and an intense destabilization of one’s identity.

It is against this background that I am proposing to examine the alternative everydayness of
Syntagma. Crisis had destabilized the subjects and their mechanisms and sources of identification.
While a mass of youngsters and other underprivileged social groups such as migrants had undergone
a similar process leading up to the 2008 revolt, in 2011 many more social groups were added. The
statistics of crisis and economic degradation previously presented are striking: bosses and managers
became unemployed; the middle class shrunk; petit-bourgeois and small entrepreneurs returned to
their family home to live off the pension of their parents; women suffered the most loss and
oppression (Vaiou 2014). Those who had embraced—to a lesser or greater degree—the culture of

the entrepreneurial self, saw the very source of their existence vanish.

This destabilized reality was one of the central characteristics of the Syntagma encampment. The
most emphatic examples were the placards reading “we are nobody” and “we do not like where we
are going, but we will not go back”, as well as the extended use of the Guy Fawkes’ “anonymous”
mask, which became a symbol of protest not only in Syntagma but also in other countries. However,
these insights can only superficially capture the reality of the squares. Everyday life in the square was
full of images revealing a perplexed and destabilized social imaginary. In June, in a demonstration I
attended with friends, I was a witness to confrontations with the riot police at a street near
Syntagma, at the nearby Kolonaki district, one of the richest in the city. At some point, a group of
anarchist-looking hooded youngsters tried to storm the police forces. A lady in her late forties
dressed in expensive clothes and golden jewelry joined them and started to punch a policeman’s
shield with anger. When things calmed down, I found the opportunity to ask her how she came to

attack the police. She answered, “I have become like you, who do you think I am?”. In another



informal discussion at the square I met Nikos, a guy in his fifties who used to come to the square
almost every day to help with the organization of various tasks. At some point, I managed to talk to
him, and he told me his story: “Once, I had a good job with a company, but now I am unemployed.
I felt fear and desperation; my life was shaken. [...] I came to Syntagma just because I was very
bored at home, watching TV without knowing exactly why. [...] I am a very active person, and I
cannot just sit around. I kept coming every day until the end of July. There were many people like

me at the square.”

The process of de-identification and deterritorialization of the subjects sometimes took the form of
an intentional negation, and at other times the form of a forced negation. Some people were feeling
ashamed about their previous choices and lifestyles, and this was reflected in their ways of
expressing themselves, both in conversations with others and in the general assembly. “I am
ashamed to belong to the generation that brought Greece to this mess,” said someone at the public
assembly. “You betrayed our past” some protesters in the upper square were shouting. While every
phrase and every word can be interpreted in many ways, and such statements can signify different
things for different people, together they weaved the reality of the squares: a perplexing reality. I had
the chance to share this reality with a good friend who defines himself as an “amateur
anthropologist”. He did not miss a day of the movement. He used to say: “I go there every day
because the connections I see there are unbelievable. I am so happy that this is finally happening.
Before the crisis, I felt uncertain about who I am, and I believed that I was the only one to feel that
way. This made me think of myself as an alien. Now I see that everyone is like me, and I feel much

more comfortable.”
How is this destabilization of identity related to commoning?

The rapid precaritization, to which Butler refers, brings about the destabilization of people’s
identities and beliefs. While this may create anxiety and fear, at the same time it motivates people to
seek solutions to overcome the fear. This condition implies some sort of vulnerability. In her own
reflection on the events of the squares, Athanasiou (2014) argues that people in Syntagma were
indeed seeking to remain vulnerable. By “vulnerability”’, however, she does not refer to “individual
passivity but rather to the abiding potentiality of being affected, in the sense of both susceptibility to

regimes of power and relational openness to others” (Athanasiou 2014: 3). It is exactly this



“openness to others”—as well as a generalized openness to otherness—that allows practices of

commoning to flourish in conditions of crisis.

In this context, liminality is not reflected only in the personal perceptions and lives of individuals,
but it is also inscribed in social and spatial relations and becomes the glue that allows people to
interact and exchange as equals. Liminal subjects, thus, are not only those who have lost their
sources of identification but also those who have lost their affiliation with sources of relative power
and hierarchization. This is why commoning can appear as a viable solution for managing such
periods. This was known by anthropologists who studied liminal situations, and this is the essence of
“communitas” in Victor Turner’s work. Due to their ambiguity and vulnerability, liminal subjects are
more open to new experiences, more willing to get involved in practices to which they were
previously unaccustomed or even hostile (Varvarousis forthcoming). Liminality, thus, is not only

associated with fear, anxiety and desperation but also with experimentation and creativity.

More than 2.000 individuals were registered with the Syntagma Square Time Bank within the first
days of its operation. More than 650 people joined the artist group at the square (Papapavlou 2014).
I heard the term “creative orgasm” dozens of times throughout my stay at the square, and many
people were repeating during the general assembly and other public discussions that what happens at
the squares is simply “magic”. People rallied to Syntagma to make their existence visible but also to
meet others, to share their concerns and to overcome and socialize their fear. “Fear? What fear? It is
gone” read an unsigned placard. Likewise, after the projection of a video of a self-presentation of
different groups and commissions active on the square, one viewer comments: “I feel more human
than ever; thank you for showing me that I am not alone in this situation [...] a more humane

society is cultivated in Syntagma every day and gradually proliferates all over Greece”.

The capacity of liminality to promote commoning is contagious. This implies that it is not necessary
for potential subjects of commoning to have faced themselves the traumatic experience of being
forcefully deterritorialized, as the widespread destabilization upends everything, to varying degrees.
In other words, while liminality is a condition that stems from negation and destabilization of
identity, subsequently it becomes a practice and gives birth to a generalized culture of putting aside
existing differences and establishing connections among them. Liminality promotes patience, mutual

respect, negotiation and tolerance.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fmou4VFKyxY&t=0s&index=2&list=PLkFNM7O6kZlslqRGVUQw488X9E_gcSpND

The above elements were the cornerstone of the experience of the Syntagma encampment. The
most obvious examples can be found in the very practices employed in the general assembly and the

., «

rest of the groups and commissions. “We are all responsible for the square”; “we do not deprecate
or revile the speakers”; “the assembly should be tolerant” were some of the most repeated phrases
with which the facilitators urged people to respect others. The use of the aforementioned hand
gestures to express agreement and disagreement was indicative of this culture too. While these tools
were not used spontaneously but were introduced by people who had experience in facilitation and
had connections with other Occupy movements,” their wide acceptance for the first time in Greece
was characteristic of this new culture. It is also noteworthy that, despite the co-existence of diverse
and even oppositional discourses at the square, violent conflicts between protestors were avoided

(Stavrou 2011; Leontidou 2012). The existence of a specific team assigned with mediating and

diffusing any arising conflicts just confirms this tendency.

This culture that emphasizes common ideas over differences and seeks to align the individual with
the collective can best be observed at the molecular level, that of interactions among individuals and
within groups. In 2011, Konstantinos was a student of political sciences and an active member of
the education group. He was a member of a radical left political organization and was used to the
harsh antagonism among left parties, common at Greek universities. In reference to the operation of
the education group he mentions: “It was impressive how different our interaction with other
political groups was at Syntagma. Of course, we were there as blocks, and we still wanted to
influence the procedures and announcements of the education group. However, the process was
open. We were forced to open up and discuss in a different, more respectful way, both with the
people and with those who were our political opponents before”. For Maria, a humanitarian worker
who used to live in London, people with an NGO background played a crucial role in the
organization of this new and open form of discussion and decision making; this is something that
has been totally silenced in the literature on the movement of the squares. The presence of different
people with diverse skills and experiences was a new phenomenon, as to that point the dominant
culture within the Greek social movements had been one of tough competition between different
radical left and anarchist actors. At the level of regular and everyday interactions, one could also
observe a similar tendency towards respect and sharing. It is indicative of such spirit that, at

moments in which the crowd density at the square was high, people would ask those nearby for

20 From an interview with members of Amnesty International.



permission to smoke”. In a country where the law against smoking in public spaces had been

ignored in practice for more than one decade, this was a notable change.
The ontology and operation of the liminal commons

Liminal commons develop in the “in-between” of the people and constitute a field in which gestures
towards otherness are not only desirable but also necessary. This happens because liminal commons
develop in highly heterogeneous environments. Crisis is a both a constitutive and a constituent
element of these commons, as liminality becomes the prerequisite and the outcome of their
operation. In contrast to commons built around a specific resource to be managed or to commons
created as forms of production and reproduction against capital accumulation, liminal commons are
mainly created to facilitate transitions. In other words, liminal commons are not ends in themselves,
but they are passages towards other more stable structures. Despite their precarity, however, liminal
commons can produce outcomes at many different levels, such as the social, the political and the

cultural.

The people involved in the Syntagma encampment created a common space to gather, to interact, to
protest, but most importantly to explore solutions on what to substitute the delegitimized social
structures with. The following phrase, heard in the general assembly, reveals the experimental and
prefigurative character of the occupation: “We are not here to reflect existing society; we are here to
explore how we want society to be after the crisis”. To an extent, the significance of the square
resides in the fact that it made this common exploration possible. The thematic groups and self-
organized structures such as the medical center and the time bank were all part of this project of
rethinking and reshaping a particular public space, of turning it into a source of ideas and institutions
for the transition to a new social structure. On the one hand, the space of the square was raised as
the most crucial stake of the movement. When, during the large June demonstrations, police forces
repeatedly tried to evacuate the square, people persistently re-occupied it several times within a few
hours. “Their space” was indispensable in their effort to continue their exploration. It was on this
square that they had established their precarious everyday rituals and it was there that they had set
up the infrastructure that made this exploration possible. Tellingly, the cooking service in many
cases distributed meals to those who were hungry, so they would remain at the square (see also

Giovanopoulos 2011).

2l Mentioned also by Papapavlou.



Nevertheless, while the people in Syntagma were stating “we are here”, they were at the same time
stating “we are everywhere”.”? This leads us to another major characteristic of the liminal commons:
their fluid and expansive character. In liminal commons, as in all other forms of material-based
commoning, space is central. Yet, while in most theoretical accounts of the commons space obtains
its significance through its boundaries, in liminal commons space obtains its meaning through
expansion. For Ostrom, the commons are unimaginable without their boundaries, but also in De
Angelis’ theory, boundaries “bind [the commons]| as systems and thus give them the specific unity
that allows us to call them by their names” (De Angelis 2017: 82). Boundaries are perhaps important
if the commons are to persist over time, but they can become an obstacle if the aim of the project is

to facilitate transitions and expand.
What makes the liminal commons an expanding mode of commoning?

As the liminal commons develop in, through and because of crisis and identity destabilization, they
resist demarcation by any prevailing identity. The absence of a defining attribute does not only allow
diverse subjects to act in common but also allows newcomers to join in and contribute to
commoning. Liminality becomes the motor of expansion. Indeed, when people in Syntagma were
manifesting in many ways that they are “the ordinary people”, they were not implying any kind of
exclusionary criteria about what is normal—and therefore welcome—and what is not. On the
contrary, this declaration was an attempt to establish an identity so broad that it would potentially
encompass everyone, and which would practically be a non-identity. The same can be said of their
affirmation that the space of the square is their sole source of identification. As Manuel Castells put
it: “By joining an occupied site, citizens could be part of the movement without adhering to any
ideology or organization, just by being there for their own reasons” (Castells 2012: 10). In their
extensive discourse analysis of the proceedings of indignant assemblies, Goutsos and Polymeneas
(2014) found that space was central. This led them to argue that the identity of the movement was
essentially constructed in terms of space. The space of the square was contested and rapidly
changing; it was a liminal space. Accordingly, the identity of the movement also remained contested

and liminal.

The above applies not only to the space of the liminal commons but also to their institutions. A first

institution of the liminal commons is that commoners explicitly discourage one another from acting

22 For a detailed discourse analysis of the movement see Goutsos and Polymeneas 2014.



on the basis of a clearly manifested identity and self-characterization. What matters, then, is what
people do, not what people used to be. In the occupation of Syntagma, this was a crucial element.
As Nikos confided, “what I really like here is that, although I come in almost every day and I meet
the same people, nobody has asked me where I used to work or where I am from”. The tendency
towards common doing is conducive to the expansion of commoning practices since it keeps

potentially paralyzing disagreements at bay.

A second institution of the liminal commons is the non-binding character of decisions. This has
been pointed out by other authors in reference to the resolutions of the general assembly. The
resolutions of the assemblies were not geared towards producing unifying proposals (Papadopoulos
et al. 2012) but towards exploring the limits of a possible consensus (Stavrides 2013b). Different

opinions were allowed to co-exist.

