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ABSTRACT 

This research stems from a concern about how to respond to the dramatic impacts of 

dominant technological, economic, and productive systems on the planet and those 

bodies that inhabit it. More precisely, it asks how we might cultivate ethical and 

emancipatory modes of existence in hard places, in Western European cities, contexts 

where the uneven effects of capitalism, neoliberalism and colonialism are created and 

sustained. I call these contexts concrete environments. 

The thesis shares insights learned with alternative urban projects that work with ideas of 

the common(s) as guides to experimenting with practices that welcome otherness and 

difference while challenging structures and relations of exploitation. Such projects are 

increasingly referred to as sites of “commoning”, shifting attention from the notion of the 

commons as resources to manage, to commoning as a set of entangled more than 

human practices. Commoning also nurtures an awareness of politics and power in 

collective practices, in ways that differ from nation-state derived ideas of the public and 

are grounded in international solidarity and place-based initiatives. 

The commoning projects I have been learning with are Les Grands Voisins in Paris and 

The Common House in London, two sites that have different characteristics and sizes but 

where people are interested in exploring ways of existing otherwise, of redefining and 

departing from normative imaginaries of a “good life”. Les Grands Voisins is a large 

temporary project set up on the site of an old hospital, while The Common House is run 

out of a small flat by a range of non-partisan radical left groups. With both sites, my 

research involved sensing and attending to a range of material relations with people, 

spaces, objects, animals, (infra)structures, atmospheres, expectations, attachments … 

This enabled me to study collective affective experiences, and particularly those that 

might be generative in cultivating ethical relations with otherness in the troubling contexts 

of concrete environments. In doing so, this thesis contributes to and extends research on 

commoning by examining the affective qualities of commoning practices and their political 

and ethical dimensions.  

Attending to affective conditions in my fieldwork led me to hear the echoes of three 

troubling affective experiences: discomfort, urgency, and ineffable affects. My analysis 

involves exploring these affects and how practicing them might cultivate ethical relations.  

Discomfort echoes. I show how discomfort, when felt as collective affective resonances, 

accentuates the power and politics entangled in commoning projects and identify 

practices that can make discomfort generative. Such practices involve challenging 
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feelings of sovereignty and ownership, acknowledging the role of material assemblages, 

the existence of otherness, the awkwardness of uneven power relations, and the constant 

work of questioning worldviews while also clarifying certainties. 

Urgency echoes. Urgency, felt as affective atmospheres, involves attending to 

temporalities that are not only about immediacy, speed, or futurity. It can be reclaimed 

with collective practices that bring the urgency of bodies into contact with larger-scale 

urgencies, such as climate change. Such practices draw on the intensity of intervals while 

being temporally grounded in more than human rhythms that exceed the ‘now’ of social 

projects. Reclaiming urgency involves recognising it as an ethical affect rather than only a 

regime of control.  

Enchantment isn’t cool. I show how poetic commoning practices, resulting from 

disconnection and dispossession, can offer a way of materialising spirit-full and non-

instrumentalist relations, tethering potentially volatile affects into the crummy, messy, 

contradictory, uncomfortable, urgent, imperfect… experiences of European metropoles.   

The thesis offers a way to embrace, reclaim and invite troubling affective experiences as 

collective practices. In doing so, it also untangles the implicit ethos of commoning and 

offers ways of cultivating critical relational ethics in concrete environments. 
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RÉSUMÉ 

Ce projet de recherche est né de questionnements sur comment répondre à l’impact 

dramatique des systèmes technologiques, économiques et productifs dominants sur la 

planète et sur les corps qui l’habitent. Plus précisément, il s’interroge sur les possibilités 

de cultiver des manières d’exister qui soient éthiques et émancipatoires dans des 

environnements urbains d’Europe de l’Ouest, environnements coriaces et durs où les 

effets irréguliers du capitalisme, du néolibéralisme et du colonialisme se développent et 

perdurent. J’appellerai ces environnements des « univers de béton ».  

Cette thèse présente des perspectives mûries avec des projets urbains alternatifs de 

« commoning ». Ces projets explorent les idées de « communs » et du « commun » pour 

expérimenter avec des pratiques ouvertes à l’altérité et à la différence, qui remettent en 

question les structures et les relations d’exploitation. Venant plutôt du contexte anglo-

saxon, terme indique des pratiques qui visent à passer d’une approche des communs 

comme sites à gérer au commoming, conçu comme un ensemble de pratiques humaines 

et matérielles qui créent le commun. Ces pratiques de « fabrique du commun » 

sensibilisent aussi aux politiques et aux rapports de pouvoir au sein des pratiques 

collectives, d’une manière distincte à la notion de public provenant de l’état-nation, et qui 

sont ancrées dans les relations de solidarité internationales et dans l’espace urbain. 

Les projets de commoning avec lesquels j’ai travaillé pour cette thèse sont Les Grands 

Voisins à Paris et The Common House à Londres. Ces deux sites ont des 

caractéristiques et des tailles différentes mais les personnes impliquées s’intéressent 

dans les deux cas à d’autres modes d’existence, et réfléchissent à comment rompre avec 

et redéfinir les imaginaires normatifs de succès et bonheur. Les Grands Voisins est un 

grand projet temporaire situé sur l’ancien site d’un hôpital, alors que The Common House 

est organisé dans un petit studio par divers groupes non partisans de la gauche radicale. 

Ces deux projets m’ont permis de développer des méthodes pour affiner ma sensibilité et 

mon attention envers tout un ensemble de relations matérielles, avec des personnes, des 

espaces, des objets, des animaux, des (infra)structures, des atmosphères, des attentes, 

des attachements … J’ai ainsi pu analyser les expériences affectives collectives, 

notamment celles qui pourraient favoriser le développement de relations éthiques à 

l’altérité dans les contextes préoccupants des univers de béton. De cette façon, cette 

thèse poursuit et développe les recherches existantes sur le commoning en examinant 

les caractéristiques affectives des pratiques collectives urbaines, ainsi que leurs 

dimensions politiques et éthiques. 
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M’intéresser aux affects collectifs lors de ma recherche m’a amenée à entendre les échos 

de trois expériences affectives troublantes : l’inconfort, l’urgence et les affects ineffables. 

Mon analyse explore ces trois affects et comment, en les pratiquant, ils peuvent nourrir 

des relations éthiques.  

Échos de l’inconfort. Je montre comment l’inconfort et la gêne, ressentis comme 

résonnances affectives collectives, font ressortir les questions de pouvoir et de politique 

liées aux projets de commoning, et j’identifie des pratiques qui peuvent transformer 

l’inconfort en un élément constructif. Ces pratiques visent à remettre en question les 

relations de souveraineté et de propriété, ainsi qu’à reconnaitre le rôle d’assemblages 

matériaux, l’existence de l’altérité, le malaise généré par les déséquilibres de pouvoir, et 

le travail constant de la remise en question de visions du monde tout en précisant ces 

certitudes.  

Échos de l’urgence. L’urgence, ressentie dans les atmosphères affectives des projets, 

mène à se pencher sur la notion de temporalité, sans la réduire à des questions 

d’immédiateté, de vitesse ou de rapports au futur. On peut se réapproprier l’urgence au 

sein de pratiques collectives qui établissent une connexion entre l’urgence des corps et 

l’urgence de situations à plus grande échelle, telle que la crise climatique. Ces 

atmosphères puisent dans l’intensité des intervalles d’action tout en restant 

temporairement ancrés dans des rythmes qui excèdent le « maintenant » du projet. Se 

réapproprier l’urgence permet de la reconnaître comme un affect qui a un potentiel 

éthique et non seulement comme un moyen de contrôle. 

L’enchantement n’a rien de merveilleux. Je montre comment les pratiques poétiques du 

commoning, qui résultent de la déconnexion et de la dépossession, peuvent aider à 

donner corps à des relations inexprimables, qui ne sont pas définies par leur objet ni par 

leur utilité, tout en ancrant ces affects volatiles dans les expériences misérables, 

chaotiques, contradictoires, pénibles,  imparfaites, tributaire de l’urgence… des 

métropoles européennes.  

Cette thèse propose des voies possibles pour accueillir, se réapproprier et encourager, 

au travers de pratiques collectives, des expériences affectives souvent vécues comme 

négatives dans les contextes contemporains. Ce faisant, elle dénoue l’éthos 

implicitement associée aux pratiques de « fabrique du commun », et présente des fils 

nouveaux pour tisser des relations éthiques dans les univers de béton.  
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PREFACE  

The doctoral research that this thesis has grown out of has many seeds. It grows out of a 

decade of collective organising in food justice work and environmental projects, 

organisational facilitation and research on collective practices of “sustainability” and 

research on ethical practices in organisations through the lens of values.1 I developed an 

interest in relational practices, fuelled by some frustration at the lack of attention to 

relations of power in projects I had been involved with, and a deep sense that relations to 

“nature” cannot be separate from human social relations. This led to a desire to study, to 

explore more in depth how to cultivate relational ways of being in the world; where the 

relational is ecological and planetary, not just human or social; where relations are not 

equal and always imbued with power; where being in relation is not an ethically or 

politically neutral way of being. These are big questions. The context in which I started 

formulating this project shaped the way in which I have chosen to ground and specify 

them: learning with alternative urban projects in European cities.  

I wrote my research proposal in the ongoing aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, 

persistent ecocide, and the rise of identity politics in Europe, while living in China. The 

grip of a capitalist economic model and ideas of progress coming from North America and 

Europe was startling, and living in Shanghai formed in me an even greater sense that 

relying on tropes of “connectedness to nature” (and of a nature often understood as “out 

there”) to cultivate more socially and ecologically just or ethical practices would not be 

adequate for the scale of collective response needed to address cascading crises. Living 

in China also emphasised the complex relationship between individualist and collectivist 

approaches, complexified my existing concern for essentialising discourses of community 

and connectedness while also holding onto a critique of the emphases on the role of 

individual rational subjects in innovation, political decision-making, and pro-environmental 

behaviour change (Whatmore, 1997; Adams, 2016). I write the last pages in the unfolding 

of a pandemic provoked by the zoonotic transmission of the SARS-CoV-02 virus, and its 

accompanying requests for “social distance”. This brings new sets of questions to those 

practicing collective responses. Focusing on the ethics and politics of relational co-

existence also takes on new relevance and meanings, ones that I have yet to unravel.  

Although influenced by ecofeminist ideas in my upbringing and undergraduate degree, I 

have resisted the ways in which ecological practices often manifest, and particularly in my 

experience in Europe, as exclusive (socially, practically, economically, geographically, 

 
1 For published work on organisational processes see Hoover and Harder (2015) and values-led approaches (see 
Burford, Hoover, Stapleton & Harder, 2016; Podger, Hoover, Burford, Hak & Harder, 2016). 
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temporally), or brushing over political questions (reinforcing marginalisation or neoliberal 

norms). I had worked in different countries and contexts but wanted to take the 

opportunity of doing doctoral research closer to my cartographic roots and was inspired 

by blossoming collective projects in Europe. The challenge of nurturing ethical social-

ecological relations was also made more apparent to me while living in one of the largest 

cities on earth (at the time), as sites of increasing wealth, consumption, and privatisation 

often distant from “natural” spaces. I thus chose to locate my research in large European 

cities.  

Another seed of inspiration was emerging research on the commons, being in common 

and practices of commoning converging in geography. I have had the joy and good 

fortune of being able to pursue an interdisciplinary academic training from the time of my 

undergraduate degree, and although I still consider my research rather undisciplined, I 

have found a home doing my doctoral research in geography. This seemed particularly 

fitting for the questions I had at hand as “geographers have inhabited this ‘nature-society’ 

settlement more self-consciously than other disciplines” (Whatmore, 2002, p.2). 

Furthermore, Whatmore’s invitation “to apprehend and practice geography as a craft” 

(p.3) seemed consistent with the kinds of knowledges I sought to engage with, my desire 

to intertwine theory and practice through an emergent rather than framework-driven 

analysis. This explains, for instance, my use of the term “orientations” in Part II to qualify 

the texts and readings that guide the thesis. I will come back to this below with the visual 

outline of my thesis that accompanies the more linear contents page, and how I integrate 

creative practices such as poetic “samples” and sound into the thesis.   

My doctoral journey has also been accompanied by an imperfect engagement with the 

ongoing effects of colonialism and the ways in which it is entangled with questions of 

earthly relations. In addition to academic reading, my thinking has been nurtured by work 

with activist friends to confront our individual and collective entanglements with coloniality 

(as the contemporary manifestation of the enduring effects of colonialism), and to 

deconstruct the ways in which whiteness permeates everyday experiences. Choosing the 

right terms to talk and write about this is tricky and debates on the contours of 

“decolonizing, postcolonial, anticolonial, and Indigenous” scholarship and issues are 

ongoing (Daza & Tuck, 2014, p.307). I have taken guidance from scholars embedded in 

these debates and who emphasise the generative and generous connections between 

these terms (Maasri, Meghji, & Rutazibwa, 2020) while also calling out when they 

become co-opted and stripped of their emancipatory and liberatory politics (Tuck & Yang, 

2012). I refer to work as “decolonial”, “postcolonial” and “Indigenous” where the authors 

themselves use the terms to situate their work; “decolonial” is often linked to alter-

globalisation movements in/from Central and South America, “postcolonial” mostly 
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emerging from literary studies and the work of scholars from Middle Eastern and South 

Asian diasporas (Bhambra, 2014) and “Indigenous” used internationally but primarily in 

settler countries (Rhee & Subedi, 2014). When referring to a broader quality of 

scholarship and social movements I use the term “anticolonial”. Although it is often 

situated in African and Pan African critiques of coloniality, I use the term to refer to work 

that shares the goal of developing a political project that “allows for locating the hydra-like 

shape-shifting yet implacable logics of settler colonialism” (Patel, 2014, p.360) and the 

work of imagining alternatives to coloniality, often more explicit in decolonial and 

Indigenous critiques (Lugones & xcd, 2010; Maasri et al., 2020).2 

This brings me to a brief point about words and terminology throughout the thesis. While 

at times I think it is crucial to recognise the politics of using certain words rather than 

others (for instance in the kinds of genealogies we want to write), I also take inspiration 

from how Fred Moten talks about his theorising with Stefano Harney (2013) and Donna 

Haraway’s (2016) purposeful provocative use of words, both of whom emphasise 

collaboration and playfulness. For Moten, working with concepts – for instance “planning” 

or “undercommons” in their work – is like playing with “props” and “toys” that activate 

conversations, debates and interactions: “if you pick them up you can move into some 

new thinking and into a new set of relations, a new way of being together, thinking 

together” (Harney & Moten, 2013, p.106).  

This project also grows from a desire to bring my creative and musical practice into 

conversation with my academic interests. I had glimpsed at such possibilities working on 

collaborative projects with designers and artists, and found in geography rigorous 

invitations to work at the interstices of supposed disciplinary boundaries, as a “discipline 

that continually negotiates the physical and social sciences as well as the humanities” 

(Dixon, Hawkins, & Straughan, 2012, p.265; see also Last, 2012; Hawkins, 2015). My 

research plan thus included what I called “learning for experimentation” through 

extending and honing skills for what I now call sensing and attending (see Chapter 9) 

including music-making, improvisation, creative writing and poetry, and carrying out study 

visits and collaborations with artists-researchers throughout my doctoral journey. In 

addition to learning from friends and collaborators involved in the projects in London and 

Paris, co-organising workshops in Brighton on Undisciplined Methods, Infrastructures for 

Troubled Times and writing Collaborative Future Fictions for social and ecological justice, 

or joining creative writing courses on Ecopoetics and Writing the Urban, all nurtured the 

seeds of creative and experimental practice. I was also fortunate to spend nearly two 

weeks with Cardiela Amézcua Luna, Indigenous Purépecha performing artist, educator 

 
2 Following Panelli (2008) I capitalise references to “Indigenous peoples, knowledges, rights and geographies [..] in 
line with capitalization practices for other peoples and perspectives (eg, European, White, American, British)” 
(p.808). 
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and producer in Michoacán, Mexico, an experience that gave greater depth and 

perspective to my budding analysis, especially in relation to ineffable affects and poetic 

practices. Although these experiences are not part of the main story the thesis tells, they 

have shaped my attention to the relationship between content and form and the use of 

auditory metaphors and techniques.  

Given my experimentation with writing throughout the thesis, I have used formatting and 

font to help guide the reader. In addition to the more standard use of italics for quotes at 

the top of sections or French, this serif font denotes an ethnographic narrative, that is text 

that comes from reworking interviews and fieldnotes to integrate into the main body of the 

text. The other fonts I use are: this hand-writing style blue-grey font when the text is directly 

taken from my fieldnotes, a SMALLER ALL CAPS VERSION OF THE MAIN BODY TEXT FONT WHEN AN 

EXCERPT FROM DOCUMENTS, and this italics serif font when I use a quote from interviews that 

are not in an ethnographic narrative or normal text. When I use the typewriter font 

this is a note for the reader. In keeping with the politics of my project, doing this 

has also led me to dip into the politics of typeface (Plant, 2017), and the titles of the five 

PARTS and five SAMPLES (I come to these next) are in a font used in the project I learned 

with in Paris. All fonts used in the thesis are open source and reflect the politics of 

commoning that orient this work (more details in Appendix 1).   

~ 

The seeds of the thesis’ shape are grounded in learning with two projects: The Common 

House in London and Les Grands Voisins in Paris. The document is divided into five 

parts punctuated by five samples and accompanied by a soundtrack. Although written in 

a linear fashion, I include the diagram below to show the relationship between the parts of 

the thesis. 

Part I and Part II are the main starting points and they are in constant conversation with 

one another. Part I (including Chapters 1 to 4) presents the sources of my thinking in the 

material contexts of my research, my ontological-epistemological-methodological 

approach and questions around politics of knowledge. Part II (including Chapters 5, 6 and 

7) outlines the scholarly orientations for my research, the texts and theoretical works that 

have both helped me find the sources in Part I and I have also discovered along the way. 

This conversation between sources and orientations is also what led to the locations for 

my research in Part III, which includes the sites I have learned with (Chapter 8), 

techniques used for carrying out multi-sited ethnographic research (Chapter 9), 

composing my analysis (Chapter 10) and ethical considerations involved (Chapter 11). 

Part IV of the thesis includes three chapters (12, 13 and 14) that form much of the original 
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contribution of this work: my analysis of three affective conditions that echo through my 

fieldwork (Part III), analysed through ongoing reading of texts (Part II) and influenced by 

and influencing the (re)formulating of my research questions and context (Part I). I 

represent these connections with the ripples back and forth between the different parts in 

the diagram below. Echoes emerge from the ongoing practice of listening to texts, 

sources and fieldwork but they also have the potential to dislodge (see Vallee, 2017). 

Finally, Part V (including Chapter 15) brings together the thinking and doing that 

resonates throughout the thesis to offer an overview and some opening thoughts, 

represented with the wave in the centre.  

 

The thesis is interrupted with five samples from concrete environments (sample bottles in 

the diagram above) that play with five characteristics of concrete environments that I 

introduce in Chapter 1. The idea of “samples” is inspired by the ways in which materials 

were attended to even in times of pressure and transition. During the time of my 

fieldwork, the project in Paris (Les Grands Voisins) moved into a second phase which 

involved an intense period of reconstruction. A few people involved in the (re)building 

work gathered bits and pieces in the process to create a one-night-only exhibition when 

the community café space reopened. Below is a blurry and dark photo I took with my 

phone on the reopening night, an ephemeral encounter with screws, bits of plaster, 

plastic, notes, buttons and other miscellanea carefully collected into small jars.  
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Samples of things that might otherwise be considered rubbish or rubble.  

 

 
 

Along with other members of The Common House, we started producing a podcast. The 

jingle selected by popular vote was also composed from playful sampling of songs that 

include “common” and/or “house”, a composition that is a bit messy, funky, destabilising, 

and cool. These samples also resonated with my readings of feminist and anticolonial 

poetic writing, for instance Juliana Spahr’s analysis of Harryette Mullen’s use of sampling 

as a compositional technique that echoes hip-hop and rap (Spahr, 2001, p.103). 

Sampling can act as ironic critique or homage, “it points to how meaning is tied to 

community and is necessarily collective” (p.103). Rather than depending on shared 

collective references that can be exclusive and excluding, it invites those who read and 

listen to take part in ongoing recontextualization and rewriting. This is also because 

sampling values knowledge located in oral traditions, music and popular culture. As a 

musical practice, sampling invites creativity and playfulness, teasing the limits of property 

and possession, sharing and re-appropriation; a practice well-suited for questions of 

commoning.  

The thesis has a companion soundtrack. Doing field recordings has been one of my 

techniques for researching affective relations (see Chapter 9) and working with these 

sounds has also been one of my approaches to analysis (see Chapter 10). Composing 

with some of these sounds is a way to share this with the reader. I have given 

indications in the text where and how to play tracks: for some of the tracks 

you will be invited to stop reading and listen to the sound, for others the sound will also 

accompany the reading of text. I invite you to use headphones while listening if possible. 

While I hope the sounds add depth and emphasis to the thesis, the intention is that both 

text and soundtrack have a certain autonomy from each other. The pdf version of the 

document includes embedded sounds. These are also available at: 

https://www.jesidewalks.net/projects/commoning-concrete/soundtrack. 

https://www.jesidewalks.net/projects/commoning-concrete/soundtrack
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PART I – SOURCES 

1 |  CONCRETE ENVIRONMENTS  

Concrete is a curious material. It can be moulded, reinforced, it hardens and its flexibility 

lies in its cracks (Forty, 2013). Concrete is a curious word. As an adjective or preceded by 

the article ‘the’, concrete becomes abstraction. The journeys in which I composed this 

thesis were marked by encounters with concrete, a material and a metaphor that 

demanded increasing attention and that helps me to characterise the geographical and 

methodological locations of my research. This research comes from concrete locations of 

social projects in European metropoles that are interested in practising a way of existing 

‘otherwise’, it comes from material engagements with the world through rooted journeys 

and moving roots, from a viscous and uncomfortable hold on hope and a desire to 

contribute to collective actions.  

My research stems from a concern about how to respond to the dramatic impacts of 

dominant technological, economic and productive systems on the planet and those 

bodies that inhabit it in an ethical way. I share this concern with material feminist scholars 

who articulate well the question of how different ‘we’s’ might respond in ways that are 

accountable to “determinate boundaries, properties, meanings, and patterns of marks on 

bodies” (Barad, 2007, p.140) and that know the act of differentiating not as othering but 

as recognising connections and commitments (p.392).1 A concern that also resonates 

with the work of critical theorist and anthropologist Elizabeth Povinelli for whom the 

question remains: “what formations we are keeping in existence or extinguishing?” (2016, 

p.28).2 Locating my research in what I call concrete environments expresses my 

commitment to examining how to cultivate ethical and emancipatory modes of existence 

in hard places. Such places are dominated by unequal and uneven social relations and 

far from any pristine wilderness or “Nature” to reconnect with - pour se ressourcer.3 

Donna Haraway (2016) articulates such a position as “staying with the trouble”, an 

approach that she argues can counter the indifference and inaction that results from 

despair in the face of the damaged worlds we inhabit, and one that must be taken on 

collectively through “unexpected collaborations and combinations” (p.4).  

 
1 The material feminism I refer to here draws on scholarship coalescing in the 2000s, extending the work of earlier 
Marxist feminist perspectives concerned with “women’s’ material living conditions” towards post/more-than human 
“engagements with matter” (Hird, 2009, p.329-330). I take the term from Stacey Alaimo and Susan Hekman’s edited 
collection Material Feminisms (2008a).  
2 Povinelli uses the terms “existents” and “existence” (2016, p.20, 26) to trouble the focus on the ‘living’ and 
‘liveability’ often found in more than human or posthuman scholarship; I come back to this distinction in ‘urban 
nature’ below and expand on its importance in Chapter 5.  
3 This term has several meanings which are challenging to translate into one sentence or word in English. It 
encompasses recovering, regaining, recharging, revitalising in mental and physical ways, taking in resources in the 
broadest sense. 
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Thinking with concrete also offers conceptual guidance to explaining the sources of my 

research: as a medium it is unsettling and has a generous scope, it cannot be defined by 

a physical state (it is powdered, molten, liquid, solid) and it slips between categories 

(Forty, 2013). Doing so is a way of foregrounding a material feminist and undisciplined 

approach to research, attending to material and discursive elements and grounding 

abstract thinking through a metaphor that combines attention to material flows, political 

economies, knowledges, ethics and agency.4 Taking inspiration from Adrian Forty’s 

(2013) material history of concrete, I now turn to five aspects of concrete to further explicit 

what I mean by concrete environments and contextualise the questions that guide this 

thesis. 

Earthbound. Concrete (in its ‘modern’ form) was popularised as a universal building 

material from the 1920s and today cement (a main ingredient of concrete) is a global 

commodity. Yet differences in climate, design traditions, the way in which it is mixed, the 

use of aggregates (for instance locally-sourced rocks), availability of materials (such as 

steel to reinforce it), and labour mean that it takes on different forms in different places 

(Forty, 2013, p.119). Such differences become symbols of national pride and technical 

prowess, tied up in geopolitical games and nationalist discourses. The medium might not 

be universal but its ingredients certainly have global impacts as making concrete involves 

mining sand from rivers, coastal beaches or islands from central USA, to West Africa, and 

the South China Sea, with dramatic impacts on local environments and livelihoods (Miller, 

Horvath, & Monteiro, 2018). The growing global demand for cement leaves “gravel pits, 

chalk quarries and entire mountains removed” and its baking and transport contributes to 

5-10% of global carbon emissions (Forty, 2013, p.69). Contemporary concrete is 

synthetic yet it often emulates ‘natural’ surfaces, and unless working in the construction 

industry or in constant contact with the material, it is easy to forget its earthbound origins. 

Naming concrete environments means recognising my research sites as local and worldly 

(Massey, 2010) and that European cities are also part of what Anna Tsing calls “human-

damaged environments” (2015, p.131). Environments that are bound up in practices of 

extraction and exploitation, where relations to land have either been severed by layers of 

concrete and tarmac or become virtually rooted in toxic ideas of national or cultural 

identity.  

