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On the
Commons: A
Public Interview
with Massimo
De Angelis and
Stavros
Stavrides

An Architektur: The term ÒcommonsÓ occurs in a
variety of historical contexts. First of all, the
term came up in relation to land enclosures
during pre- or early capitalism in England;
second, in relation to the Italian autonomia
movement of the 1960s; and third, today, in the
context of file-sharing networks, but also
increasingly in the alter-globalization movement.
Could you tell us more about your interest in the
commons?
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊMassimo De Angelis: My interest in the
commons is grounded in a desire for the
conditions necessary to promote social justice,
sustainability, and happy lives for all. As simple
as that. These are topics addressed by a large
variety of social movements across the world
that neither states nor markets have been able
to tackle, and for good reasons. State policies in
support of capitalist growth are policies that
create just the opposite conditions of those we
seek, since they promote the working of
capitalist markets. The latter in turn reproduce
socio-economic injustices and hierarchical
divisions of power, environmental catastrophes
and stressed-out and alienated lives. Especially
against the background of the many crises that
we are facing today Ð starting from the recent
global economic crisis, and moving to the energy
and food crises, and the associated
environmental crisis Ð thinking and practicing
the commons becomes particularly urgent. 

A New Political Discourse: From Movement
to Society

Ê
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊMassimo De Angelis: Commons are a means
of establishing a new political discourse that
builds on and helps to articulate the many
existing, often minor struggles, and recognizes
their power to overcome capitalist society. One of
the most important challenges we face today is,
how do we move from movement to society? How
do we dissolve the distinctions between inside
and outside the movement and promote a social
movement that addresses the real challenges
that people face in reproducing their own lives?
How do we recognize the real divisions of power
within the ÒmultitudeÓ and produce new
commons that seek to overcome them at
different scales of social action? How can we
reproduce our lives in new ways and at the same
time set a limit to capital accumulation? 
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThe discourse around the commons, for me,
has the potential to do those things. The
problem, however, is that capital, too, is
promoting the commons in its own way, as
coupled to the question of capitalist growth.
Nowadays the mainstream paradigm that has
governed the planet for the last thirty years Ð
neoliberalism Ð is at an impasse, which may well
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be terminal. There are signs that a new
governance of capitalism is taking shape, one in
which the ÒcommonsÓ are important. Take for
example the discourse of the environmental
Òglobal commons,Ó or that of the oxymoron called
Òsustainable development,Ó which is an
oxymoron precisely because ÒdevelopmentÓ
understood as capitalist growth is just the
opposite of what is required by Òsustainability.Ó
Here we clearly see the Òsmartest section of
capitalÓ at work, which regards the commons as
the basis for new capitalistÊgrowth. Yet you
cannot have capitalist growth without
enclosures. We are at risk of getting pushed to
become players in the drama of the years to
come: capital will need the commons and capital
will need enclosures, and the commoners at
these two ends of capital will beÊreshuffledÊin
new planetary hierarchies and divisions.Ê

The Three Elements Of The Commons:
Pooled Resources, Community, And
Commoning

Ê
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊMassimo De Angelis: Let me address the
question of the definition of the commons. There
is a vast literature that regards the commons as
a resource that people do not need to pay for.

What we share is what we have in common. The
difficulty with this resource-based definition of
the commons is that it is too limited, it does not
go far enough. We need to open it up and bring in
social relations in the definition of the commons.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊCommons are not simply resources we
share Ð conceptualizing the commons involves
three things at the same time. First, all commons
involve some sort of common pool of resources,
understood as non-commodified means of
fulfilling peoples needs. Second, the commons
are necessarily created and sustained by
communities Ð this of course is a very
problematic term and topic, but nonetheless we
have to think about it. Communities are sets of
commoners who share these resources and who
define for themselves the rules according to
which they are accessed and used. Communities,
however, do not necessarily have to be bound to
a locality, they could also operate through
translocal spaces. They also need not be
understood as ÒhomogeneousÓ in their cultural
and material features. In addition to these two
elements Ð the pool of resources and the set of
communities Ð the third and most important
element in terms of conceptualizing the
commons is the verb Òto commonÓ Ð the social
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process that creates and reproduces the
commons. This verb was recently brought up by
the historian Peter Linebaugh, who wrote a
fantastic book on the thirteenth-century Magna
Carta, in which he points to the process of
commoning, explaining how the English
commoners took the matter of their lives into
their own hands. They were able to maintain and
develop certain customs in common Ð collecting
wood in the forest, or setting up villages on the
kingÕs land Ð which, in turn, forced the king to
recognize these as rights. The important thing
here is to stress that these rights were not
ÒgrantedÓ by the sovereign, but that already-
existing common customs were rather
acknowledged as de facto rights. 