Third, as accountability is difficult to implement in such volatile environments, liminal commons
must find ways to prevent power concentration. Role rotation, loose organization, rule flexibility and
rejection of all kinds of representation are mechanisms that prevent such accumulation of power.
For instance, when the authorities or the media asked for a representative, a spokesperson, or a
coherent political program, the assembly refused to provide any (Papadopoulos et al. 2012). In this
spirit, a man took the floor at the general assembly to declare: “We are nobody because we will not

allow anybody to put his own hat upon our movement.”
Endogenons and Exogenons Expansion

Excogenous expansion refers to the expansion of common space and the inclusion of new commoners
in the commons. It may materialize either through the expansion of the original space in an enlarged
continuum or through the connection of the original common space with other emerging common
spaces that may appear and disappear elsewhere. The occupation of Syntagma had both. On the one
hand, the occupation spread towards streets neighboring the actual square. On the other, Syntagma
was temporally connected with many similar common spaces, which emerged through the
decentralization-recentralization process described above. There are both continuities and
discontinuities in this process. Common spaces that emerge through exogenous expansion may
involve similar dynamics or not. They do not necessarily employ the same strategies and decision-
making processes, and they may be very different in terms of their content. Some may have

healthcare or direct democracy as their core issue; others may have as a goal the creation of a new



eco-community; others yet may be oriented towards providing information to the general public or
occupying a public building. Nevertheless, these different projects are interconnected and cross-

fertilize by sharing their views and practices.

Endogenons expansion is more “discreet” and less externally observable. It refers to the inner
multiplication of the commons, the reconstitution of the project on different framing processes, the
expansion of its fields of activity, the multiplication of internal micro-projects or the involvement of
members in more than one activity. This is a process of self-transformation. In Syntagma,
endogenous expansion happened in all the aforementioned ways. In the first place, the shift from
indignation to determination marked an important self-transformation that affected the actual
activities. Second, the list of incipient micro-projects increased exponentially over the course of the
three-month occupation. Lastly, commoning became so fruitful and even pleasurable that soon
many people moved beyond their familiar subjects and started to experiment with previously
unknown fields. As Katerina told me, “as an economist, I started with the Citizens’ Debt Audit
campaign, but then I realized that I wanted to try more. In the end, I painted my face, I joined the

artist group, and I even helped in cooking”.

An important aspect of this transformative process was the effect that Syntagma had on leftist and
anarchist political organizations. Unlike in Catalonia (Conill et al. 2012; Fominaya 2017), the practice
of commoning was marginal in Greece before the movement of the occupied squares and the
December 2008 uprising, and was looked upon with suspicion by political parties, including
anarchist or autonomist groups more keen on direct confrontation than on “creating a new world
within the cracks of the old.” After 2011, however, Syriza, the left-wing party that would go on to
govern Greece, founded and funded Solidarity4all, a network dedicated to the promotion of
commoning projects. The Antiauthoritarian Movement (Antieksousiastiki Kinisi), a leading anarchist

group, and Antarsya, a far-left party, also got heavily involved in commoning initiatives.
Some concluding observations on the liminal commons

In this first chapter of the dissertation, I have addressed in detail the role played by both crisis and
liminality in the emergence of new commoning practices after the 2008 revolt and especially during
the occupation of Syntagma Square. Moreover, I have developed an accurate and detailed ontology
of the liminal commons, to complement the initial insights offered in the introduction. The

theoretical arguments were examined vis-a-vis the experience of the movement of the squares; in



this manner, I have explored the ways in which the theory of liminal commons may both inform the
actual experience in the field and draw from it. Since theory and experience are co-constituted, the

complexities and contradictions of the field cannot but affect the theoretical propositions.

Liminal commons are transitional forms of commoning that constitute passages to more stable
structures. To do so, they resist identification and closure. However, we have to keep in mind that
such theoretical constructions can reflect the lived experience in the field. Was Syntagma with its
liminal commons completely open to everybody? Can we speak of absolute inclusiveness? Has the
temporal suppression of dichotomies and oppositions lead to the emergence of a stable culture that
emphasizes the points of connection and non-violently negotiates the points of disagreement and
differentiation? In brief, have the liminal commons as transitory forms of commoning been
successful in bringing about the transitions they aspired tor These are important questions that
warrant further research and reflection. For now, I will only offer some fragmented and preliminary

insights.

The theory of liminal commons does not prescribe a preferable form of commoning. Besides their
primarily analytical role, described in the introduction, the liminal commons can only be explained
and used in relational terms. This means that as a theoretical construct, the liminal commons
indicate real tendencies and cannot be used as a model to which reality must conform. The
occupation of the Syntagma Square is explored under this focus. Despite the widespread tendency to
celebrate the movement of the squares for its openness and inclusiveness, evident in many academic
accounts, one should also mention those aspects that do not fit in the theoretical arguments. While
to a great extent in Syntagma the outcome of liminality was openness, this was not always the case.
In several cases, gender imbalances and other implicit and explicit divisions and power asymmetries
have been reported, in regard to both the organization and the actual doing of commoning
processes. Heteronormative conceptions of the political were part of the narrative of open
democratic processes, which in many people’s imagination was mixed up with the glory of ancient
Athens (Athanasiou 2014). Feminists and queer collectivities such as the “purple bench” raised this
issue in the general assembly as well as in other thematic groups; therefore, to some extent,
Syntagma’s openness was not only a product of the liminal state of de-identification, but it was also
claimed and attained through contestation. In a similar vein, while the temporal suppression of
oppositions may have ensured a smoother operation for the encampment, it has not necessarily

signified their resolution. On the contrary, in several cases it masked differences and made them



appear non-existent, while they were perhaps cultivated beneath the surface. As a favorite ancient

Chinese quote goes, bringing about change costs a lot of effort over a lot of time.

Evidently, my intention is not to present absolute or unproblematized social phenomena.
Accordingly, my focus here is not on whether the theory of liminal commons can fully describe the
actual experience in the field—as I am convinced that it cannot—but on whether it can effectively
capture some tendencies. Indeed, I believe that what happened at Syntagma was an unprecedented
process that brought together different people, a process that not despite but precisely because of
and through its contradictions turned out to be a transformational experience both for individuals
and for groups. Syntagma was the cornerstone of the expansion of commoning practices that will be
described in the next chapter, and it led to the enrichment of left and anarchist political
organizations with new repertoires of collective action based on commoning. At the individual level,
Syntagma turned out to be a transformative experience since, in the wake of that experience, many
decided to change their lives and try different approaches. Katerina, an economist who used to work
at the Ministry of Economics, resigned to dedicate herself to grassroots projects. Giorgos, a
professional dancer and performer who used to live in Betlin, decided to abandon his career and
come back to Greece to experiment with “moneyless forms of life”, as he told me. Since then, he is
part of a grassroots collective in Exarcheia that distributes food and organizes social kitchens. Tonia
was a manager in London and a successful businesswoman. On account of her participation at
Syntagma, she decided to come back and become an organizer with the food sovereignty and
Community Supported Agriculture movement, even though she would earn only a fraction of the
money she was previously earning. While an increasing number of young people were leaving the
crisis-stricken country because of high unemployment and a “lack of future”, as the media reported,
a small yet dynamic section of young—and often professionally “successful’—Greeks living abroad
returned to the country to give form to the central slogan of the squares: “let’s take life into our own
hands”. This type of stories, too often silenced and absent from dominant narratives, are among the

tendencies I intend to capture with the present theoretical endeavor.



Chapter 4

The Rhizomatic Expansion of Commoning

through Social Movements

How do the commons expand and multiply? How does this expansion relate to social movements?

In the relevant literature, the expansion of the commons and commoning is a relatively new subject
that has been receiving increasing attention. In the first strand of literature, that of Ostrom and the
institutional school, the expansion of the commons was a non-issue, as the main questions that this
framework was concerned with relate to the conditions and institutions that make the commons
operate well and self-sustain over time, rather than to how they expand, change or multiply.
However, in recent literature the focus is on the role of the commons in societal transformation, and
therefore on their political aspects; hence, expansion has become a core issue. My first argument in
this chapter is that, despite this recent attention, most of the above mentioned theories hold a
normative rather than an analytical stance, that is to say, they explore the issue of how the commons

should expand rather than of how they actually do expand.

This more politically-oriented literature has given rise to a series of elaborate models on how the
commons can counter and reverse capital accumulation and domination to become the predominant
form of production and reproduction. However, these models have limited analytical value when
studying the real conditions that favor or restrict the expansion of the commons. In other words,
theoretical efforts that examine the expansion of the commons through modeling alone cannot
explain why and how the commons expand in particular contexts but not in others, what are the
complexities and discontinuities that follow such expansion or what are the contradictions that

traverse the process.

The second argument I put forward in this chapter is that social movements constitute favorable
conditions for a rapid multiplication and expansion of the commons. Social movements do not form
part of the theoretical framework of the institutional school, as questions of generalized political and

social change were never among its priorities. In contrast, more politically-oriented theories



understand the commons as potential agents of social change and thus give prominence to social
movements; nevertheless, studies thoroughly examining this relation based on empirical data are
sparse. Therefore, in many cases social movements are merely assigned a supplementary role in the

expansion of commoning.

In contrast, my thesis is that social movements and commons can have a co-productive relation. In many
studies of the commons, social movements are regarded as contentious mobilizations charged with
the task of demanding alternatives and changes, while the commons are regarded as the social
systems that bring about those changes (Harvey 2013; Bauwens & Kostakis 2014; De Angelis 2017).
At best, social movements are regarded as fields of experimentation with new political practices and
as generators of militant subjectivities (Hardt and Negri 2012), while it is taken for granted that even
when the social movements succeed in forming commons, those die when mobilizations end (De
Angelis 2017). In contrast to this view, my argument is that social movements can also create
transitional forms of commoning—the liminal commons—which enact a generative process of
commoning in their wake. These transitional commons that emerge within, through and because of
social movements not only disseminate the ideas of the social movements throughout the social
tabric but also create a new social fabric as an alternative social infrastructure for production and

reproduction, composed of various collective ventures and networks.

The final core argument of this chapter is that the expansion of commons through social
movements occurs in a rhigomatic way. Rhizomatic is the expansion that takes place simultaneously in
different places and times in a non-linear and non-identifiable pattern. Rhizomatic expansion
happens with no recognizable center and thus without the distinction between center and periphery.
The new commons, thus, are nodes in a rbizome (Deleuze and Guattari 2012 [1987]); these loosely

connected nodes appear and disappear very quickly.

In the previous chapter, I explored the condition of liminality and identity destabilization in social
movements between 2008 and 2011; in turn, this chapter concentrates on the period following the
movement of the squares. During this period, Greece has witnessed an unprecedented boom in new
commoning projects; owing to its intensity, diversity, rapid explosion and eventual stagnation and
shrinkage, this phenomenon constitutes an excellent case study for illustrating the issues this chapter

aspires to address.



Chapter Structure

The chapter is structured as follows: The first section consists in a critical literature review of current
theories on the expansion of the commons and the relation between the commons and social
movements. It revisits various theories including those of Elinor Ostrom, Michel Bauwens and
Vasilis Kostakis, Stavros Stavridis, Michael Hardt and Toni Negri, David Harvey, and Massimo De
Angelis. These theories are reviewed, and their main limitations for tackling the research questions
proposed in this chapter are pointed out; subsequently, a theoretical framework describing the
rhizomatic expansion and co-productive relation between commons and social movements is
sketched out. The second section is empirical. By drawing on examples from the commoning
movement in Greece after 2008, it illustrates the theoretical arguments of the previous section. The
chapter concludes with a reflection on the importance of the arguments advanced here and their

contribution to the broader discussion on the commons and commoning.

Commons as Rhizomatic Social Outcomes of the Social Movements

A synopsis of existing theories on commons expansion and the relation between commons and social

movements
Elinor Ostrom

The inclusion of Elinor Ostrom in the discussion on the expansion of the commons and the relation
between commons and social movements mainly aims to highlight the lack of any reference to those
issues in her work. Ostrom is interested in the efficient management of resources and proposes the
commons as a valid alternative to the dichotomy between public and private. However, Ostrom
does not have an explicit preference for the commons over the other two regimes (Ostrom 2002).
Her goal is to challenge the assumption that effective solutions for the management of resources can
be found on/y in the realm of public and private business, not to promote the displacement of the
public and the private in favor of the commons. In her theory, the commons are complementary to
capital and the state, and even though she argues that the commons can constitute effective
alternatives for the management of resources at various scales (Ostrom et al. 1999), she does not

aspire to see the commons expand and become the dominant political and social paradigm.



For Ostrom, it is the resource itself that poses “the question of the common”, and hence her focus
is on resources and not on commoning; as a result, her theory of the commons is conditioned by the
nature, scale and complexity of these resources, and therefore lacks the dynamic character that a
theory of expansion necessitates. Ostrom does not seek to understand how commoning practices
expand or how commons actually multiply or generate other commons. However, Ostrom is
interested in issues of scale. She argues that the commons can become a model for governing large-
scale or even global resources (Ostrom 1999) and she proposes a “polycentric governance model”
for managing “complex economic systems” that surpass the small/medium scale (Ostrom 2010). In
brief, Ostrom is interested in identifying optimal forms of governance for expanded commons but not

in expanding commoning or multiplying existing commons.

Ostrom 1is indifferent to the relationship between social movements and commons and does not
envisage social and political change through the commons. The only political notions that appear in
Ostrom’s vocabulary are related to the “political environment” or “political regime” that surrounds
the commons, which can either facilitate or impede commons management (Ostrom 1990). In her
theory, enclosures are not understood as processes of capital accumulation but have a primarily local
character; accordingly, the character of the commons in response to such a closures is also local and

resource-based.
David Harvey

Departing from a different starting point, David Harvey seems to arrive at conclusions similar to
those of Ostrom. Harvey argues that while there can be satisfying answers to the question of “how
to manage” small-scale commons, at larger scales things become more perplexing since it is
impossible to transfer management techniques from the smaller scale to a larger one without
affecting the nature of the commons (Harvey 2013). Harvey criticizes Ostrom’s system of
polycentric governance and advocates Murray Bookchin's “confederation of libertarian
municipalities” as a model for the organization of higher administrative scales at the national or

international level (Harvey 2013).