Austere. At the turn of the 20th century, European architects sought to make concrete a 

material of modernity and monumental architecture. Yet, after the Second World War, a 

less durable concrete flooded Europe as soviet-inspired prefabricated blocks were seen 

as the solution for rapid and economical reconstruction. France led production on the 

 
4 See Erickson (2012) for discussion on the limitations and usefulness of metaphors.  
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continent as government contracts fed the rapid development of a national industry 

(Forty, 2013, p.117). Forests of concrete blocks grew in the outskirts of Paris, with not 

quite the same attention to quality as its former and ongoing use in developing modernist 

and monumental architecture (Marrey & Hammoutène, 1999). In London, concrete was 

adopted a little later on as a way to build economical council houses with good living 

standards; it was also the material of choice for building the office towers in City of 

London Corporation’s growing fossil-fuelled financial district (with the Shell Centre, 

Castrol House or Vickers Building) and The Barbican Estate as modern high-rise flats to 

house those working in the district.5  

Attention to concrete materialises entanglements with political economies and modes of 

governance. Naming concrete environments is a way of writing about the specific effects 

of wider political-economic processes and ways of organising social life in projects that 

take place in London and Paris. Such effects are often encompassed in the use of 

interrelated “big concepts”.6 Concrete environments are places dominated by Capitalism 

as a kind of economy that “kills politics” (Pignarre & Stengers, 2007, p.41), and by Late 

Liberalism as modes of governing and regulating capitalist economies that justify such 

‘killings’ “on the basis of a distinction between societies of freedom and those of 

constraint, and the security risk of allowing the latter to gain a footing in the former” 

(Povinelli, 2011, p.25). They are dominated by the lasting effects of colonialism visible in 

patterns of migration and settlement, often towards metropoles of former colonial powers 

and the perpetuation of relations of domination, dispossession and exploitation evident in 

labour markets, housing conditions and social relations (Jacobs, 2002). Such relations 

also extend to lasting Eurocentric understandings of gender within what some feminist 

scholars call an ahistoric understanding of patriarchal sociality, as if it was always the 

norm (Lugones, 2007; Segato, 2013),  and what decolonial feminist scholar Françoise 

Vergès (2019) calls a “civilisational” feminism that is about liberating “other” (non-white 

and non-European) women.  

The austerity of concrete is ambivalent and comes with precarity for some and extreme 

wealth for others. It recognises that policies such as austerity are not unique to Europe 

after the 2008 financial crisis but a well-established neoliberal economic policy already 

imposed as part of structural adjustment plans in the context of international development 

from the 1980s (Bear, 2015). Concrete environments recognise “precarity as an 

earthwide condition” (Tsing, 2015, p.4), while attending to the specific ways in which it is 

experienced and lived. 

 
5 Shell and Castrol are well-known oil companies, Vickers was a pioneer in the airline industry. 
6 Term borrowed from Pignarre and Stengers (2007, p.24). 
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Urban nature. Concrete has played a major role in transforming cities and shifts in 

relations to “nature” or “the environment” in the context of capitalist urbanisation and 

major infrastructure projects. Some of the earliest examples are through water works; for 

instance, the Vanne aqueduct connecting taps in central Paris to “chalk springs in 

Champagne” in the late 19th century (Forty, 2013, p.61) or the complex development of 

an “ecological frontier” of water technologies to supply the ever growing city of New York 

(Gandy, 2002, p.19). Concrete has come to dominate the material experience of living in 

cities, and also challenge the strict boundedness of the ‘urban’ as something separate 

from “nature”. As Forty argues, “concrete realised the prospect of transforming nature, 

and of transforming ourselves and our relationships with each other” (2013, p.14).  

What implications does this have for defining relationality? Recognising the agency of 

concrete troubles the idea of harmonious socio-ecological relations and echoes 

ecofeminists who have “spoken of nature through its unfamiliarity, its Otherness, its 

enigmatic activity” (Sandilands, 1999, p.181). Concrete has been a crucial companion to 

think through what and who is involved in cultivating relational worlds and situate my work 

in relation to still proliferating writing on “(new) material/ist”, “more-than-human” and 

“posthuman/ist” geographies (Dowling, Lloyd, & Suchet-Pearson, 2016; Dixon et al., 

2012; Panelli, 2008; Castree & Nash, 2004). I take guidance from feminist scholars who 

have expanded the notion of sociality to be more than (just) human (Tsing, 2013; 

Whatmore, 2002), developing modes of inquiry in social sciences interested in “the 

processes and excesses of ‘livingness’” (Whatmore, 2006, p.604). Yet, the focus on non-

human living things among many “more-than-human” scholars excludes concrete. The 

kind of more than human I develop in this thesis is thus in the lineage of Donna 

Haraway’s cyborg worlds where “people are not afraid of their joint kinship with animals 

and machines, not afraid of permanently partial identities and contradictory standpoints” 

(1991, p.154). I take guidance from Kim TallBear (2017) and Elizabeth Povinelli (2016) 

who warn that the separation between life and non-life not only excludes (sometimes 

violently) many Indigenous knowledges, but also feeds globalised economies of 

exploitation.7 The worlds of concrete environments thus require finding human 

accountability in material relations in a way that does not necessarily take the human as a 

starting point and that also challenges distinctions hierarchies of animacy or ‘liveliness’ in 

dominant knowledges often based on distinctions between the living/animate and 

inert/inanimate from biological sciences (I expand on this in Chapter 5).  

 
7 Grounding her analysis in Aboriginal Karrabing knowledge, Povinelli (2016) shows how perpetuating the 
separation between life and non-life allows for the exploitation of non-living bodies such as sand, rocks, seas or 
rivers (as separate from life and without agency) that is required to fuel consumption and growth-based economies 
and in the process their destruction becomes less of an immediate issue: “the river becomes a polluted dump; the 
fog becomes smog; rock formations become computer components” (p.177).   
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Alchemy. While concrete is often associated with modernity and technical engineering 

knowledge, such a view shows just how politics of knowledge work. Concrete was 

invented by craftsmen through trial and error and, still today, much of the concrete used 

in construction is in self-build settings or informal settlements (Forty, 2013, p.41). Forty 

argues the image of concrete as a progressive technical science is maintained through 

“the constant vigilance of the cement and concrete industry” and “an aura of constant 

new developments and new inventions” (p.15). This attention to innovation meant that 

“the whole direction of the engineer-dominated culture of concrete was that concrete was 

an ahistorical material” (p.98).  

Concrete environments are thus contexts in which techno-scientific ways of knowing, 

innovation and future-oriented science are more valued. The dominance of such forms of 

knowledge is central to Donna Haraway’s project, as well as for instance Puig de la 

Bellacasa’s (2015; 2017) work on future-oriented innovation in agricultural and food 

sciences. Concrete environments are also contexts where such dominant forms of 

knowledge can be challenged, valuing different backgrounds, genealogies and histories 

in the creation of any medium of material. Making and designing with concrete can  

foreground the role of craft and alchemy, as with concrete “there still remains the 

opportunity for the architect to be his or her own alchemist” (Forty, 2013, p.40).  

Cracks. Concrete environments are also characterised by cracks that are physically 

necessary for reinforced concrete to be “activated” (Forty, 2013, p.52) and that also 

signal the always ongoing presence of bodies that resist, survive, endure the harshness. 

They open unevenly and at unpredictable paces, bringing hitherto separated bodies 

(bacteria, air, metal) into relation. This thesis takes on the wager that any response must 

be collective and turns to the role of human collectives – but not any kind of collective 

response. The aftermath of the 2008 financial crash, increasing social inequalities and 

the ever-pressing climate change crisis are being met by an eagerness to encourage civil 

society “participation” in European governments and international governance bodies 

(Swyngedouw, 2009; Davies & Blanco, 2017), calling upon citizens as responsible 

consumers and endorsing politics of individual behaviour change (Leggett, 2014; Adams, 

2016).  

Cracks are opened not by individual responses but by what Pignarre and Stengers (2007) 

name a collective cri or scream, one that draws its decibels from alter-globalisation 

movements that coalesced in Seattle in 1999, and that calls into question the very kinds 

of relations that the political economies of concrete environments perpetuate. Cracks 

shatter the idea of a linear and singular time of concrete environments, making room for 

an “uneven multiplicity of temporalities” (Sharma, 2014, p.9) as well as the uneven ways 

in which these temporalities are experienced. Cracks in concrete environments point to 
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cities as “an enduring site of political contestation” (Vasudevan 2015a, p.317), to the 

ways in which “working inside the system symbiotically can open up post-capitalist cracks 

to develop more interstitial practices, or indeed build capacity for ruptural change” 

(Chatterton, 2016, p.405). Learning from Latin American feminist and Indigenous 

scholars, challenging austere qualities means shifting practices beyond the logic of 

oppression to “a vocabulary of permeable bodies, coalitional resistances and communal 

selves” (Icaza & Vázquez, 2016, p.69).  

Throughout the thesis I will use the term “concrete environments” to describe the 

interweaving social-economic-ecological contexts that frame this research project. Asking 

how to cultivate responses to the horrors of the contemporary moment that acknowledge 

different accountabilities is a big question, so I turn to concrete places and practices to 

ground it. This research therefore focuses on social projects where collectives are 

experimenting with practices that specifically seek to challenge the structures and 

relational practices that dominate concrete environments, and ideas of a 

unified/homogenous community. I do this by learning with two projects that draw on 

imaginaries of the commons and making in common in London and Paris respectively. 

The Common House (London) and Les Grands Voisins (Paris) were started after the 

2008 financial crisis with different motivations and structures but both as experiments in 

creating relations that acknowledge and respond to converging crises in concrete 

environments. Learning through two sites in different countries and with different 

relationships to political imaginaries was also a way to explore resonances and 

dissonances that are grounded in, but also exceed, particular locations.  

The following sections examine further sources that are important to this project and 

express my commitment to respectfully engage with different knowledges through a 

material feminist approach to ethnographic research (Chapter 3), positioning myself 

through rooted journeys and moving roots (Chapter 4). Before turning to these, I delve 

into the contexts in which the projects I have learned with emerged and show how 

projects that draw on imaginaries of the common/commons and practices of “commoning” 

(which I define below in Chapter 2 and expand on in Chapter 6) are pertinent sources for 

examining the questions at hand. 
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2 |  TALES FROM TWO CITIES  

PARIS AND LONDON 

September 2013 marks the first entries in The Common House calendar. In a reconverted 

industrial building in East London, a studio flat hosts its first events: organising meetings 

for activist groups (Plan C,1 x:talk,2 Precarious Workers Brigade, Radical Education 

Forum, London Roots Collective, Liberate Tate, Feminist Fightback, Occupy London, 

Hack Lab, Frack Off London) and common events (‘Public meeting: Why "the others" stay 

"the others"’, reading groups, ‘Coffee in Common’, Restorative Yoga, Ashtanga Yoga, 

Film Screening: Born in Flames, An afternoon of tea, cake and antifascism, Film 

Screening: Crossroads, Open House Get Together, Beyond Balcombe: What's next in the 

Fight against fracking?, Anarchist book fair after party, Discussion group: sex workers 

need feminism, feminism needs sex workers, Film screening: In Time).  

The project started as those living in London were experiencing the impacts of recently 

introduced austerity policies: between 2010 and 2017, UK government spending as 

percentage of GDP fell from 48% to 41% (Quilter-Pinner & Hochlaf, 2019) while the 

country experienced a large increase in income disparities between regions (OECD, 

2018). Eliot, a friend from The Common House, tells me that “in 2011-12 it felt like 

firefighting politics, the first round of welfare reforms were just about to be implemented 

and local governments budgets had been shredded, all of the functioning community 

centres being stripped back and that wasn’t even the worst of it, it was really…yeah…it 

just seemed like assault on all fronts, this really depressing whirlwind of attacks in one 

way or another”. 

The effects of the 2008 financial crisis in government policies and societal responses 

varied greatly across Europe. In the UK, the Conservative-led coalition government 

elected in 2010 implemented the most severe and rapid reduction in government 

spending compared to similar countries in Europe (Quilter-Pinner & Hochlaf 2019, p.16). 

Some of the harshest effects of these measures were at the local level, as municipalities 

were compelled to deliver spending cuts with no control over welfare reform or the 

possibility to carry out deficit budgeting (Davies & Blanco, 2017). Not only had the UK 

government spent 69% of its GDP to bail out the banks (Buckley, 2011, p.270)3 but the 

financial sector was prospering. Those seeing and suffering the impacts of austerity went 

to the street of large cities. Many groups organising in The Common House had been 

involved in the Occupy London protest starting in autumn 2011 as waves of place-based 

 
1 A non-partisan member-based resource or platform for developing social movements to organise in, beyond and 
against capital. 
2 Sex workers-led workers cooperative. 
3 In 2010-12, the second highest government rescue package among OECD countries after Ireland.  
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actions echoed through Europe, starting with the 15-M/Indignados camp in Puerta del Sol 

in Madrid on 15th May 2011 (Flesher Fominaya, 2015), the Syntagma square protests in 

Greece (Stavrides, 2012), and connecting with the Occupy Wall Street movement that 

started in September 2011 (Romanos, 2016).  

While these movements were started in the wake of financial crises it would be 

misleading to portray these as their only or principal cause; critics have indeed suggested 

that it was a double crisis of economy and democracy (Flesher Fominaya, 2015; 

Guichoux, 2016). The occupation of public spaces and squares was perhaps one of the 

most visible manifestations of these discontents, where people experimented with forms 

of collective, autonomous organising and reclaiming of politics.  

The relationship with the state and democratic processes is one factor that explains why 

the wake of the financial crisis was not met with strong and sustained social protest in 

France until 2016. Chabanet and Royall (2015) argue that possible victory of a socialist 

government in the 2012 French elections meant that the “perspective of a change via the 

ballot box rather than through street protests seemed more palatable” (p.343). In 2012 

firefighting hadn’t started; European governments were busy working towards a Treaty on 

Stability, Coordination and Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union (2012) to 

ensure the stability of the Eurozone as Greece, Ireland, Portugal and Spain needed more 

support. Only in 2016 did a ‘squares movement’ develop in France as a result of the 

measures taken in the fiscal stability treaty. The treaty led to the deregulation of labour 

legislation and its implementation in “la Loi Travail” in France, one of the factors that 

sparked the Nuit Debout movement in spring 2016. Similarly to 15-M and Occupy 

movements, Nuit Debout brought together localised economic concerns and “the world 

that goes with it” (Cukier & Gallo Lassere, 2016): international issues of neoliberal and 

capitalist globalisation, increasing inequalities, environmental destruction, climate 

change, fear of otherness state of emergency politics.  

Located in the 14th arrondissement of Paris on the site of the Saint-Vincent-de-Paul 

hospital, Les Grands Voisins started in the summer of 2015 as French movements were 

brewing. Although it was formally initiated through the intervention of the local authority, 

those involved in setting up the project were definitely influenced by experiments in 

collective organising taking place across Europe, and longer term alter-globalisation 

movements and place-based protests in France such as la ZAD in Notre-Dame-des-

Landes.4 Marley joined Les Grands Voisins in 2016 and recalls that at the time “there was 

the killings in Paris then the COP21 then famous movies in French” mentioning Demain 

 
4  ZAD stands for ‘Zone à Défendre’ or ‘Zone to Defend’ and was popularised with the occupation of land in 
opposition to the building of an airport near Nantes in North-West France. It is used to name the occupation (often 
illegal) of property as a political response.  
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(Laurent, Dion, & Levy, 2015) and En quête de sens (de la Ménardière & Coste, 2015) 

which were produced in the run-up to the 21st United Nations Climate Change 

Conference held in Paris.5 Marley felt like “those movies plus COP21 plus the killings kind 

of made an awaking in France”.6   

In Paris, most alternative social projects have historically been in the banlieue – and 

mostly to the North and East of the city. During one of my first visits to Les Grands 

Voisins I met Noe near the beehives being hosted on site. Having been involved in social 

projects in the region for a while, he tells me that most of the spaces more comparable to 

The Common House are outside of central Paris, explaining that “Paris c’est bourgeois, 

même les associations". Les Grands Voisins marks a shift in this dynamic and scale, 

notably because it was initiated by a local authority open to experimentation and shaped 

by activists also working within established organisations. The project is coordinated by 

three organisations and their desire to find synergies between a large state-mandated 

charity’s (Association Aurore) experiment to develop more holistic approaches to 

emergency housing, young urbanistes’ (Plateau Urbain) work on making empty buildings 

in urban areas available to those creating more solidary and ecological economies, and 

the commitment of an architects’ and artists’ collective (Yes We Camp) to creating 

physical spaces in which bodies that don’t usually cohabit in urban spaces might do so. 

This was also happening in the context of an increasing interest in “urbanisme transitoire” 

[transition urbanism] in the French capital, with 77 temporary projects taking place in 

Paris since 2012, 37 of which were still active as of November 2017, some legalised 

squats, others artist spaces and others focused on growing or urban agriculture (Diguet, 

2018). Between 2015-2017, Les Grands Voisins was the largest temporary legal 

occupation site in Europe, combining over 1,000 people living in emergency 

accommodation (including former homeless people, young migrant workers and sans-

papiers) and around 600 people working on site, including those working in the three 

organisations mentioned above as well as over sixty social enterprises, cooperatives, 

other associations and artists. 

The Common House, in contrast, started as an informal collective and while it has 

recently registered as a Community Interest Company, it is voluntarily run on a 

membership model. The space is part of a small network of social centres in London 

located in the centre and Eastern (North and South) parts of the city. These were initiated 

at different times but most remain inspired by autonomist, anti-authoritarian and anti-

 
5 The film Merci Patron! (Ruffin, Mauriat, & Silva, 2016) by François Ruffin was an important trigger for localising 
these wider concerns to issues of rising inequality in France – linking to the ‘99% against the 1%’ of the Occupy 
movement. 
6 The deadly attack in the Bataclan on 13 November led to the declaration of a state of emergency in France the 
same evening and subsequent fears by activists that this would lead to a curtailment of the right to protest (Taïbi, 
2017). 
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capitalist politics and collective practices from alter-globalisation movements (see 

Chatterton, 2010, 2016). There is also a spatial politic to the work of those involved in 

social centres, showing a commitment to opening (or keeping open) community spaces 

that are not driven by money-making logics. This is particularly challenging in London as 

the financialization of real estate in the city pressures local authorities to outsource the 

management of community spaces, sell or privately develop assets (see Massey, 2010; 

Minton, 2017; Thoburn, 2018); the JustMap community mapping project counts 66 

neighbourhood spaces working towards justice and solidarity either threatened or closed 

between 2016 and 2018.7 In contrast to Paris, temporary urbanism in London has 

developed more explicitly in the mode of ‘pop-up’ projects, flexible and immersive spaces 

that are often driven by logics of profit and innovation (Harris, 2015) that leave little if no 

room for the kinds of experiments in collective practices inherent in The Common House 

or other social centres. 

COMMONING  

The Common House and Les Grands Voisins are two projects I have been learning with 

in the context of my doctoral research. They are projects that emerged as responses to 

the converging issues mentioned above,8 however they have very different characteristics 

(see Chapter 8). One of the aspects that connects these two projects is that they are 

among a number of initiatives that adopt the ideas and language of the commons as a 

way of framing collective practices (see Bauwens, Kostakis, Troncoso, & Utratel, 2017). 

This has involved a shift among scholars and activists from a focus on ‘the commons’ as 

a sites to manage to the idea of “commoning” as a set of practices (Kirwan, Dawney, & 

Brigstocke, 2015; Bollier & Helfrich, 2015). The shift to the verbal form commoning was 

popularised by Marxist historian Peter Linebaugh in The Magna Carta Manifesto (2008) 

and rapidly adopted in contemporary contexts by projects for resisting privatization and 

addressing social inequalities and environmental concerns. 

What I hitherto refer to as “commoning projects” are initiatives where people experiment 

with redefining and departing from what Lauren Berlant calls imaginaries of “the good life” 

or “the social democratic promise of the post–Second World War period in the United 

States and Europe” (2011, p.3).9 Commoning projects in European cities are imperfect 

 
7 JustMap project for London is a community mapping project for spaces, projects and initiatives impacted by 
continued impact of austerity politics on the closures of public spaces and the financialization of housing (see 
Minton, 2017). The dataset can be viewed here: 
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1x4SvidPXwD6LFr5vqlzpyxXGPU7f2tjn3YX0FyRLCQQ/edit#gid=1858352
263 (accessed 24/10/2019). JustMap London was initiated by activists involved in the cartodebout collective 
(https://cartodebout.blogspot.com/) which came out of the 2016 Nuit Debout social movement in France, 
themselves inspired by earlier (2010-12) participatory mapping techniques used by Occupy movements)  
8 Place-based practices since 2011 are evident in the development of mapping projects mentioned in the previous 
footnote.  
9 This include “enduring reciprocity in couples, families, political systems, institutions, markets, and at work…upward 
mobility, job security, political and social equality, and lively, durable intimacy” (Berlant, 2011, p.3) 
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attempts at practising what Povinelli calls a “social otherwise” (2011, p.29) in the 

permeable boundaries between projects run by radical left activists, such as autonomous 

social centres or squats (see Chatterton, 2010; López, 2013), and de-politicised collective 

projects focused on ‘building community’ without a critique of the concrete environments 

in which they take place. Practising collective politics without the expectation of unity is 

one of the things that drew people to Les Grands Voisins, a commitment to radical politics 

and to a kind of openness that many people new to activism and first visiting The 

Common House also felt.  

The turn to commoning involves a shift in emphasis towards practices and more than 

human agency. At the same time it tethers collective urban practices to histories of 

contestation and politics of the commons that bring together economic, environmental 

and social concerns: “under its name, across the globe, communities tap into legacies of 

occupation to contest ownership rights and resource justice [and] project a pastoral social 

relation of mutual attachment, dependence, or vitality” (Berlant, 2016, p.397). 

Commoning draws attention to the politics of collective practices as something different 

from a nation-state derived idea of the public, towards place-based practices in cities that 

cultivate an awareness of politics and power.  

In sparking place-based collective practices in European cities, what the 2008 financial 

crisis (and its aftermath) have arguably done is to re-localise existing concerns from alter-

globalisation and global justice movements that were typically attributed to an (less 

“economically developed”) elsewhere (Flesher Fominaya, 2017). Indeed, the combined 

and interweaving effects of the financial crisis, ongoing concerns with neoliberal policies, 

capitalist economies of exploitation, international migration, wars wielded at a distance, 

gendered structures and practices, increasing and uneven effects of climate change, all 

acted as calls to action. One of the organisations involved in starting The Common House 

writes quite explicitly that “to succeed as a practice, commoning needs to undermine or 

remove the boundaries between the city and countryside, putting the city into the 

countryside and the countryside into the city. Commoning needs to take up questions of 

restoration and care for the environment as much as it does questions of social justice if it 

is to succeed as a practice” (PLAN C, 2017). 

As place-based initiatives, The Common House and Les Grands Voisins are projects 

inspired by the kinds of practices developed in the late 1970s and early 1980s anti-

nuclear and ecofeminist and later alter-globalisation movements led by international 

solidarity networks  (I return to this in Chapter 6).10 More recently though, such projects 

 
10 Early movements show tangled roots of anti-nuclear, peace and feminist environmental movements, for instance 
with the movement to encircle the Pentagon in 1980 led by Women and Life On Earth or the Greenham Common 
Women’s Peace Camp to protest nuclear weapons being placed on an RAF base in Wales in 1981 (see Mies & 
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connect with Camps for Climate Action and the occupation of squares, especially in 

Europe and North America.11 Vasudevan describes such projects as experiments in 

“collective world-making”, practices that “insist on building the necessary conditions for 

social justice and new autonomous forms of collective life” (2015a, p.318). The focus on 

space also allows for bringing together environmental, feminist, anti-austerity, solidarity, 

or anticolonial movements (Stavrides, 2012; Flesher Fominaya, 2017). These are not 

present in the same ways in all contexts. For instance, while The Common House was 

started with explicit intersectional, eco-feminist and queer politics, such perspectives were 

largely absent in Les Grands Voisins – and indeed in anti-austerity movements in France 

such as Nuit Debout (Goutal, 2017).   

For those more closely involved in setting up the projects such as Eliot, turning to “stuff 

around the commons” in the context of cities was also a way to “acknowledge climate 

change as a social relation”, to talk about capitalism, exploitative social relations “which 

are actually driving this thing”. The turn to the commons in cities has been a way to bring 

back a focus on relations between people and with the environment in a context where 

such relations are perhaps more challenging to nurture (Borch & Kornberger, 2015). It is 

precisely the emphasis on relational practices that The Common House is based on. Ash 

tells me “I think the original values of The Common House were a lot more about 

transforming the way that we work together” (than specifically responding to economic 

policies); “it’s about how we need to change our relationships with one another and in the 

way that we work together to challenge the underlying structures of power in society.” In 

Les Grands Voisins some complain that there is not enough talk about politics; it can be 

more present in action than in discourse. Sage, who was involved from the beginning, 

tells me that their actions are quite political even if not framed in those terms, "la portée 

du geste…est au fait très politique et très humaine". This echoes in Camille’s words, also 

involved from the start, who tells me “we’re still stuck in these Anglo-Saxon or French-

style hyper-capitalist economic models…but today people are seeing their limits, and at 

some point we need to nourish society with new models, try out economies based on 

exchange, on more autonomous ways of organising”.  

 
Shiva, 2014, p.14). Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva see these as closely linked to alter-globalisation movements 
from the 1990s, still led by the World Social Forum, Via Campesina, the Indigenous Environmental Network, World 
March of Women, Occupy and Animal Liberation among others, and calling for “degrowth, commoning and buen 
vivir” (2014, p.xi). The link is also evident in the publications of the Midnight Notes Collective (founded in the late 
70s by autonomist Marxist scholars George Caffentzis, Silvia Federici, Peter Linebaugh and Massimo DeAngelis), 
starting with the anti-nuclear movement in 1979, and in 1990, turning to the commons and new enclosures taking 
place across Northern and Southern hemispheres. 
11 Camps for Climate Action are also referred to as the Climate Camps. They form a network inspired by alter-
globalisation movements of the 1990s and more formally started in 2006 with a protest camp based on non-violent 
direct-action at the Drax coal-fired power station in North Yorkshire, UK. Many participants then initiated Plane 
Stupid in September 2009, protesting the building of a third runway at Heathrow airport, the second of several 
subsequent Climate Camp actions across Europe and the Commonwealth (see Richard, 2007). 
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The emphasis on commoning as relational practices that involve more than human 

agency opens a window for bringing together emerging research on commoning practices 

(converging in geography and feminist political ecology) with scholarship on what it 

means to make, exist, be, or indeed become in common in troubling environments. With 

Haraway (2016), I take the wager that “staying with the trouble” requires collective 

practices. For her this means “making oddkin; that is, we require each other in 

unexpected collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles” (p.4); for me, this also 

means concrete practices. I am interested in the affective relations that are involved in 

these kinds of relational practices with strangeness and otherness. It invites paying 

attention to the relationship between politics and affect, between the histories of social 

movements and political contestation, and the ways in which the common, having 

something in common, or commonality are thought of, experienced, and lived. 
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3 |  A NOTE ON KNOWLEDGES 

EUROPEAN GENEALOGIES ARE NOT ENOUGH 

This thesis is grounded in concrete environments, geographically in London and Paris 

and academically in a British institution with an emphasis on European genealogies of 

concern for relations between individuals and collectives and relations between humans 

and the environments we inhabit with other bodies. I take inspiration from Timothy 

Mitchell (2000) who encourages scholars researching in European and North-American 

academic contexts to unpick “Western” thought, develop genealogies that identify how 

colonialism has shaped theory and philosophy and stay with the “nondisposable fictions” 

of modernity and its companions of rationality and progress (p.12). This thesis aims to 

contribute to telling other versions of ‘Western’ thought, and I argue here that, in order to 

do so, I must also engage with non-Euro-centric and non-academic knowledges.  