 The seal of Magna Carta.

Enclosures, Primitive Accumulation, and
the Shortcomings of Orthodox Marxism

Ê
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊAn Architektur: We would like to pick up on
your remark on the commons as a new political
discourse and practice. How would you relate
this new political discourse to already existing
social or political theory, namely Marxism? To us
it seems as if at least your interpretation of the

commons is based a lot on Marxist thinking.
Where would you see the correspondences,
where lie the differences?
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊMassimo De Angelis: The discourse on the
commons relates to Marxist thinking in different
ways. In the first place, there is the question of
interpreting MarxÕs theory of primitive
accumulation. In one of the final chapters of
volume one of Capital, Marx discusses the
process of expropriation and dispossession of
commoners, which he refers to as Òprimitive
accumulation,Ó understood as the process that
creates the precondition of capitalist
development by separating people from their
means of production. In sixteenth- to
eighteenth-century England, this process
became known as ÒenclosureÓ Ð the enclosure of
common land by the landed nobility in order to
use the land for wool production. The commons
in these times, however, formed an essential
basis for the livelihood of communities. They
were fundamental elements for peopleÕs
reproduction, and this was the case not only in
Britain, but all around the world. People had
access to the forest to collect wood, which was
crucial for cooking, for heating, for a variety of
things. They also had access to common
grassland to graze their own livestock. The
process of enclosure meant fencing off those
areas to prevent people from having access to
these common resources. This contributed to
mass poverty among the commoners, to mass
migration and mass criminalization, especially of
the migrants. These processes are pretty much
the same today all over the world. Back then, this
process created on the one hand the modern
proletariat, with a high dependence on the wage
for its reproduction, and the accumulation of
capital necessary to fuel the industrial revolution
on the other. 
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊMarx has shown how, historically, primitive
accumulation was a precondition of capitalist
development. One of the key problems of the
subsequent Marxist interpretations of primitive
accumulation, however, is the meaning of
Òprecondition.Ó The dominant understanding
within the Marxist literature Ð apart from a few
exceptions like Rosa Luxemburg Ð has always
involved considering primitive accumulation as a
precondition fixed in time: dispossession
happens before capitalist accumulation takes
place. After that, capitalist accumulation can
proceed, exploiting people perhaps, but with no
need to enclose commons since these
enclosures have already been established. From
the 1980s onwards, the profound limitations of
this interpretation became obvious.
Neoliberalism was rampaging around the world
as an instrument of global capital. Structural
adjustment policies, imposed by the IMF
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(International Monetary Fund), were promoting
enclosures of ÒcommonsÓ everywhere: from
community land and water resources to
entitlements, to welfare benefits and education;
from urban spaces subject to new pro-market
urban design and developments to rural
livelihoods threatened by the ÒexternalitiesÓ of
environmentally damaging industries, to
development projects providing energy
infrastructures to the export processing zones.
These are the processes referred to by the group
Midnight Notes Collective as Ònew enclosures.Ó
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThe identification of Ònew enclosuresÓ in
contemporary capitalist dynamics urged us to
reconsider traditional Marxist discourse on this
point. What the Marxist literature failed to
understand is that primitive accumulation is a
continuous process of capitalist development
that is also necessary for the preservation of
advanced forms of capitalism for two reasons.
Firstly, because capital seeks boundless
expansion, and therefore always needs new
spheres and dimensions of life to turn into
commodities. Secondly, because social conflict
is at the heart of capitalist processes Ð this
means that people do reconstitute commons
anew, and they do it all the time. These commons
help to re-weave the social fabric threatened by