Scaling up is important both in Harvey’s and in Ostrom’s approach. However, while for Ostrom
scaling up is important due to the existence of large resources, Harvey’s main concern is how to
organize administration in ways that counter capital’s domination. Yet, if commoning refers to

anything more than decision-making or goods-distribution mechanisms, then neither Harvey nor



Ostrom actually have a theory on how the commons do expand. Ostrom proposed a model for how
to manage large-scale resources, while Harvey proposed a model for broader political participation
in the commons; however, both models are static models of attributes and cannot address this

chapter’s questions on how the commons take form, multiply and expand.

In Harvey’s logic, social movements play an important role, as they constitute the first element of
what he terms a “double-pronged political attack” on the capitalist system, with the commons being
the second (Harvey 2013: 87). Social movements are charged with the task of forcing the state to
“supply more and more in the way of public goods for public purposes” (Harvey 2013: 87), while
the commons should supplement those goods in ways that overcome capitalist relations (Harvey

2013).
Michael Hardt and Toni Negri

Hardt and Negri do not view the commons as relatively independent social systems of resource
management. Instead, they focus on the more abstract level of the production of “the common” as
an inseparable social force that is already taking shape due to the informatization and
“cognitivization” of production (Hardt and Negri 2009; Federici 2011). For them, the expansion of
commoning practices and of the “common” as a distinct mode of social relations does not take the
form of a counterpower or resistance to capital but is immanent in capitalism’s process of evolution,
as “common space and common wealth are created that escape the problem of defining rules of
inclusion or exclusion” in the contemporary organization of work and production. In other words,
a continuons expansion of the common happens anyway through capitalism’s continuous mutation, and the

main issue is how to prevent capital from capturing and “corrupting” this immanent common

production (Hardt and Negri 2009; Hardt 2012).

The main barrier they identify to toppling capitalism’s domination is not related to the expansion
and production of the commons but to their corruption; thus, they suggest that the core political
issue is the autonomization of this ongoing expansion and the production of new autonomous
subjectivities (Hardt and Negri 2009; 2012). The social movements contribute to this process
because, on the one hand, they are fields of experimentation with new assemblary practices and, on
the other, they create subjectivities that “desire and are capable of democratic relations” (Hardt and

Negri 2012: 88).

23 In Federici (2010: 4) referring to their work



Michel Bamwens and 1V asilis Kostakis

Although some may argue that the inclusion of theories primarily concerned with the study of digital
commons is inappropriate for the purposes of this chapter, over the last years Michel Bauwens and
Vasilis Kostakis have attempted to offer models for commons expansion that apply to commons
production at large. Like Hardt and Negri, they argue that a commons-based peer production is
developing already within capitalism, constituting a preliminary mode of alternative production that
is substituting the old order; the main question is whether the mode itself “can generate the
institutional capacity and alliances needed” to accomplish this task (Bauwens and Kostakis 2014a:
51). Thus, they understand the commons as a model of production and economy that is antagonistic
to capitalism, and the question is “which model will prevail” between the two (Bauwens and

Kostakis 2014a: 60).

For Kostakis and Bauwens, the main barrier to further expansion of the model of the commons lies
at the institutional and technological level, while power geometries and the social movements come
second. They argue that the current “circulation of commons” leads to the “communism of capital”
(Bauwens & Kostakis 2014a; 2014b), meaning that under the current institutional framework, it is
easy for capitalist enterprises to use the commons for their own profit maximization and capital
accumulation. Subsequently, they propose a “political agenda” consisting in a series of both specific
and generic “transition proposals”, including the introduction of new legal licenses, the linkage
between digital and material production, and the introduction of communication and collaboration
tools such as “modularity” and “stigmergy”’, which facilitate negotiation and co-production between
commoners (Bauwens and Kostakis 2014a). In this vision, the state is not dissolved but becomes a
“partner state”, which enables “autonomous social production”, while “progressive social

movements” can accelerate the transition.
Stavros Stavrides

In Stavros Stavrides’ threshold analysis of common space, “expansion” obtains a central role.
Stavrides distinguishes between two distinct and opposing forms of commoning; the enclosed and
the expanding (Stavrides 2016). Subsequently, he relates the two forms of commoning with different
kinds of social relations. Enclosed commoning (re)produces dominant capitalistic relations and
constitutes “the death of space-commoning (and commoning through space)” (Stavrides 2016: 4).

Expanding commoning, on the other hand, disrupts the normalized socio-spatial order and



transforms the dominant forms of life towards an emancipatory direction in, against and beyond

capitalism (Stavrides 2013; 2016).

In his effort to “explicitly connect commoning practices with processes of opening” (Stavrides,
2016: 3), Stavrides develops a theoretical framework regarding the “institutions of expanding
commoning”. He proposes that to become expanding, commoning should have four specific
properties: comparability, translatability, power sharing and gift offering. Comparability—which, in
his view, is the motor of expanding commoning—refers to the comparison between different
subjectivities and practices; Stavrides insists that this comparison can be liberating (Stavrides 2013).
Translatability, on the other hand, “creates the ground for negotiations between differences without
reducing them to common denominators” (Stavrides 2016: 42). Power sharing refers to the
invention of specific and explicit mechanisms for the prevention of the accumulation of power. Gift
offering is the social relation that transgresses “self- or group centered calculations and possibly hint
towards different forms of togetherness and solidarity” (Stavrides 2015: 16). He emphasizes that
commoners should realize that “they often need to offer more than they expect to receive”

(Stavrides: 10).

Stavrides argues against an understanding of social movements as mere dissident and “demand-
centered” mobilizations and argues in favor of social movements that operate as “social
laboratories”, in which new forms of relations are developed and tested. Stavrides is inspired by the
work of Raul Zibechi (2010) and emphasizes the fact that recent social movements globally “have
acquired a central role in transforming the life conditions of popular classes but also their aspirations
for a different future” (Stavrides 2016: 95). Hence, Stavrides sees commoning as an indispensable

part of contemporary social movements.
Massimo De Angelis

Massimo De Angelis has developed an elaborate conceptual and theoretical framework to explain
how the commons are produced and multiplied in current society but also how the commons can
create the basis for what he calls “a social revolution” towards a post-capitalist society (De Angelis
2017). He understands the commons and capital as two main distinct axfonomons antopoietic and
oppositional social systemss that are composed of other molecular sub-systems and which “both struggle
to ‘take things into their own hands’ and self-govern on the basis of their different and often

clashing, internally generated codes, measures and values” (De Angelis 2017: 103). Subsequently, he



relates each social system with a social force that constitutes its particular expression and seeks “its
own reproduction [ie., of the social system] through its operations at whatever scale of social
action” (De Angelis 2017: 108). Hence, for De Angelis, the expansion of the commons happens

through the expansion of their social force over the social force of other social systems.

However, the expansive social force of the commons develops in many different ways, involving
different scales, processes and socio-spatial relations. Initially, De Angelis argues that the commons
as micro social systems can reproduce themselves and singles out two distinct types of reproduction:
reproduction that aims at enhancing the autonomy of commons vis-a-vis capital and the state, and
reproduction as the process of giving rise to more commons systems. Moving to a different scale,
De Angelis refers to “common ecologies” that are “the interrelations among different commons and
their environments” (De Angelis 2017: 287) and suggests that those interrelations are brought about
by a particular type of commoning, which he calls “boundary commoning”. Boundary commoning
is a cross-boundary type of commoning that “activates and sustains relations among commons thus
giving shape to commons at larger scales, pervading social spaces and intensifying the presence of

commons within them” (De Angelis 2017: 287).

Subsequently, he suggests that this “structural coupling” between different commons systems can
take two directions: “symbiosis” or “meta-commonality”. Symbiosis happens with “the inclusion of
the boundaries of two (or more) commons into one unit”’; meta-commonality happens “when the
recurring structural coupling among the commons units maintains each common’s identity and
internal commoning, while at the same time establishing a new systemic coherence among two or

more commons” (De Angelis 2017: 293).

In the last part of his analysis, De Angelis argues that social movements are different social systems
than the commons. In his view, commons systems differ from social movement systems in that the
former “provide alternatives to the subjects who created them” while the latter “simply demand
these alternatives” (De Angelis 2017: 364). He recognizes that social movements as systems can
create commons, but he emphasizes that these commons are sustained only as long as movements
last. Finally, he completes his conceptual framework on the expansion of the commons by
suggesting that the highest form of meta-commonality is what he calls a “commons movement”,

which can “mutate” the entire society through the “commonalization” of the private and the public,



by establishing “meta-commonal” relations across the state, capital and the commons (De Angelis

2017: 332).

What are the limitations of the above theories?

In Ostrom’s framework, the commons are defined by the nature and scale of the resources to be
governed. To this extent, commoning is bounded by the very attributes of the resources. Large-scale
resources require large-scale management and small-scale resources the opposite. Hence, Ostrom
does not really have a theory of expansion for the commons. Moreover, as Ostrom’s concern is
primarily managerial rather than political, she only examines politics from a neutral point of view.
Politics can either facilitate or hinder the efficient management of the commons, but, in her view,
commoning does not aspire to topple capitalism. Thus, social movements are not among her
interests. Scale is an important issue for Harvey, too, although he mostly refers to levels of
administration, not only to the scale of resources. Harvey endorses Bookchin’s model of political
participation as an alternative to today’s decision-making system, but in effect he has not developed

a theory of how actual commoning ventures multiply and expand, either.

Hardt and Negri choose to speak of the “common” instead of the “commons” and, as I will argue,
this makes a great difference in the way expansion is perceived and theorized. The common is
mostly used by Hardt and Negti as a concept “designating [...] the social relations characteristic of
the dominant form of production in the post-Fordist era” (Federici 2010: 2), or as a concept
defining every shared resource such as languages, metropolitan centers, etc. The problem they draw
attention to is that this “commonwealth” is appropriated by capital, which corrupts or co-opts “the
common”. However, if the production and expansion of the common are immanent in the
evolution and mutation of capitalism, then the focus is shifted towards political solutions that can
guarantee the independence of this expansion from capital and the corruption it brings. In other
words, if the focus is on the common and not on the commons, the issue of expansion becomes
external to the commons, as it lies in the sphere of politics and the relation of the commons to
capital. My argument is that this loose theorization of the commons in its singular form transforms
commoning into an abstract force, which does not lead to the production of concrete common
worlds in which one can participate or not, look after resources or not, create community bonds and

live in common. The expansion of the commons as it is formulated in this chapter does not refer to



the expansion of an abstract social force but to the expansion and multiplication of actual common

worlds beyond their original, physical, digital or even imagined, perimeter.

Bauwens and Kostakis’ framework follows an intermediate approach, as they make reference both
to an abstract commons-based peer production which is already developing within capitalism and to
actual commoning projects. On the other hand, Stavrides’ and De Angelis’ theories follow a
different path, since both of them understand commons as concrete social systems that can expand.
However, the main issue with these analyses is that, as they are based on a political premise in which
“one should take sides” (Stavrides 2016: 8), they tend to reflect on how commons should expand
rather than on how they actually do expand. Second, while their elaborate theories may offer
valuable insights on how the commons can potentially expand and connect to each other, they do
not examine what the conditions that can expedite or obstruct this process are. In the expansion of
the commons, however, conditions matter and thus an analytical approach should examine the
histories, geographies and socioeconomic and political contexts in which expansion takes place or is

hindered.

Regarding the relationship between the commons and social movements, Ostrom’s theory does not
have anything to offer to the discussion, since she has not developed any arguments on the topic.
Harvey’s logic is limited as well, since he only understands social movements as the contentious and
demand-centered part of his dual strategy for social transformation and therefore does not reflect on
the experience of the social movements of the last decade, which combined both contentious
politics and forms of commoning (Hardt and Negri 2012; Stavrides 2016; Varvarousis and Kallis
2017; Varvarousis et al. 2017; Asara and Kallis forthcoming). Bauwens and Kostakis” approach treats
social movements superficially, as the authors only envisage a supplementary role for them in the

expansion of the commons.

Stavrides, Hardt and Negri, and De Angelis all stress the point that commoning constitutes an
important dimension of contemporary social movements, but they have not developed a theory on
the relation and interplay between the phase of more visible contention and mobilization and the
phase in which commoning prevails. Hardt and Negti mention the commoning character of the
encampments of the so-called “movement of the squares” in the last decade, but they fail to see the
relation of these movements with the proliferation of new commons that took place in their wake in

many countries. Characteristically, they refer to those movements as having “tragically limited”



outcomes (Hardt and Negri 2012: 86). Stavrides has also developed an interesting theoretical
perspective in his analysis of the Greek version of the movement of the squares as a commons, but
he has not examined the relation of this movement with the multiplication of the commons that
followed it (Stavrides 2016). Finally, De Angelis, who among the thinkers presented here has
developed the most advanced theory on the relation between social movements and commons, fails
to fully capture the co-productive relation between them, as he approaches them as separate systems
(De Angelis 2017). More crucially, what De Angelis misses is that the commons born during
mobilizations do not necessarily die when mobilizations end, but they may be transmuted into more

stable commons that can disperse and multiply.
The theoretical contribution of this chapter

The main theoretical argument advanced in this chapter is that commoning that takes place during
the most contentious and visible phases of social movements does not always evaporate after
mobilizations are over, but it can be disseminated within the social fabric and, at the same time, it
can create new social fabric. This expansion of the commons usually takes place rhizomatically. The
commons of the social movements, thus, are not just temporal forms of commoning but liminal
commons; commons that facilitate transitions and may transform into or give rise to other, more

stable, forms of commoning in their wake.