This has shaped my commitment to critical engaged research (see Chapter 11) where I 

am not documenting or describing social movements but examining structures of power 

and affective conditions “through the experience of those who try to resist them: yet not 

grabbing movements' knowledge, but learning from these perspectives how to know 

differently” (Dadusc, 2014, p.49). The types of projects that I have focused my research 

on are projects that I am politically prepared to support/contribute to in the doing of my 

research, and in relation to which I see as possibilities for learning and unlearning (I 

expand on this in Part III, Chapters 8 and 11). 

Examining questions of more than human relationality and affect also calls for engaging 

with anticolonial and Indigenous scholarship. In her work on affirmative and relational 

ethics, Rosi Braidotti writes herself in a European scholarly and philosophical genealogy 

of poststructuralist ethics and posthumanism,1 but recognises that the “conceptual 

resonance” of this work “is high” (2019, p.110) with Black, post-colonial and Indigenous 

work.2 She argues that “post-colonial and non-Western perspectives” can be “a sort of 

travelling companion, alongside the anti- or post-humanism of cultural and social critics” 

(2006, p.56). There are a few reasons why this approach is not adequate.  

First, a Western tradition of thought does not exist as separate from other traditions – it 

exists precisely in the interaction with other traditions through colonialism and the many 

“Western” scholars (including Spinoza) who have been inspired by non-European 

philosophies. In their writing across European autonomist philosophies and Black radical 

 
1 As a student of Gilles Deleuze, Braidotti (2006) also draws on Felix Guattari, Luce Irigaray, Michel Foucault and 
Donna Haraway. 
2 In Transpositions (2006), Braidotti cites Vandana Shiva, Patricia Hill Collins, Lucius Outlaw, Paul Gilroy, Avtar 
Brah, Homi Bhaba and Edouard Glissant, expanding this to Zoe Todd in the more recent publication Posthuman 
knowledge (2019).  
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traditions, Harney and Moten show that these theories are not only rooted in Europe: 

there is “a general inheritance of the shipped, the impossible tradition of those without 

tradition, an experimental social poesis” (2013, p.150) that is in danger of being forgotten 

(particularly by formal knowledge institutions). 

Second, as Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate scholar Kim TallBear (2011, 2017) reminds us, 

research that examines relations beyond human sociality requires taking account of 

Indigenous standpoints. Posthuman and more-than-human geographies have indeed 

been criticised by Indigenous scholars for ignoring the relevance of knowledge from 

Indigenous traditions of people of colour (Todd, 2016), “reproducing colonial ways of 

knowing and being by enacting universalizing claims and, consequently, further 

subordinating other ontologies” (Sundberg, 2014, p.34).3 This also creates what some 

Indigenous people experience as the violent division between human and non-human 

(TallBear, 2011), and between the living and non-living in a way that always values the 

former more, and ignores the material and relational qualities of what does not receive 

lively attention (Tallbear, 2017). Indeed, Indigenous scholarship recognises sentience 

and agency in bodies, objects, place, land, forces (e.g. trees, stones, landscapes, 

thunder), an agency that is material rather than metaphorical, and authoritative 

knowledge rather than mere beliefs (see also Watts, 2013; Country et al., 2015).  

Third, doing research that recognises the colonial implications of our genealogies and of 

the contexts of such research requires not just being aware of other knowledges or 

“amplifying possible resonances” (Braidotti, 2019, p.161), but also the potentially less 

comfortable tasks of excluding certain authors and reworking the genealogies we have 

learned and been socialised into, destabilising the illusory foundations of our knowledge. 

STRATEGIES FOR RESPECTFUL ENGAGEMENT 

A question remains though: How can I engage with such knowledges when researching 

in European concrete environments without equating such locations to realities in a 

settler-colonial state (such as the USA, Canada, Australia or Mexico)? This engagement 

needs to be done with care and respect. My friend and doctoral collaborator Kate (doing 

her doctoral research on Canvey Island, UK) and I turned to Métis/otipemisiwt scholar 

Zoe Todd (2016) for guidance. Drawing on other Indigenous scholarship she outlines 

three tools for respectful engagement.  

The first tool is accounting for location. This includes contextual information as well as a 

recognition of our situatedness. The information and knowledge shared in this stage 

 
3 While the use of terms often overlaps in the intention to challenge anthropocentrism in frames of reference and 
theorising of personhood and agency, they do have different genealogies. I use the terms “more-than-human” and 
“more than human” as these have become established references to bodies of work in geography and cognate 
disciplines, I expand on this in Chapter 5. 
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should allow others to hold us accountable – mistakes are possible, and messiness is 

always present. It is about simply saying: “I am here. And I am dealing with this trouble. 

And I am turning to you among others to assist”. Chapter 4 below on Rooted journeys, 

moving roots, is part of this practice. 

The second tool is to consider the ongoing colonial imperative of the academy. This is 

exercised through citation practices, and in relation to Indigenous thought means 

engaging with “the thinking that living indigenous people do today” not static notions of 

“traditional” knowledge (TallBear, 2017, p.193). Feminist scholar Sarah Ahmed (2013) 

encourages us to take this seriously and that “to lighten up is to whiten up”: Karen 

Brodkin and colleagues (2011) give evidence of how citational practices in anthropology 

reproduce racism. This does not mean that European scholars are doing work that is less 

important, critical or pertinent. The argument here is that we need to actively change the 

balance of our own citations, expanding the current corpus so that it does account for a 

diversity of bodies. Doing this in practice requires constant attention to making sure we 

do not erase the specific histories and contexts in which scholars from different 

backgrounds or geographies are writing. This is sometimes a thin line to tread and will 

involve ‘mistakes’. I am grateful those who continue to hold me accountable along the 

way and invite the reader to do the same. 

The third tool is to account for Indigenous Place-Thought. Mohawk and Anishinaabe 

scholar Vanessa Watts (2013) defines Place-Thought as “the non-distinctive space where 

place and thought were never separated because they never could or can be separated. 

Place-Thought is based upon the premise that land is alive and thinking and that humans 

and non-humans derive agency through the extensions of these thoughts” (p.21). What 

are the implications for this when locating research in Europe? It means taking care not to 

appropriate Indigenous thinking or taking convenient bits and pieces of histories. Watts 

suggests doing the latter can flatten, distort, and erase embodied, political and spiritual 

aspects of Indigenous thinking. This resonates with Cutcha Risling Baldy’s (2015) work 

on how non-Indigenous texts that use seductive symbols often perform reductive 

interpretations of actual histories; for instance, the oft-used figure of the coyote as a 

trickster presents an “archetype or character”, ignoring how Coyote First Person is in fact 

the complex embodiment of “discourse and knowledge” (p.9).  

For Kate and I this means working with the impossibility of knowing, recognising that the 

reasons and conditions of our not knowing will be made more visible and that this will 

certainly be awkward and at times viscerally unsettling. Yet this is where respectful 

engagement takes place; not seeking to replicate or extract Indigenous knowledges but 

seeing such scholarship as inspiration for “non-Indigenous people to speak about non-

instrumentalist, spiritual, kinship relationships with non-humans” (Thomas, 2015, p.977).  
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Material feminism is an orientation that allows for respectful engagement as it recognises 

that the way in which we study the world is conditioned by our being “part of the world-

body space” (Barad, 2003, p.829). Barad argues for onto-epistem-ology as what we 

might call a methodological orientation to research, a “study of practices of knowing and 

being” (Barad, 2003, p.829). This means I do not gather or collect information by standing 

in spaces of commoning. Instead, I come to know through entangled processes of doing, 

thinking, experiencing, imagining. My material engagements are not limited to a definition 

of substance or physical properties or to descriptions of interactions and affective 

potential of things, echoing what Tolia-Kelly (2012) calls “surface geographies” that 

“depoliticize and make palatable the material world” (p.157). Genealogies of thought and 

political contexts that have oriented my research (Chapter 2 and Part II), attending to 

concrete (Chapter 1), and exploring the moving roots of my research journey (Chapter 4) 

are some of the ways I have ensured an engagement beneath the ‘surface’.
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4 |  ROOTED JOURNEYS, MOVING ROOTS 

HORIZON 

I started this project with an unquestioning emancipatory horizon, from a focus on 

affective potential as a mode of (individual and collective) change and feminist 

inclinations towards attending to response-ability, cultivation, nurturing and generative 

practices (e.g. Gatens & Lloyd, 1999; Massey, 2004; Haraway, 2016; Rose, 2017). 

My research process has led me to be both more cautious and confident, influenced by 

the echoes of feminist and decolonial scholars through my fieldwork. These echoes led 

me to shift away from the idea of “productive” practices and their association with 

neoliberal tropes of efficiency, and helped me to develop a more nuanced and critical 

conceptualisation of the relational/relationality (see Chapter 5). These echoes have also 

led me to shift my focus from questions of ontologies and subjectivity towards the 

interconnections between practices and knowledges and located accounts of what Tsing 

(2013) calls a “more-than-human sociality”. Indeed, several months into my fieldwork 

(around January 2018) I started to question whether I wanted to continue framing my 

research questions and theoretical contributions around concepts of collective 

subjectivity, being drawn (again/back) to the notion of relations and relationality. One of 

the themes that was increasingly drawing my attention was the importance of what I 

initially referred to in my research notes as cultural practices, their rhythms, aesthetics and 

affective power. I was continuing my foray into the forms that my analysis and thesis 

writing might take, exploring feminist writing praxes and the notion of poethics from the 

poet and scholar Joan Retallack (2003). 

Adopting a material feminist approach allows me to articulate my work as emancipatory, 

critical and engaged: focusing on research and activist practices that potentiate, liberate, 

cultivate, that contest structures and affective environments that alienate, exploit, 

dominate, and where I am engaged with and committed to those I am learning with. It 

also means decentring agency from human beings. In the process of doing so, the 

question of human accountability comes to the fore: “it means that accountability requires 

that much more attentiveness to existing power asymmetries” (Barad, 2007, p.219, 

emphasis added). Changes that might affect human agency, or our capacity to act in 

collective situations, is not about individual failing or prowess, so much as the “specific 

material reconfigurations” of all those things that are involved in determining a person’s 

ability to act, which might include, for instance changes in personal relationships, 

economic conditions, human/ecological health, etc. Insights into each context is thus 

crucial in order to determine what particular collection of factors might be influencing a 

person’s ability to act. Thus, Barad suggests a shift to understanding responsibility as the 
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“ability to respond” (2007, p.392), what Haraway neatly weaves into response-ability 

(2016, p.34).  

Thinking with affect has been important in this journey as a concept (which I examine in 

Chapter 7) and methodological approach (see Chapters 9 and 10). It is a provocative 

theoretical orientation that shares perhaps not-often obvious concerns with scholarship 

addressing questions of more than human relations (see Chapter 5) and entangled 

commoning (see Chapter 6).  

This means working with the concepts ‘emancipatory’ or ‘generative’ as “discursive 

catalyst[s]” (Lettow, 2015, p.505) rather than fixed categories, and acknowledging the 

geographical and genealogical differences that using such terms implies (Schild, 2015). It 

also means that I take an unapologetically “positive” lens in my research and analysis, 

one that is the result of my own experience and positionality.1  

REVISITING POSITIONALITY  

Roots are usually a good starting point for some grounding, for starting from ‘somewhere 

in particular’. My roots continue to shape me, but if they have served to ground, it has not 

been to one place. Roots are always present for me in the story of my name, not because 

of my attachment to it as a naming device but because it tells a story. Ilona with an ‘i', my 

mother’s embrace of a vanishing Hungarian heritage – Elona with an ‘e’, my father’s 

pragmatic North American interpretation of it as he writes my French birth certificate. I 

was born in southern France, where neither my mother nor fathers’ families resided nor 

were ‘from’. Roots are not what took me to North-Western USA as a small child, to a town 

that rests on the traditional village sites of the Multnomah, Kathlamet and Clackamas 

Bands of Chinook, Tualatin Kalapuya, Molalla (and other) Native American tribes.2 

Successive up-rootings perhaps made some attachments more tangible, helped me see 

myself as secular, woman, “white other”, settler, from Catholic-Protestant-Quaker 

genealogies, come middle class. Up-rootedness has also made me attend to the places 

that these roots continue to encounter. The scent of North-West Pacific pine forests, the 

feeling of warm summer breeze, the salty taste of the Mediterranean, chalk grasslands, 

freshly harvested watermelon, the smell of motorised traffic, low pressure before a 

typhoon, oil-polished gutters, the sticky sap of the pirul, lichen, omnipresent concrete. 

Cities - London and Paris - are my research sites. Hard surfaces in (relatively) austere 

times. I work with bodies that know that cracking surfaces is not only an individual task 

and that the doing ‘with’ is not sufficient: collective practices must question powerful egos, 

smooth surfaces, or handy categories. I get to know practices and topographies new to 

 
1 I expand on this in relation to “positive critique” in Blencowe’s (2012) work in Chapter 11. 
2 Tribe names from Portland Indian Leaders Roundtable (2009). 
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me on compacted soil (that’s why mushrooms don’t grow in London’s parks). In Paris I 

carefully apply makeup, layers I re-encounter with equal interest and frustration. The 

tongue skips as it gets used to making familiar sounds in somewhat familiar settings, 

more quickly and with words of professional, adult, life. Cities shape my experience of 

more-less-and-no-ethics consumption and demand of my feet to be on two pedals. 

Songs and feminist children’s stories colour my youngest years. Only recently did I realise 

how formative these stories were. I admired Tatterhood with her wooden spoon, and the 

woman who tricked thieves into ploughing her fields.3 I was certainly encouraged to stray 

from certain norms but was always known for following the rules – a good quality for a 

classically trained musician. I have since learned to unlearn, and known which rules are 

about care, and wonder if taking responsibility is the hallmark of an only girl in the 

brotherhood. In any case, I took the responsibility unofficially and efficaciously. I think this 

is partially to blame for my slight autoimmune condition, one that has taught me – 

sometimes against my will – to attend to my body. Like music-making. It comes in 

rhythms, rhythms that echo in my research. 

Fred Moten also reminds those of us who have “the capacity to worry” about our privilege 

not to dwell on it (in Harney & Moten, 2013, p.126,140). I include these three partial 

narratives as a practice of feminist politics of location that is “about vulnerability…resists 

the politics of closure… [and] resists ‘simplification in the last instance’” (Haraway, 1988, 

p.590). It is a positionality that acknowledges I am always in relation with bodies (Kruks, 

1995) human and otherwise, but also with sites, stories, imaginaries, feelings and 

sensory experiences (I elaborate on this in Part III, especially Chapters 8 and 9). It also 

speaks to the (challenging) balance in the writing of this thesis between including myself 

but not too much.  

THIS JOURNEY 

This thesis presents research at the unique intersection between research on commoning 

and questions of ethical relationality and collective response-ability mentioned in the 

previous sections. I examine the political and ethical dimensions of commoning in 

concrete environments (Chapter 6), oriented by both writing on relational ethics from 

material feminisms and Indigenous knowledges (Chapter 5) and scholarship on affective 

conditions (Chapter 7). Being oriented by scholarship on affect and affective conditions 

offers a methodological way into examining relationality in the feelings of everyday 

practices, in “impulses, sensations, expectations, daydreams, encounters, and habits of 

relating, in strategies and their failures, in forms of persuasion, contagion, and 

compulsion, in modes of attention, attachment, and agency, and in publics and social 

 
3 See the edited collection by Ethel Johnston Phelps and Pamela Baldwin-Ford (1978). 
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worlds of all kinds that catch people up in something that feels like something” (Stewart, 

2007, p.2). In doing so, attention to affect experienced through commoning practices is 

consistent with a project that is committed to “speculation, curiosity, and the concrete” 

(Stewart, 2007, p.1).  

In this first part of the thesis, I have located the multiple sources for the research 

questions that flow through the following pages: What can we learn from practices of 

urban commoning in terms of cultivating relational worlds in concrete environments? How 

might collective affective experiences cultivate ethical relationalities? How might 

attending to the affects and practices of commoning projects help us (re)define what is 

ethical? How do questions of positionality and authorship shape the researcher’s own 

response-abilities?  

In Part II I elaborate on materially-grounded theoretical orientations for the three bodies of 

work this thesis brings into conversation: relational worldings (Chapter 5), from commons 

to commoning (Chapter 6) and affect (Chapter 7). These have not only guided me to 

better define the sources of my research, but also oriented my fieldwork and analysis 

approach. In Part III I turn to these locations, presenting The Common House and Les 

Grands Voisins in more detail and my approach to multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork 

(Chapters 8, 9), the practices of hearing and composing echoes (Chapter 10) and ethical 

considerations of doing critically engaged ethnographic research (Chapter 11). I return 

more fully to the questions above in Part IV where I explore the echoes that emerge from 

the messy weaving together of sources, orientations and locations: the troubling feelings 

of discomfort (Chapter 12), urgencies (Chapter 13) and ineffable affects (Chapter 14). 

The thesis offers a distinctive methodological approach in adopting a detailed 

examination of urban commoning practices with an attention to more than human 

affective conditions that is grounded in relational ethics. In scholarship examining what 

Eizenberg (2012) calls “actually existing commons”, the ethics or ethos of such practices 

are often implicit, assumed to take the shape for instance of horizontality in decision-

making structures and inclusive practices (Kirwan et al., 2015). Thus, this thesis 

contributes to and extends research on commoning by examining the affective qualities of 

commoning practices in concrete environments and their political and ethical dimensions. 

This research also takes seriously attention to a wider understanding of sociality (not just 

human) and the agency of other than human bodies involved in commoning projects – 

and the difficulty of doing so in concrete environments. Although those working on 

commoning practices recognise the need to consider more than just human relations, the 

individual, human, subject often remains as the site of political and ethical agency (see 

De Angelis, 2010; Eizenberg, 2012; Jeffrey, McFarlane & Vasudevan, 2012; Huron, 2015; 

Bauwens et al., 2017; Velicu & García-López, 2018). 
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Finally, with some exceptions such as Metzger’s (2015) work on doing urban planning 

with wolves in Stockholm, most research that examines more-than-human relations and 

commoning projects tends to be based on examples outside of cities and framed in terms 

of socionatural entanglements (Nightingale, 2011; Bresnihan, 2015; Singh, 2017).  

Through my analyses of three echoes (Part IV, Chapters 12, 13 and 14), I explore the 

potential of embracing discomforts, reclaiming urgency and inviting poetic practices for 

cultivating relational ethics. Studying possibly generative collective affective practices 

offers original theoretical contributions to research on relational geographies, urban 

commoning and affect-oriented research in the social sciences. What is more, the echoes 

can provide makeshift guides for those engaged in the necessary and relentless process 

of emancipatory social change and the critical hope of cultivating relational worlds. 
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PART II – ORIENTATIONS  

 

The second part of this thesis presents texts that I have used to guide my research. I call 

these orientations as my enquiry “begins in movement and with processes already 

underway” (Seigworth & Gregg, 2010, p.4) rather than strictly with literature. As I express 

in the diagram of my thesis (see Preface, p.6), the texts, theories and genealogies that I 

assemble in this second part of the thesis are bodies of research with conceptual and 

theoretical openness that act as way-finders. Writing these as orientations is also a 

playful way of thinking the materiality of texts and reading (see Anderson & Wylie, 2009), 

as things that help us feel our way through the sometimes disorienting process of 

research while attending to all our senses (I take this embodied reading of orientation 

from Ahmed, 2006). The three orientations – Relational Worlds, From Commons to 

Commoning and Affect – I present below are woven together by an approach to inquiry 

where researchers take a stand and are of the world.  

 

~ 

Please listen to Track 1 and then continue reading (1:00). 

 

 

 

 

~ 
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— EARTHBOUND — 

 
Picture a surface 
 A straight seemingly endless line of glass  
  metal and concrete  
   extending  
    skywards 
 
Now,  
 hear the rumble of a flying machine, 

or perhaps  
the absence of such sound. 

 
Follow it down along this line 
down, this time 
to meet other  
churning sounds  
that fill ears. 

 
 
 

Le béton a des bonnes propriétés 
acoustiques, matériau adapté à la 

restitution d’un son précis pour une 
écoute dynamique.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Concrete has good acoustic properties; it 
reproduces sound precisely and is 
adapted for dynamic listening. 

 
 
 

 
Sense this surface 
 Seemingly straight, sometimes polished 
 though often rough 
 a rugged mass  

 that punctures surfaces 

 of cities, say of London  

 or Paris. 
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Now, 
 feel the subtle tremor under foot 

as machines growl under ground. 
 

Follow the moans 
through rails and tunnelled rocks 

 through galleries  extending the urban 
through gaps  widening under smoothed surfaces. 
 

 
 
 

Le béton c’est l’histoire de la trace, à quel 
point on doit laisser une trace.  

 
 
 
 

Concrete is about the story of traces, the 
extent of the traces that one leaves. 

 
 

  
Artificial surfaces made of sand, lime and stone.  
 Aggregate from not too far away. 
Cement dyed orange of origin unknown. 
 Encrusted silica from shifted silt. 
Scars made from where materials once were.  
 
Concrete traces stories bound to earth  
scores that don’t (de)compose but  
 impose 
 other surfaces. 

 
 

 

 

 

WRITTEN 20 APRIL 2020, LAST UPDATED 9 MAY 2020 – 

SAMPLING FIELDNOTES AND FIELDNOTES AND INTERVIEWS WITH 

LET THEM EAT CHAOS BY KATE TEMPEST (2016). 

 

 

 

return to Chapter 15 
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5 |  RELATIONAL WORLDS 

As I mention in Part I, I have articulated this doctoral project around ideas of cultivating 

relational worlds. The concepts of ‘relational’ and ‘relationality’ are of central interest to 

geographers, particularly since the late 1990s in the wake of posthuman scholarship 

coming from the humanities and social studies of science (see Whatmore, 1997, 2002; 

Massey, 2004; Yeung, 2005).1 This has led to well-established (and ongoing) critiques of 

relational or hybrid geographies drawing chiefly on the thinking of Bruno Latour, such as 

the danger of depoliticizing or flattening relations by using network metaphors (see 

Castree, 2003; Erickson, 2012), or seeing concepts and materials as entangled and thus 

losing explanatory and political potential (Hornborg, 2017), and thus finding it difficult to 

“ground [them in] new forms of practice” (Castree, 2003, p.209).  

It would be reductive, however, to see relational scholarship as divided between strict 

apolitical/political, structural/poststructural, more-than/post human lines. One thing that 

does draw such work together is a common (if differently theorised) “focus on beings and 

things that are all seen as material” (Castree, 2003, p.207). This body of work is 

increasingly referred to under the banners of “more-than-human” or “MTH” geographies, 

a term championed by Sarah Whatmore (2002, 2006) as a way of emphasising “what 

exceeds rather than what comes after the human” (2006, p.1361).2 While the term 

‘posthumanism’ is sometimes preferred for its more explicit inclusion of technological and 

non-living relations, for instance in relation to rocks and geopolitics (see Dixon et al., 

2012; Yusoff, 2013) or urban political ecology (Gabriel, 2014), they can also be used 

synonymously (see for instance Brigstocke & Noorani, 2016a).  

I expand on and situate my work on relationality and relational ethics through genealogies 

that have the common foci Castree mentions on the material and materiality. 

Furthermore, in the following pages I use the term ‘more than human’ as a reminder of 

the conceptualisation of relationality used in this thesis rather than a statement about 

terminology. Inspired by Haraway’s use of material metaphors such as “cyborgs” (1991) 

or more recently “not ‘posthuman’ but ‘com-post’” (2016, p.11), I invite us to continue to 

push against the walls that terms can create. 

 
1 Castree and Nash locate the genealogy of posthumanism in geography to “the thinking of Deleuze, Guattari, and 
Latour, among many others” (2004, p.1341). Posthumanism has also received attention at the intersections of 
feminist science and technology studies and critical theory, for instance in the work of Haraway (1991) and Barad 
(2003, 2007). In philosophy, Braidotti (2011) traces the roots of critical posthumanism to the intersections of science 
and technology studies with moral philosophy and anti-humanist philosophies of subjectivity (p.38).  
2 Whatmore (2002) introduces the term “more-than-human” from the work of the North American philosopher and 
cultural ecologist David Abram who uses it in his book The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a 
More-than-Human World originally published in 1996. The term also originally holds a more spiritual and 
ecosophical connotation that is often implicit in the orientation towards life and liveliness in much more-than-human 
geography – but is not often acknowledged.  
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In this chapter, I elaborate on the material feminist approach that guides this work and a 

conceptualisation of relational worlds as ways of existing and being “of the world” that are 

materialised through actual practices, relations with objects, spaces, bodies, and affective 

conditions of urban commoning projects. This approach allows me to respectfully engage 

(see Chapter 3) with Indigenous, decolonial and radical Black scholarship on relationality, 

and their critiques of the separation between ontology and epistemology in dominant 

knowledge practices of concrete environments.3 I outline aspects of material feminism 

that attend to the materiality of relations, help to ask “what matters?”, and open questions 

around what happens when one resists relations or at least its association with 

connectedness. I finish by examining the spatial and temporal characteristics of relations, 

of (particular) interest to geographers, through earthly rhythms.  

THE MATERIALITY OF RELATIONS  

Whether as a return or the different shape of an ongoing preoccupation for the material in 

geography, the last two decades have seen a keen interest in materiality, shifting 

attention from discourse to practices, from what things mean to what things do and 

relations not just being about human bodies, and from focusing on the politics of identity 

towards the politics of knowledge (Whatmore, 2006; Anderson & Tolia-Kelly, 2004). I 

draw on a broad range of philosophical and theoretical writings inheriting from and 

expanding Marxist attention to the economy, politics and histories of materialism. 

Scholars have looked to Raymond Williams and Stuart Hall’s cultural materialisms (see 

Tolia-Kelly, 2012), Spinozist thought and attention to the immanent potential of all matter 

often linked to the work of Deleuze and Guattari, or the strange corporeality of immaterial 

experiences expressed in Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological writing (see Anderson & 

Wylie, 2009). Such an expanded conceptualisation of materiality recognises it as “always 

already scored across states (solid, liquid, gaseous) and elements (air, fire, water, earth)” 

(Anderson & Wylie, 2009, p.332).  