previous phases of deep commodification and at
the same time provide potential new ground for
the next phase of enclosures. 
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThus, the orthodox Marxist approach Ð in
which enclosure and primitive accumulation are
something that only happens during the
formation of a capitalist system in order to set up
the initial basis for subsequent capitalist
development Ð is misleading. It happens all the
time; today as well peopleÕs common resources
are enclosed for capitalist utilization. For
example, rivers are enclosed and taken from
local commoners who rely on these resources, in
order to build dams for fueling development
projects for industrialization. In India there is the
case of the Narmada Valley; in Central America
there is the attempt to build a series of dams
called the Puebla-Panama Plan. The
privatization of public goods in the US and in
Europe has to be seen in this way, too. To me,
however, it is important to emphasize not only
that enclosures happen all the time, but also
that there is constant commoning. People again
and again try to create and access the resources
in a way that is different from the modalities of
the market, which is the standard way for capital
to access resources. Take for example the peer-
to-peer production happening in cyberspace, or
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the activities in social centers, or simply the
institutions people in struggle give themselves to
sustain their struggle. One of the main
shortcomings of orthodox Marxist literature is
de-valuing or not seeing the struggles of the
commoners. They used to be labeled as
backwards, as something that belongs to an era
long overcome. But to me, the greatest challenge
we have in front of us is to articulate the
struggles for commons in the wide range of
planetary contexts, at different layers of the
planetary wage hierarchy, as a way to overcome
the hierarchy itself. 

The Tragedy of the Commons
Ê
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊAn Architektur: The notion of the commons
as a pre-modern system that does not fit in a
modern industrialized society is not only used by
Marxists, but on the neoliberal side, too. It is
central to neoliberal thinking that self-interest is
dominant vis-à-vis common interests and that
therefore the free market system is the best
possible way to organize society. How can we
make a claim for the commons against this very
popular argument? 
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊMassimo De Angelis: One of the early major
pro-market critiques of the commons was the
famous article ÒThe Tragedy of the CommonsÓ by
Gerrit Hardin, from 1968. Hardin argued that
common resources will inevitably lead to a
sustainability tragedy because the individuals
accessing them would always try to maximize
their personal revenue and thereby destroy them.
For example, a group of herders would try to get
their own sheep to eat as much as possible. If
every one did that then of course the resource
would be depleted. The policy implications of
this approach are clear: the best way to sustain
the resource is either through privatization or
direct state management. Historical and
economic research, however, has shown that
existing commons of that type rarely
encountered these problems, because the
commoners devise rules for accessing resources.
Most of the time, developing methods of
ensuring the sustainability of common resources
has been an important part of the process of
commoning. 
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThere is yet a third way beyond markets or
states, and this is community self-management
and self-government. This is another reason why
it is important to keep in mind that commons,
the social dimension of the shared, are
constituted by the three elements mentioned
before: pooled resources, community, and
commoning. Hardin could develop a Òtragedy of
the commonsÓ argument because in his
assumption there existed neither community nor
commoning as a social praxis, there were only

resources subject to open access. 
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊFurthermore, it is important to note that the
problem of the commons cannot be simply
described as a question of self-interest versus
common interests. Often, the key problem is how
individual interests can be articulated in such a
way as to constitute common interests. This is
the question of commoning and of community
formation, a big issue that leads to many open
questions. Within Marxism, there is generally a
standard way to consider the question of
common interests: these are given by the
ÒobjectiveÓ conditions in which the Òworking
classÓ finds itself vis-à-vis capital as the class of
the exploited. A big limitation of this standard
interpretation is that ÒobjectivityÓ is always an
inter-subjective agreement. The working class
itself is fragmented into a hierarchy of powers,
often in conflicts of interest with one another,
conflicts materially reproduced by the workings
of the market. This means that common
interests cannot be postulated, they can only be
constructed. 

Comic strip of Marx's Capital explaining "What is Society?"

Conceptualizing The Subject Of Change
Ê
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊAn Architektur: This idea of the common
interest that has to be constructed in the first
place Ð what consequences does it have for
conceptualizing possible subjects of change?
Would this have to be everybody, a renewed form
of an avant-garde or a regrouped working class?
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊMassimo De Angelis: It is of course not
possible to name the subject of change. The
usefulness of the usual generalizations Ð
Òworking class,Ó Òproletariat,Ó Òmultitude,Ó etc. Ð
may vary depending on the situation, but
generally has little analytical power apart from
indicating crucial questions of Òfrontline.Ó This is
precisely because common interests cannot be
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