In the first chapter, I explored the “being” of liminal commons, drawing on the experience of the
Syntagma Square occupation. In the present chapter, I will focus on the “becoming” of liminal
commons, by looking at the aftermath of the visible phase of the mobilization. The aim is to explore
how the expansion of commoning practices and the well-documented multiplication of the
commons (Varvarousis and Kallis 2017; Loukakis 2018; Kalogeraki 2018) took place after the end of
mobilizations. My argument is that this expansion happened following a rhizomatic pattern.
Rhizomatic expansion desctibes the non-linear and simultaneous emergence and multiplication of
the commoning projects that may follow the formation of liminal commons. It resembles what in
biology is called “punctuation”, in which a new species appears in many different places
simultaneously. Likewise, rhizomatic expansion can happen in different places and times
simultaneously without any recognizable center to fuel the reproduction and multiplication of the
commons. In the words of Deleuze and Guattari, in whose work the theory of rhizomatic expansion

of the commons is inspired, “it is not a multiple derived from the One, or to which One is added



(n+1)” (Deleuze & Guattari (2012 [1987]): 22). The nodes of a rhizome are either not systematically
connected or connected through unforeseen encounters. However, every node can potentially
connect to any other. Many of the new commons are liminal commons themselves, and they either
evolve into more stable structures and networks or perish after a short while. Others have been
directly created as more stable structures. Compatibility among emerging nodes is not checked in

advance; infinite ventures can be added to the rhizome.

In the case study I am presenting here, the rhizomatic expansion of the commons was not simply
related to the Greek movement of the squares but to a great extent can be regarded as its
“transmutation” (Varvarousis et al. 2017; Varvarousis et al. forthcoming). This argument adds to the
discussion on the consequences of social movements, which is perhaps more developed within
social movement studies® (Bosi et al. 2016; Fominaya 2017; Gamson 1990; Giugni 1998; Forno and
Graziano 2014; and Bosi and Zamponi 2015) but remains underdeveloped in the literature on the
commons. In another paper (Varvarousis et al. forthcoming), together with my colleagues Viviana
Asara and Bengi Akbulut, we examine in detail the relationship between social movements, their
outcomes and the emergence of new commons. We argue that in addition to the political, cultural
and biographical outcomes of the social movements, often emphasized by social movement
scholars, the commons that multiplied in Athens and Barcelona in the wake of the respective
movements of the squares should be conceptualized as social outcomes of these social movements.
Social outcomes signify the “alternative social infrastructure within different spheres of social
production and reproduction like health and care provision, education, food production, housing,
finance and others. They are characterized by their dynamic interaction with the more visible periods
of the social movements, as they incarnate practices, imaginaries, collective memories and
innovations emerged and practiced during such periods and disseminated through the social fabric
afterwards” (Varvarousis et al. 2017: 5). In this chapter the focus is on Jow the expansion and

diffusion of the social outcomes of social movements has taken place.

Lastly, the chapter explores the conditions that allowed such an extensive rhizomatic expansion to
happen in Greece after the mobilizations of 2011. Such a place-bounded focus allows for further
reflection on the issue of commons expansion and its relation to the social movements. Not every

social movement that creates commons can give rise to such an impressive cycle of commoning in

2 For a comprehensive review on the topic and further development of the relation between the outcomes of social
movements and the commons see (Varvarousis et al forthcoming)



its wake. In our abovementioned paper on social outcomes, we show that while similar kinds of
mobilization took place in Spain, Greece and Turkey, widespread social outcomes were produced in
Greece and Spain but not in Turkey. How can this be explained? The Greek case highlights the
importance of crisis in the destabilization of the social imaginary (Castoriadis 1975; 2010) and the
emergence of new social imaginary significations that can give birth to alternative practices of

solidarity and commoning™.

The Rhizomatic Spread of Commoning in the wake of the Greek Social

Movements of the period 2008 - 2011

A brief presentation of the spectrum of new commons after 2011

The commoning projects created after 2011 encompass a wide spectrum of ventures active in
various fields of production and reproduction. We may speak of a “boom” because unlike in other
European countries (e.g., Spain: see Conill et al. 2012; Fominaya 2017), commoning was previously
marginal in Greece. Examples of these initiatives include social clinics and pharmacies, workers’
cooperatives, occupied urban spaces, time banks and alternative currencies, neighborhood
assemblies and solidarity exchange networks, urban gardens, farmer or consumer cooperatives,
farmers’ markets without intermediaries, artist and publishing collectives, and a single occupied
factory. There is so much diversity among these endeavors that it is difficult to speak of a uniform
movement, both in terms of their social and economic fields of operation and of their political
aspirations, organizational principles and networking practices. Nevertheless, all the above initiatives
emerged as forms of self-organization, around rules and institutions that their members themselves
established to manage their common resources, and therefore they all constitute commoning

projects.

Social clinics are ventures that aim at providing healthcare services to those excluded from the
public health system. Some also aim at resisting and toppling dominant public health policies, as well
as developing a new model for a different provision of healthcare services. They hardly existed
before 2011 but have multiplied afterwards. In 2014 there were 72 known initiatives. The majority of

them were initiated between 2011 and 2012 (Adam & Teloni 2015).

2% For a full account of the social imaginary transformations and their relation to the emergence of practices related to
solidarity, commons and degrowth in Greece within crisis see (Varvarousis forthcoming)



Solidarity hubs are ventures mainly active at the local neighborhood level, which aim at
reconstructing broken social cohesion through a series of actions such as social kitchens, distribution
of “food parcels”, free lessons or clothing distribution. Some appeared and disappeared quickly,
while others have been more enduring and exist to this day; this fluidity makes it difficult to estimate
their number. In any case, while they were non-existent before 2011 (or at least there were very few
and had different names and repertoires of action), there were over 110 of them in 2014

(solidarity4all 2014).

Direct producer-to-consumer networks were also popularized after 2011, especially between 2012
and 2014. Indicatively, while they were non-existent or unknown before 2011, there were 47
recorded networks in 2014 (Solidarity4all 2014). Other forms of social and solidarity economy did
also emerge during the crisis and after 2011. 70 percent of the existing social and solidarity economy
organizations were created after 2011 (Varvarousis et al. 2017). The organizations in this economic
field are both formal and informal and range from social enterprises to informal time banks and

alternative currencies. In 2017 the total number of organizations across the country was estimated at

1500 (ibid).
Social Movements and Commons: a porous relationship

That the movement of the squares in Greece catalyzed the emergence of hundreds of new commons
in its wake is a sentiment shared by the majority of scholars in the field (Hadjimichalis 2013;
Karaliotas 2016; Kioupkiolis 2014; Papapavlou 2015; Pantazidou 2013) but also reflected in our
interviews. As Giovanopoulos and Mitropoulos beautifully put it: ““The shared reality that the square
left behind went along with everybody to do it something in its aftermath”, (2011: 14). Similarly,
Katia, a woman in her forties who was an active participant in the social movement of 2011 and an
organizer of the Festival of Solidarity and Cooperative Economy in the following years, told me:
“There is no doubt that the days of the squares were, and to some extent still are, a point of
reference both for our lives and for the projects we are developing since then. It was like a train that

came through Athens in those days, and many of us jumped on to go towards the unknown”.

Besides the shared sentiments, the testimonies and the anecdotal evidence, the explosion of new
commons after 2011 and its relation to the social movements have been recorded quantitatively by
large-scale national studies, which I had the luck to organize and lead, and which are described in

detail in the chapter on methodology. In a first-person survey based on 400 structured interviews



with participants in 112 new commons from all over Greece, 51 percent of respondents stated that
the ventures in which they participate are direct outcomes of the social movements active in Greece
between 2008 and 2011, while only 23 percent consider their projects unrelated to those
movements; of those, a fraction participates in projects that existed before those movements.
Similarly, a 2017 study on the condition of social and solidarity economy in Greece showed that 70
percent of the entities of social and solidarity economy were launched immediately after the social
movements of 2011%. The study does not establish an explicit causal relation between the two
phenomena; however, it states that “the growth of the sector was fueled by the rising of the social

movements of the period 2008-20117*" (pp. 36).

In the statement that 51 percent of new commons “were direct outcomes of the social movements”,

what does “direct” mean?

First, the 2011 movement of the squares, the 2008 revolt and many smaller-scale mobilizations in-
between, emerged and developed as forms of urban commoning. Urban commoning describes those
practices that create temporal or more stable commons systems in the urban fabric, primarily by
occupying public or private space to transform it into common space. Urban commoning can take
the form of self-organized city parks, social centers, solidarity clinics and hubs for the provision of
services in a horizontal and anti-hierarchical manner, temporal occupations or even mobile
occupations moving from one part of the city to another within a few hours. During the December
2008 revolt, neighborhood assemblies appeared for the first time in Athens to organize grassroots
protest actions, decided in self-organized events that were public and open to all. While at first these
assemblies were mostly concerned with targeting representatives of the system (e.g., attacks to police
stations, occupations of municipal buildings, etc.), in later phases they expanded their actions to
include the organization of screenings, social kitchens, free bazaars, concerts and small festivals (see
also Stavrides 2013). When the visible phase of the mobilization ended, many of these neighborhood
initiatives continued their activity, and some developed further their commoning practices. In

Exarcheia, a group of locals transformed a parking lot into an urban park; in Petroupoli, another

26 This refers to the official report of the Greek Social and Solidarity Mapping and Needs Analysis project implemented
in between January — November 2017 by the European Village, British Council and Social Enterprise UK with the help
of the Greek Ministry of Labour and the Structural Reform Support Service of the European Commission in which I
was the principal investigator and main author of the report. The study was based on a survey in 250 SSE entities across
Greece, 15 semi-structured in depth interviews with key patticipants and stakeholders and four focus groups held in
Athens, Thessaloniki, Crete and Karditsa. It is regarded by far the most comprehensive study of its kind until the date of
writing of this chapter.

27 Own translation from Greek



group occupied an abandoned botanical garden. In Patisia, when the mayor of Athens tried to
transform a public square into a parking lot, locals decided to re-occupy it and manage it as a
commons. In my own neighborhood, Holargos, through our newly-formed popular assembly, we
resisted the privatization of the forest, we prevented the commercialization of our town’s park, and
we launched a campaign for harvesting the area’s olive trees as a commons belonging to all. In
another neighborhood, a group of young people constructed a mobile concert stage and for many
months set it up it in different Athens neighborhoods to organize street parties. The goal was to
“keep the spirit of December alive”, as Parnonas, one of the organizers, told me. Some

neighborhood assemblies persisted in the next years, but most were temporarily suspended.

Despite the importance of these new collective experiences, December’s impact was limited to those
groups facing the impasses of crisis before the outburst of the actual crisis (Dalakoglou 2013). With
the advent of the movement of the squares, which became the matrix of the commoning movement,
these practices were popularized and spread all over the country. As Eugenia, one of my informants
put it: “If December was a cat’s step, Syntagma was an elephant’s step”. The occupation of
Syntagma Square in 2011 was marked by the forms of commoning developed during the event.
First, many neighborhood assemblies of the 2008 revolt were reactivated to organize the social
movements anew. Second, many new self-organized groups were formed during the occupation: the
social kitchen, the cleaning commission, the technical support group, the multimedia group, the
translation commission, the legal support group, the protection commission, the time bank, the
commission for the unemployed, the eco-village commission, the direct democracy commission, the

social solidarity group, the education commission and the self-organized health center™.

At the end of June and as the Greek parliament was voting the austerity measures of the so-called
Midterm Fiscal Strategy Framework, police violence was on the increase, and a series of discussions
was held on what the next steps after the end of the occupation could be. There were diverse
proposals; some focused on disseminating the political practices applied in the square to the rest of
Athens; others on strengthening the existing neighborhood assemblies; others yet on creating
solidarity hubs of commoning practices to mitigate the effects of the adopted austerity measures in
practice; finally, a minority insisted on preserving the Syntagma square occupation at any cost™.

While there was no consensus on what to do, these discussions directly gave birth to a series of

28 As recorded from my own ethnographic research at the square
29 . . . S .. .
Information obtained through active participation and participant observation



commoning projects. For example, a group of young people who met at Syntagma created the
“Spithari Waking Life” eco-community at the outskirts of Athens. During the operation of the self-
organized health center at the square, the plan to establish the Metropolitan Solidarity Clinic was
conceived, which is now run by more than 250 volunteers and treats thousands of patients™. As
Petra, a woman in her mid-forties, says, “it all started at the square, at the indignants; this is how we
conceived it. There was that group initially just named ‘people’s assembly’ and among the many
activities discussed was the initiation of a social clinic”. In addition to the groups that were explicitly
conceived at the square, some of the aforementioned commissions and groups continued their
activities for months or even years after the end of visible mobilizations. Among them were the
multimedia group, the artist group, the time bank and the exchange bazaar, which I have followed

and recorded.