Although not explicitly referred to in such genealogies, feminist scholarship continues to 

provide crucial contributions to “explorations of materiality” which is “manifest in feminist 

philosophies and economics, feminist literature and ecologies, and feminist arts theory 

and practice” (Dixon, 2014, p.138). Stacey Alaimo and Susan Heckman (2008a) bring 

together some of this work under the banner of Material Feminisms in the writings of 

Elizabeth Grosz, Clare Colebrook, Karen Barad, Donna Haraway, Nancy Tuana, Vicki 

 
3 Note that my point of entry for engaging with relationality is not a critique of “the Cartesian individual as an 
atomistic, presocial vessel of abstract reason and will” (Whatmore, 1997, p.110) as tends to be the case for much 
feminist and ecofeminist writing (see also Plumwood, 1993). I follow Povinelli (2006) instead who suggests that 
such a critique uses the Enlightenment as a scapegoat that can detract from the current structures at play in 
perpetuating individualistic capitalist society and in doing so tends to create a simplistic image of European 
genealogies as only originating in Europe and as “having shattered relations to all other” knowledges (p.201) thus 
erasing histories of resistance and alternative genealogies. 
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Kirby and Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands. The term ‘material feminism’ refers to work that 

attends to “the materiality of the social and the agency of the natural” (Tuana, 2008, 

p.210) and acknowledges the political and analytical usefulness of distinguishing between 

discourses and materials without reifying or re-creating boundaries or dichotomies. It 

refers not to a theoretical framework but rather an orientation to research (Åsberg, Thiele, 

& van der Tuin, 2015).4 Material feminisms stem from the messy weaves of multiple 

genealogical threads and recognise the performative nature of knowledge making. For 

instance, Barad describes her work as bringing together “science studies, the philosophy 

of science, physics, and various interdisciplinary approaches that might collectively be 

called "critical social theories" (e.g. feminist theory, critical race theory, queer theory, 

postcolonial theory, (post-)Marxist theory, and poststructuralist theory)” (2007, p.26). 

Postcolonial feminist science studies scholar Angela Willey (2016) argues that material 

feminist approaches hold possibilities for respectful engagements with Indigenous and 

anticolonial perspectives - in contrast, for instance, to new materialist work such as Jane 

Bennett’s “vital materialism” (2010).5 This is because a material feminist orientation draws 

attention to the intermeshing of critical theories in relation to concrete phenomena, it 

invites multiple theoretical perspectives without trying to develop something “new”, and 

provides an openness to working towards what Kim TallBear calls “bridging and 

reconstituting the relationships between sociality and materiality” (2017, p.198). In this 

section I identify three interconnected aspects that characterise how this “relationship 

between sociality and materiality” might be reconstituted through a material feminist 

orientation, namely: ~ the porosity of boundaries between categories (“cultural” and 

“natural”) and bodies (“human” and “non-human”); ~ that agency emerges from material-

semiotic interactions of said categories and bodies; and ~ theory grounded in concrete 

contexts. 

Porous boundaries ~ Material feminisms are entangled with critical ecofeminist, queer 

and feminist environmental writing, which share a commitment to developing “profound - 

even startling - reconceptualizations of nature” (Alaimo & Heckman, 2008b, p.5). I allude 

to such reconceptualizations through attention to concrete and the notion of ‘urban 

nature’ in Chapter 1. Nancy Tuana (2008) develops this further through the example of 

hurricane Katrina, showing how it was not a “natural” phenomena but one brought about 

 
4 ‘Material feminism’ also differs from ‘feminist Marxism’ where the latter often refers to feminist perspectives on 
Marxism(s), the former draws on broader philosophical groundings for defining what is material while still ‘inherit’ – 
in Pignarre and Stengers’ (2007) terms – from Marx in a commitment to attending to structural politics.  
5 Bennet’s vital materialism is inspired by Spinozist and Deleuzian affect theories (which I examine in Chapter 7), 
and presents a “new” materialism that Willey argues perpetuates universalising ideas of evolution and progress 
where “the human” is “an unproblematic category, divorced from the political struggles that have produced and 
reproduced it” (2016, p.998). Indigenous scholars Kim TallBear (2017) and Zoe Todd (2014) have also critiqued 
Bennett’s work as assuming the universal relevance of a philosophical project that ignores any reference to 
Indigenous knowledges. Willey argues this leads to a danger of attempting to “tell the truth” rather than “proliferate” 
materialist/grounded/located knowledges (2016, p.1001). I return to this in relation to enchantment and ineffable 
affects in Chapter 14.  
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by the “in-between of the complex interrelations” (p.189) of material agencies converging 

in New Orleans in August 2005: complex histories of reclaiming land in the Mississippi 

delta, decades of engineering levees to develop a city below sea level, rising sea 

temperatures due to climate change, the persistent and wilful ignorance of poverty, 

disability and racial division by the political elite, pollution and toxic waste from plastic and 

other industries along the river.  

Tuana’s use of chemistry and biological sciences to examine the porosity of the human 

flesh and the invasion of toxic and carcinogenic chemicals also echoes Haraway’s 

account of multispecies relations. In When Species Meet (2008), Haraway reminds us 

that 90 percent of the cells in human bodies are “filled with the genomes of bacteria, 

fungi, protists, and such, some of which play in a symphony necessary to my being alive 

at all, and some of which are hitching a ride and doing the rest of me, of us, no harm” 

(p.3-4). Though writing on “living” species, she maintains ties to earlier work that 

challenges a strict separation with the “non-living”: the multispecies relation with her dog 

Cayenne is not just about two bodies but the machine-organism and contextually specific 

phenomena of “an aging California dog, pregnant mares on the western Canadian 

prairies, human women who came to be known as DES daughters,6 lots of menopausal 

U.S. women, and assorted other players in the story of ‘synthetic’ and ‘natural’ 

oestrogens” (2016, p.105). Haraway provokes her reader to think about the possibilities 

of “joint kinship with animals and machines” (1991, p.154) or that through the figure of the 

cyborg “the machine is us, our processes, an aspect of our embodiment” (1991, p.180).  

Haraway’s writing acts as a reminder in my work to not shy away from troubling relations 

with technologies, which I explore in Chapter 12. It also echoes Kim TallBear’s (2017) 

writing on Indigenous perspectives in relation to interspecies thinking, offering “cross-

being” (p.192) as a “more inclusive” term to denote an “expanded” notion that includes 

“nonhuman others that are not understood in critical Western frameworks as living” 

(p.188). TallBear reminds us that an orientation that seeks to develop different ways of 

articulating “relations between humans and nonhumans […] will benefit from indigenous 

standpoints that never forgot the interrelatedness of all things” (2017, p.180). Adopting 

the language of material relations is also a way for the porous boundaries between 

“things” to also include seemingly less material “’energy’, ‘spirits’, ‘rocks’, and ‘stars’” 

(TallBear, 2017, p.191), which echo in the ineffable affects of chapter 14. Recognising 

relatedness also acknowledges that some categories can be useful, particularly when it 

comes to identify “distinctively human agency” in its “irreducibly diverse forms” (Tuana, 

2008, p.196) – which I now turn to. 

 
6 DES stands for diethylstilbesterol and is an industrially produced nonsteroidal synthetic oestrogen originally 
produced from purifying the urine from pregnant mares (see Haraway, 2016, p.110). 
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Emergent agency ~ A porous conceptualisation of boundaries between bodies and 

concepts necessitates thinking about agency as not just reserved to humans. Material 

feminists theorise agency as emerging through the relations that relationality demands. 

For Tuana, agency emerges from complex interactions or “emergent interplay” (2008, 

p.189). This relates to the idea of “intra-action” that Barad (2007) introduces to 

emphasise that agencies “do not precede, but rather emerge through” relations (p.33). 

Barad’s (2003, 2007) work expands Niels Bohr’s philosophy-physics from her 

involvement in physics research and her readings of “critical social theories” mentioned 

above.7 Experiments with quantum entanglement accompany her relational thinking, 

which leads her to focus on phenomena as a primary unit of analysis (rather than things, 

bodies or subjects). Phenomena for Barad are collectives of multiple bodies that become 

defined in the process of intra-acting (2007, p.33), and agency emerges in this process. 

As such, agency is a property of phenomena rather than of individual bodies and is 

inseparable from the knowledge that “existence is not an individual affair” (2007, p.ix).  

Where Haraway (2016), perhaps more playfully, writes of “stuff in sympoietic tangling” 

(p.97), Tuana (2008) also writes about phenomena (such as hurricanes) as emerging 

from more than human interactions, dynamic processes where “agency is diffusely 

enacted in complex networks of relations” (p.189). This means that examining “networks 

of relations” is necessary in order to study agency, not only with connections but, 

crucially, with the “in-between of the complex interrelations” (p.189). This relates to what 

Barad more emphatically calls “the constitutive exclusions that are enacted” (2007, p.93) 

in dynamic relations. For Barad, understanding agency as emerging from more than 

human relations means that phenomena can only be distinguished when they are 

examined in relation to each other (2007, p.33). Such a perspective acknowledges that 

things will necessarily be exclusions in the production of phenomena and “that which is 

excluded in the enactment of knowledge-discourse-power practices plays a constitutive 

role in [their] production” (p.57). 

While these works use different terminologies and emphases, taken together, an 

emergent understanding of agency opens connections with affect studies (see Chapter 

7), where attention is paid to the conditions for agency rather than placing all 

responsibility on the knowing body or identities that are wilful or can plan (see Lim, 2010). 

Tuana, Barad and Haraway show how agency involves the coming together of 

sometimes troubling bodies, in different and differentiated configurations, not all living or 

indeed life-giving. This also gives space to differentiate agency from human 

accountability or the “ability to respond” (Barad, 2007, p.392). Finally, they call for 

 
7 Hollin, Forsyth, Giraud and Potts emphasise that this actual experimental work is what makes Barad’s writing on 
quantum physics with social theory “not a metaphor, but instead an instance of matter with which Barad is working” 
(2017, p.923). 
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phenomena as the unit of analysis rather than bodies, where relations and exclusions 

become more apparent. Studying relations is thus a way of seeing the unevenness and 

inequities that create different agencies, and of differentiated human agencies (where 

there is collective actions or indeed inaction). Echoing interdisciplinary science and 

technology scholars Hollin, Forsyth, Giraud and Potts, it is this emphasis on “separability, 

exteriority and constitutive exclusion” (2017, p.932) as a necessary part of entangled 

relations that makes such material feminist writing so generative for examining the ethics 

of relations. The way in which I focus on phenomena is through the concrete contexts of 

commoning practices and sites. 

From concrete contexts ~ Understanding bodies as ‘of the world’ implies that theory is 

developed from our entanglements (as researchers) with material contexts and that 

knowledge comes from “a precise engagement with the world unfolding from within” 

(Åsberg et al., 2015, p.150). Guided by Haraway, Cecilia Åsberg, Kathrin Thiele and Iris 

van der Tuin remind us that “to avoid reproducing the modern god-trick of relativism and 

universalism (transcendence) we have to count ourselves in and stay accountable to our 

situatedness (immanence)” (2015, p.164). This situatedness requires a commitment to 

empirical contexts, and many material feminist scholars do this through the social study of 

physics, biology, environmental sciences, ethology, and, crucially, embodied experiences 

relating to gender and sexuality. Nevertheless, how to maintain this attention to entangled 

more than human relations remains challenging when working in concrete contexts; as 

feminist political ecologists Elmhirst and Darmastuti (2015) write, “some iterations of 

material feminism appear unable to deal head on with practical questions” which in their 

context of working on agricultural transformations in Indonesia includes “changing forms 

of governance, gendered resource access and control, poverty and social exclusion” 

(p.182). Taking a material feminist approach to examining commoning projects faces 

similar challenges, as very human-centred issues are often at the forefront of concerns. 

Yet it encourages and pushes the researcher to do the challenging work of shifting the 

emphasis of agency, taking an ‘extended’ or ‘more-than-human’ understanding of 

sociality seriously (Tsing, 2013; Remme & Sillander, 2017).  

Ethnographic work has also been important in grounding material feminist theorising. For 

instance, in The Mushroom at the end of the world, feminist anthropologist Anna Tsing 

(2015) traces histories and current practices of finding, gathering and trading the 

matsutake mushroom to tell stories about how “diverse and shifting coalitions” (p.135) of 

fungi, immigrants, industrial forestry, formal and informal economies and land acidification 

to theorise “the possibility of common life on a human-disturbed earth” (p.163). Such 

ethnographically-infused work can challenge the separation of scales by instead 
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examining conjunctures,8 following “connections snaking in and out of nations, regions, 

and local landscapes” (2015, p.205) and seeing how “abstract claims about the globe can 

be studied as they operate in the world” (2005, p.6). Learning with commoning projects 

through ethnographic research is how I maintain a commitment to situated and empirical 

work, attending to the coming together of particular materials, spaces and technologies 

(such as concrete, wood, plants, soil, bees, chickens, speakers, paint, glue, posters, 

tents, beer, group processes, music making, immigration policies, urban renewal, 

financial speculation, austerity policies, institutionalised racism, ideas of progress and 

success…).  

The three aspects outlined above show how recognising the porosity of boundaries 

between bodies and things, living and non-living, requires acknowledging agency as 

emergent and not only a human capacity. Such a conceptualisation of agency is also 

helpful to identify relations or relational practices as sites where differentiation and 

distinction occurs, where the political and ethical questions of who should “respond” and 

how to do so emerge. Indeed, to think and study relations through material contexts 

acknowledges the inseparability of embodied and embedded knowledge from thought. 

What material feminists share is an attention to the politics of knowledge and knowledge-

making practices, where knowledge is “incorporated in daily events and activities rather 

than […] articulated in words and images and printed on paper” (Mol, 2002, p.32). 

Theorising knowledge as relational requires “the absolute centrality of politics to how we 

talk about what some call matter” (Willey, 2016, p. 1008). Entanglement is not “just any 

old kind of connection, interweaving, or enmeshment in a complicated situation” (Barad, 

2007, p.160); it is this attention to the politics of knowledge that brings questions of ethics 

to the fore, and which I now turn to.  

WHAT MATTERS? 

A material feminist relationality and its inherent decentring of agency from human beings 

does not decentre questions of power and responsibility; it brings the politics and ethics 

of relations to the fore. This move is particularly important for my project where I seek to 

examine how to cultivate ethical practices grounded in material relations and unpack the 

so-called “ethos” of commoning projects. Barad (2007) describes how conceptualising 

relationality with entanglement means that difference and otherness are brought into 

(dissonant) relations, and this brings about situations that require attention to politics 

(existing power relations) and ethics (desired relations). This means that agency is not 

about individual prowess or wilfulness but the effects of “specific material 

reconfigurations” (Barad, 2007, p.142) of all those bodies involved in determining a 

 
8 Conjuctures is a way of framing the coming together of materials and situations that is commonly used to frame a 
relational understanding of contexts in anthropology, for instance in the works of Tania Li (2007).  



Orientations 

40 
 

person and collective’s ability to act and which might include public policies, migration 

patterns, changes in personal relationships, economic conditions, health, and more. To 

be accountable, as humans, then “requires that much more attentiveness to existing 

power asymmetries” (Barad, 2007, p.219) and understanding responsibility as the “ability 

to respond” (p.392), or what Haraway words “response-ability” (2016, p.34). Such 

material configurations do not just imply “that there is a web of causal relations that we 

are implicated in and that there are consequences to our actions. We are a much more 

intimate part of the universe than any such statement implies” (Barad, 2007, p.394). 

Decentring agency from humans leads to questions about “what matters”, not by 

reverting back to anthropocentric moral questions but by understanding ethics as 

relational, that is as cultivated through situated practices.9 

Such practices include caring for soil and its inhabitants (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2015, 

2017), “kinning” and cultivating “companions” by sharing appreciation (for other species), 

co-presencing (tasting together) and dependence (eating each other) (Haraway, 2008; 

2016). This focus on practices resonates with the study of commoning, a set of practices, 

as we have seen above, that attend to politics and has the potential to do in/with an 

otherness that extends beyond the perceived boundaries of the human body, class, 

ethnicity, genus, phylum biosphere, and geosphere. Commoning practices include an 

attentiveness that is ecological, geological and even cosmological – these emerge in the 

echoes of this thesis (Part IV).  

The inherently ethical dimension of practices is more explicit in the work of scholars 

writing on materiality and relations in the use of the verb “worlding” (e.g. Barad, 2007; 

Stewart, 2011, 2017; Yusoff, 2013; Ruddick, 2015; Haraway, 2016; Heddon, 2017). The 

term denotes the way in which practices are rooted and moving across locations, and 

acknowledges a common material presence on earth. At the same time, “worlding” invites 

a move beyond Euro-centric universalising ontologies to recognise the multiple and more 

than human worlds that people inhabit. Following Thomas’ (2015) invitation to more 

adequately engage with Indigenous geographies in theorising relational ethics, I now turn 

to writings (in English) from scholars in North America and Oceania that have oriented me 

in this work.  

Relationality is not only central to many Indigenous knowledges, but it is inseparable from 

the question of ethics or “what matters”. Writing from the experience of working with 

members of the Ngāi Tahu (a Māori tribe) in protecting the Hurunui River and its 

watershed in Aotearoa New Zealand, Thomas (2015), describes how water management 

 
9 Note that this differs from Whatmore’s (1997) definition of relational ethics as the opposite to individual ethics. I am 
guided by material feminist and Indigenous scholarship in defining relational ethics in contrast to normative ethics 
(see Barad, 2011; Thomas, 2015) or morals / moralism, where ethical action is guided by pre-established rules that 
become divorced from the context in which they are practiced. 
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practices become shaped by ethical decisions from relationship to land and place as kin 

and the holistic landscape-based philosophy of Ki Uta Ki Tai or “mountains to the sea” 

(p.984). While Thomas’ account remains based on discursive descriptions in committee 

meeting settings, Sarah Wright and colleagues try to give a sense of what such a 

relational ethic feels like in practice through a deep and at times awkward collaboration 

with Bawaka Country, an Indigenous homeland in North East Arnhem Land, Australia 

(Country et al., 2015, 2016, 2019).  

Their research of “co-becoming” involves working through and grappling with “a relational 

ethic of care [emphasis added]” (Country et al., 2015, p.270). This relational ethic is felt 

through a methodology of attentiveness to all the dimensions of everyday practices such 

as fishing, hunting, gathering plants or storytelling. For instance, “fishing for wäkun, 

mullet” (p.273) involves paying attention to tides, the sound of the wind, empty bellies, the 

crackling of the fire and also the knowledge that eating wäkun means it “remains an 

important part of Bawaka and an important part of us” (p.279). Such a process, for the 

researchers, means knowing that responsibility is “not to Country but as part of Country” 

(2015, p.278). While research with Country might seem overly reliant on ideas of 

connectedness and co-becoming from long-term relations to tribe, land and place, 

questions about relational ethics emerge from troubled contexts of settler colonialism and 

a desire to challenge Euro-centric modes of doing research.  

This is perhaps more obvious with Métis scholar Dwayne Donald (2012) who writes about 

ethical relationality in the context of complex tensions that arise from Canadian colonial 

history and teaching in Kanai community (members of the Blackfoot confederacy) – and 

as someone whose genealogy is tied to colonizer and colonized (descendant of 

Papaschase Cree and late 19th century European settlers). For Donald, ethical 

relationality is “an ecological understanding of human relationality that does not deny 

difference, but rather seeks to understand more deeply how our different histories and 

experiences position us in relation to each other” and an “attentiveness to the 

responsibilities that come with a declaration of being in relation” (p.535). Similarly, in As 

We Have Always Done, Nishnaabeg scholar Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (2017a) 

writes about how to rescue and cultivate ethical practices when relations to land are 

challenged or lost though the ongoing displacement, violence and dispossession of 

settler colonialism.10 For Simpson, the ability to respond ethically can be salvaged and 

cultivated through “all the Nishnaabeg practices and ethical processes that make us 

 
10 Nishnaabeg (or Anishaabeg) means ‘the people’ and refers to an Indigenous nation encompassing the Ojibwe, 
Odawa, Potawatomi, Mississauga, Saulteaux, and Omàmìwinini in the settler colonial countries of Northern USA 
and Canada. 
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Nishnaabeg – including story or theory, language learning, ceremony, hunting, fishing, 

ricing, sugar making, medicine making, politics, and governance” (p.19).  

The ability to know what matters is inherent in having knowledge practices that are 

“braided rather than isolated and independent” (Donald, 2012, p.537). In the case of 

Bawaka, “everything in Country has ceremony, everything has song, everything has Law” 

(Country et al., 2015, p.276). For Simpson, recognising the relatedness of all these 

practices into a knowledge system is what allows for “making ethical, sustainable 

Indigenous worlds” (2017, p.25), for the immanent response-ability mentioned by Country 

and their collaborators. Where Donald (2012), Thomas (2015) or Country et al. (2015) 

refer to “relational ethics”, Simpson writes about “grounded normativity” (2017a, p.25). 

While the terms are different, my reading is that Simpson uses the term “normativity” to 

reclaim that which is Indigenous, queer or usually considered ‘out of the norm’.11 For 

Simpson, normativity is not fixed but imbued with movement or what she calls “kinetics” 

(2017a, p.19), and by grounding this movement through practices, ethical relations are 

constantly re-created and re-worked to adapt responses to shifting grounds and “resist 

and resurge in the face of ongoing colonialism” (p.19).  

The authors mentioned above highlight they way in which ethical and political aspects of 

relationality emerge from the ability to respond differentially to the always moving sets of 

relations and phenomena. They also show how this is done through practices of care and 

attention. What are the implications for understanding and practising a more than human 

commoning? This means we (humans) cannot content ourselves with a rational 

examination of causal relationships. Rather, the way of knowing-acting-being that is 

required in researching relational worlds is one that Barad calls ethico-onto-

epistemological. It demands “an embodied sensibility, which responds to its proximal 

relationship to the other through a mode of wonderment that is antecedent to 

consciousness” (Barad 2007, p.391). Theories and tools for studying affective 

experiences have been another helpful guide for doing this (see Chapters 7 and 9).  

Much like the attention to exclusions in material feminist writing mentioned above, 

Donald, Thomas and Simpson’s works underscore that ethical relationality does not 

mean cultivating all relations. Their work also points to where resisting relations might 

also be required. 

RESISTING RELATIONS 

The way in which I approach the concepts of relationality is guided by scholars who 

challenge tropes of connection and connectedness, work that takes into account Paul 

 
11 Norms refer to rules or laws, though in the context of Indigenous writing the concept of ‘law’ does not refer to legal 
institutional structures as most commonly known but as a way not to dismiss relational ethics as “just about social 
relations and philosophical anecdotes” (Todd, 2016, p.17). 
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Harrison’s earlier concern that “in the proliferation of biophilosophy, the unstoppable 

materialisation of actor networks and constructivist totalisations of the social or the 

cultural, few have been asking about breaks and gaps, interruptions and intervals, 

caesuras and tears” (2007, p.592). Although difference and otherness are central to 

material feminist approaches to relation, I think it is useful to turn more explicitly to 

postrelational geographies and anticolonial scholarship to elaborate this aspect further.  

Writing from the position of a postcolonial critique, Noxolo, Raghuram and Madge (2012) 

suggest that ethical practices – such as responsibility – might involve not just positive 

connection but also “refusal, denial, withdrawal and contamination” (p.418). This echoes 

Harney and Moten’s writing on the Undercommons (2013) (see Chapter 6). While the 

above work tends to be centred on human relations, the French Caribbean scholar 

Édouard Glissant’s work broadens the concept of relationality to be earthly, de la Terre. 

In Poétique de la Relation, Glissant (1990) explores Relation with a capital ‘R’, emerging 

from violent histories of colonialism, slavery, dispossession, and loss in the context of 

contemporary interdependences and a globalised market economy. Glissant’s writing 

gestures towards the questions: how does one cultivate relations with ‘otherness’ when 

uprooted, when connections to land are severed and lost? Question that echoes with the 

desires and fears in The Common House and Les Grands Voisins. How does one 

cultivate a sense of relation while also resisting generalisations and “les ghoules du 

totalitaire” (Glissant, 1990, p.145)? 12 Question that echoes my interest in the common 

and commoning as both autonomous and collective (see Chapter 6). These questions 

also echo Harrison’s (2007) warning of the dangers of going into a universalistic 

(totalitarian) idea of relations and of reinstating a kind of metaphysic that relational 

geographies were trying to question.  

What I find helpful in Glissant’s work is that these questions apply to relations with nation 

or identity and relations with “nature”. He asks how we might reimagine the words 

“environment” or “ecology” as "the idea of love of the earth”, an idea that can only be 

expressed with things that evoke a pleasure and intensity without the “sectarian 

intolerances” that can come from an idealised relation to the environment such as “the 

forces of the boucan or sweet cane syrup” (1990, p.166).13 For him aesthetics and poetic 

practices are a way of allowing the concrete to remain in any idea of relationality and 

express what he sees as relations necessarily paradoxical, disruptive, intrusive, and 

awkward qualities (1990, p.165). I come back to Glissant’s writing on poetics and poetic 

 
12 “the ghouls of the totalitarian”. Betsy Wing’s translation clarifies “totalitarian thinking” (Glissant, 1997, p.131) 
though I would suggest that resisting such a clarification is more in the spirit of Glissant’s writing. ‘The totalitarian’ 
perhaps reads less well in English but remains an open qualifier.  
13 The “boucan” refers to the wood-fired smoking pits used for preserving meat and fish used across the Caribbean; 
with “sweet cane syrup” these evoke sensory experiences from Martinique that for Glissant express the kind of non-
nationalistic or sectarian relation to place and earth he tries to develop. 



Orientations 

44 
 

practice in more depth in the third echo (Chapter 14) as it has guided me in my approach 

to ineffable affects. Glissant’s writing points towards the challenge of sensing or feeling 

the relational but in a way that is not necessarily beautiful, connective or harmonious.  

Challenging notions of connection is a central concern in Katherine Yusoff’s work on 

postrelational ethics, where she argues that “the possibility and promise of relation” is a 

“productive ethic of a social bond that is often, by default, less concerned with what may 

be hidden within and by those relations (that which is nested in the knots of relating)” 

(2013, p.209). She asks: “what happens to those that do not come inside along the 

sensual or temporal edge of our being? Those that are too resistant, too intimate, or just 

too transgressive to comfortably cohabit with?” (p.215). She mentions “the endocrine-

disrupting work of PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls) and POPs (persistent organic 

pollutants) in the fatty tissue of seals, or the effects of the shifting temperature zones on 

plant seasonality and insect intra-action” (p.218), or “that which is remote from human 

comprehension or intelligibility - like phytoplankton, seeds, fungi, geological epochs, or 

multicelled organisms at the beginnings of time” (p.225). Referring to Isabelle Stengers’ 

work, she says that one approach is to “be patient” so that other ways of sensing might 

develop, or existing ways of sensing might be unlearned. This kind of approach is akin to 

the practices I explore in the echo on discomfort (Chapter 12); practices of sensing 

spaces, intimacy, ideas and things we are attached to, privilege and uneven contexts.  

