Commons Movements

About the authors and their positions

We, the authors of this text, Leslie Gauditz and Johannes Euler, are active in
the Commons Institute which, among other things, promotes the creation of
knowledge and the education on Commons. We are about 30 years old, with
a middle-class background and make our living in academia. We were
brought together by the fact that we both practise commoning, and reflect
and write about it. In order to give Commoners from our circles the oppor-
tunity to collaborate on this text we sent preliminary versions to our mail-
ing lists. Several people have contributed to its development with very help-
ful comments.

However, this text still reflects our personal view on the Commons move-
ment, and is shaped by our specific position within this movement and the
discourses that belong to it.

1. What is the key idea of the Commons Movements?
Commoning: a different way of living and acting together - within capital-
ism but with a trajectory past it.

Commons are products and resources that are created, cared for and used in
a shared way in a great variety of forms. The term has increasingly come
into use again over the past decades - “again“ because Commons as concept
and praxis are ancient and exist worldwide (see Bollier/ Helfrich 2016). In the
German speaking areas the traditional and widely used term “Allmende”,
that denotes the shared cultivation of meadows and woods, has been
known since the Middle Ages. Today, the research on the shared use of nat-
ural resources is mainly connected to the name Elinor Ostrom who received
the Nobel Prize for economics for her research in 2009. Ostrom (1990: 58-
139) collected best practice examples: self-chosen regulations and locally ad-
apted conflict resolution strategies were some of the design principles of
the long-lasting self-governed institutions she described. Differing from Os-
trom other authors assume that the main shared features should be looked
for in the actual social arrangement, the Commoning, rather than in the in-
stitutions and regulations (see Euler 2016; Meretz 2014a).

The spread of knowledge-centred digital Commons (such as Wikipedia) and
the development of free software (such as GNU/Linux and LibreOffice) played
a decisive part in the rising attention paid to the Commons in the past
years.

Currently, Commons can be understood as a concept based on equality and
self-governance that is in conflict with the capitalist logic of commodities
(see Meretz 2014a). Instead of an exchange of goods it relies on voluntary
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contributions. In them, there is no equivalent to the division of labour into
care activities (that is caring for other people and the environment) and the
productive activities as well as the division of production and usage pro-
cesses which are common in capitalism: for example urban Commons gar-
dens are usually not about producing food for sale but, next to ecological
food production, also about cooking, eating and celebrating together. This is
not to say that exchange or said division phenomena do not exist in Com-
mons projects. However, Commons mainly work according to a different lo-
gic; both aspects are at odds with this logic and are brought in from the cap-
italist world outside.

We would like to stress that there are no universal blueprints for organising
Commons together. We assume that the manners and rules in different
times and contexts adapt to the needs of the people involved and thus vary.
Nevertheless, we can point out common features. Regarding this it is im-
portant to clarify that commoning does not just deal with collective prop-
erty but rather it breaks with the exclusionary logic of property as such. In-
stead of excluding others by the means of abstract law (property), Commons
concern the actual physical (and potentially inclusive) discretionary options
of possession (actual use). Essential to this is a focus on the needs of those
affected by the commoning processes, or those taking part in them.*

The Commons perspective looks specifically at a type of shared living in
which people have a great influence on their own living conditions and
choose the activities they pursue mainly according to how much pleasure
they give, and how crucial they regard them to be.? For example Wikipedia
came about because people valued a freely accessible and self-organised
form of knowledge and enjoyed writing. Although they may occur, imposed,
hierarchical and exclusive organizational structures are quite in contrast to
such motivations and are mostly rejected. The aim is to realise rather than
valorise one’s own potentials.

For the long-term the self-organising Commons point of view can be the
foundation of a society beyond market economy and state. Core principles
are: contribution instead of exchange; actual use instead of property; share
all that you can (Habermann 2015); use all that you need.

2. Who is part of the Commons movements, what do they do?
The social movement as part of the Commons world: Who produces what
how, why and with which effects, and who uses it (up)?

1 This also means that there is no abstract ex-post-mediation (afterwards) of supply and demand
in a market but an ex-ante-mediation (in advance) that is guided by the specific needs of the
persons and non-human agents involved (e.g. plants).