Besides the aforementioned groups, the direct social outcomes of the movement include those
ventures that perhaps did not have such a close and organic relation with the actual projects of the
square but were created as a result of practices and discussions first practiced at Syntagma and then
decentralized to all Athenian neighborhoods. “Well, our own social clinic was, at least to some
extent, a demand derived from the squares. It was one among the many objectives that the citizens
participating in those movements had set”, says one member of a social clinic, as mentioned in a
study about social clinics published by Adam and Teloni (2015: 29). Likewise, Kostas, a leading
figure in Piraeus Solidarity says about the project: “Our project, like others that popped up in this
period, was an idea related to Syntagma. My wife and I participated at Syntagma, and when that was
over we came back to Piracus and we wanted to do something similar here. It was a period when
many political collectives adopted the slogans ‘nobody alone in the crisis’ and ‘let’s take our lives in
our hands’. They became a source of inspiration for many emerging collectives, not only in Piracus

but also in the southern and western suburbs of Athens”.

The new commons that spread all over the country in the wake of the 2011 mobilizations consisted
of a number of highly heterogeneous practices, encompassed a variety of productive and
reproductive activities, followed diverse forms of organization and embodied different worldviews.
Some were more politically oriented and aimed at popularizing the radical spirit of the movements
of the squares regarding forms of political participation. Others were mobilized against the austerity

measures and the malaise of the economic crisis, and tried to reconstruct the disrupted social

30 Soutrce enallaktikos.gr
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cohesion. Others yet were largely alternative forms of employment, aiming at giving solutions to the
major unemployment impasse that followed the outburst of the economic crisis in 2010. In any case,
the constitutive ideas and practices of the 2008 — 2011 social movements became, to varying
degrees, the central constituent elements of these new commons. Such commonalities include,
among others, direct democracy, unruliness, autonomy, self-sufficiency, solidarity and openness
(Pantazidou 2013; Varvarousis forthcoming). Most solidarity projects have a dual purpose and
therefore are agents of political transformation as well (Loukakis 2018). In many cases, through the
decentralization of the actual commoning practices of the square, such elements were transmitted
directly to the new projects by individuals and incipient groups formed during the occupation.
Nevertheless, the “event” of the squares created practical, imaginary and discursive resources
(Khanna 2012) that gave birth to a new public culture (Pantazidou 2013), which operated as a generator of

new concrete projects, without the necessity for a direct, organic relation to the squares.

The results of our survey seem to confirm this hypothesis. While the percentage of respondents who
consider their projects direct outcomes of the 2008 — 2011 social movements is 51 percent, the
percentage of those who believe that the “creation of spaces of autonomy and self-sufficiency” is a
top priority for their venture is 70 percent, and the percentage of those who believe that “the
production of a different kind of politics at the everyday level” is a top priority is 77 percent. In
addition, 90 percent of these projects operate with decision mechanisms grounded in direct
democracy and avoid electing representatives. These findings show that direct democracy,
autonomy, self-sufficiency and the reorganization of politics at the everyday level—the cornerstones
of the movement of the squares—became the groundwork for the new commons, even though a
much lower number of commoning projects acknowledges a direct linkage with that social
movement. This conclusion strengthens the argument that the diverse outcomes of social
movements, political, cultural, biographical and social (Bosi et al. 2016; Varvarousis et al.

forthcoming) do not operate in silos, but rather interconnect and cross-fertilize.

In addition, the inverse is also true. Not only do social movements create social outcomes, but also
social outcomes become the basis upon which new social movements may develop. This is evident
in the relation between the December 2008 revolt and the 2011 movement of the squares. For
instance, popular assemblies were direct social outcomes and commoning projects that sprung from
the revolt; after being briefly suspended, they were reactivated to form part of the alternative social

infrastructure of the commoning projects that developed out of the square. To be sure, every
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movement creates its own forms of organization, narratives and sets of practices; my aim here is not
to promote a reductive view of the Syntagma movement as a mere continuation of the December
revolt, as it was not. In this respect, my argument is different from that of Giovanopoulos and
Mitropoulos (2011), Pantazidou (2013) and others who have argued that there is a cycle, a
continuum of citizen action with cycles and peaks, ebbs and flows in the Greek social movement.
This perception tends to emphasize continuities between mobilizations and disregard the
discontinuities, disruptions, innovations and regressions that each social movement presents in
relation to its predecessors. However, an important element of continuity between the 2008 and
2011 mobilizations lies indeed in the practice of commoning. To conclude, there is a co-productive
relation between social mobilizations and the expansion of commons, which, however, is not
marked by repetition of the same patterns but by continuities and discontinuities, affirmations and

disruptions.
The rhizomatic character of this expansion

The theoretical effort of this chapter would not be fully justified if it only demonstrated the co-
productive relation between social movements and the new commons through the concept of
“social outcomes”, since this has been done elsewhere (Varvarousis et al. forthcoming). For the
grassroots, the period after 2011 was a period of creativity, manifested in the expansion of the
commoning movement. This section will explore in more detail how this expansion took place. My

hypothesis is that this expansion was acentered, unplanned and non-linear, in other words, rbizomatic.

Social clinics were created all over Greece, especially after 2011. Despite their heterogeneity, their
main goals include providing health services to those affected by extreme cuts and restriction of
access to the public health system and resisting neoliberal public health policies, while some also aim
at providing a new model of provision of health services. Liana is a woman in her late thirties and a
psychologist at the Solidarity Social Clinic of Thessaloniki, one of the first and most active social
clinics in Greece. When I asked her about the venture’s origins, she said: “The social clinic of
Thessaloniki was established by a group of people that came together to support the hunger strike of
300 undocumented immigrants. At that moment there was only one social clinic, in Rethymno, but
we barely knew about it and it definitely didn’t affect our decision to start ours. To answer your
question, no, neither our social clinic nor the majority of the other social clinics I know were created

by other social clinics. They were launched independently. [...] At the social clinic of Thessaloniki,
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this is part of our written rules. We do not create annexes of our venture in other places, even if we
are asked to do it. We believe that the emergence of each venture should be autonomous and
independent. We are in favor of collaboration and we participate in the National Network of Social
Clinics, which was created afterwards, but we want each community to decide locally about what

they want to do without patronizing anybody”.

The story of the social clinics is revealing of how the commons expanded in the wake of the 2008 —
2011 social mobilizations. The Metropolitan Social Clinic in Athens was conceived autonomously at
Syntagma, and so were the other social clinics described in the previous section. The Solidarity
Social Clinic of Thessaloniki was a transmutation of the solidarity movement towards 300 migrants
who were on hunger strike. No organic relation or pre-planned agenda fueled their expansion. No
center can be detected from which all those ventures stem. The process was not characterized by
linearity. As Liana put it: “During the years 2011-2013, Greece witnessed a boom in grassroots
movements, probably the biggest in recent history. The emergence of social clinics is part of this
boom. There was no organized plan or conscious decision on our part or on the part of anyone else,

o my knowledge, to start creating social clinics ever ere. It just happened”.
to my knowledge, to start ting lcl ywhere. It just happened”

Like in the case of social clinics, the rhizomatic pattern can be detected in almost all forms of
commoning appearing in Greece in this period. The idea that people “can take their lives in their
hands” was planted either through direct participation of the people in mobilizations or through the
social media or even television. As Katia, who lived in a remote neighborhood at the outskirts of
Athens, said: “I was part of the mobilization at Syntagma, but I was expecting that my neighbors
here wouldn’t have any idea about what’s actually going on in the city center. This neighborhood
was never very politically active. I was surprised to find out that some of my neighbors were actually
more advanced than me at the local level; I even received an invitation to form a solidarity structure
here. The structure itself did not last long and only did a few meetings, however it is indicative of the
whole situation. It was as if a thread had been weaved in those days; a thread that was everywhere

and affected everyone”.

In her ethnographic dispatch, Maro Pantazidou (2013) similarly showed how different people
spontaneously started neighborhood assemblies too. She emphasizes that in many cases “local
assemblies were born of the need to take actionable decisions, directly relevant to people’s lives,

something that is often limited by the scope and size of national movements that situate themselves
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in the central political stage” (Pantazidou 2013: 764). This quote points to the catalytic role of the
conditions that allowed this rhizomatic expansion to take place. Like Pantazidou, Sofia Adam, a
prominent researcher in the field of Social and Solidarity Economy in Greece, mentions in an
interview we held together: “Solidarity economy ventures were created spontaneously after 2011 to
such an extent that we can speak of a new cooperativist movement. A combination of reasons
allowed this rapid expansion. On the one hand, it was the rise of social movements. On the other, it
was the conditions of extreme crisis and unemployment, which led people to experiment with

collaborative forms of employment”.

The expansion of the new commons was so rapid and unplanned that it created a very fluid
environment, almost impossible to capture and analyze. In the first years after 2011, in which this
boom had not been systematically documented, ventures many times made calls to come together
and meet one other. The Festival for Solidarity and Cooperative Economy, the Commons Fest, the
B-Fest, the Ecofests and many more gatherings were revealing of an unprecedented activity on the
field, on the one hand, and a deep disintegration and fragmentation of the projects, on the other.
Desperate efforts, both official and unofficial, to map them, on the part of researchers, political
organizations, independent organizations and even the state were unavoidably partial and
fragmented, as well. Even in the case of social and solidarity economy entities, which are compelled
by law to register in official registers, a combination of a volatile environment and inefficiency on
the part of the state did not allow anything more than rough estimations to be made (Varvarousis et
al. 2017). All this is complementary evidence to back the central argument of this section: that new
commons, under specific conditions of crisis and instability and through their co-productive relation

with social movements, can expand rhizomatically.

Conclusions

This chapter contributes to the discussion on the relationship between the commons and social
movements and explains how the commons expand and multiply, as well as what is the relation of
this expansion to broader, more contentious forms of social mobilization. Thus, the chapter has the
dual purpose of contributing both to commons studies and to social movement studies. Yet, the
focus here is on commons theories, since the inverse has been done elsewhere (see Varvarousis et al.

forthcoming).
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First, the chapter reviews many of the existing theoretical frameworks on the commons and
examines what those frameworks tell us about the research questions mentioned above. I argue that
some of the prevalent theoretical frameworks on the field have not developed any theoretical
insights on the expansion of the commons since this question is not part of their focus. I also argue
that their treatment of social movements is in some cases superficial and mechanistic and does not
explain in depth the porous interactions between social movements and the new commons.
Moreover, I argue that even those theories that manage to address important aspects of the issue, do
it in a normative manner, as their theoretical arguments revolve around the question of how #o

expand the commons instead of how do the commons actually expand.

The chapter is anchored on a detailed examination of Greek social mobilizations in the 2008 — 2011
period and the boom of the new commons that followed. I have studied the way in which social
mobilizations operated as a matrix for the new commons to emerge and multiply; moreover, I have
examined the role of liminal commons, transitional forms of commoning that may develop during
social mobilization, in this expansion. I have also explored the continuities and discontinuities
between different cycles of mobilization and I have argued that not only can the commons be
regarded as social outcomes of the social movements, but they can also become the foundational
structures for the next cycle of social mobilization. From this theoretical perspective, social
movements are not just necessary supplements for the commons to expand, nor are the commons

necessary supplements for the social movements to achieve their goals.

In these contexts, and with a multidimensional crisis as an important—if not a foundational—
parameter in this analysis, I argue that this expansion can follow a rhizomatic pattern. Rhizomatic
expansion is characterized by the simultaneous emergence of various commoning projects in
different places and times, a phenomenon that in biology is called punctuation. This happens within
a highly accelerating spiral, in which new projects do not know each other and are very loosely
connected, primarily through unforeseen encounters. Rhizomes are unstable, and so are their nodes,
which appear and disappear quickly. This kind of expansion defies the rules of the model suggested
by De Angelis (2017), which involves a tripartite structute consisting in symbiotic/meta-
commonal/boundary-commoning relations; at the same time, rhizomatic expansion does not have

any sort of linearity.
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Chapter 5

Openness, Closure and Protection of the Commons

At a meeting of the American Association of Physical Anthropology, Michael Wilson presented his
theory of territoriality and lethal aggression in chimpanzees. The bottom line of his argument is that
chimpanzees—especially adult males—are extremely aggressive, and this aggression is often driven
by a sense of territoriality. Due to its obvious relevance for human nature, the finding caused a big
cycle of discussions in the “twitterverse”. If chimpanzees are territorial beings that can become
lethally aggressive to defend their area, humans should be similar. However, the debate heated up
when someone posted the findings of a study on bonobo apes—a sister species of chimpanzees and

equally related to humans—showing that they are hardly ever aggressive and territorial.

The above anecdote points to the different perceptions of the role of boundaries in human
settlements. This discussion is often carried out in naturalistic terms. Some try to normalize the
imposition of rigid boundaries as an inevitable trait of human nature, while others condemn them as
cultural artifacts of a skewed historical trajectory. In effect, the central question underlying such

debates is: Is closure or openness the essence of the human being?