Posthuman and more-than-human research have paid particular attention to this question 

of sensing otherness and that which is troubling (as we have seen above with Haraway, 

2008; 2016). One example is Anna Krzywoszynska’s (2017) account of learning to work 

with and care for organic vineyards in northern Italy. For her, “becoming-working-vine” 

(p.134) required focus, knowledge, and physical labour in sometimes harsh conditions 

(rain, scorching sun or freezing temperatures), challenging “the notion of an effortless 

connection between doer and deed in the exercise of skill” (p.135). In their editorial on 

Posthuman Attunements, Brigstocke and Noorani (2016a) note that, although attunement 

it is often understood in terms of harmony or interconnectedness, it “also involves 

orientations to difference, dissonance, and suspension” (p.3).14 Brigstocke explores these 

less harmonious attunements through a photo essay on ways in which residents in an 

area of Wales at risk of flooding relate to “the deeply unsettling knowledges and 

experiences of climate change” (2016, p.93). Through the piece, he tries to “give a sense 

of the ways in which futures haunt everyday spaces” (p.93) rather than being explicitly 

 
14 Brigstocke and Noorani (2016a) outline four broad philosophical approaches to attunement that cut across 
multiple disciplinary and research traditions: Kantian tradition of stimmung, or attunement as an active and playful 
mediation between entities (e.g. Arendt or sensory methodologies in STS); post-Kantian phenomenology as 
receptivity, awareness, more of a passive experience (e.g. Ingold and authors in the Heideggerian tradition); 
embodied relationality where attunement means empathy and radical interconnectedness (e.g. Oosterbaan and 
spiritualist practices, Braidotti’s feminist materialism, or Indigenous scholarship); and more recently speculative 
modes of enquiry (e.g. Colebrook) where “attunement becomes deeply strange, uncanny, and uncertain” (p.3). 
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audible through references, fears or concerns. The uncomfortable potential future(s) of 

extreme weather events and increased risk of flooding have an eerie presence, yet one 

that Brigstocke argues might be “generative” as it holds glimpses of possibility, of “new 

modes of futurity” (p.93). This kind of uncomfortable attunement requires attention to 

what is not said; that which can be intimated through absence, through relations to 

landscape absent fears.  

Similarly, Yusoff (2013) argues that discourses of ‘access’ and ‘relationality’ alone are not 

enough. She argues that we must pay attention to that which is missed in the acts of 

trying to attune, to relate, to sense. Yusoff is not arguing against paying attention to the 

sensible, but rather that our ability to attend to the sensible allows us to better know what 

it is that is being included in our relational understanding, and thus perhaps what is not. 

To do this theoretical work she draws on the philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy’s writing and 

his assertion that there is a “nonrelational at the heart of relations” (2013, p.222). This 

means attending to what she calls the “insensible”, what is in between the acts of 

sensing; “in a sense we need to become more attuned to nothing, rather than something” 

(2013, p.215). Yusoff’s provocations guide my analysis of discomfort in Chapter 12, and 

its potential for attending to gaps and the less connective aspects necessary for 

cultivating relational worlds. 

EARTHLY RHYTHMS 

In this last section I turn to earthly questions and orientations from work on the 

relationality of space, temporalities and rhythm in geography. For human geographers it 

has become almost axiomatic that space is “relational”; that is to say, that space 

becomes “as the product of interrelations; as constituted through interactions, from the 

immensity of the global to the intimately tiny” (Massey, 2005, p.9). Doreen Massey (1992, 

2005) has been influential in developing a relational understanding of space, through 

challenging the association of space with stasis and time with movement and asks us to 

question the idea that the same temporal trajectories happen evenly across space (for 

instance mapping North-South globalisation and linear development models). Such 

conceptualisations also echo with anticolonial scholarship that question scalar 

separations, for instance Simpson’s assertion that local Nishnaabeg knowledge is also 

deeply international (2017a, p.55) or Glissant’s movement towards “globality” in his 

writing since the 1990s (Bongie, 2009). For environmental humanities scholar Rob Nixon, 

such anticolonial perspectives have implications for ecological relationality and can help 

to “diversify our thinking beyond the dominant paradigms of wilderness” towards what he 

calls “a transnational ethics of place” (2011, p.243). 

The 1990s also saw a rise in geography scholarship seeking to challenge the ongoing 

separation between space and time. Jon May and Nigel Thrift bring together studies of “a 
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multiplicity of space-times” (2001, p.3) in a collection on the geographies of temporalities. 

They suggest that taking a more spatialised view of temporalities allows us to recognise 

the “simultaneous coexistence of others” each with their “own trajectories and their own 

stories to tell” (p. 11). Given the attention to otherness in such work, it is unsurprising that 

the multiplicity of space-times is a growing concern in more-than-human or posthuman 

research. In their introduction to a special issue on posthuman temporalities, Rossini and 

Toggweiler (2017) argue that embracing these as “multiple, relational, ambivalent, 

incompatible, fragmented, ephemeral, discontinuous, and dissonant” (p.6) is not about 

creating a narrative that opposes supposedly singular temporal figures of capitalism or 

modernity (e.g. increasing speed, or the treadmill) but about creating “a more critical 

awareness of the politics of rhythm” (2017, p.7).  

This reference to rhythm points towards a material understanding of temporalities that 

resonates with the approach I take in this thesis, where rhythm is a way of grounding and 

locating temporal experiences. Henri Lefebvre’s work on rhythm in Rhythmanalysis 

(2004) has become an increasingly popular reference among geographers interested in 

the politics and ethics of rhythms (see Edensor, 2010) especially in relation to urban 

contexts (Hetherington, 2013; Kern, 2016; Simpson, 2008). Lefebvre draws attention to 

the omnipresence of rhythms, how they can reinforce, represent or perform norms and 

are inherently political; yet I find his distinction between rhythms which are “from nature” 

and those which are “acquired” unhelpful in developing work that is precisely challenging 

the absoluteness of such distinctions. Rhythm though can become “worldly” (2004, p.64), 

disrupting scalar differences and accentuating moments of dissonance and difference. 

Rather than theorising the relational qualities of space as or through rhythm, I use it as an 

orientation to attend to the material qualities of spacetimes.  

Attention to rhythm has also influenced Michelle Bastian in her work on time and agency, 

and her concern for “how to tell the time in the context of climate change, resource 

depletion, and mass extinctions” (2012, p.38). However, she focuses more explicitly on 

time (not rhythm) because for her “attempts to rework understandings of relationality must 

be accompanied by reworked accounts of temporality” (2011, p.97). She argues that one 

of the reasons for inaction in relation to the urgent and dramatic effects of climate change 

is the assumption of a separation between the time of “culture” and the time of “nature”, 

where natural temporalities (geological, astronomical or meteorological processes) are 

the “backdrop” of human experience (2012, p.23). She goes on to explore how 

leatherback turtles can perform the role of a different kind of clock that embodies effects 

of rapid changes in sea temperatures as well as longitudinal effects as long-lived sea-

faring animals. Developing a sensitivity to the ways in which multiple temporalities can be 

made visible in certain bodies can also be a way of recognising “the complexities and 
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incommensurabilities in what is all too often assumed to be a shared and all-

encompassing present” (2012, p.45).  

The problems of portraying climate change as a future scenario or one that is transposed 

into spatially distant experiences, builds on critiques of the domination of linear time, 

futurity and the spatialization of time in feminist (Greenhouse, 1996; Massey, 2005; 

Barad, 2017), postcolonial (Chakrabarty, 2009), decolonial (Ferreira da Silva, 2014) and 

Indigenous (Country et al., 2019) scholarship. This is evident for instance in Puig de la 

Bellacasa’s critique of technoscience as a “progressive, productionist, anticipatory 

temporal regime” (2017, p.175) through permaculture practices. For instance, the practice 

of “‘thoughtful and protracted observation’ before acting on the land and its processes” 

(2015, p.705) leads to relations to time that are not based on efficiency (for instance 

temporalities of seasons or foodwebs) and an awareness of “a multiplicity of entangled 

and involved timelines” (p.706).  

Bastian’s work gestures towards the ways in which time is materialised through relations, 

echoing a material feminist conceptualisation of space/time that is imbued with more than 

human agency (mentioned above). One of the ways in which this is done is through 

emphasis on embodied relations (e.g. human bodies, clocks, turtles, ocean currents…). 

Astrida Neimanis and Rachel Walker (2014) explore this temporal materiality by asking 

how we might “develop a feminist ethos of responsivity toward climatic phenomena” 

(p.558) through knowing time as “corporeal”. A corporeal temporal relation to something 

like climate change, they suggest, is accompanied by a shift in the way in which human 

bodies experience and express time itself, not as linear progression, stopping or 

stagnating, but as something “that we weather together” (p.570). “Weathering” becomes 

a methodological proposition, a way of enacting and sensing how bodies are “part and 

parcel of the making of time” (p.569); in the striation of rocks by waves; “a body’s 

implication in heat and cold; the warming effects of pharmaceutical traces left by a stream 

as it travels across thousands of miles; a tree’s memory of humidity, aridity, and 

saturation” (p.570). Weathering, for Neimanis and Walker, thickens the present, not 

merely folding in past and future but attending to “a material duration that is both broad 

and deep” (2014, p.570).  

Emerging from decades of ethnographic engagements between radical faeries in the 

USA and the Karrabing Aboriginal community in Northern Australia, Elizabeth Povinelli’s 

work questions the universality and inherently ethical qualities of a “performative” and 

“thick” present (2011, p.12) like the one Neimanis and Walker refer to. In Economies of 

Abandonment (2011), Povinelli critically examines the ways in which ethical responses in 

what I call concrete environments are often determined by “a kind of event and 

eventfulness – a crisis” and asks “how does one construct an ethics in relation to this kind 
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of dispersed suffering?” (p.4). To articulate this, Povinelli calls upon “the durative present” 

(p.3) as an alternative temporality to the eventful present; those moments, those bits of 

life and of living that aren’t extraordinary or shocking, but that are nevertheless full of 

violence and injustices. While the contexts I am researching are precarious in certain 

ways and make certain violent conditions of concrete environments more audible (see 

Chapters 2, 8 and 12), her analysis is generative in terms of thinking of the ethics and 

politics of temporal relations that refer to a “now”. Something that helps Povinelli in this 

task is to develop a critical account of materiality oriented to the assemblages of bodies, 

or phenomena referred to above.  

Although central to much feminist research, a focus on corporeality can still bear the 

traces of universalising assumptions (the “we” of Neimanis and Walker for instance) – 

which also extends to ways of understanding more than human temporalities. Instead, 

Povinelli develops temporal accounts of the “hereish and nowish” (2016, p.21) where 

making ethical decisions might involve “shattering the life-world in which a person finds 

herself situated” or living with the “constant threat of being saturated by the rhythms and 

meanings of another [life-world]” (2011, p.130). Thus, an ethical temporality is not just 

about going towards something, but about maintenance and care: “to be the same, to be 

durative, may be as emancipatory as to be transitive” (p.130).  

Taking the geographical wager of the importance of considering spatial and temporal 

relations together, this brings me to Deborah Dixon’s work on feminist geopolitics. In her 

material feminist analyses, she shows how attention to the carnal, or “the way of the 

flesh” (2014) also brings attention to substances which are not spatially incorporated 

(such as stem cells or viruses). Examining the agency of viruses in the geopolitics of 

contagion, Dixon and Jones III show how carnal considerations challenge the usefulness 

of scalar divisions altogether, and gesture towards a geography of “always within reach” 

(rather than micro and macro) and that is “inclusive of both objects and bodies, including 

microbial ones” (2015, p.231). They suggest thinking through sites rather than space(s), 

where the former think space-time as always being reconfigured, and not through linear 

processes (whether scalar or temporal). Thinking of commoning projects as sites rather 

than (micro) spaces within (larger) cities is thus a way to write about the experience of 

such projects as having resonance in multiple different temporal and spatial registers.  

In the next section I turn to scholarship on the commons and entangled commoning as a 

way to further contextualise the multiple temporal and scalar relations that weave through 

The Common House and Les Grands Voisins, and echoes most loudly in my analysis of 

urgency in Chapter 13.  
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6 |  FROM COMMONS TO COMMONING 

The work in this thesis is located in the shift from a focus on ‘the commons’ as space or 

resources to manage to the processes and practices of making and becoming 

common(s). In this section, I outline this shift (rather than presenting a genealogy of the 

concept of the commons) and show how it has opened a space for engaging with 

literature beyond political philosophies of the common/s, Marxist theory, legal studies, or 

environmental management.  

As I mentioned in Chapter 2, Linebaugh (2008) was instrumental in popularising a shift 

from the commons as something “out there” to manage, towards something that can only 

be produced and sustained by those involved in making it. The grammatical shift (from 

noun to verb) is a way of inscribing the inseparability of the material manifestation of a 

commons from those bodies involved in enacting it – otherwise known as ‘commoners’. 

For Linebaugh, this also has implications for how we understand and enact more than 

human relations: “to speak of the commons as if it were a natural resource is misleading 

at best and dangerous at worst – the commons is an activity and, if anything, it expresses 

relationships in society that are inseparable from relations to nature” (2008, p.279). 

Such a shift explains why scholars interested in commoning have engaged with 

knowledges that attend to affective, embodied and embedded ways of experiencing 

relations, and challenge human exceptionalism and nature/culture binaries. In the 

introduction to their edited volume Space, Power and the Commons, Dawney, Kirwan 

and Brigstocke (2015) characterise recent approaches to research on commoning that 

focus on the connection between human practices (e.g. of cooperation or care) and the 

spaces in which these take place as ‘entangled’. An entangled understanding of 

commoning offers three openings that are productive for examining questions of 

cultivating relational ethics in concrete environments that I examine in turn below: its 

many common grounds in political and ethical orientations, the emphasis on more than 

human commons as practice, and its cross-boundary openness across disciplines, 

temporalities and locations.  

MANY COMMON GROUNDS 

With a surge in scholarship on commoning, the term is used to describe a wide range of 

practices and approaches, not simply any kind of collective practices but those that have 

particular ethical orientations.1 Commoning practices are often linked to ideas of 

 
1 Web of Science at the time of writing (January 2020) shows that 161 papers have been published with 
“commoning” as the topic, three of which were published prior to 2011 and the rest then after. Publications in peer-
reviewed journal articles give a sense of the interest in a topic in formal/assessable research, and this is also 
mirrored in non-academic publications from The Commons Strategy Group including The Wealth of the Commons 
(Bollier & Helfrich, 2012) and Patterns of Commoning (Bollier & Helfrich, 2015), and Commons Transition and P2P: 
A Primer (Bauwens et al., 2017) from The Transnational Institute. 
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emancipation and hope that such practices will/do/could lead to positive social-

environmental-cultural change.2  

One way in which this is expressed is through statements about values, defined as any 

values opposing “betterment” and “order” as values of capitalism and the middle class 

(De Angelis, 2014, p.961) or any “values associated with commodity production – 

proprietorship, individualism, cupidity, avarice, representation, sadism” (Linebaugh 2012, 

p. 15). This is also accompanied by affirmative statements such as the prerequisite of 

equality (Hardt & Negri, 2004; Federici, 2011; Kirwan, 2015) and of values that have the 

capacity for creating new social relations (De Angelis, 2014).  

The affirmative mode echoes Marxist feminist scholars who draw on ethics of care 

(Federici, 2011; Barbagallo & Federici, 2012), where any values-based practices of the 

commons should be based on non-competitive and solidary forms of life. The feminist 

ethic of care acts here as a recognition of the always ongoing enactment of values 

through practices, giving more general ‘working principles’ within which to act. It is a 

similar kind of mechanism to that of a metaphysical bases for ethics that Blencowe (2015) 

writes about. She argues that the commons are profoundly spiritual in the experience of 

having something in common (rather than ‘being in common’ which would be closer to 

religious experience), and that spirituality works against the effects and causes of 

alienation; it inspires love and friendship, sustains energy and allows people to make new 

worlds. Spiritual experiences provide the backdrop for small acts of generosity. 

In contrast, Dawney (2013a, 2013b) brings attention to subjective and embodied 

practices that allow for cultivating a sensitivity to the world, commitment beyond the self, 

and an understanding of the effects of one’s actions. Nevertheless, much of the 

scholarship on commoning does not include an examination of the relations that 

characterise actual practices; the literature tends to focus on the types of practices (e.g. 

urban, environmental), what the practices are contesting, struggling against (e.g. 

privatisation, accumulation, neoliberal policies of trade, austerity), or the traditions that 

these practices follow (e.g. Marxist, libertarian, autonomist, liberal).  

De Angelis (2014) also suggests that there is a danger to homogenise different practices 

of commoning: “to modern cosmopolitan urban subjectivities, many contemporary urban 

or rural commons are often messy, disempowering, claustrophobic, patriarchic, 

xenophobic, and racist. These are obviously not the commons we want for an 

 
2 Some scholars have collapsed ‘commoning practices’ into any kind of collective governance or organising: De 
Angelis (2014) and Caffentzis (2010) use this as a strategy to denounce the neoliberal co-option of the idea of the 
commons and highlight the need for being explicit about the kind of commoning to be cultivated (anti-capitalist for 
Caffentzis and emancipatory for De Angelis). Yet, I think this creates unnecessary opposition between different 
kinds of ‘good’ or ‘bad’ commoning practices, reproducing a normative and capturing ethical orientation. 



Orientations 

51 
 

emancipatory perspective” (p.303) and that commoning “cannot be reduced to the 

stereotypes of commons theories” (p.302).  

My point here is that there are many assumptions about the inherent ethical nature of 

commoning practices, discussion about values that are “good” or “bad” for commoning, 

but little discussion about what kind of ethics is actually mobilised to explain, critique or 

describe such practices. I also suggest that the histories that such scholarship draws on 

(whether explicitly or implicitly) is central to understanding the politics (actual relations of 

power) and ethics (desired or potential relations of power) involved in such practices.  

In his historical work, Linebaugh (2012) identifies the geo-political horizon for the 

commons as 1803 - the year the Haitian revolutionary army defeated French colonial 

forces, of a lull in imperial rivalry between the newly formed United Kingdom of Great 

Britain and Ireland and France, and peaks in production, land privatisation and 

international trade. Although centred on a historical materialist (Marxist) analysis which 

has the danger of lumping a range of ‘pre-capitalist’ practices together as all against 

proletarianization,3 what Linebaugh’s analysis does is to challenge the notion that forms 

of commoning belong to “a timeless or eternal past” (2012, p.16). Furthermore, in 

developing his work around a transatlantic historical account of the commons by following 

the path of the Magna Carta and its kin treaty The Charter of the Forests, Linebaugh 

draws connections between demands for change and revolutions in 18th and 19th century 

Europe with colonial violences and collective acts of resistance (e.g. pirates) on the other 

side of the Atlantic. Where Federici (2004) examines how the global slave trade 

prefigured modes of production, dispossession, accumulation of wealth and capital, and 

disregard for “nature” that are characteristic of 20th and 21st century global economies, 

Linebaugh focuses on how these colonial processes meant Europeans activists were 

influenced by (what he calls) commoning practices in West Africa, the Pacific Islands, the 

Mayan civilization in Central America, and modes of resistance and self-organisation 

within Caribbean plantations.  

In so doing, the commons brings together political vision, future and temporality, space, 

and practices of ‘being with’. It enacts what Chatterton in his research with UK social 

centres (2010) and climate activists (Chatterton, Featherstone & Routledge, 2013) refer 

to as a heterogeneous coming together of anti-, despite-, post- capitalist political 

imaginaries. Millner (2015) reminds us too, through the history of commons projects in 

 
3 Linebaugh contends that practices such as matriarchal agriculture among the Iroquois, the organisation of West 
African villages, slave provision grounds in Jamaica, or practices of rundale (collective landholding) in Ireland, all 
have in common an opposition to proletarianization, the loss of subsistence, and the values of commodity 
production – ‘proprietorship, individualism, cupidity, avarice, representation, sadism’ (2012, p.15). The ways in 
which these encounters with capitalist economic practices were experienced varied tremendously, with interactions 
with local climates, disease patterns and internal conflicts for instance. Furthermore, proletarianization was perhaps 
relevant for shifts in production patterns in Europe, but plantation economies and slavery in colonial territories – 
although connected – cannot be equated. 
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19th century UK (the work of Octavia Hill), that commoning practices aren’t always aligned 

with the same political objectives. I want to hold on to these narratives, to resist the idea 

that the commons has “a glove fit with any model put forward by any romantic or radical 

versions of what constitute good or socially just systems”  (De Angelis, 2014, p.302).  

MORE THAN HUMAN COMMONS 

Even when starting to address the first gap/limitation and looking at commoning practices 

(as the examples mentioned above), scholarship tends to focus on the individual, human, 

subject as the main site of political and ethical agency and responsibility. This is made all 

the more challenging because activist groups and commons think-tanks perpetuate this 

division. For instance, Bauwens et al. (2017) write that “commons tell us the specific what 
(as in resources), who (the communities gathered around the resources) and how (the 

protocols used to steward the resources ethically and sustainably for future generations) 

of these relational dynamics” (p.10). 

Linebaugh (2008, 2014) writes about the inextricable link between “nature” and 

“commoners”. Yet, writing in this way, “nature” remains defined as something other and 

outside of the commoners. This distinction in discourse is also easier than thinking of 

commoners as “more than human” in practice.  

“You say more-than-human commoner… so, do you mean the building is contributing to our 

collective?”  

“I guess so, but…I mean I painted the walls otherwise it wasn’t contributing in a good way…” 

“So is the paint a commoner?” 

“ha! Does paint have agency? Does it matter?” 

“does a commoner need to have agency? Oh…” 

“…ah stop, my mind is blown!” 

This conversation might be real, I had a few that could have been like this early on in my 

fieldwork, conversations that started feeling quite ridiculous at the time. So what is it 

about that way of talking about things that makes it seem ridiculous? No matter how 

‘brave’ I felt in bringing up odd and ‘wacky’ ways of articulating how the collectives 

involved more than human participants, it did not seem to go very far, or indeed be very 

useful. I argue that this is because just speaking of the link still maintains them as 

separate in the way in which the relationship is thought-lived-experienced. Only speaking 

does not radically challenge our worldviews, or perhaps not radically enough. Language 

is part of it, and we certainly need a different kind of language about the common, but 

one which is embedded within a different way of understanding the link between 

knowledge and experience, one which comes from what Barad calls “ethico-onto-
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epistem-ologies” (2007, p.90) stemming from feminist and non-western knowledges (see 

Chapters 3 and 5).  

A few scholars have started to challenge the centrality of the human in discourses of the 

commons by attending to actual practices. Singh’s (2013, 2017) recent work draws on an 

ecofeminist practice and over twenty-five years of working on community forestry 

initiatives in Odisha India, to theorise an approach to commoning based on Spinozist 

theories of affect. Her work analyses practices of commoning from more than human 

perspectives. She describes practices of commoning of those involved as always having 

been explicitly and intentionally about “world-making practices” (2017). The experience of 

the ‘‘jungle surakhayari’’, or forest conservationist is described as an embodied and 

collective affective one: 

“an interweaving of the individuated ‘‘I’’ and an anonymous collective ‘‘one’’ that depends 

on sensory perceptions of the species, the collective heritage of language and forms of 

cooperation, and the general intellect. The day-to-day embodied practices in the forest, 

through which one sees the mahua flowers spread on the forest floor, smells its 

intoxicating scent, and feels the shade of the tree in the smoldering heat as one gathers 

and touches the flower are all affects that depend on senses that are part of a generic 

biological endowment.” (Singh, 2013, p.195) 

Other examples include Bresnihan (2015) who draws on Deborah Bird Rose’s 

ecofeminist ethics of care to frame practices of commoning in Irish fishing communities as 

cultivating alternative forms of world-making through attention and generosity. Also 

working with fishing communities in Scotland, Nightingale (2011) has examined 

“irrational” actions that permeate decisions among fishermen, linked to their experiences 

at sea and relations to their environments. These less “reasoned” actions are linked to 

affective relations, which Nightingale (2019) explores more explicitly in her work in rural 

Nepal where having more intimate relations to the forest through daily activities and 

learning to cultivate medicinal herbs allows some women to contest dominant “relations 

of extraction” with the forest (p.29). While these focus on interactions in more “natural” 

environments, a few scholars also examine more than human commoning in cities. For 

instance, Metzger (2015) calls for expanding the way in which we think about urban 

planning to include non-humans, using the example of wolves who have returned to 

urban parks in Stockholm and should be integrated into city planning rather than continue 

to be escorted out of city boundaries. Through a more philosophically-oriented 

investigation, Miriam Tola (2017) uses the example of an “instance of commoning” 

(p.238) emerging from the formation of aquifer-fed lake from construction in central Rome 

next to an extant autonomous social centre. She argues that “the watery formation 

slowed down urban development and enabled the making of the common” and as 
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activists studied the area, it created new and differentiated attachments to “ecological and 

geological conditions” (p.251).  

Though focused on ecological relations in fisheries, parks, animals or water bodies, such 

scholarship challenges fixed boundaries between “nature ends and the social begins” 

(Tola, 2017, p.251). They gesture towards a more than human sociality central to the 

material feminist and Indigenous scholarship outlined above (Chapter 5). Recalling 

Haraway, such perspectives still miss awkward infrastructural and machinic presences. 

Nevertheless, connecting the discursive shift towards “entangled commoning” with 

practices opens possibilities for examining relations “that involve asymmetry” and “the 

possibility of relation without reciprocity” (Tola, 2017, p.251). These perspectives also 

guide my analysis in Chapter 12.  

CROSS-BOUNDARY 

Emerging work on commoning – which this thesis contributes to – intertwines what might 

be seen as separate or even incompatible genealogies, including continental 

philosophies challenging the unity of the common/collective (e.g. Jean-Luc Nancy, Paolo 

Virno, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, and Gilbert Simondon), scholarship in Science 

and Technology Studies (e.g. Bruno Latour, Isabelle Stengers and Donna Haraway),4 

new materialisms (e.g. Jane Bennett), writing on aesthetics and attunement (e.g. 

Rancière, Arendt), and feminist (e.g. Sylvia Federici) and eco-feminist (e.g. Deborah Bird 

Rose, Maria Puig de la Bellacasa) ethics of care.  