2 This should not be confused with an impulsive, “pure” pleasure principle. It explicitly includes a
longterm assumption of responsibility and dealing with the necessities of life.
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While there is no Commons umbrella association, there are visible networks
such as the Commons Strategies Group and the P2P-Foundation, the
Commons-Institute in the German speaking countries and the School of
Commoning in Barcelona. Which persons actually devote themselves to pro-
moting the Commons world and represent it publicly, who hence makes up
the Commons movement, is not easy to determine as there are no systemat-
ic studies. Thus this text serves not least a reflection on ourselves as au-
thors: do we even want to speak of a Commons movement? We definitely do
not claim to give a comprehensive overview; even less so about what is hap-
pening in other parts of the world.

Commoning can be found in any imaginable social context and connected
to various resources - such as air, seeds and water but also caring for those
in need, digital technology, housing, cooking, art and music, modular bi-
cycle construction and means of production. This is due to the fact that it is
not inherent to the nature of a resource whether or not it is a Commons. In-
stead it essentially depends on the way humans deal with them and with
each other (see Acksel and others 2015; Helfrich 2012; Euler 2016). If we look
at the currently prevailing definitions of social movements (e.g. della

Porta/ Diani 1999), they are united by a more or less pointed focus on a con-
necting self-image (or rather an identity) and the intentional direction of
activities towards societal transformation and/ or a political goal. Move-
ments are further identified according to their protest behaviour. Answering
the question for the Commons movement thus depends on the political ac-
tion repertoire and who subjectively sees her/ himself as a Commoner? - so
it depends on who could be considered being a constitutive part of such a
movement.

Commoners are people who "move something”. The only thing we can say
for certain about the Commons movement from our point of view is: it is a
global movement that is internationally connected as well as locally active.
But Commons are more than “just“ a social movement. On the one hand it
is possible that Commoners do not explicitly pursue the transformation idea
and the critique of capitalism, are not networked accordingly, and neither
know nor use the term Commons or claim no Commons identity for them-
selves. On the other hand there are Commoners who act in a conscious sep-
aration from the capitalist commodity and valorisation logic. These we want
to call activists and identify them as being the movement. They aspire for a
transformation of the world according to Commons principles, organise
themselves in respective groups and/ or networks and engage politically.

For many activists it is more important to prefiguratively set an example
than to demonstrate on the streets. This means that it is a concern for those

3 We are not happy with the German use of this term as it has a very male connotation in this
language.
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who make up the Commons movement to create spaces in which aspects of
utopian aims can be lived through their actions in current decision making
processes and interpersonal relationships: “In my own life | practise what |
want to see in the greater whole.” The important part is that the social
practises of commoning, whose rationale undermines the capitalist logic,
are in themselves aimed at changing society.

Currently we can make out many movements all over the world for protect-
ing the Commons and resisting enclosures. However, we also need a certain
reference to the common features in the struggles for Commons as well as
to other alternative economic movements. Even if a lot is moving towards
Commons, the bigger picture will hardly change if the similarities between
these activities are not recognized.

3. How do you see the relationship between the Commons

Movements and Degrowth?
The Commons and the Degrowth movement contain each other, and differ
in focus and strategy

When we were asked if we wanted to write a text that would put the move-
ment and the concept of Degrowth in relation to Commons, we questioned
what its strategic significance might be: this project is called “Degrowth in
movement(s)“. Would a Commons contribution not create the impression
that Commons are a part of the movements close to Degrowth? Or is it also
the other way round: Degrowth is a part of the movements close to Com-
mons? It is a matter of the prerogative of interpretation, a question of the
framing, and of the levels: Which theme is overarching and which is a cross-
section, and what do we need this interpretation for? We assume that a
Commons world is a world beyond growth imperatives - but does the De-
growth movement also automatically include Commons into its considera-
tions in the same way?

In the article “Degrowth: In Movement, Strengthening Alternatives and
Overcoming Growth, Competition and Profit“ (Burkhart and others 2016)
that is part of this publication, the Degrowth movement is (amongst others)
characterized based on the participants of the Degrowth conference in the
German city of Leipzig in 2014. At the time many people took part who could
rather be placed in the "Commons* corner. Hence there were a number of
contributions on Commons in the conference program, and Commoners
gave several of the plenary talks. The false impression associated with this
may well be criticised. However we cannot rule out that the same would
happen similarly in the opposite case because in the end, from our point of
view, Commons and Degrowth in some way contain each other.
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If Degrowth means that we humans have to free ourselves from the bonds
of the growth imperative, and if Commons activists advocate more com-
moning in the world, we have to ask ourselves: which growth do we need to
free ourselves from? What do we need more of? How could this come
about? Who is promoting it? On the level of the actors there seems to exist a
high degree of mutual recognition and sympathy. Especially the critical and
progressive part of the Degrowth movement that was strongly represented
at the conference appears to harmonize with the part of the Commons
movement that is critical of capitalism. Both aim at breaking with old pat-
terns that are founded in the logic of today’s social system and have effect
into (and through) the individual foundations of acting and thinking. De-
growth circles denounce growth imperatives. The Commons movement cri-
ticises the valorisation pressures in the present society. It is obvious that
these are two sides of one and the same coin.