This chapter departs from the observation that the discussion on the commons is largely marked by
this false dilemma; it goes on to deconstruct this binary opposition and reconstruct the debate
around the question of the protection of the commons. The main argument is that fo protect their commons,
commoners often invent ways that transcend the question of closure versus openness. In light of this, I argue that it
is necessary to abandon such a dichotomous polarizing debate and focus on the diverse and often

contradictory strategies that commoners employ to protect their ventures.
Chapter Structure

The chapter starts by describing how the issue of closure and openness is addressed in the first body
of literature, that of Ostrom and the theorists who followed and expanded her legacy. The rest of
the chapter is divided into two sections. The first section is theoretical. It discusses issues of
openness and closure in the commons literature, drawing on the thought of three prominent

scholars in the field: David Harvey, Antonio Negri and Michel Hardt. The reason behind this choice
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is that these theorists occupy diametrically opposed positions. Harvey is in favor of closure, while
Hardt and Negri are in favor of openness. In the first part of this section, the debate is explored
theoretically and philosophically with a political focus. My aim is to reveal the main strengths and
weaknesses of each perspective and ultimately to push the discussion beyond this polarization. The
second part of this section sets the basis for “escaping” this polarization. The second section of the
chapter is empirical. It draws on the study of a series of new commons that were created in Greece
over the last decade. It presents the multiple strategies that commoners can employ to protect their
commons, overcoming the closure/openness dichotomy in practice. The chapter concludes with

some reflections on the findings.
Closure and openness in Ostrom’s frameworfk

For economists, the question of closure or openness of the commons has a straightforward
response: it is mainly a matter of rivalry or subtractability. To counter Hardin’s theory of “the
tragedy of the commons”, Elinor Ostrom emphasizes that Hardin is wrong partially because he
conflates the commons with open-access goods. Following the work of Ciriacy-Wantrup and Bishop
(1975), Ostrom argues that the presence of boundaries is “the single defining characteristic” of

common property as opposed to open-access resources (Ostrom 1990: 91).

Ostrom’s idea is driven by scarcity. As natural resources are rival goods, the absence of cleatly
defined boundaries to exclude “outsiders” will lead to overuse and, consequently, degradation of the
resource. However, there are more assumptions underlying Ostrom’s insistence on boundaries. First,
she understands boundaries as essential for guaranteeing that those who benefit from the resource
are the ones who have invested time and effort in setting up institutional arrangements and other
technologies for the appropriation of resource units. In her own words, “local appropriators face the
risk that any benefits they produce by their efforts will be reaped by others who have not

contributed to those efforts” (Ostrom 1990: 91).

Ostrom naturalizes possession and property through use, or in other words, the right to use is
translated into the right to exclude. This is confirmed in her later work, where she asserts that,
besides the fact that it does not need to be divided into pieces, common property is not different in
essence to private property (McKean & Ostrom 1995). Second, Ostrom argues that without the
right to exclude “outsiders” commoners will not have enough incentives to establish coordination

procedures or put any effort on commons management (Ostrom 1990).
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For all the above reasons, clearly defined boundaries and exclusion become the cornerstones of
Ostrom’s theory on Common Pool Resources. Implicit in Ostrom’s logic on boundaries is a
perception of humans— derived from the broader neoclassical economic theory—as predominantly
(though not always, as I explained in the first chapter) rational, self-interested and individualist. This
depiction of humans as individualistic is generalized to apply to groups of humans as well. If self-
interest is the primary motive of human activity both at the individual and the collective level, then
an act of closure is essential. Property and exclusion arise as inseparable and inevitable natural pillars
of social life, and scarcity is the omnipresent principle that shapes human behavior over the
commons. Commons are created only if they are compatible with group interests that reflect
individual interests. Despite Ostrom’s criticism of profit maximization and technocratic efficiency as
central motives of human activity, her interpretation of individual and collective incentives does not

escape economism (Ostrom 1990; Stavrides 2016; Caffentzis 2010; Lieros 2016).

The logic that naturalistically relates the enclosure of the commons to rivalry and scarcity is not
limited to economic circles. Approaching the matter from a different angle, Stefan Meretz (2012)
argues that drawing boundaries is essential for rival goods but unnecessary for non-rival goods
because while the major problem in the former is overuse, in the latter it is underuse and
abandonment. Likewise, Silke Helfrich (2012: 101) stresses that “in the case of rival goods,
restrictions to access are necessary |[...] in the case of non-rival goods, only open access guarantees
their development to everyone’s greatest benefit”; she goes on to argue that in relation to the latter
excludability is socially produced. While there is no consensus among scholars on whether digital
commons and non-rival goods in general should be left totally unprotected from overuse’ or be
restricted to some extent, this last quote is important, as it denaturalizes the imposition of
boundaries and grounds the question of closure or openness of the common in the contingency of

the sociopolitical field.

Indeed, even though she seems inclined to leave the relation between rivalry and excludability largely
unchallenged, Helfrich acknowledges that excludability “depends o the concrete circumstances, on what
we, as acting individuals are capable of doing, and on our decisions” (Helfrich 2012: 100, emphasis
added). On the other hand, Meretz builds upon the idea that excludability is socially produced and

consequently distinguishes between two main social systems: the market and the commons.

31 For a more comprehensive view of the topic, see in the previous chapter the theories on commons expansion of
Vasilis Kostakis and Michael Bauwens or see their papers mentioned in the references.
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“Markets are based on and continuously create structural isolation”, as in this context people
cooperate only to better hold their ground in competitive situations; ultimately, markets are
characterized by “structural exclusion” (Meretz 2012: 59). He goes on to argue that, in contrast, the
commons “work only if everybody is included in the community and nobody is excluded. They are
based on cooperation, and they generate cooperation”, and therefore the commons represent

“structural commonality” or “structural inclusion” (ibid: 62).

Undoubtedly, there is great merit in placing “concrete circumstances” at the epicenter of the
discussion on closure and openness in the production of the commons, as it denaturalizes the debate
and opens it up to the contingency and multiplicity of real life. However, these theories are not free
from dualisms and clear-cut polarizations following an either/or dialectics. Meretz cleatly imbues
commons with connotations of intrinsic reciprocity, inclusion, cooperation and responsibility, while
the market is associated with the qualities of isolation, cut-throat competition and “structural
irresponsibility”. This juxtaposition is important, as it tries to frame the basic characteristics of two
distinct social systems that certainly involve different qualities and dynamics; however, it has little
analytical value for explaining the often contradictory dynamics involved in the making of any
commons. As Meretz explicitly puts it, his theory assumes “two different concepts of humanity”
(ibid: 58) that are antithetical to one another. Isn’t this conception a reproduction of the naturalistic

discourse that it supposedly tries to overcome?

Section one

Closure and Openness in the politics and philosophy of the common(s)

The debate about closure and openness becomes bolder if we shift our focus from the economic
dimension and the rival/non-rival dichotomy to more political and philosophical aspects. As the
discussion around the common(s) has become the “new normal” in the secking of alternatives to
capitalism, different schools of thought have emerged that try to push the debate towards different
directions. These different schools often develop conflicting views on how the commons must be
constructed. When it comes to the issue of openness versus closure, Hardt and Negri favor the

former while David Harvey favors the later.
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Harvey’s logic

Harvey argues in favor of closure in any attempt to construct the common(s). He bases his position
upon the issues of scale, complexity, state oppression and capitalist co-optation. In Harvey’s logic,
closure goes hand in hand with authoritarianism and hierarchy, composing together an unavoidable

triptych to be taken into consideration by any attempt to create the common.

Scale is framed as the first major problem that urges for some sort of hierarchy. Drawing on
Ostrom’s explorations, Harvey argues that most of the cases studied by her are small and involve
around a hundred users. Consequently, he argues that anything much larger than this requires

hierarchy because “direct negotiation between all individuals is impossible” (Harvey 2013: 69).

Complexity is Harvey’s second concern. In the face of increasing complexity in a technological and
globalized capitalism, he argues that “a total reorganization of materialized organizational forms like
New York City or Los Angeles is much harder to envisage let alone accomplish now than a century
ago” because “the fixity of structures tends to increase with time, making the conditions of change
more rather than less sclerotic” (Harvey 2000: 185). This complexity renders “the question of
closure” unavoidable (ibid). At this point, Harvey unfolds his perception of social change. He says
that despite the confusion over the relationship between the commons and the “evils” of enclosures,
“some sort of enclosure is often the best way to preserve certain kinds of valued commons” (Harvey
2013: 70). Here, Harvey reproduces the debate over rival and non-rival commons, but this is of
secondary importance. The most important aspect of his argument is that the common is
surrounded by an inherently hostile environment. The commons are perpetually endangered, and az
act of protection necessarily involves an act of closure. Actually, in his view, protection can only be
materialized through closure. The procedure goes as follows: first, the people should produce new
commons, and more often than not they should enclose them in order to protect them. Harvey
further justifies his endorsement of such acts of enclosure based on the previously mentioned
either/or dilemmas. He characteristically says “at the end of it all, the analyst is often left with a

simple decision: Whose side are you on, whose common interests do you seek to protect” (ibid: 71).

Furthermore, Harvey addresses the issue of state oppression: the state has the monopoly of violence
and at any point can dissolve a common by use of force. Lastly, Harvey is concerned with both the

co-optation of the common and its commodification, even if the latter does not necessarily entail the
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transformation of the common into commodity. Therefore, he argues in favor of autonomy, which

in his view coincides with “the demand for some kind of closure” (ibid: 71).

However, Harvey is aware that his view on the enclosure of the commons has a problematic aspect.
This is evident when, in his criticism of new urbanism, he argues that “community has often been a
barrier to, rather than facilitator of, social change” (Harvey 2000: 170) or when he admits that
speaking about the necessity of enclosures “sounds like, and is, a contradictory statement, but it
reflects a truly contradictory situation” (Harvey 2013: 70). In any case, he insists that it is naive to

think that closure and enforcement can be avoided (Harvey 2013).
Hardt and Negri’s logic

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri are probably the most prominent supporters of the opposite
view, as they argue in favor of a “society based on open sharing of the common” (Hardt & Negri
2012: 89). They ground their claims about openness in historical, philosophical and political
assumptions whose main pillars are the concepts of multitude and love. Their analysis juxtaposes the
“exclusive, unified social body of property” to the inclusive, “plural and open political body” of the
multitude of the poor (Hardt & Negri 2009: 39). Actually, they assume that property—the
foundational pillar of the “republic”—creates individuals who are simultaneously in competition and
unification, while open sharing of the common creates singularities that are multiplicities “in the
process of becoming” and are “open to encounters with all other bodies”; most importantly, the
outcome of these encounters depends on the qualities they involve and not on other preconceived

static social relations.

For them, unification and property are based on identity construction, while the larger social body of
the common is “constructed by the movements of passions and languages, according to logics of
both desire and rationality” (Harvey, Hardt & Negri 2009: 12) that are processes of continuous
subjectification and de-subjectification. In this theoretical effort, the concept of “love” is central;
they insist that it be employed as a philosophical and political concept and consider that to cede the
concept to priests, poets, and psychoanalysts would be a great omission of contemporary thought

(Hardt & Negtri 2009).

For Hardt and Negri, love is not “spontaneous and passive. It does not simply happen to us [...]

instead it is an action, a biopolitical event, planned and realized in common” (ibid: 180). Hence, they
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assign to love a constitutive dimension: “love is a process of the production of the common and the
production of subjectivity” (ibid); love is not only a means but also an end itself. Love is also an
“economic power” that produces networks and schemes of cooperation or, in other words, love is

the ontological event that ruptures what exists in order to create the world anew.

At this point, Hardt and Negri elaborate their arguments against the closure of the common. If love
is the constitutive force that creates the common, then why is our world characterized by malaise in
almost every aspect of social life as well as in our relation with our environment at large? Hardt and
Negri argue that love, like the common itself, is highly ambivalent and susceptible to corruption;
they insist that today the predominant forms of love are the corrupted ones (Hardt and Negri 2009).
What corrupts love then? For Hardt and Negri, the primary factor in the corruption of love is the
shift from the common to the same, which reduces the production of the common to a repetitive process
of unification and of production of identity. Identarian love is corrupted love, as inscribed in the
mandate to love those that are more proximate, “most like you” as they emphatically put it. Family
love, love for the nation and love for those with whom one shares the same ideology are such
corrupted forms of love. In contrast, “love for the other” or “love for alterity” is the means to

reverse such corrupted forms of love (ibid: 182).