The notion of ‘commoning’ and its grammatical form are particular to Anglo-Saxon 

dominated contexts, in contrast to the notion of ‘the commons’ which continues to be 

used, more or less critically, in relation to common pooled resources and collective 

governance practices across the world.5 Recently, feminist political ecologists have 

introduced the idea of commoning into an emerging attention to the politics, gendered 

and affective dimensions of commons and community projects (Elmhirst, 2011), as a way 

to focus on relations of power and the influence of multiple and intersecting identities in 

how organising takes place in relation to the commons (Clement, Harcourt, Joshi, & Sato, 

2019). This work brings attention to embodied and affective dimensions of commons 

governance and the notion of ‘socio-natural becomings’ (Singh, 2017; Nightingale, 2019). 

 
4 I have included Donna Haraway in ‘Science and Technology Studies’ here in terms of her work on the cyborg and 
influence on ‘posthumanist’ thinking. Her work is also in the line of feminist and queer scholarship, but not 
specifically in terms of ‘ethics of care’ which is what many other authors focus on from feminist and eco-feminist 
scholarship.  
5 See for instance the work of the International Association for the Study of the Commons (IASC, http://www.iasc-
commons.org/) which was started by Elinor Ostrom and populated by her students, though some of this work has 
been co-opted by development agencies into community-based natural resource management and 
instrumentalization of indigenous knowledges to serve that purpose in the absence of the state and as an 
alternative to private property (thanks to Rebecca Elmhirst for this insight). Linebaugh (2008, 2012) has also looked 
at the different cultural expressions for the notion of commons across contexts since the 19th century.  
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Focusing on practices in non-Euro-centric contexts is a commitment to acknowledging 

other knowledge traditions, the cross-fertilisations that take place for instance with alter-

globalisation movements (see Chapter 3), and thus better define commons/commoning 

thinking in the UK and France as the locations of my research sites. In North America, the 

commons take on an altogether different significance in the context of settler colonialism 

and slavery, a context that grounds Harney and Moten’s notion of the Undercommons 

(2013). Their work brings together Italian autonomist political philosophy and Black 

Studies in a collection of texts that explore what it means to think about the common and 

the collective for those who inhabit the undercommons - Black people, Indigenous 

peoples, queers and poor people. For those inhabiting the undercommons, making 

demands has historically meant making assumptions that the alternative is “better”, and 

as a result, the process of demanding administratively defined legal rights, better 

lifestyles, or access to property has led to the undervaluing of other ways of organising, 

being and imagining ways of being “in common” (Harney & Moten, 2013).6 They expand 

on what the alternative to “demands” might be in the context of their work as subversive 

intellectuals: the impulse of the undercommons is “to rely on the honor, and to insist on 

the honor” of those who share in its condition and to “steal from professions, from the 

university, with neither apologies nor malice, to steal the enlightenment for others, to steal 

oneself with a certain blue music, a certain tragic optimism, to steal away with mass 

intellectuality” (p.40). Their proposal stands in contrast to grounded and place-based 

knowledges such as Nishnaabewin (Simpson, 2017a) or Ki Uta Ki Tai (Thomas, 2015): 

Harney and Moten argue that the Black perspective of total displacement and slavery 

calls for embracing “homelessness” or the impossibility of home (2013, p.96).  

What does this mean for conceptualising ethical relationality? This means recognising the 

possibility of perspectives that are totally other, that have been erased by the smooth 

surfaces of concrete environments, saying “let’s look at this shit from our perspective, 

from the perspective of the ones who are relegated to the zone of the crazy or, to be 

more precise, I hope, from the absent perspective, or absence of perspective, of the 

delirious, the more and less than crazy” (Harney & Moten, 2013, p.137).  

First nations scholar Eve Tuck and colleague Wayne Yang (2012) argue that even 

decolonial moves such as Harney and Moten’s undercommons can never fully challenge 

the idea of human superiority over nature. For them, practices of commoning will always 

be infused with the idea of the ‘commons’ which carries with it ideas of ownership of non-

human others - the French revolution led to the abolition of slavery (even if temporarily) 

but not property rights (p.27). Yet, in other parts of the American continent the idea of the 

 
6 Harney and Moten give the example of the Black Panthers movement: it was in resisting the assumption that the 
dominant ideas of success, rights and progress are better that the movement was truly radical, in not demanding 
the normative alternative, but imagining a different one (2013, p.17). 
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common has been reappropriated, for instance the concept of comunalidad which is “a 

neologism coined independently by two Indigenous leaders of Oaxaca, Mexico, in order 

to share with others their way of being and thinking, as an active we, a communal subject 

defining the first layer of personal identity” (Esteva, 2014, p.i152).  

The undisciplined connections that commoning affords has allowed me to stay with the 

trouble when examining relational practices in European sites of commoning. The 

commons push me away and bring me back, as a language that is now increasingly 

tethered to practices and concrete contexts and open to ideas of relational worlds 

outlined in Chapter 5 above. In doing so, commoning offers a thread that connects The 

Common House and Les Grands Voisins, among others, yet also resists a universalising 

relation that Harney, Moten, Tuck and Yang warn against. The ethics and ethos of more 

than human commoning also welcome entanglements inherent to relationality, but also 

call for some unravelling. It guides me to resist idealising such practices and examine the 

multiple and sometimes contradictory histories, imaginaries and practices that converge, 

or are indeed absent, from the sites I am learning with. Examining questions of affective 

relations more closely also helps with this unravelling.  
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7 |  AFFECT 

Writing on affect has offered important orientations for my research. It gestures towards 

ways of knowing the world I outline in Chapter 5 that are not easily expressed in techno-

scientific terms or theoretical frameworks, and to approaches for examining the contested 

and entangled politics of sensing, feeling and acting. Thinking with affect has been 

influential in critical left scholarship interested in immanent social change and the 

intermeshing of ideas of the common and the commons. This is found most notably in 

Hardt and Negri’s (2004, 2009, 2017) Spinozist Marxist articulation of the multitude, and 

more recently Montgomery and bergman’s (2017) exploration of joyful affects against 

“rigid radicalism” (p.22) in left activism-scholarship that recognises “Indigenous 

resurgence and Black uprising” in the context of North America (p.115).1 However, there 

has been little attention to affect in more concrete commoning practices; few exceptions 

come from researching the aesthetic and sensory qualities of artistic practices in the Paris 

commune (Brigstocke, 2013) and the work of feminist political ecology scholars (some 

mentioned above) interested in questions of emotion, embodied practices, subjectivity, 

gender and exclusions in sites of “socio-natural becomings” (Nightingale, 2011; Singh, 

2013, 2017; González-Hidalgo & Zografos, 2019).  

The way in which affect is approached in relation to actual practices of commoning hints 

at the breadth of genealogies and theorisations of affect. In The Affect Theory Reader, 

Seigworth and Gregg remind us that "there is no single, generalizable theory of affect: not 

yet, and (thankfully) there never will be” (2010, p.3). Affect has been a concern in 

Spinozist-Deleuzian, psychoanalytic and feminist philosophies, science and technology 

studies, non-representational geographies, critical theory, women’s studies, and feminist 

anthropology, with varying attachments to definitions and conceptual boundaries.2 It 

comes from muddy, un-delineated relatedness not dialectical opposition, from a position 

of movement rather than stasis, within which I still want to draw out some threads.  

The way in which I approach affect in this thesis draws on ethnographically-infused 

theorisations of affect in geography, anthropology and cultural studies that understand 

affect as the not always visible expressions of how bodies are of the world, as “the 

expression, reflection and enactment of specific relations within some form of relational 

configuration” (Anderson, 2014, p.10). My understanding draws from more explicitly 

Spinozist and Deleuzian ways of theorising affect (see Anderson & Wylie, 2009), and I 

 
1 This relationship is further evident in Anderson’s (2014) work as he introduces affect in Marx’s writings and the 
affective quality of capital and capitalism, or Lordon (2010) on the influence of Spinozist philosophy in contemporary 
Marxisms. 
2 A full review of genealogies of affect theory is not within the scope of this work, for a helpful and recent overview 
see Simpson and Brigstocke (2019).  
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work with a (fuzzy) distinction between affect and emotion as a pragmatic separation of 

categories, not a way to diminish the importance or value of emotion.3  

In this section I outline three aspects of writing on affect that have guided my work and 

echo in Part IV of the thesis through my analyses of discomfort, urgencies and ineffable 

affects. Affect scholarship: ~ allows for multiple ways of knowing the world; ~ brings 

attention to the political and ethical dimensions of collective agency; ~ can analytically 

focus on collective experiences and practices. I turn to each of these in turn.  

OF THE WORLD 

In various performances, interest in affect emerges from Euro-centric genealogies that 

seek to challenge the valuing of mind over body, human over human, human over nature, 

animate over inanimate, reason over emotion, material over imaginary, that characterise 

dominant epistemes of concrete environments.4 Affect invites researchers to examine the 

way in which the interactions that characterise relationality are made sense-able to 

humans, either directly or through reading effects on bodies, where bodies are not 

necessarily human or delimited by flesh. Indeed, Spinozist theories of affect (often 

through Gilles Deleuze’s writing) have been influential in the development of ecologically-

oriented new materialist (Bennett, 2010) and posthuman (Braidotti, 2006, 2019) relational 

philosophies.5 My guides though have been more specifically scholarship that has taken 

affect to more ethnographically-grounded contexts in nonrepresentational and 

postphenomenological geographies, and (feminist) anthropology.   

Nonrepresentational and postphenomenological geographies attempt to broaden the 

sphere of experience from which we make sense of the world, to include emotions, 

intuition, or physical encounters with bodies, things and spaces (Popke, 2009; Thrift, 

2008). The intention is explicitly an ethical one, as it seeks to challenge dominant 

‘representational’ ways of knowing and expand the “ethical field” in which scholars – 

geographers in particular – move (McCormack, 2003). What I draw on from this body of 

work is how affect has been examined in relation to performative and embodied practices 

such as dance (McCormack, 2003; Simpson, 2008; Somdahl-Sands, 2013), walking 

(Dawney, 2013c), visiting heritage sites (Tolia-Kelly, 2007; Crang & Tolia-Kelly, 2010), 

farming (Gorman, 2017; Krzywoszynska, 2017), or travelling in public transport (Bissell, 

 
3 I follow Anderson (2014) who argues that the use of categories is a heuristic not an ontological separation or claim 
(p.83). 
4 In the Affect Theory Reader, Seigworth and Gregg (2010) identify eight areas of scholarship that engage with 
ideas of affect, from often occulted practices of human/non-human relatedness, cyborg assemblages, non-
Cartesian philosophies, psychosocial and psychoanalytic inquiry, feminist, queer and disability theorists, 
performative theories, or science and science studies interested in the messiness of worlds.  
5 A crucial critique to hold onto in relation to affect is the universalising claims that it makes. This is why I take work 
on affect as an orientation rather than a theory or unique framing for my research, and argue that when considered 
in a critical lens it can be part of a respectful engagement with a more plural or ‘pluriversal’ understanding of 
relational worlds (see Esteva, 2014 for more the pluriverse and commoning). 
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2010a). For instance, drawing on experiences doing ethnographic fieldwork in South 

West England, Dawney (2013c) elaborates on the way in which visceral reactions to 

writing on a stile during a long-distance walk – “a general unease, a jolt, a sense of the 

untimely” (p.637) – are embodied effects of (not necessarily conscious) imaginaries of 

Englishness or national identity. Such work performs the imbrication of conscious 

thought, implicit imaginaries and embodied experiences with the context, landscape, 

environment, texts, discourses or objects that are present in a specific relational 

configuration. As researchers, can thus attend to the more than human nature of relations 

while acknowledging the role of human perception in any such research (Stenner, 2018). 

In addition to this work, scholars at the intersections of geography, anthropology and 

cultural studies (e.g. Stewart, 2007, 2017; Navaro-Yashin, 2009; Bear, 2015) have also 

been important in the scholarly conversation of how to do the “hard work” of “specifying 

modalities and apparatuses of affect” (Grossberg, 2010, p.315), ensuring that affect 

doesn’t escape into an ontological category. This is what Anderson and Wylie (2009) call 

a “thoroughly materialist” understanding of affect, one that involves examining how 

“qualities usually associated with immateriality, figurative or affective effects, are of 

matter, rather than standing in opposition to it” (p.332). The circulation of affect in 

ethnographic work is not disembodied and thus consistent with the material feminist 

commitment to resisting the separation of ontology and epistemology I outlined in 

Chapter 5. Such an approach also echoes Barad’s (2003) emphasis on performativity 

and diffraction in such work. 

Indeed, taking the materiality of affect seriously means recognising the inseparability of 

what we are researching from the way in which we do so. Another important aspect of 

nonrepresentational-types of approaches to research on affect is that they assume a 

performative understanding of knowledge. This means that “theory is of the world it so 

describes” (White, 2017, p.179) and the texts that researchers read and write are part of 

any process of knowledge production (Dawney, 2011). This also means that the way in 

which we research affect is tied into how we conceptualise it. This is why experimentation 

(Last, 2012), creative approaches (Hawkins, 2015; Brigstocke & Noorani, 2016b) and 

attention to skills and techniques rather than methods (McCormack, 2015; Pitt, 2015; 

Simpson & Brigstocke, 2019) have been a central part of writing on affect and crucial 

orientations for my fieldwork. I come back to this in more detail in Chapter 9.  

When grounded in ethnographic experiences and performing a relational and onto-

epistemological positionality, affect also allows for respectful engagement with 

Indigenous knowledges that do not separate thought from place or embodied feelings 

such as ‘place-thought’ (Watts, 2013; Country et al., 2016) or the South-American 

concept of sentipensar (Escobar, 2016). Another important aspect of work on affect as a 
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lens for researching how bodies are of the world has been engagements with 

longstanding work on embodied knowledge among feminist scholars (Fischer, 2016; 

Pedwell & Whitehead, 2012). Along with the work of decolonial scholars, critical feminist 

engagements with affect have been important in ensuring such work remains attentive to 

questions of power and politics – I now turn to this.  

AGENCY, POLITICS AND ETHICS 

Orienting work through affect is not only a way to examine the materiality of relations 

between bodies, imaginaries, spaces, discourses, etc., it does so by theorising the effects 

of affect. Affect brings together material relationality outlined in the previous section with 

agency, potential, or capacities for action/response/change that are implied in this thesis’ 

emancipatory-inflected question: “how to cultivate?”. This is particularly the case for 

Spinozist affect theories which have been of interest in critical theory and political 

philosophies of the multitude and the commons, for instance in highlighting importance of 

joyful affects in radical social change (Ruddick, 2010). Feminist philosophers Moira 

Gatens and Genevieve Lloyd (1999) also work on a contemporary re-articulation of 

Spinozist affect in terms of the emancipatory goal of both understanding and transforming 

affects and how they circulate (p.69). Affect is linked to a shift in attention from “what 

things mean to what things do” (Whatmore, 2006, p.604), emphasising the role of 

affective and practices in shifting sedimented bodily patterns, empowering individuals and 

developing new relational subjectivities with the nonhuman world (Krzywoszynska, 2017; 

Wijnendaele, 2014). 

Bodies are defined by their different capacities to affect and be affected (Deleuze & 

Guattari, 2004, p. 283), drawing attention to multiple agencies of material assemblages. 

This immanent understanding of agency is similar to emergent material feminist ones 

(see Chapter 5). It also means that studying agency does not require focusing on the 

subject while also acknowledging that subjective experiences are always part of affective 

conditions. I am not interested here in questioning this understanding of agency but 

rather asking what implications does it have in terms of ethical relations.  

Understanding relations through affect directly involves questions of politics and ethics. If 

affect creates potential, and in the case of people, power to act individually and 

collectively, questions arise as to what direction such actions take. Affect does not have a 

“natural” ethical orientation but rather has political ambivalence (Bargetz, 2015), and 

“affects are an inescapable element within an expanded definition of the political” 

(Anderson, 2014, p.164). For instance, in the echoes I examine how discomfort and 

urgency are not “good” or “bad” affects but rather that the ethical dimensions of 
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commoning are evident in how they are sensed and practiced.6 Bennett describes this as 

“increase[ing] the friction against the moralistic reflex” (2010, p.126). While she stays 

within the language of morals and “antimoralism”, I am more interested in the way in 

which examining affective relations means moving away from a morals-based 

understanding of ethics towards a relational one. This is what Protevi calls political 

affect’s “ethical standard” (2009, p. 51); considering the politics of affect means 

recognising that affect is not merely about describing what bodies affect/are affected by 

what bodies but examining “what is at work” in the way in which relations are made 

material (Dawney, 2011, p.599). We need to ask: does affect increase the capacity of 

bodies to take action? And if so, which bodies? How do environments and affective 

conditions also shape bodies’ capacities to draw positively on affects? Does it enable 

them to form mutually emancipatory relations? 

What feminist and decolonial scholars do is to remind us to keep the political in any 

analyses of affect, to not flatten them (see Watts, 2013). My approach draws on critical 

writings on affect that highlight the different capacities of bodies to affect and be affected. 

I write in the line of Tolia-Kelly (2006) who cautioned colleagues over a decade ago to 

ensure affect does not remain a euro-centric theoretical encounter. This involves, for 

instance, being aware of personal and social histories, and when “acknowledging power 

geometries of our present as linked to our pasts, we can make complex and assert the 

differentiating forces [emphasis added] that effect the parameters and flows of affectual 

capacities and sensitivities which course and shape the rhythms of everyday living” (Tolia 

Kelly, 2006, p.215). Keeping with the decentring of the human experience, such an 

approach still recognises the specific role of human relations in cultivating, sensing 

affects and articulating them as emotions. As such, she argues, we need “a continued 

engagement with historical contextualizing towards a non-universalist understanding of 

emotional registers” (Tolia Kelly, 2006, p.216). One way of keeping in sight the different 

capacities to affect and be affected is to bring together seemingly contradictory writing on 

affect and emotion: “alternative conjoining of ‘affectual/emotional’ geographies and power 

geometries offers a political orientation that is historicist, and thus wise to the pitfalls of 

modernist ideology (feminism included) and thus is not sold on a universalist scale of 

measurement and encounter with emotions and geographies of affect” (p.216).  

For instance, in his writing on the making of racialised and ethnicized relations in the UK, 

Lim (2010) brings together Sarah Ahmed and Gilles Deleuze to examine how such 

processes are formed through actual bodily interactions or institutional structures (with 

 
6 Spinoza’s whole work is in fact interested in the ethical questions that arise from understanding the world in a 
material-relational way. He also suggests that ethical social change is not just about cultivating joyful affects but 
also about paying attention to sad passions as these can motivate as well, and joyful and sad affects can be used 
equally for ethical and unethical political means (see Gatens & Lloyd, 1999; Montgomery & bergman, 2017). 
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Ahmed) and the affective potentials of cultural memories, or ‘the virtual’ (with Deleuze). In 

her work on the interplay between subjectivation and affect, Dawney (2013c) also brings 

into conversation two approaches that are in conceptual tension: a Spinozist 

understanding of affect with Foucault’s historically situated understanding of the subject. 

The reader is invited to read affective experiences in relation to discourses of English 

nationalism, experiences of economic and cultural marginalisation, the loss of rural ways 

of life, and the privilege of those bodies that are passing through the landscapes. Bringing 

these two registers together allows Dawney to emphasise that embodied and affective 

knowledges should be read in relation to wider social and cultural contexts. She argues 

that, rather than being ‘problematic’, this tension between “interrogatory, interpretive 

mode of critique that seeks genealogical relations […], and an ethico-aesthetics of affect 

that acts as opening on specific situations, enabling the possibility of the new […]” (p.637) 

can instead expand theorisation and generate more capacity for producing “alternative” or 

new forms of knowledge. I expand on this in Chapter 11.  

COLLECTIVE AFFECTS 

In this thesis I focus on examining the possibilities of collective practices that stay with the 

trouble of concrete environments rather than focusing on the ways in which affective 

conditions shape formation of subjects and subjectivity.7 Important work has been done 

on the latter, to show the workings of power in relations of national identity, gender, race 

or notions of belonging (see Lim, 2010; Nightingale, 2011; Dawney, 2013c; Singh, 2013). 

However, while this responds to a desire to ‘decentre’ the subject, the human subject still 

often remains the focus of analysis (Anderson, 2014, p.105).  

My third orientation from work on affect is the focus on what Anderson calls “affective 

conditions” or “the environments within which people dwell” (2014, p.105). Although not 

always theorised in relation to European philosophies, attending to collective affects is 

also central to (often feminist) anthropology (e.g. Abu-Lughod, 1986; Navaro-Yashin, 

2009; Povinelli, 2011), writing that helps to ground theoretical orientations to specific sites 

and questions. My research started with a theoretical interest in affect which has guided 

me methodologically. The focus on collective affects as a way to examine the potential of 

practices came out of my located analysis in commoning projects. I hold on to 

ethnographically-infused articulations of collective affects (see Navaro-Yashin, 2009) and 

“the ambiguities that surround” (Anderson, 2014, 138) terms such as ‘atmospheres’ or 

‘resonances’ rather than establishing or espousing any singular definition. Analysing with 

these two perspectives is a way of addressing concerns that just focusing on 

atmospheres can ignore the role of historic and sociocultural forces (Brown, Kanyeredzi, 

 
7 This is a focus, or lens of analysis as I do not oppose collective to individual but understand the two as constitutive 
of each other, especially articulated through the idea of the common or the multitude.  
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McGrath, Reavey, & Tucker, 2019) and allows for the kinds of “contradictory” readings 

mentioned above. 

In Encountering Affect (2014), Anderson offers “structures of feeling” and “atmospheres” 

as two ways of thinking about affective conditions, where structures of feeling are 

collective affects that influence bodies’ capacity to affect and be affected (pressing or 

setting limits) and atmospheres are an “affective quality” that float in between things and 

may exist ambiguously (p.137). While not wanting to keep with a necessarily strict 

division between the two, the way in which Anderson articulates the difference is useful in 

articulating how I write about affects in the echoes. I first turn to more structural collective 

affects and then to atmospheres and Bissell’s (2010a, 2010b) writing on affective 

resonance as a second orientation that allows me to focus more on the transformative 

potential of collective affects.  

Anderson develops the idea of structures of feeling in conversation with the work of 

Marxist social theorist Raymond Williams through examples of emergency planning, 

precarity and crisis as “modes of governing and experiencing uncertainty” (2014, p.131). 

This relates to work in cultural theory and anthropology around the identification of 

affects, or feelings, that structure or condition contemporary conjunctures, such as 

Tsing’s (2015) focus on precarity, Berlant (2011) on optimism, Povinelli on love (2006) 

and abandonment (2011), or Bear (2015) on productivity and friendship as affects of 

austerity capitalism. Located across the USA, Australia, Japan, and India, these 

examples speak to experiences of bodies existing in global capitalist, late liberal and 

colonial societies; affective conditions then “link different sites, occurring across them, 

and create something like a predisposition to self, others and the world” (Anderson, 2014, 

p.160). While I did not set out to identify structures of feeling in my fieldwork, the 

commitment to ‘staying with the trouble’ meant that those affective conditions I ended up 

focusing on (such as urgency) certainly structure the experiences of bodies in concrete 

environments. 

The second way of approaching collective affects is in terms of atmospheres and 

resonances. There has been a growing interest in articulating collective affective 

conditions as atmospheres in geography and nonrepresentational research, from affects 

of everyday experiences (Stewart, 2011, 2007), mobility studies (Bissell, 2010; Simpson, 

2019), to political economy and securitisation (Anderson, 2014; Stephens, 2016; Hitchen, 

2019), relations with climate, weather or the ‘elements’ (Adey, 2013; McCormack, 2017), 

or sonic and architectural environments (Gallagher, Prior, Needham, & Holmes, 2017; 
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Gandy, 2017).8 Although an evocation of atmospheres has been central to much 

ethnographic writing and scholarly engagements with the sensory,9 it is only in the last 

decade or so that the concept has gathered theoretical attention, and particularly through 

affect theories.  

Atmospheres have been evocatively described as “the diffuse, collective nature of 

affective lives” (Anderson & Ash, 2015, p.34), shifting shapes of collective feeling that 

“envelop and emanate from particular ensembles that are gathered together for different 

durations around particular bodies” (Anderson, 2014, p.160-161). Bissell describes 

atmospheres as forming “part of the ubiquitous backdrop of everyday life’’, a backdrop 

that is ‘‘forceful and affect[s] the ways in which we inhabit…spaces” (2010, p. 272). 

Atmospheres are thus clearly geographical, relating to experiences in particular contexts. 

This is particularly relevant in terms of attending to collective affects in sites of urban 

commoning. 

The concept of affective resonance, in contrast, comes from psychology and cognitive 

science where the focus is specifically on how affects circulate between human bodies 

(Kemmer, Peters, Weber, Anderson, & Mühlhoff, 2019). However, when describing the 

circulation of affect between human bodies, seats, leaflets and discourses of comfortable 

travel, Bissell’s (2010a) way of articulating affective resonance comes quite close to the 

idea of atmospheres. Bissell’s version of affective resonances are then similar to how 

McCormack describes atmospheres as something “to be understood in ways that engage 

a range of more-than-human processes and relations while also remaining attentive to 

how these processes and relations are potentially sensed in moving bodies as so many 

intensities of feeling” (2008, p.414). Yet, there is a difference in emphasis that might be 

interesting to tease apart. For instance, in Part IV I describe discomfort as an affective 

resonance (Chapter 12) and urgency as an atmosphere (Chapter 13); here, the two differ 

in the extent to which collective affects are readily translated into named emotions, and 

the ease with which affects can be sensed in human bodies.  

Another aspect of scholarship on atmospheres is that it emphasises the connection 

between affect and aesthetics and orientations to attending, attuning and sensing ways of 

inhabiting worlds (Stewart, 2011), to things that are “distributed yet palpable, a quality of 

environmental immersion that registers in and through sensing bodies while also 

remaining diffuse, in the air, ethereal” (McCormack, 2008, p.413). While this points to the 

fact that atmospheres must be ‘felt’ or ‘sensed’ for them to have an affective ‘charge’ or 

 
8 Recent panels at the 2019 RGS-IBG conference also include interest in affective atmospheres of archives in 
historic geography. While atmospheres is a concept used across a variety of disciplines, I focus here on scholarship 
converging in geography.   
9 For instance, the German philosopher Gernot Böhme’s 1993 paper Atmosphere as the fundamental concept of a 
new aesthetics is often cited as a reference in developing an articulation of atmospheres as having affective 
potential (see Anderson, 2014).  
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potential, this does not mean that there is a causal relationship between atmospheres 

and emotions or expressed feelings. All (collective) affective conditions, Anderson 

argues, “are constantly being expressed in feelings and qualified in emotions, existing in 

a tensed space-time between the finished and unfinished, the ephemeral and the 

structural, the determinate and the indeterminate” (2014, p.161) and it is important to 

remind ourselves that each description of such a relationship is particular to a site, might 

have explanatory power at a given moment, but is not the structure of a theoretical 

framework.  