As Degrowth was formed as a counter-movement criticizing the growth
model, an idea for an alternative of its own was initially not at the centre of
attention. Considering commoning however, one can imagine a world in
which our living conditions are (re)produced in a non-capitalist way, beyond
the growth imperative. Hence commoning is often seen as an integral part
in framing a post-growth society. Especially the considerations on Buen Vivir
- living well - that are often drawn upon in the context of Degrowth (see
Acosta 2016; Muraca 2014) show remarkable similarities with the Commons
concepts and principles.

However we can also determine differences. Degrowth circles focus on resi-
lience and sufficiency. In relation to the ecological boundaries of the planet
these are rather implicitly included in Commons than vigorously discussed
among Commoners. From a Commons perspective one can argue that parts
of the Degrowth movement are not critical enough towards the capitalist lo-
gics of valorisation, and also depend too much on steering mechanisms of
the state. In a way this is a different problem focus (also based in the the-
ory) as well as a different approach in regard to the choice of a strategy for
transformation.

4. Which suggestions do they have to each other?
Learning from each other: ecological cycles, critique of state and domina-
tion, sustainable technology and self-realisation.

What is missing in the Commons perspective and which impulses can it re-
ceive from the Degrowth movement - and vice versa? One field in which the
Commons movement can learn from Degrowth is concerned with the ecolo-
gical cycles in a global context. The description and analysis of local and
practical knowledge is strong and deeply founded with Commoners. Yet, the
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Degrowth academics are relatively stronger in pursuing the research on the
planetary boundaries and global ecological cycles. Particularly when looking
at the point that activists of the Commons movement consider a Commons
world a possible reality, an exchange on this point is fruitful and could pre-

vent inappropriate optimism as well as unrealistic scenarios.

In the other direction the Degrowth movement could let itself be inspired by
the Commons perspective. Degrowth is often about abstract indicators on
CO,-Emissions, economic growth or resource depletion from which the
movement derives its critique of consumerism and demands for the global
North to denounce. From a Commons perspective, qualitative differences
and structural systemic necessities for change come to the fore. The criti-
cism is voiced towards a consumption that does not seek to fulfil needs, but
instead aims for status and / or the production of added value; and there is a
general assumption that a full and enjoyable life is achievable for everyone.
This means that the primary target is not an individual renunciation but, on
the premise of a collective self-development of all, to find an answer to:
who produces what how and why, and uses it (up).

Against the backdrop of the principle “contribution instead of exchange“ the
Commons discourse fundamentally criticises the logic of money and ex-
change. There is a discussion on whether a reform of the monetary systems
helps to transgress this logic or rather helps to strengthen it. A long-term
Commons vision would be a social system that frees itself from exchange as
a societal mode of mediation. In addition there is a basic critical attitude to-
wards state institutions - not only because market and state are blamed for
playing a substantial role in various enclosures, but also because Commons
do not work in a centralized way. This is also a significant delineation of the
Commons movement against a Marxist state centred communism. Locating
Commons beyond market and state infers that Commons activists want to
break with the principles of the market economy as well as the nation state.
It can be said that their normative foundation is a fundamental rejection of
any form of domination. A greater consideration of such discourses that
critically debate state and market as socially determining institutions could
enrich the Degrowth movement and contribute to shed light on structural
obstacles to a post-growth society.

A fundamental critique of technology, which is present in the Degrowth
context and takes its lead from authors like lvan Illich (1998), is used con-
structively within contemporary Commons circles by asking: which form of
technology corresponds to human needs, and who benefits from technology
to what end? Among others, the strong roots in the digital world and a great
participation of tech-savvy people from hacker- and maker-spaces as well as
the Open Hardware circles form the basis for certain optimism towards
technology (see Siefkes 2013). Critique of technology and optimism go hand
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in hand: while the one deals with criticising current-day technologies that
are seen as problematic, others develop new ones that work according to
different principles like modularity, repairability or resource conservation -
principles that are also compatible with Degrowth demands. For example
the project Open Source Ecology has taken it upon itself to develop fifty in-
dustrial machines that a small village needs for its inhabitants to lead a su-
stainable, yet relatively self-sufficient good life.