This analysis of love as both a constitutive force that produces the common and a force that
composes the singularities into larger social bodies—assemblages—is diametrically opposite to
Harvey’s analysis on the necessity of closure in every act of emancipatory commoning. To explain
this in more detail, I will now present the theoretical and political assumptions that inform these two

approaches.
Exploring the foundations of the debate

David Harvey’s logic on the commons is built upon two assumptions; First, that the commons must
be created a priori in a hostile environment and, second, that humans are not inherently cooperative
beings that tend to love “the other” or alterity in general. Harvey takes a pragmatic stance—at least
in his view—and seeks solutions that can immediately be implemented by those who actually
participate in the making of the common. Moreover, he is apprehensive about the ability of
capitalism to commodify goods created in common and turn them into means for expanding capital
accumulation. Hence, Harvey is primarily interested in questions of how the commons can avoid

being captured and co-opted by capitalism.
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Moreover, Harvey insists that it is crucial for the left to engage with the issue of closure, as he
believes that there is a fetishization of openness and horizontality (Harvey 2000; 2013). His aim,
however, is not to start a discussion on whether closure is necessary for the protection and
expansion of the commons, as he considers any other opinion on the topic naive; instead, his
interest is in the ways those properties should be implemented. This leads to a second point about
his thought: Harvey believes that scholars ought to offer practical and concrete proposals—rmodels—on how to
solidify the commons against capitalist accumulation. This is evident in his critique on Lefebvre and Foucault
in his Spaces of Hope (2000), but also in his critique of Hardt and Negri, where he declares,

“enough of relationalities and immaterialities!”, and “reformism [is a] prelude to revolution”

(Harvey, Hardt & Negri 2009: 9-10). In short, Harvey represents a line of thinking that focuses on
the inherent “flaws” of the capitalist system and, additionally, he is fed up with postmodern calls for
cultural change, which focus on the body, affects and social relations beyond capital-as-social-
relation. Drawing on the undeniable difficulties in creating robust alternatives “here and now” oxutside

the realm of the capital, Harvey envisages a fortification of common production, one that will be able

to counter capital’s capacity to assimilate and co-opt common creation.

Philosophically, Hatvey’s ideas are founded on an either/or dialectic; as he admits, “the dialectic of
either/or is omnipresent” (Harvey 2000: 184). They are also founded on a #ranscendental philosophy,
where different institutions and models should be put forward beforehand to be materialized

afterwards.

Hardt and Negri’s proposals, on the other hand, have different philosophical origins and
consequently serve different objectives. Whereas Harvey’s proposals on closure and hierarchy are
traversed by a transcendental philosophy, Hard and Negti’s ideas are driven by a philosophy of
tmmanence, as they follow a line of thought first introduced by Baruch Spinoza and further elaborated
by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. This is probably the main reason that, in their analysis, a world
of the common is already here, and the only pending task is to organige it differently to transform its corrupted
mutations. They make this explicit when they claim that “this immanent scene is the terrain—the only
possible terrain—on which democracy can be constructed” (Hardt and Negri 2009: 16) and that “a
democracy of the multitude is imaginable and possible only because we all share and participate in
the common” (ibid: viii). Of course, Hardt and Negri are fully aware that the process of
metamorphosis they invoke cannot simply happen spontaneously; this is why they insist on the

educational processes that can transform “refusal into resistance and violence into the use of force”
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(ibid: 16). Central in this education process is what they call the “struggle over the control or

autonomy of the production of subjectivity” (ibid: x).

On the other hand, their belief in the immanent capacities of human societies to self-invent the
future is what prevents Hardt and Negri from formulating concrete proposals and alternative
models for transcending the current social condition. As they manifest, “a book like ours should
strive to understand the present but also challenge and inspire its readers to invent the future”
(Harvey, Hardt & Negri 2009: 13). In contrast to Harvey’s strong belief that any creation of the
common today will necessarily take place in a hostile environment—and, by extension, that
fortification or closure is always needed—Hardt and Negri insist on looking at the inherent multiple
contradictions that traverse singularities and larger assemblages more generally; they argue in favor
of an open and inclusive education process that will empower the most positive elements of these
multiplicities. This is why in their theoretical endeavor they employ the concept of love: to
emphasize the communicative process of commoning that can establish unpredictable connections

among subjects previously perceived as separated.
Beyond Polarization — Towards an Analytics of Openness and Closure

David Harvey’s insistence on the necessity of enclosure and on its positive role in the maintenance
of the commons highlights a very important issue, that of #he protection of the commons. Indeed, the
commons are social systems that require a tremendous amount of creative human labor to
materialize. To this extent, the commons can indeed constitute assemblages of an alternate social
and spatial ordering, affective relations, values, institutions, etc. Commons are systems that strive to
maintain some sort of autonomy from capital. Hence, their existence, sustainability and expansion

always depend on their fragile relation with it.

Yet, this is not the only reason why actual commoners seek to protect their common worlds. If one
questions the supremacy of economy over other aspects of social organization, one must also
understand the “threat” of capital as only one among the many threats that the commons face.
Therefore, making protection identical to closure can be seen as a problematic reduction. As I will
explain in the empirical part, commoners employ different methods to protect their commons,
ranging from acts of closure to acts of opening; but, most importantly, commoners often invent

ways to protect their commons that transcend the question of closure versus openness.
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David Harvey suggests that, due to complexity, large-scale management necessarily implies
hierarchical and authoritarian structures. The main problem upon which he founds this assumption
is that communication between all participants in the common is often impossible. While it is true
that in historical and present forms of social organization hierarchy often constitutes the only
response to increasing complexity, there is empirical and scientific evidence that, over the last
decades, humans have experimented with and put forward exemplary methods to overcome this
problem. As Frederix Laloux convincingly shows in his recent study on self-organized, horizontal
corporate organizations (2014), there are organizations with tens of thousands of employees that
have managed—to a certain extent at least—to operate without a strong hierarchy but only with a
few coordinators who facilitate communication between participants. In fact, Laloux’s main
argument is quite the opposite of Harvey’s: whereas hierarchy has been an important solution for
coping with a certain degree of complexity, it could never deal with the speed and complexity of
contemporary social organizations better than a structured and coordinated but non-hierarchical and

self-organized apparatus (ibid).

This point is crucial, not only because it suggests that well-developed models already exist—even if
there are more inspiring and effective ideas than Harvey cares to admit—but also because it stresses
the fact that self-organization is not necessarily as uncoordinated and unstructured as many
orthodox Marxist and even anarchist thinkers and practitioners believe. Actual commoners seem to
have incorporated similar views on self-organization into their everyday struggle to organize their
common productive, (re)productive and recreational activities in effective ways while maintaining
their structural horizontality and self-organization. Contrary to Harvey’s depiction of these efforts as
naive and driven by an ideological fixation on horizontality, commoners continue to implement new
forms of horizontal organization in their struggle. This is the case not only because they have
repeatedly come up against the impasses of vertical and hierarchical structures, but also because they

have realized that horizontality is more effective in fulfilling their needs.

On the other hand, a discourse that elevates openness to a primary element of commons
constitution without seriously taking into account the multiple “threats” the commons face in their
everyday operation—and by extension their need to defend themselves—has little value, not only in
the creation but also in the analysis of commoning processes. This is where Hardt and Negti’s
arguments may face harsh criticism, not because they do not incorporate the issue of closure into

their analysis, but because they avoid complementing their anti-hierarchical and anti-identitary
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principles with a meaningful exploration of how commons systems can sustain and expand
themselves. Their “institutional decision making” which “allows singularities to achieve some
consistency in their interactions and behaviors” (Hardt & Negri 2009: 358) is a very vague and
limited concept, which, however, makes an important contribution, as it refers to a constituent
rather than a constituted process. Their insistence on rejecting any form of identity creation means
that they envisage “singularity institutions that are perpetually in flux” (ibid), which cannot offer

even a minimum guarantee of protection to commoners.

Hardt and Negti’s work is traversed by such extreme antithetical proposals that are situated in the
opposite pole of what could be called “conventional thinking”. While this has great value, as it
destabilizes important pillars of the current social organization, in many cases it lacks analytical
value. For instance, when they argue that property is the founding pillar of capitalism and of “the
Republic” and therefore contrast property with “the open sharing of the common”, they neglect that
most commons systems need, at certain periods of time, to take a rest from continuous fluidity and
feel secure in a relatively defined system. For that reason, the opposite of property is not necessarily

absolutely free or open sharing.

Section 2

Closure and Openness in the post-liminal period of the Greek commoning

movement

Protecting the commons: A labyrinth of strategies

In the first chapter of the book, I examine how the crisis created an ambiguous and fluid social
environment, which proved catalytic for the development of the liminal commons of indignant
squares and the consequent rhizomatic expansion of commoning projects throughout the Greek
territory. I also explain that liminal commons, which are transitory, precarious and metastatic forms
of commoning, are characterized by openness, inclusiveness, de-identification, high membership
turnover, practical creation, inventiveness and social imitation. These properties are what makes
liminal commons the expanding mode of commoning, as they allow them to become popular and
widespread. Moreover, liminality is critical because it is the basis upon which transformative social

processes unfold; these processes seek to invent new forms of sociality born within and because of
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the crisis of a particular social structure, but also to prefigure important characteristics of a future

social structure.

In the second chapter of the book, I examine how liminal commons expanded in the wake of the
squares movement. I also argue that while some of the new projects, especially those occupying and
commoning urban public space, continued to be liminal, most other projects did not: they either
started off as liminal and then evolved into more stable structures with permeable, but not open,
boundaries, or were launched as well-defined commons systems employing mechanisms of
boundary setting and therefore incorporating some forms of closure. However, whether commoning
projects set boundaries or not is not the only important question to ask. It is also worth exploring
why they set those boundaries, how they enforce them, what these boundaries imply for their
operation, how projects regulate the relations between the inside and the outside of their common

world, and what other mechanisms, apart from closure, they employ to protect their ventures.

Such nuanced discussion on the role of boundaries in the production and protection of the
commons will allow us to move beyond a debate that seems exhausted and incapable of providing
an analytical framework for explaining real-world commoning practices. In actual social systems,
neither a mandatory closure linked to authority and hierarchy nor a completely open process of
mutual love and open sharing prove to be effective guiding principles of organization. My main
argument is that processes of commons protection often combine elements and mechanisms that cannot be captured by
the dichotomy of closure versus openness. On the other hand, even if it would constitute an important step
forward, simply to assume that commons systems alternate between the two strategies—i.e., that
commons choose to ecither close or open their boundaries according to their needs—is not
sufficient, since it downplays the contradictions that traverse every act of protection of a commons.
Likewise, despite its high descriptive significance and its value as a guiding principle, the claim for
“semi-permeable boundaries”, (Helfrich and Bollier forthcoming) has little analytical value in

explaining different protection strategies.

The commons that I have studied over the years of my research seem to employ a wide spectrum of
often conflicting and contradictory strategies to ensure their protection, longevity, reproduction and
smooth operation. This observation is important because it reveals that while in theory things appear
to follow an either/or separation, in reality things are more complex: an act of closure can be the

consequence of an act of opening and vice versa, or an act of closure can simultaneously become an



~ 117 ~

act of openness. This is because the commons are social systems that often operate at different
scales and levels and include different commoning activities (i.e., they are “manifold commons”).
Therefore, an act of closure at one level may imply an opening at another one; obviously, such a case
should be examined more closely, as it does not fit in rough either/or dichotomies. As it becomes
obvious that the problem of openness versus closure is a complex one, a few concrete examples may

help shed some new light on its many aspects.
Protection through “open” regulation

Allilegyi Peiraia (Piraecus Solidarity) is a collective founded in 2012 in the port town of Piraeus, near
Athens. Over the years of its operation, the collective has developed a wide range of activities in
various fields of production and reproduction, including the establishment of a food-bank®, a

solidarity school®, a social kitchen, a workshop for clothes and furniture manufacturing and

>
processing, a social clinic, urban and peri-urban agriculture, and many more. At first, they started
with food collection and redistribution in order to counter what they saw as the “most urgent issue
of the first phase of the crisis”, the danger of starvation. They started off delivering food parcels™
and free meals to whoever was in need. As the collective developed the capacity to collect large
quantities of food and prepare hundreds of meals in their social kitchen, the issue of free riding
emerged: many passers-by were requesting food parcels or free meals without offering anything back
to the collective. According to Katia, one of the first members of the group, “At some point, there
were only fifty of us registered members to serve eight hundred people”. This created a dual
problem for the collective. On the one hand, there was a resource problem, as such a high demand
could not be satisfied only through donations. On the other, they realized that this could end up
becoming a charitable organization rather than a horizontal, self-organized grassroots venture, which

was their objective. Thus, they looked for ways to motivate their beneficiaries to participate more

actively in the commoning practices.

32 A food bank is an initiative that collects food from various sources (e.g. through exchange, donations by individuals,
donations by commercial shops, open-air market merchants, organizations, etc.) and stores them to (re)distribute them
to the participants of the collective.

33 A solidarity school is a self-organized school that offers free courses in various fields for high school students, as well
as in foreign languages for both children and adults.

3 Food parcels is a very popular activity among the solidary hubs presented in the previous chapter. It consists in
collecting food, mainly through donations by individuals outside big supermarkets, and subsequently distributing them
to families in need.
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Against this background, they introduced a diverse set of new practices and institutions. First, they
decided that for people to be able to benefit from the food distribution, they had to offer at least
some hours of personal work per week to the collective. “We want people here to believe both in
themselves and in the collective, not simply to continue to passively consume whatever they are
offered”, as Kostas stated. To organize this system, they introduced the “porto”, a community
currency to facilitate internal transactions. The “porto” is a measure of the hours each member has
worked for the collective. There is a minimum and a maximum of hours of “paid” work for each
person; the rest is regarded as volunteering. While this act may at first glance seem like an act of
closure, since one of its purposes was to minimize free riding, it cannot, however, be reduced to it.
The introduction of the “porto” was followed by a conscious decision that the collective would
remain open to everybody who wanted to be part of it. This was translated into a dramatic increase
in registered members—from fifty to almost two hundred—and an equally dramatic decrease in
free-riding; it also contributed to opening up the collective to new fields of experimentation with
new practices and processes. The shift in the relation between those who offer and those who
receive created “a dynamism that was previously unthinkable” as Evgenios, another member,

mentions.
Protection through multiplication

This opening of the commons to new layers of activity as a means not only to expand but also to
protect the venture is quite a popular practice in the Greek commoning movement, and it can be
observed in different kinds of commoning projects and geographies. As Nikos, one of my
informants, articulately put it, “having only one level of activity means that your venture will last for
as long as the external conditions will allow, but if you manage to create not simply a one-
dimensional venture but a small universe of interconnected practices, then you may have the

possibility to survive in the long run”.