Thus, examining the structural and atmospheric qualities of collective affects together 

offers ways of thinking through the conditions that mediate encounters taking place 

between bodies, and in how these are felt and embodied through emotion. The analysis I 

present in Part IV has involved examining affects of discomfort, urgency, magic, cool, or 

full of ‘spirit’ that work as structures of feeling in a broad sense, as conditions that inhibit 

or trouble the cultivation of relational worlds as well as their qualities as atmospheres or 

resonances that might be reclaimed or practiced as sources of immanent potential for 

positive change through worldly relational practices.  

~ 

I have outlined above how writing on material feminisms, relational ethics, more than 

human commoning and affect presented in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 orient the work of this 

thesis. They have offered philosophical, theoretical and methodological engagements 

that have influenced my identification of the sources (Part I) of this work, the way in which 

I have attempted to learned with The Common House and Les Grands Voisins (Part III), 

and echo through this learning to shape my analysis of three collective affects (Part IV). I 

compose Part IV with the echoes of these orientations: of resisting relations and the 

politics of affective conditions in concrete environments with discomfort (Chapter 12), of 

more than human commoning practices and earthly rhythms with urgencies (Chapter 13), 

and of the relationality of all things, disruption and uprootedness with ineffable affects 

(Chapter 14). These are also orientations that allow the kinds of awkward conversations 

between theoretical perspectives and approaches to research that Tolia-Kelly (2006) and 

Dawney (2013c) welcome. In the following chapters I materialise more than human social 

relations by attending to commoning practices and unravel the ethos of commoning by 

examining such relations through collective affects. 
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PART III – LOCATIONS 

 

 

 

 

 

~ 

Please play Track 2 and move to the next page when you hear  

the cello playing a sustained note. 

 

 

 

 

~ 
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— URBAN NATURE — 

 
 
 
a streak of oil curls 
around boats and feet and floating things 
canals are now quite clean 
 
the narrow path along the water 
busy in the morning sun 
 
look up to shining windowpanes 
of newly built apartments  
with quiet views 
 
the channels snake through forests 
of brick metal glass concrete 
 
an urban jungle 
biomasse de béton 
where for some living is harshest 
 
yet the yellow moon 
still comes out to play 
 
silver hues and night lights 
spot cobble stones and freshly painted walls 
through lines of trees in pots 
 
capucines black wheat rosemary tomatoes or thyme 
moveable feasts in wooden boxes 
 
now growing in big bags 
rose bushes uprooted in winter 
saved from construction destruction 
 
plants also die in pots 
empoté the geranium was not so resilient after all 
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still the concrete jungle’s pot-able soils 
welcomes many roots 
becoming the greenery of mother lands 
 
the bittersweet somewhere to be found 
in contrasts and confusion 
 
tall towers disorient sun and sight 
yet legs feel the relief 
down hill towards the river 
 
water bears the traces 
of concrete ways 
 
 

WRITTEN 20 APRIL 2020, LAST UPDATED 9 MAY 2020 – SAMPLING 

FIELDNOTES PUNDERSONS GARDENS BY SIANA BANGURA (2017) AND 

CONCRETE JUNGLE BY BOB MARLEY & THE WAILERS (1973).  

 

~ 

 

 
 

SKETCH OF NORWEGIAN PROVERB HEARD DURING MY FIELDWORK, 

“WITH TOO MUCH ROOTING, ONE ENDS UP POTTED [MEANING 

CLUMSY/HEAD IN THE DIRT]”. 
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8 |  IN AND BETWEEN PARIS AND LONDON 

As I mention in Part I of the thesis, my research is located in London with The Common 

House and in Paris with Les Grands Voisins. Following Povinelli, I refer to both of these 

as projects to signify the involvement and participation (agency) that characterises these 

sites. Povinelli uses the term “social projects” in particular to capture processes and 

practices “that attempt to capacitate an alternative set of human and posthuman worlds” 

in collective contexts, where the researcher attends to overlapping “multiple moral and 

political calculations” of different individuals’ life projects that “proliferate” rather than the 

particular subjective backgrounds of each (2011, p.6). 

I approached The Common House and Les Grands Voisins for a few reasons. A key 

aspect is that both explicitly identified their work in relation to concepts of the commons / 

being in common / making commons / commoning and both engaged with this in a 

physical location. In both cases several different groups interact in this location. In both 

cases friends had also introduced me to the projects, or made me aware of the 

pertinence of their work to the idea of the commons and the kind of research questions I 

was interested in.  

Another aspect has to do with the cities the projects are located in; London and Paris are 

large cities that I did not know very well prior to doing my doctoral research yet are 

located in national contexts in which I have lived and thus already had some personal 

networks and socio-political insights. Choosing London and Paris is not, however, about 

developing regional research, but rather to investigate collective practices in somewhat 

familiar contexts that might bear insights to questions cultivating relational ethics in 

concrete environments. In Chapter 2, Part I (A tale from two cities) above, I briefly 

introduced the two projects, the socio-economic context in which they emerged and the 

different relations to ideas of commons and commoning. In this chapter, I present each 

project in more detail (who/what is involved) and how my differing involvements 

influenced how I have learned with the people, spaces, bodies, materials and affects that 

exist in and permeate the projects. In the sections With Les Grands Voisins and With The 

Common House I also describe aspects of the projects and spaces that will help 

accompany the reader through the echoes (Part IV). In the last section I examine the ‘In 

and between’ as my ethnographic approach to multi-sited research and their location 

within Paris and London.  

WITH LES GRANDS VOISINS 

South of the Seine in an area known as posh, a place to stay for the sick and where many were 

born is now a site where people care for each other. Built by bits with brick, stone, lime, clay 
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and more, its rough walls are full of bright paint, the air sweet and sour with big dreams and 

harsh life, and the ground sown full with seeds. Meet fowl, three cats, a turtle and bees. Some 

call it a port, a bank where one can choose to fix their gaze far off shore or get busy on the 

docks.1  

Background ~ Les Grands Voisins started in 2015 on the site of the former Saint-Vincent-

de-Paul hospital in the 14th arrondissement of Paris,2 known for its Haussmanian 

architecture and layout and as a relatively wealthy and mostly residential area. At the 

time of writing in spring 2020 it is still ongoing (in its second phase) and due to finish in 

2023 with the opening of a new écoquartier.  

The project was initiated through a few interlacing threads. The hospital closed its doors 

in 2011 and in June 2015 the sale of the 3,4 ha (60 875 m²) site was finally agreed, 

transferring ownership of the land from Assistance Publique Hôpitaux de Paris (APHP) 

the national public body that governs hospitals in Paris, to the municipality, La Ville de 

Paris (APHP, 2015). The sale was granted for the site to be redeveloped into mixed-

use/sustainable housing neighbourhood; prior to the sale, APHP made an agreement 

with Association Aurore (whose directors at the time were friends) that granted the latter 

the right to use the site from 2011 to the end of 2017 as long as they covered charges 

resulting from their activities (this was also justified as it saved APHP 4 years’ worth of 

security fees worth thousands of euros). Association Aurore is one of a few large 

associations responsible for emergency social housing in France,3 and operates 

unconditional acceptance to their accommodation from people referred by the Samu 

Social; this means they do not select on any basis and those living thus include long or 

shorter-term homeless people from France, elsewhere, with or without papers.  

Another thread was an existing appetite within Association Aurore to rethink emergency 

social housing. They had already started experimenting with this in 2014-15 with 

L’Archipel in Paris,4 a project that included office space for social enterprises in the same 

building as housing provision. This is spoken about (in official documents and among 

 
1 I have chosen to start each project presentation with a paragraph of one hundred words of one syllable each – the 
last sentence is inspired by the editorial from Le Sabot aux Grands Voisins by Antoine Jobard (2016) "Les Grands 
Voisins sont un port, une rive où l’on peut choisir de fixer un point sur l’horizon, ou bien s’activer sur les docks." [Les 
Grands Voisins are a port, a riverbank where one can choose to fix a point on the horizon, or to get busy on the 
docks]. 
2 The city of Paris is geographically bounded by a ring road (le périphérique) and administratively divided into 20 
arrondissements; the 14th is in central-south Paris near the entrance to the catacombs. Each arrondissement has an 
elected mayor that can decide on the provision of local services but that mostly have an advisory role in terms of 
budgets. As of 1st of January 2019 the city authority is known as La Ville de Paris, a unitary authority (collectivité 
unique à statut particulier) merging what was formerly separated administratively in between commune and 
départment. This decision is pertinent to the Saint-Vincent-de-Paul development as one of the main reasons for it 
was to facilitate a more unified urban planning process which the site is part of.  
3 The term association is French means ‘society’ but refers here (and in the thesis unless otherwise indicated) to a 
wide range of not-for-profit organisations that are legally registered under a law passed in 1901 (also known as 
Association Loi 1901). This is a much more permissive and broad legal structure for organisations than in the UK for 
instance which legally separates charitable organisations from cooperatives or the more recent category of 
Community Interest Company (CIC).  
4 http://www.larchipel.paris/larchipel/ 
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staff members from the association) as a way of creating “mixité sociale”,5 reference also 

to a longstanding policy orientation in France towards social cohesion. Thus, in 2015, the 

person in charge of L’Archipel was invited to also become the director for the Saint-

Vincent-de-Paul site where four emergency social housing units were already in 

operation, each with relative organisational autonomy. Justice, who was involved in these 

early stages tells me that the new appointment was done with a view to develop the site 

into a more experimental and mixed-use space. This led the new site director to get in 

touch with Plateau Urbain, a relatively new association (now a cooperative) that 

specialises in conventions d’occupation temporaire,6 to help create a more effective and 

less time-consuming way of renting out spaces to community organisations, artists and 

social enterprises in the numerous still vacant buildings of the former hospital. 

With a future neighbourhood in sight and this existing interest from Association Aurore, 

the local authority of the 14th arrondissement wove in another thread: it wanted the space 

to be open to the general public. As the sale went through, Justice tells me even though 

the legal agreement was with APHP, their first contact (until December 2017) was the 

local authority for the 14th arrondissement, and the latter invited another association to 

join in: Yes We Camp. Yes We Camp works along the lines of architects’ collectives that 

do installations in public spaces. They were set up in Marseille when the city was 

European Capital of Culture, and their aim is to create new kinds of relationships to 

bodies, environment, people, in public spaces, to encourage (less usual) interactions and 

links between people. What the local council perhaps didn’t anticipate was that Yes We 

Camp did more than just build campsites. Their public campsite in Marseille was also an 

experiment in making commons, in challenging how to live in the city, subverting the role 

of public spaces, working with materials, and taking time to sense the wider environment. 

Charlie, who has been involved in both projects, tells me that having a trusting and 

permissive local authority was crucial for this to happen, and a similar dynamic was 

created in Paris.  

In early 2015 the local authority asked the three associations to “present a project to us, 

we’ll have a look and that way we can present it together to the city council” Justice 

recalls; this was the “first big piece of work together” and “we did this first presentation to 

the local authority, and at the beginning it was a little tense actually because each 

organisation was trying to find their place”. At the same time, Association Aurore has a 

mandate as an emergency provider, and before the second meeting with the local 

authority Justice tells me “the Coallia centre for housing migrant workers came onto the 

 
5 The term mixité translates to ‘social diversity’ though it is a more institutionalised term linked to social policies in 
France since the late 1990s around integration and respect for different cultures; it is more akin to the use of the 
term ‘(social) cohesion’ in the UK. 
6 In English these are called ‘meanwhile leases’, legal leases of vacant buildings while planning permission or other 
administrative processes are being completed. 
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site, and that was pretty much imposed on the local council who weren’t too happy about 

that”.7 It is in this context that Les Grands Voisins emerged as a collective project. This 

kind of collaboration between associations was and remains quite rare in France and the 

project has attracted significant media attention nationally and increasingly internationally. 

It has led to the creation of a similar project in Marseille and Les Grands Voisins was 

featured alongside other “Lieux Infinis” the 16th Venice Biennale’s French pavilion.  

The project ~ My initial interest in Les Grands Voisins was the link to the idea and 

practice of commoning or “la fabrique du bien commun” which was the subtitle of the 

project. This came through the promotional and communications materials, even though, 

as I mention below, it was not a perspective that was shared or agreed to between all 

parties involved. I got to know about the project as I was writing my doctoral research 

proposal through my friend Chloé who was living in Paris and volunteering in the 

community kitchen as it opened in autumn 2015. I started my fieldwork in the summer of 

2017 knowing the project might end in December, yet as I arrived for my first two-week 

long visit in September 2017, I heard unofficial talk of the project being extended to a 

second phase.  

At the time of starting my fieldwork what became known as the first phase of the project 

was ongoing. There were up to 1000 résidents, people living on site,8 mostly in 

emergency social housing, 6 people living in a youth hostel built with the campsite, and 

another 6-8 in the Yes We Camp apartments. Added to this, 600-800 occupants worked 

in studios or offices that gradually opened in 8,000 m2 of the total 35,000m2 of buildings 

and exterior spaces. The spaces were refurbished and decorated by those moving in with 

help from the three associations coordinating the project: sharing building and decoration 

materials and sourcing second hand equipment. Yes We Camp took on the refurbishing 

and running the community restaurant/bar and had responsibility for construction and 

aménagement in common areas and areas open to visiteurs (members of the general 

public). They did so involving the résidents as much as possible and also relying on over 

a thousand one-off or longer-term volunteers over two and a half years. During the first 

phase, the site was open to the general public from Wednesday to Sunday for 

workshops, an increasingly popular Sunday brunch, or events such as sustainable 

fashion shows, mini-festivals, a flea market, gigs, DJ sets and more. Roles and duties 

were allocated through a web-hosted spreadsheet for each week, the image below gives 

a brief impression of the organisation involved. This is also where volunteers would sign 

up (in the yellow squares). 

 
7 Coallia (https://www.coallia.org) is an organisation that specialises in housing (low-cost shelters) for young African 
migrants. 
8 The official number was around 600 yet most involved in the project, including those managing the shelters, knew 
that more people were in fact living in close quarters.   
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Association Aurore remained legally responsible for the overall “occupation” of the site, 

running a weekly steering group meeting jointly with members of the Plateau Urbain and 

Yes We Camp. After the project opened to the public and welcomed more organisations 

there was increasing desire for more involvement in project governance so the 

coordination team organised an assembly open to all living and working on site: le 

Conseil des Voisins. The first phase involved a significant input of paid and unpaid 

labour, which many I spoke with saw as motivated by the temporary nature of project, 

and there was an expectation that everyone joining the site also joined a project. Yes We 

Camp also included an ‘artists in residence’ scheme in the Ateliers Partagés where 

practitioners would have a studio space in exchange for running workshops or getting 

involved.  

This meant there was a real willingness from those coordinating to encourage people to 

take things on if they wanted to and had the energy. The steering group was thus more 

involved in legal responsibilities, organising waste collection, and coordinating 

relationships with the local authority and developers. Over time subtle changes in power 

relations also took place especially as the number of paid roles increased (Yes We Camp 

grew almost threefold over a period of two years). The project also saw an increase in 

Service Civique volunteers, a scheme where the French government subsidises 

internships for young nationals from 16-25 years in associations.9 There continues to be a 

lot of reliance on these young people to develop and run initiatives on site, some of them 

with more experience and intuition around developing collective processes than others. 

Involvement in the running of the project was and remains an issue of contention given 

the desire to create a common project and the investment (perceived and material) of 

those making their studios and offices while the three coordinating organisations also 

 
9 The internships can last between 3-6 months (with a possible two-month extension); the government contributes 
600 and the hosting association 100 Euros per month for the young person’s stipend. It is not quite minimum wage 
so is legally not a job. Not-for-profits must apply for a number of slots and the organisations running Les Grands 
Voisins often reached the limit of slots available.  
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clearly held different responsibilities. The project however was marked by the desire to 

constantly question existing practices and an acknowledgement that Les Grands Voisins 

grew into something that neither of the organisations could have anticipated or done on 

their own or indeed without those living and working on site.  

Although the space was not huge it did require some time to get oriented and know what 

different names were used to refer to; it was common for people to get lost and you could 

find graffiti on the sites of buildings saying “are you lost? Ask your neighbour for 

directions”, and several versions of a leaflet-map were produced throughout the project 

for visitors. Early on I also decided to copy a map of the site onto the inner cover of my 

notebook; I have included an annotated version of this map below (annotations in grey).  

 

The fact that the project was on a former hospital site was omnipresent, some even 

referring to the bad signage as a reminder of always getting lost in a hospital. It inspired a 

lot of the building work as materials left behind after the closure were reused and 

repurposed. Names of buildings were kept, the original signage used to inspire a typeface 

designed for the project, and archival work commissioned by the APHP provided stories 

and practical information for the project.  
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The image on the above is an anonymous photograph from 1886 of the laundry building 

(buanderie or lingerie) featured in the archival report (Borjon, Vin, Losserand, Pielok, & 

Garnier, 2013, p.21). Charlie told me that it was by revisiting this photo that they realised 

they could take down internal walls and recover the original arches when redoing the 

Lingerie for the second phase of the project. The history of the project was also a way of 

locating the new écoquartier in a longer temporality of public service, including a timeline 

from the 17th century in the leaflet produced for the “future Saint-Vincent-de-Paul 

neighbourhood” in 2017. The fact the project was on an old hospital site also contributed 

to some of the eeriness in certain spaces and discomforts; it certainly meant that the 

emergency housing facilities were far from adequate. 

The photograph below, taken in June 2017 as I visited the site for the second time shows 

the open space towards the main entrance. It shows elements such as wooden platforms 

to sit on and seats around the fire hydrant on the right-hand side which Camille later told 

me were deliberate experiments to encourage sitting with unusual objects. The original 

hospital signage, adapted with the signature deep yellow colour of the project, is visible 

on signs that indicate common areas and repeated on some painted surfaces. It also 

shows the chimney of the original boiler house now repurposed into workshops, a shop 

and small outdoor bar. Centre-left are also a light installation made with recuperated 

bottles and behind, a large black box housing the site’s banya, the only outdoor wood-

fired sauna in Paris at the time. The trees are hiding some of the buildings, but their 

different styles can be guessed through the leaves: brick, stone, older and newer. 
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My fieldwork in Les Grands Voisins involved eight in-person visits of 10-16 days spread 

out between July 2017 and June 2018, with remote contact in-between the visits and 

formally data gathering until September 2018. During this time the project moved from its 

first to second phase which led to closing the site for three months (January-March), 

reducing the size of space available by approximately half (around 12,000m2), opening a 

new call for participating organisations/artists (60% of individuals/organisations already 

present were selected for the second phase) and changing the organisational and 

financial structures (from combining roles in the three associations to creating a new 

coordination group funded by the project). 

The work in this thesis draws on ethnographic fieldwork over this time, including taking 

part in meetings, activities on site, volunteering at the community restaurant/bar, taking 

part in collective building or planting activities and carrying out 12 ethnographic 

interviews. The fact that I was present during the transition phase also influenced the kind 

of activities that I took part in as someone who was not there for long continuous periods 

of time. More formalised activities I took part in included collective deconstruction and 

construction activities, helping the coordination team by being a reference point for 

people interested in doing research on site, taking part in the group trying to collate 

information on the first phase to do a kind of summing up of experience and the collective 

writing of a manifesto, co-creating a sound archive, co-organising feedback workshops 

for volunteers, and advising on governance questions for the second phase. Therefore, 

while my analysis and echoes are grounded in the experience of the first phase of the 
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project, they are also infused with learning that takes place in the in-between timespace 

of transition.  

deconstruction (December 2017)  construction (January 2018) 

  

The temporary nature of my visits, relative distance to my “home” in Brighton compared to 

London, and the fact that the project did not lack organising capacity meant that my 

involvement with Les Grands Voisins felt more like a friend and companion: committed 

and present but not an active member.  

I finish this section by sharing the manifesto, a collective writing process I took part in 

December 2017, drawn from the experience of the first phase of the project. I found the 

final version printed and placed at the entrance to the new community café as I returned 

for the opening of the second phase in February 2018 (I return to the manifestos of both 

projects in Chapter 13, and include them in this Chapter for reference, see below).  
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MANIFESTE 
FACE A LA VIOLENCE DU SYSTEME, A NOTRE EPOQUE OU 

30% DES DEPENSES MONDIALES SONT CONSACREES AUX 

ARMES, 30% A LA DROGUE, ET 10% A LA PUBLICITE, CECI 

N’EST QU’UN MANIFESTE. 
UN MANIFESTE DE GRANDES VOISINES ET DE GRANDS 

VOISINS.  
L’ESPERANCE RESTE GRANDE, DES SOUFFRANCES ET DES 

INCOMPREHENSIONS PERDURENT. L’URGENCE DEMEURE.  
MANIFESTE IMPARFAIT 
NOUS SOMMES ACTEURS DE CE SYSTEME AVEC CHACUN 

SA DYNAMIQUE PROPRE,  
DES REALITES 
DES RELATIONS A LA VIE ET A LA SURVIE 
DES AMBITIONS 
DES IMPLICATIONS 
DES REVENDICATIONS… 
DIFFERENTES 
ET DEPASSER LES BARRIERES SOCIALES N’EST PAS UN 

ELAN SIMPLE. 
ICI ENSEMBLE, AVEC NOS DIFFERENCES, AU QUOTIDIEN, 
CET ESPACE DES GRANDS VOISINS A PERMIS DE SE 

DECOUVRIR ET DE RENCONTRER L’AUTRE. 
NOUS AVONS FAIT LES GRANDS VOISINS, ON RESTE SUR 

NOTRE FAIM MAIS ON A ENVIE DE LA TRANSMETTRE. 
AILLEURS, ENSEMBLE ET AVEC D’AUTRES… 
IL EXISTE DES PONTS ENTRE L’UTOPIE ET LE REEL, ISSUS 

DES FAILLES DU BETON ET DE L’ACTION PUBLIQUE.  
IL FAUT UN DOIT A L’EDUCATION PERMANENTE, LA 

VALORISATION DE TOUTES LES FORMES DE TRAVAIL, 
L’EXPRESSION LIBRE DES TALENTS POUR RESOUDRE DES 

QUESTIONS COMMUNES. 
IL FAUT DES LIEUX ET DES TEMPS POUR FAIRE 

PRECEDENT, POUR SE METTRE EN LIEN AVEC D’AUTRES 

TERRITOIRES, D’AUTRES EXPERIENCES, ET POUVOIR 

INVENTER D’AUTRES FORMES DE SOCIETES, PARITAIRES 

ET EN HARMONIE AVEC TOUS LES AUTRES ECOSYSTEMES. 
VIVE LA VILLE OU L’ON VIT, TRAVAILLE, DORT, MANGE, 
APPREND, UNE VILLE OU L’ON SOUFFRE, OU L’ON SOIGNE, 
OU L’ON S’AIME, PLEURE, PARLE, CUISINE ET RIT DANS 

TOUTES LES LANGUES. 

MANIFESTO 
CONFRONTED WITH A SYSTEM OF VIOLENCE, IN OUR TIME 

WHERE 30% OF GLOBAL SPENDING IS ON WEAPONS, 
30% ON DRUGS, AND 10% ON ADVERTISING, THIS IS 

ONLY A MANIFESTO.  
A MANIFESTO OF GRANDES VOISINES AND GRANDS 

VOISINS.10 
OUR HOPE REMAINS GREAT, SUFFERING AND 

MISUNDERSTANDINGS PERSIST. THE URGENCY REMAINS.  
IMPERFECT MANIFESTO 
WE ARE ALL ACTORS OF THIS SYSTEM EACH WITH ONE’S 

OWN DYNAMIC,  
WITH DIFFERENT 
REALITIES 
RELATIONS TO LIFE AND SURVIVAL 
AMBITIONS 
IMPLICATIONS 
DEMANDS… 
AND GOING BEYOND SOCIAL BOUNDARIES IS NOT A 

SIMPLE GESTURE. 
HERE, TOGETHER, WITH OUR DIFFERENCES, EVERY DAY, 
THIS SPACE OF GRANDS VOISINS HAS ALLOWED US TO 

DISCOVER AND MEET ONE ANOTHER. 
WE HAVE MADE LES GRANDS VOISINS, WE ARE LEFT 

WANTING BUT WITH A DESIRE TO SHARE. ELSEWHERE, 
TOGETHER, WITH OTHERS… 
BRIDGES BETWEEN UTOPIA AND REALITY EXIST, FROM 

THE CRACKS OF CONCRETE AND PUBLIC POLICY.  
PERMANENT EDUCATION IS A RIGHT. THE VALUING OF 

ALL FORMS OF WORK AND THE FREE EXPRESSION OF 

TALENTS TO RESOLVE COMMON QUESTIONS ARE 

NECESSARY. 
SPACES AND TIMES ARE NEEDED TO MAKE PRECEDENTS, 
TO CREATE RELATIONS WITH OTHER TERRITORIES, 
OTHER EXPERIENCES, AND BE ABLE TO INVENT OTHER 

FORMS OF SOCIETY THAT ARE EQUAL AND IN HARMONY 

WITH ALL OTHER ECOSYSTEMS.  
LONG LIFE TO CITIES WHERE ONE LIVES, WORKS, 
SLEEPS, EATS, LEARNS, CITIES WHERE WE SUFFER, 
WHERE WE CARE, WHERE WE LOVE, CRY, SPEAK, COOK 

AND LAUGH IN ALL TONGUES.  

 

  

 
10 I have left the original French here as the sentence only has meaning in a language with gendered words: this 
sentence emphasises the feminine grandes voisines to change from the usually masculine formulation of the project 
name (in French masculine takes over in a large group).  
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WITH THE COMMON HOUSE 

A few strides from the tube – east on the red line – stands an old brick block. There is a steel 

plate on the door, the wood too old for this street. Tape says to buzz 5E and a voice will let 

you in. The wood planks creak as you make your way down the hall to the flat and signs that 

read ‘tread light’ line the way. Knock. “Come in!”. Walls are lined with Riso prints - bright 

pink, red, blue – they catch the eye and move the heart. The room is close to tidy and a bit like 

home. 