As mentioned in the beginning, there seems to be a lot of Degrowth in Com-
mons, and a lot of Commons in Degrowth. Similarly, other currents that are
united in this project find themselves sharing a lot with the two move-
ments. Many of the inspirations are discussed and put to practise in Com-
mons contexts. Perspectives that aim for equality of humans and nature as
they are found in environmentalist and animal-welfare circles as well as
various justice discourses play a role; so does the aim of human equality as
demanded by No-Border groups who aspire for a world without national
borders. Many sovereignty movements in particular (e.g. for food sover-
eignty) have a lot in common with Commons as their aim is to regain the
power to determine one’s own living conditions.* However, sometimes Com-
mons activists relate to other transformation efforts fairly critically; for in-
stance when the means suggested for implementation stand in contrast to
the respective aims (e.g. when hierarchically organised political parties pro-
mote Commons). Similarly they criticise approaches and ways of handling
things that reproduce or manifest without reflection the logic that needs to
be transgressed - exchange, valorisation and money - as well as hierarchies
and oppressive conditions (e.g. the reform of the money system through an
alternative exchange medium such as Bitcoin).

5. Outlook: Space for visions, suggestions or wishes
Together on the way to a post-capitalist world: emancipatory, need-ori-
ented, resource-conserving and without growth compulsion

A transformation perspective that anticipates the path to a Commons soci-
ety is described as a “seed form” approach (see Meretz 2014b). This term of-
fers an important reference point, especially in the German-speaking coun-
tries. More simply put: it is the idea that a consistent practise of Commons
can spread in the here and now while it could, simply due to the current
crisis prone societal system, be able to become the logic that determines so-
ciety in the future. Hence the potential of a Commons society is already a
seed within the current commoning that is not yet fully developed. At the
same time, Commons projects are always in danger of being usurped. Fights

4 In this context we explicitly exclude nationalist and other movements, which also positively re-
fer to the term ,sovreignty’ but aim primarily at the exclusion of others.
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to defend, re-establish and negotiate commonly managed resources are ne-
cessary as long as the hierarchical nation state and the capitalist market
with their respective logics are dominant. These struggles will be more suc-
cessful if they take place in the context of a strong, shared and most of all
emancipatory movement.

One viable post-capitalist vision is that of a world that is not hierarchical
but self-organised like a network of functionally differentiated connection
nodes; a world in which everyone’s needs can be met through Commons.
This world would also be marked by autonomous and responsible activities
that give joy and meaning without over-using resources or destroying eco-
systems. The Commons movement puts its trust in the human potential and
translates the concept of sustainability into the language of human needs:
there is a need to preserve the planet that can only be met if we organise
our individual and collective satisfaction of needs in accordance with the
boundaries of the planet. Commoning is a practical way to deal with human
and non-human nature that is not built on an abstract growth compulsion
but acknowledges that we humans are a (re)productive element of the
earth.

Commons may not solve all of the world’s problems in the long run, but we
live in the final stages of capitalism in which opposites tend to become
stronger and conflicts are fought out ever more brutally. Therefore it is of
particular importance to create positive perspectives, formulate and - above
all - practise a vision of solidarity. For the future we think it is desirable
from a perspective of the movement that we find a coordinated direction.
Summed under the term convergence, such processes of building alliances
(that many other currents that are present in the book take part in as well)
are already taking place. At the same time the content disputes should be in-
tensified in order to also discuss strategic questions openly and controver-
sially. This is the only way to avoid the different currents standing next to
each other unlinked and to provide for a connectedness in diversity to
emerge. The term ‘socio-ecological transformation’, understood as emancip-
atory and transgressing capitalism, could offer a shared umbrella. Despite it
already starting to be “over-used” it can still capture the shared target hori-
zon of the different currents.

Links and Literature

Links
Weblog keimform: http://keimform.de/

Weblog CommonsBlog: https://commonsblog.wordpress.com/
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What is Open Hardware? - Blogpost on Open Hardware: https://opensource.-

com/resources/what-open-hardware
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