The fact that a one-dimensional activity is often an unsustainable strategy for new commons is
evident in the case of the solidarity hubs that I analyzed in the second chapter. Many of those
ventures started off with only one goal: to collect food in order to support individuals and families in
need by handing out “food parcels”. The most common manner of collecting food is as follows:
members of the collective go once or twice per week to big supermarkets. At the exit of the store

they place a big basket, which they often call the “solidarity basket”. They then hand out pamphlets
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to entering customers, asking them to buy some basic items from an indicative list and place them in
the “solidarity basket” when they exit. After a few hours, they have usually collected the expected

amount of food; they then sort it and prepare it into food parcels to deliver them to families in need.

This practice was very effective in the first years of operation of the solidarity hubs, as many
consumers were willing to donate products; eventually, however, it started to fade out, as less and
less consumers were willing to contribute to the basket. This was confirmed by several members of
the solidarity hubs I studied in 2016. Elena, an informant active in the solidarity hub of Vironas, a
neighborhood not far from the city center, maintains: “People got tired of this process. They
stopped feeling good only by offering some products, and gradually many stopped doing it. Now we
have a problem in supporting our people”. Indeed, many solidarity hubs did not manage to find new
ways of action and gradually faded out or perished. At the same time, there is a strong tendency for
commoning projects to evolve into what Bresnihan and Byrne (2015) call “manifold commons”, i.e.,

commons that have more than one layer of activity.

The crux of this observation is that, to protect and sustain themselves, commoning ventures are
often forced to multiply their activities. This deviates from the view that has dominated recent
literature on the commons, which departs from a more normative and political point of view and
links every act of expansion and multiplication to the broader “autopoietic process” (De Angelis
2017) of commons systems towards social change and vis-a-vis capital. In other words, while many
thinkers celebrate every commoning expansion as a strike against capitalism, my fieldwork findings
suggest that in many cases new commons expand and multiply their activities as a strategy for
escaping stagnation and dissolution. This, as I argue in continuation, has an important impact on

their transformative potential.

One characteristic but highly controversial strategy, as it represents an act of multiplication and
protection but also a big point of disagreement for more radical and anti-capitalist commons
thinkers (Caffentzis and Federici 2014) is the shift of many projects towards creating employment
opportunities for their members within capitalist economies. While the creation of employment
opportunities is, by definition, foundational for cooperatives—or “common productive assets”, as
we named cooperatives in the previous chapter—many other new commons that started off as
independent from and antithetical to capitalist markets gradually started to consider expanding their

activities to include more mainstream job creation, in order to survive. As Fotini, a member of the
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Piraeus Solidarity hub, says: “In the beginning, our main concern was to ensure that we have food to
eat. But as food donations are on the decrease, and also because in our collective there are many
young members that really want to work and be productive, and we will lose them if we don’t try to
help them towards this direction, we have now shifted our focus to job creation”. The clothing and
furniture workshop mentioned in my analysis of the collective, along with other cooperative
experiments that emerged from within Piraeus Solidarity are some examples of this dual

multiplication/protection strategy.

Like Piraeus Solidarity, Plato’s Academy Cooperative Café is a venture launched back in 2010 by a
group of young people in order to “create human relationships anew”, to “cultivate an alternative
culture of public space use” and also to become “a cell for reclaiming a degree of autonomy and
self-organization” based on synergies, as Chrys, one of the founding members, says. The venture
started its operation on a volunteer basis, since the creation of employment opportunities was not
among the main concerns of their members, as they explicitly mention. However, running a
commoning venture is a time and energy consuming process; this is not always taken into serious
consideration by commoners when they start their ventures. This fact, in combination with very
high unemployment rates among young Greeks, often creates tensions for commoners, who on the
one hand invest much energy in sustaining the commons and, on the other, cannot even cover their
basic needs through this participation. Indicatively, our survey showed that only 39 percent of
respondents relate their participation in the venture with the satisfaction of material needs of any

sort, and an even smaller 10 percent relate their participation with monetary earnings.

This discrepancy between the time and energy that commoners devote to their ventures and the
material benefits they obtain from their participation has been a key factor in the dissolution of
many ventures, as for many participants it leads to a “burnout effect” and consequently to
withdrawal. In the case of Plato’s Academy Cooperative Café, this observation became the grounds
for modifying the operating principles of the project. As Christos says, “after a few years, we realized
that in order to continue operating we had to forego our volunteer status and try to create at least
some jobs, for those involved more actively”. This necessity led to a collective decision to establish a
minimum compensation for each member who works at the café; it also led to the creation of a
parallel catering cooperative, the Nomadic Kitchen, which also employed members of the initial

group. This shift allowed some of the members to secure the means of their subsistence and



~ 121 ~

consequently to avoid the burnout effect caused by trying to combine their waged work outside the

project with active commoning inside it. Thus, the continuation of the project was made possible.
Protection through networking

In the first stream of literature on the commons, that of Ostrom and her followers, networking
between commoning ventures has been a neglected aspect; in the more recent, post-Marxist,
literature, however, it is receiving growing attention. However, in most cases, networking is
understood as a means through which commons can create “commons ecologies” (De Angelis
2017) that will be able to counter the hegemony of the capitalist system (De Angelis 2017; Stavrides
2016; Caffentzis and Federici 2014; Kioupkiolis 2014). In this respect, very little attention has been
paid to how networking operates as a source of protection for each venture participating in the

network, as more often than not thinkers focus on the “big picture”.

This reading is indeed shared by many commoning ventures, since networking is perceived as a
means of visibility or of intervention in the sphere of politics; nevertheless, there is growing
evidence that, for many ventures, “meta-commonal” relations (De Angelis 2017) between diverse

projects also constitute a strategy of protection and sustainability.

Unlike other networking efforts that primarily aim at exchanging knowledge and know-how, the
Network of Cooperative Ventures of Athens aims at creating an active support mechanism for
participating cooperatives. The number of ventures participating in the network is limited, as new
entrants should meet certain criteria and go through a preparatory period to become ordinary
members, even though the network is, in principle, open to new members. Besides the exchange of
know-how and knowledge, the mechanism includes the exchange of services and goods in an effort
to create a basis for the “circulation of commons” (Bauwens and Kostakis 2014), i.e. the bases for a
more robust and sustainable commoning project that can also have a greater social and political
impact. In other words, although autonomous from one another, the ventures strive to create a
network that will protect them and facilitate their operation. This aspect became evident when one
of the collectives comprising the network experienced a mass resignation of members, becoming
incapable of operating. Even though the rest of collectives in the network did not all belong to the
same economic sector, they decided to contribute during the transitional period, until the ailing

collective was once more able to operate autonomously; they even relocated some of their members
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for several months to replace those who left. Thanks to its networking with other cooperatives, the

cooperative restaurant managed to survive.

In a similar vein, the National Network of Social Clinics and Pharmacies, presented in the previous
chapter, operated in several occasions as a source of stability and protection for the commoning
projects participating in it. As Vaso, from the social clinic of Thessaloniki, states, “we, as the
national network of social clinics, have decided that each social clinic participating in the network
should be autonomous from the rest. We do not want our ventures to create annexes, but we want
each city and each community to create their own institutions. However, our network is not merely a
political or informational network. We intend to provide help to those collectives that do not have

access to medicine or other stuff needed for their operation”.

Likewise, in the cities of Rethymno and Karditsa, networking between collectives seems to have
been a source of fortification and sustainability for the new commons. Karditsa has a relatively long
tradition in cooperativism and commoning in comparison to other Greek cities (Varvarousis at al.
2018). This tradition is in many cases translated into robust networks of exchange between diverse
projects, in an effort to ensure their longevity. The repertoire of meta-commonal relations between
projects includes the provision of small community loans in cases where cooperatives cannot pay
their debts, the exchange of services and goods among network members, and the organization of
joint seminars on aspects of the operation of the ventures. All these are protection strategies that can
succeed only through networking. As Panos, one of our informants in Karditsa, noticed: “Here in
Karditsa, we know very well that our ventures cannot survive alone, not even for a minute. This is
why we strive, despite the difficulties, to create a culture of cooperation and solidarity between old
and new ventures in the city”. Similarly, Apostolos, from Halikouti project in the city of Rethymno,
notices: “Here we don’t aim at creating a network in the usual meaning of the term. Rather, we
intend to create a broad community of communities that will be able to counter effectively the big

and the small problems that each venture, each participant may have”.
Protection through the opening of political identities

The claim that the opening of political identities and the adoption of a heterogeneous ideological
profile can be a factor of sustainability for the new commons and a conscious strategy for their
protection may sound strange. After all, in previous theoretical accounts, cultural and ideological

homogeneity has usually been regarded as a source of cohesion and stability for the commons
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(Ostrom at al 1999; Stavridis 2016). Indeed, during the liminal period triggered by the crisis and
spatialized in the movement of the squares, a wide opening of political identities was witnessed in all
politically-oriented collective action. Openness, a constitutive element during the period of the
squares, became a constituent element in the commons created in its wake. This new condition may
be contrasted with the pre-crisis collective political action, characterized by an ideological “purism”
that was often leading collective ventures to disintegration due to ideological mismatches (Rousis

2011; Marketos 2003).

Many of the new commons I have studied have consciously chosen to abolish their recognizable
ideological identity and any affiliations with particular political parties in order to sustain and protect
their ventures. For instance, Trapeza Chronou Holargou-Papagou (Holargou-Papagou Time Bank),
was a venture launched by Syriza members and was even hosted at a building rented by the party.
When it gradually attracted newcomers who did not want to be identified with Syriza, and through a
series of assemblary procedures, the venture decided to become independent from the party in order

to keep those new members but also to attract more.

Other projects, which did not start with a particular ideological or political focus but as
heterogeneous collectives with a focus on common practice, intentionally try to maintain this
unidentifiable status to avoid ideological conflicts due to unavoidable identity mismatches. As
Kostas, from Piraeus Solidarity, notices: “Here in our group we try to avoid taking positions on
issues that can threaten our capacity to act together. We are not apolitical, on the contrary, we
believe that our collective is highly political, but we believe that the relations and activities that we
forge here worth more than a declaration on a specific political issue that can possibly divide us and

bring us into conflict with one another”.

Giota, a member of the Politeia collective, emphasizes another aspect of her collective’s decision to
remain ideologically unidentified. “Our conscious decision to have and welcome ideological
heterogeneity is undoubtedly a difficult one. However, I believe that, despite its difficulties, this
heterogeneity is important because it gives rise to personal and collective transcendence, innovation
and creativity. I believe that conflicts will exist anyway, but the conflicts that emerge in

heterogeneous environments can promote dynamic development and fuel collective action”.

The cornerstone of this strategy for protecting the commons is the starting premise that effective

collective action is both possible and desirable, and can be fueled, rather than suppressed, by
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heterogeneity. However, differences do not remain unbridged or autonomous, but the ventures try
to create ways to articulate them in a creative direction. In contrast with postmodern social theories
that celebrate difference in the name of a non-conflictual and peaceful co-existence, or the so-called
“politics of selves” (e.g., Deleuze and Guattari 2004; Bhabha 1994; Lichterman 1996), heterogeneity
in the commons we have studied is a choice, always accompanied with a conscious process to create
common ground. In other words, it is not merely the opening of political identities that contributes
to the protection of the commons. Rather, it is the process of creating new common ground on the
basis of this opening that makes commons more sustainable. This new common ground is not
founded upon pure ideologies or visionary blueprints for the future but upon common principles
constructed gradually through processes of de-identification and re-identification, collective practice
and visioning. This set of guiding principles, values and institutions are intentionally kept at a low or
minimum level, to ensure maximum porosity that allows for membership renewal. This renewal is
considered an important antidote to the previously mentioned “burnout effect”, which is a cause of

dissolution for many commoning projects.

Guiding principles, thus, are different from ideologies. In many cases they take the form of rules
that express foundational and minimum agreements among commoners. For instance, in the case of
the National Network of Solidarity Clinics, the list of guiding principles includes anti-fascist and
anti-racist orientation, operation on a volunteer, non-waged basis, independence from the state, the
church and private companies, etc. Likewise, the Network of Cooperative Ventures of Athens has
set its own principles. According to Petros, a very active member of the network: “First, all
employees should be equal members of the cooperative; no external waged worker is allowed.
Second, surpluses should be used for social causes rather than be distributed among members or
simply increase the capital of the collective. Third, ideological conflicts should be avoided if they are
not related to practical issues, and, lastly, we do not accept any kind of ‘help’ from the state and the

church”.

While those foundational principles obviously constitute an institutional framework that puts limits
to what is possible and what is not, they imply an open and porous venture that secks to integrate
and bridge differences rather than emphasize them. This 