Background ~ The Common House was set-up in its current location in 2013 by 

individuals and groups who had been involved in various ways in the Climate Camp and 

Occupy London movements mentioned in Chapter 2, with the desire to have a less 

temporary and safe(r) space for political organising. Founding members include x:talk 

(feminist sex worker-led workers co-operative), Feminist Fightback (anti-capitalist feminist 

collective), PlanC (a pluralist anti-authoritarian communist collective) and No Fly on the 

WALL (collective for Black women in the UK).11 Given the nature of their work, the 

collective started with a position of accessibility and non-criminalisation: they did not want 

to put those involved at risk (more than they would normally experience), for instance 

around illegal occupation or squatting.  

At the time, x:talk was already set up as a project and had access to grant funding that 

allowed them to take the lead on renting a privately-owned studio apartment located in a 

mixed-use reconverted building from early 20th century fabric industries in Bethnal Green, 

East London. The location is quite central, within a formerly working class borough and 

near to public transit links going across the city (at the inner edge of Transport for 

London’s zone 2). A member of x:talk remains legally responsible for the flat although it 

was set up as a collective project: The Common House. The project joined the small 

number of social centres in London including the Feminist Library, MayDay Rooms, 

LARC, The Field and DIY Space, a network that was revitalised as I was getting to know 

the Common House in 2017 and linked into a wider national network.  

Historically, social centres developed as autonomous community spaces often based in 

squatted buildings with a strong grounding in radical left politics;12 changes in legislation 

and the increased criminalisation of squatting have meant that social centres now have a 

variety of legal forms, different degrees of public and private funding and organisational 

structures. With the organisations that helped set it up and this wider political context, 

The Common House is grounded in radical politics, feminism and the language and 

 
11 See The Common House website ‘Who is involved’ section (https://www.commonhouse.org.uk/about/who-is-
involved/) for more information and links for each group.  
12 See also Chatterton’s (2010) work for a closer examination of activists in urban social centres in the UK, their 
historical roots in squatting and anarchist movements and historical openness to plural perspectives (for instance 
how people inhabit anti-, post-, and beyond- capitalist perspectives). 
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philosophies of the common and commoning. From the beginning it has had a 

commitment to nurturing a non-partisan project open to those that might not have prior 

experience in organising, people of colour, women, or people who identify as queer or 

gender non-conforming. This was also achieved through the look and feel of the space, 

which people coming for the first time often described as “clean”, “welcoming” “cool” or 

“like home”.13  

The walls are also pasted with posters and 

flyers from various campaigns and groups, 

often with overt radical feminist messages 

such as “revolution is an act of love”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The project ~ The space is collectively and voluntarily run by members of the groups that 

make use of the space, ensuring the rent and bills (not negligible due to central London 

location) are paid. The photos below show the large common room and open plan kitchen 

with necessary utensils for catering to large groups. To the right of the front door (at the 

back of the left-hand picture) there is a separate office that was sound proofed early on in 

order to host an independent radio station.  

 

 
13 This was sometimes contrasted to the lack of cleanliness and care that some experienced in some other social 
centres (or expected because of the way anarchist or leftist spaces are often demonised in popular culture), or 
boring and alienating ways of running meetings in more traditional leftist groups. 
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Aside from collective events such as assemblies, this means that the space is usually 

only used by one group at a time. Although The Common House does not have outdoor 

space, over the years the project has tried to cultivate a relationship with the Bethnal 

Green Nature Reserve five minutes walk away at the end of Pundersons Gardens.  

In summer 2017, I decided to help with a crowdfunding campaign to “Save The Common 

House” which led us to gather quotes from groups using the space and bring together 

useful numbers: between September 2013 and July 2017, The Common House hosted 

well over 1,500 events and meetings making up approximately 7,000 hours of community 

action facilitated through the space or support on a full time basis for nearly four years. 

We were able to do this by extracting data from the online booking system and list of 

events, which include: film screenings, public meetings, debates, book launches, yoga 

sessions, childcare, massage therapy, a community barber shop, pole dancing lessons, 

self-help groups, writing workshops, banner making workshops, radio broadcasting and 

all manner of meetings.  

I found out about The Common House through a friend who used to be involved in a 

group called Autonomous Tech Fetish. Although no longer active, the collective used to 

run workshops responding to technological change through hacking, skill sharing and 

better understanding the relations between technology and human experiences. My first 

visit to the space was to attend one of the monthly “admin meetings” as they were called 

at the time. I was able to know about the meeting thanks to the open calendar on The 

Common House website. In the first months after I started getting to know the project and 

joined a group investigating potential new spaces for the project as the current space was 

(remains) deemed no longer suitable for the kinds of activities groups wanted to be doing 

(largely due to the lack of a street-facing entrance and paper-thin walls). At the same time 

the project stumbled into a situation of financial crisis which put its very existence into 

question – leading to the crowdfunding campaign. This situation largely shaped my 

involvement and the character of my ethnographic work.  

Being based in Brighton, my fieldwork involved frequent and short visits with two week-

long stays and day trips or overnight stays once or twice a month. Although the 

organisational elements took precedence especially in the first 8 months of my fieldwork, 

I also attended events organised by members of The Common House and gatherings for 

the London Social Centres Network. The smaller nature of the project and greater 

practical involvement meant that I focused on recording ethnographic writing and informal 

conversations and carried out three ethnographic interviews (see Chapter 11 for more on 

this). Taking a more involved role in the facilitation and organisation of the project meant 

that I took part in less public events or activities than was the case in Les Grands Voisins 

for instance. I continue to take part in working groups and monthly assemblies where 
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possible, which also explains my use of “we” in relation to The Common House to denote 

my active ongoing involvement.   

The funding crisis catalysed a shift in the way the project was legally and practically 

organised. My fieldwork was thus shaped by this transition, which also meant recognising 

that the conditions that had allowed the project to get set up had changed. Gradually, we 

worked on groups becoming members (rather than users) and on setting up the project 

as a legal entity in order for legal responsibilities to not fall on individuals (which ended up 

being a Community Interest Company). The space continues to be funded by a (now 

more transparent) mixture of private donations gathered through membership fees and 

collections at open events, payments for activities such as community massage or yoga, 

and grant funding.  

The relaunch meant that my involvement became more directed to supporting that 

process. I contributed for instance to doing an overview of when and how the space was 

used, joining a governance working group to set up monthly assemblies, a new 

membership agreement and fee structure, expanding the friends’ scheme to invite 

individuals to be involved in coordination activities, inviting new groups to join (as others 

left), applying for grant funding, building links with the Tower Hamlets voluntary sector 

organisation and contributing to the writing of a manifesto, which I include below (I 

examine it in relation to the one from Les Grands Voisins in Chapter 13).  
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COMMON HOUSE MANIFESTO 
THE COMMON HOUSE IS AN ONGOING EXPERIMENT IN MAKING URBAN COMMONS, AS WELL AS A HOME FOR THE LOCAL 

ANTI-CAPITALIST COMMUNITY. IT IS A SPACE FOR PRACTISING POLITICAL ORGANISING, LEARNING AND UNLEARNING, 
MUTUAL AID AND PEER SUPPORT, IMAGINING ALTERNATIVES TO THE SUBORDINATION OF LIFE TO PROFIT, AND 

PRACTISING NEW WAYS OF RELATING TO EACH OTHER AS WELL AS OTHER ELEMENTS OF OUR WIDER 

ENVIRONMENTS/THINGS/BEINGS INHABITING OUR PLANET. 
ITS PURPOSE IS: 

TO PROVIDE A REGULAR HOME FOR GROUPS INVOLVED IN CHALLENGING CAPITALISM AND ITS COROLLARIES 

IMPERIALISM, RACISM, CIS/HETERO/SEXISM, ABLEISM, AND IMAGINING/BUILDING ALTERNATIVES 
TO CREATE SPACE FOR THE CROSS-FERTILISATION OF ABOVE GROUPS AND ENCOURAGE SKILL-SHARING, 
COLLABORATION AND COMRADESHIP 
TO PROVIDE A SHARED AND COLLECTIVELY MANAGED RESOURCE TO SUSTAIN US, HELP TO MEET OUR NEEDS AND 

COUNTER THE WAYS IN WHICH OUR LIVES ARE MADE DIFFICULT UNDER CAPITALISM 
TO DEVELOP AND EXPLORE THE CONCEPT OF ‘COMMONING’ AS COLLABORATIVE ACTION AROUND A SHARED SET OF 

RADICAL POLITICS AND ORGANISING CULTURES WHICH HELP TO REPRODUCE OUR SPACE AND COMMUNITY 
TO ENCOURAGE AND DEVELOP A WAY OF WORKING TOGETHER FOR MUTUAL BENEFIT THAT IS COLLABORATIVE, 
SUPPORTIVE, RESPECTFUL, AWARE OF POWER DIFFERENTIALS AND CRITICAL OF HIERARCHY  
TO WORK AGAINST OPPRESSION AND EXPLOITATION OF OTHER PEOPLE AS WELL AS OF OUR ENVIRONMENT 
TO CONTRIBUTE TO THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF THE RADICAL LEFT AND FORM ALLIANCES WITH OTHER CAMPAIGNS 

AND COLLECTIVES WHICH WORK TO SIMILAR ENDS 
TO ENABLE COMMUNITIES, GROUPS AND INDIVIDUALS AFFECTED BY INTERSECTING OPPRESSIONS TO BE PART OF 

THIS WIDER COMMUNITY, AND TO SUPPORT EACH OTHER IN OUR STRUGGLES 
AND OUR ULTIMATE AIM IS TO BRING ABOUT THE WORLD THAT WE WANT: ONE THAT IS HELD IN COMMON FOR THE 

BENEFIT OF ALL. 
THE COMMON HOUSE IS UNDERPINNED BY A COMMITMENT BY ALL GROUPS, MEMBERS AND GUESTS TO UTILISE 

EXPLICITLY AND PROACTIVELY ANTI-OPPRESSIVE PRACTICES, LANGUAGE AND BEHAVIOUR. THE COMMON HOUSE 

RECOGNISES THAT POWER OPERATES IN SOCIETY, AND IS WIELDED BY INSTITUTIONS AND INDIVIDUALS IN A WAY THAT 

HARMS, EXPLOITS AND UNDERMINES PEOPLE IN DIFFERENT WAYS. THE COMMON HOUSE THEREFORE SEEKS TO 

CHALLENGE AND RESIST THESE STRUCTURES THROUGH ITS ACTIVITIES AND ONGOING DEVELOPMENT, AND BY 

SUPPORTING GROUPS STRUGGLING AGAINST THESE INTERSECTING OPPRESSIONS. INPUT INTO THIS DEVELOPMENT IS 

WELCOMED AND ENCOURAGED FROM ALL. 
THIS MEANS THERE IS A ZERO TOLERANCE POLICY IN REGARDS TO RACIST, SEXIST, HOMOPHOBIC, TRANSPHOBIC, 
CLASSIST, ABLEIST OR OTHERWISE OPPRESSIVE LANGUAGE OR BEHAVIOUR. EVENTS AND GROUPS THAT ARE DEEMED 

TO ENABLE OR PROMOTE THESE OPPRESSIVE PRACTICES WILL NOT BE FACILITATED BY THE COMMON HOUSE. 
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IN AND BETWEEN 

Learning with urban commoning projects in this research took place through an 

ethnographic approach, which involves fieldwork with two urban commoning projects and 

experiences in and between the cities they are located in. Ethnographic research is 

particularly appropriate for addressing research questions about relational ethics and 

practices as it is “an intersubjective form of qualitative research through which the 

relationships of researcher and researched, insider and outsider, self and other, body and 

environment, and field and home are negotiated” (Watson & Till, 2010, p. 121). It allows 

the research to attend to embedded and embodied ways of knowing, and, through slow 

engagement with a particular place allows the researcher to develop an awareness of 

how interactions with other people and with natural, built and virtual environments 

(affective environments) might influence fields of agency, relations and collective 

response-ability. 

I draw on a feminist understanding of ethnography as a research practice that is 

inherently about entangling theory and practice (see Cerwonka & Malkki, 2007). The 

anthropologist Anna Tsing takes such a perspective in her early ethnographic work, 

where she ‘turns her back’ “on the analytic distinction between theory and ethnography, 

in which the former looks out confidently from the particularized and unself-conscious 

world of the latter” (1993, p. 31). This, Tsing argues, is what makes ethnographic 

research also suited to generate dialogues between different ways of knowing. It also 

allows for constant reflexivity in the research process, allowing me to be responsive to 

unexpected outcomes of such an approach, and document the “learning curve” (Latour, 

2004) of a social research project. These aspects also make an ethnographic approach 

suited to a material feminist project that is interested in questions of affective experiences 

and more-than-human relations; and how these have resonances and dissonances in two 

locations.  

Multi-sited ~ Although my work greatly focused on the affective experiences of place-

based projects, these could not be separated from their locations within Paris and London 

and how I organised my fieldwork in each place. This is in fact central to the ethnographic 

approach that I chose to take in my research to investigate the relations in but also 

between located projects. I use ethnography as a technique for learning with projects; 

following Povinelli (2016), I do not understand it as a way of looking at “culture” or “social 

worlds” but for investigating social projects. Povinelli argues that this different emphasis is 

“a way of decisively breaking with the always-lurking presupposition of the homogeneity 

of the social group, of culture, of society, of the ethnos” (p.174). What ethnographic work 

also allows is not just to document material assemblages but to examining the effect that 

they have in the world, a distinction that Povinelli makes between corporeality, as “the 
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discursive construction of materiality [that] shapes, carves, and assembles a given 

formation of the material world”, and carnality, as the (uneven) effect of these material 

assemblages or the “specific remainder” that is “excreted” from these assemblages 

(2011, p.108). 

I call my ethnographic approach multi-sited, using the well-known term the anthropologist 

George Marcus (1995) elaborated on in response to shifts in the 1990s from “long-

standing modes of ethnographic practice to more complex objects of study” (p.95). Where 

more traditional ethnographic modes often associated with anthropology involve long-

term immersion in a culture or community, multi-sited ethnography echoes the renewed 

interest in qualitative and ethnographic methods in social sciences in the 1990s and 

interests in relations between people and places, movements between spatiotemporal 

scales such as ideas of local and global, and techniques of tracing bodies, things or 

metaphors (Marcus, 1995; Cloke, 2004; Atkinson, Coffey, Delamont, Lofland, & Lofland, 

2007; Pink & Morgan, 2013). An important motivation for multi-sited ethnography is the 

desire to investigate specific contexts and their entanglements within multiple spatial and 

temporal relations in a way that does not require the two locations to be comparable in a 

controlled sense; as we have just seen, The Common House and Les Grands Voisins 

have very different characteristics (size, histories, organisation, location, relation to local 

authority, temporality…). Rather, comparison in multi-sited ethnographic is understood as 

something that emerges from an “object of study whose contours, sites, and relationships 

are not known beforehand” and are made sensible through “a research design of 

juxtapositions” (Marcus, 1995, p.102).  

My reasons for doing multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork were methodological, practical 

and personal, and had circumstances been different I would have probably chosen to 

spend longer periods of time living in Paris and London. However, I felt the personal need 

to have a base in Brighton and time to visit kin. I also wanted to ensure simultaneous 

longer-term involvement with both projects. Together with a funding arrangement that 

would not have covered a long-term stay in Paris and London, this led me to design the 

fieldwork in multiple shorter-term visits to both projects. The cyclical diagram below is a 

way of showing the rhythms of my multi-sited ethnographic approach and emphasising 

the role of different locations (Brighton, London, Paris, Elsewhere) and activities (visiting 

kin or presenting my ongoing thinking) in my research process. The ‘wheel’ is also a way 

to evoke the unsteady tempo of thinking-doing “characterized by rushes of and lulls in 

activity and understanding” (Cerwonka & Malkki, 2007, p.5). Researching in and between 

sites created both grounding and movement and developed my sensitivity to the material 

conditions and affects that might influence one’s ability to practise and develop ethical 

relations. Part of this experience meant constantly asking (those I met and myself) how I 
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might meaningfully contribute and get involved in each project. Indeed, Marcus suggests 

that multi-sited research requires “a playing out in practice of the feminist slogan of the 

political as personal”, which is also about playing out the relationship between our role as 

researchers and the methodological choices we make (1995, p.113). As a multi-sited-

engaged-ethnographer I thus have different relationships to each site and although my 

commitment to both projects is equal, I practise this commitment in different ways. It also 

meant attending to more “earthly rhythms” that might resonate in my fieldwork such as 

lunar cycles that became provocative guides; they echo in Chapter 14. 

 

Multiple entry points ~ Although The Common House and Les Grands Voisins have 

different discourses about the politics of their projects, both explicitly attempt to open up 

the spaces and their collective practices to people with more and less exposure to 

‘alternative projects’ and radical (left) politics. There are multiple ways in which people 

find out about and become involved in both projects, and this was reflected in the range 

of people I met and types of events and activities I took part in. Both projects host cultural 

events aimed at the general public (concerts, film screenings, poetry nights, exhibitions, 

or screen printing workshops) as well as closed meetings, preparation for political actions, 

banner-making, assemblies and internally learning or skill sharing. People taking part in 

the projects also had a wide variety of backgrounds, some with years of experience of 

alternative social projects, others only discovering, some bringing in spiritual practices 
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such as meditation or shamanism, and others very scientifically and rationally oriented. In 

Les Grands Voisins, the résidents were also there by circumstance rather than by choice: 

by virtue of being put in a specific emergency shelter at Les Grands Voisins within the 

overall structure of Association Aurore. Though many were encouraged to get involved, 

the relative few who did, did so by choice (with various kinds of motivations).  

As I mention above and in Chapter 6, drawing on ideas of the common, the commons 

and commoning also provides multiple political entry points for people. Alix, for whom this 

was the first alternative project to be involved in, described Les Grands Voisins as 

“apolitical while being super political”. This is part of a desire to open the spaces and 

practices, while also maintaining closed and safe spaces for certain groups such as the 

sex workers’ collective in London or the residents in Paris. This discursive openness is 

also evoked in the physical spaces with unpretentious, home-like or ‘do-it-yourself’ looks 

and feels, bringing together different design styles, ideas and materials that are available 

to be (re)used. This is also combined with more deliberate attention to design such as the 

use of saffron yellow and bright pink (which I use in the fieldwork wheel above), what Kim 

from Les Grands Voisins and Sol from The Common House (both in their mid-twenties) 

described to me as “trendy colours” that attract (especially younger) people and make a 

break from more traditional leftist colours (red/black/green). The more and less purposeful 

use of multiple looks and feels does allow both projects to “pluralize sensibilities” 

(Jackson, 2016, p.18). People involved have different sensibilities, some with explicitly 

spiritual practices (such as a Native American sweat lodge in Les Grands Voisins, going 

on meditation retreats, therapeutic massage, yoga, or qi gong), while others, such as 

Charlie, find naming and promoting such practices tiring or even off-putting: "‘le yoga’ ‘la 

méditation’…je déteste les images, ça me fatigue !”.14 Different perspectives permeate 

the collective experience as people share their practices, run workshops or integrate 

elements into assemblies, but are not forced upon anyone or seen as a precondition to 

take part.  

I want to emphasise the implications of multiple entry points for the ways in which I define 

and describe affects in the following echoes. Two bodies might feel comfort and 

discomfort in relation to the same situation. For some I spoke with such as Kim, Kira, R or 

Dominique in Les Grands Voisins (in interviews or informal conversations), and some 

one-off visitors in The Common House, practices were a new experience and the spaces 

were strange, surprising, and unsettling. In the context of Paris, a site like Les Grands 

Voisins, even though not as overtly political as The Common House, is not usual. Several 

people told me one had to be “un peu spé”, “special” or “a little off kilter” to be involved in 

Les Grands Voisins. For others such as Andrea, Noe or Eliot or Oakley with anarchist, 

 
14 “’yoga’ ‘mediation’ … I hate these images, they tire me out!” 
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communist, socialist or/and syndicalist backgrounds, discomforts tend to come from 

contrasts and tensions inherent in making such projects more open and of operating 

within a large consumerism-dominated urban context. Furthermore, multiple entry points 

emphasise how affects are experienced to different degrees by bodies with different 

histories. 

London and Paris ~ Carrying out a multi-sited ethnography not only involved travelling 

between two research sites but also sensing their relation to the cities of London and 

Paris as different expressions and experiences of concrete environments. My fieldwork 

involved staying at different places in each city, taking trains, cycling, walking, and 

responding to constantly shifting timelines for each project – also part of my techniques 

for sensing and attending (see Chapter 9). Below I include two annotated maps of Paris 

and London respectively; the pink square over Paris designates Les Grands Voisins and 

pink dot in the London map designates The Common House; blue triangles indicate 

locations where I have stayed; black-and-grey arrows most frequented metro/RER/train 

stations; green lines routes that I frequently walked or cycled; red stars locations where I 

attended meetings or actions I got to know about through the projects.  

 
Annotated map of Paris (map layer from Open Street Maps).  

Given that the site in Les Grands Voisins itself was much larger, I spent a larger portion of 

my time in Paris within the site. I chose to rely on public transit and walking during my 

time in the city and did not have access to a bicycle (although if they were able to, many 

involved in the project used bicycles to get around). During the first five visits I was able 

to stay with a close friend of mine for most of the time (she also moved flats during this 
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time from the outskirts of Paris to a more central location). This was interspersed with 

some time in youth hostels. Towards the end of my fieldwork I arranged to rent a room 

through a friend in Les Grands Voisins in the north-western banlieue.  

My early visits to The Common House involved taking the bus or metro from London 

Blackfriars station, but I soon realised most visits I made were outside of peak hours and 

was able to take my bicycle on the train from Brighton to London. Part way through my 

fieldwork engineering works on the train line meant I arrived at London Bridge station. My 

bicycle ended up being an important companion in my fieldwork in London, not only to 

join other members of The Common House to go around by bicycle, but also to get a 

sense of the place, the terrain and the ability to get around the city more swiftly than on 

foot. Although I had some friends in London, it was not always practicable to stay with 

them and I was offered a place to stay closer to The Common House early on in my 

fieldwork. I was grateful to accept the offers, something that did not happen in Les 

Grands Voisins until the end of my fieldwork time (even after asking to stay on site). I 

mention this here as the nature of relationships I developed with people involved in both 

projects echoes in Part IV and is something that makes material the ideas and principles 

of openness that The Common House is based on.  

 
Annotated map of London (map layer from Open Street Maps). 

In both cases, staying in various locations meant that I got a sense of urban 

environments and politics of each place, through following water ways and public 

fountains, seeing planning permissions, having debates regarding the politics of 

meanwhile spaces, funding regimes and the politics and criminalization of squatting. 

Conversations about the wider urban context also extended beyond the spaces of the 

projects to friends and acquaintances that accompanied my fieldwork. This included 
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getting to know different initiatives in each city. I deliberately learned about the spatial 

and temporal characteristics of each city as a way to understand the projects and the 

contexts in which they are existing.  

Taking a multi-sited approach also contributes to a growing critique of the unbridled use 

of comparative approaches in urban studies. Jazeel (2019) argues this focus on 

comparison has led to the description of global cities with common characteristics, often 

leaving the meaning of “global” unconceptualized. My comparative approach is not 

between projects or cities; rather, it examines experiences rooted in commoning project 

taking place in two large European metropoles. I locate my research in concrete 

environments that allow me to write about “larger visions” (Haraway, 1988, p.590) but that 

I do not define through some common “global” characteristic. Such an approach echoes 

the material feminist challenge to geometric notions of micro and macro scales mentioned 

in Chapter 5, recognising rather that “different scales of individual bodies, homes, 

communities, regions, nations, and the global […] are understood as being intra-actively 

produced through one another” (Barad, 2007, p.245). Not focusing on Paris and London 

as cities in and of themselves is part of this work, and echoes critiques of “methodological 

cityism” that ignores the ways in which the “urban” manifests in other timespaces than 

that of the city (Angelo & Wachsmuth, 2015). Not focusing on projects in and of 

themselves, I also avoid a methodological projectism, instead always looking “away from 

the sites and sources identified for our research, to be purposefully misguided, to be 

carried away” (Navaro-Yashin, 2008, p.170). This willingness to being ‘carried away’ links 

to what Barad refers to as the provocative practice of “jumping scales” (2007, p.245) – 

borrowing the term from geographer Neil Smith’s (1992). Through analysing echoes of 

the sites together and in relation to concrete environments, I work with “the active social 

and political connectedness of apparently different scales, their deliberate confusion and 

abrogation” (Smith, 1992, p.66). Hollin and colleagues remind us that doing this calls for 

examining “the frictions experienced when jumping scales” and considering “what is lost 

during the jump” (2017, p.925). 

The implications for the projects of contrasting and connected regional gender politics is 

one way in which such scalar connections and differences are visible. Explicitly inspired 

by feminist and queer praxis, members of The Common House make every effort to 

include people with different gender identities and engage deeply in current debates, 

such as inclusion and exclusion of trans-women.15 The manifesto clarifies its zero-

tolerance policy for sexist and transphobic behaviour, and action was swiftly taken for 

 
15 Especially following 2017 consultation for amendments to the Gender Recognition Act and related events at the 
2017 London Anarchist Book Fair where trans-phobic leaflets were circulated, creating huge tensions among 
activists, including the increased use of the term TERF (trans-exclusive radical feminist) in discussions at The 
Common House or other activist circles within London – I make fieldnotes about such a discussion at the July 2018 
social centres meetup for instance (see also Quinn & Lee, 2017). 
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instance when a trans-phobic sticker was found on the door in September 2018. 

However, issues around gender were often taken for granted by the project team in Les 

Grands Voisins and it was not until a member of the Genre et Ville project approached 

the project to discuss gender issues that this was openly considered. Some discursive 

practices of project members (of different gender identities) simplified the issue to 

questions of equality and reinforced mainstream gender norms, for instance citing there 

wasn’t an issue because typically “male” roles such as construction supervision were held 

by women. The sexualisation of young female bodies and justification of certain 

behaviours as male “needs” or “virility” shows the different ways in which feminism has 

evolved in public discourse and among activist groups in the UK compared to France (I 

return to this in Chapter 12). Intersectional and decolonial feminist perspectives emerging 

from the work of feminists of colour in 1960s and 70s North America has only reached 

francophone feminist debates in the last decade, where what Françoise Vergès (2019) 

describes as “civilisational feminism” (where the white woman’s liberation has been 

mostly achieved through equal rights and opportunities and the work of feminism must be 

to liberate ‘other’ women) still reigns in much public discourse. Moving in between the two 

sites helped me to take less for granted the politics and practices taking place in London 

and to become more aware of the feminist politics that shaped my own upbringing and 

my fieldwork in Paris.  

The between has been important to formulating differences, divergences and the 

common contexts of my research: concrete environments (see Chapter 1). While the 

majority of my journeys from Paris to London were made by Eurostar (fast speed train 

that also goes in a tunnel under the channel), I managed to organise three journeys to 

Paris with a four hour ferry crossing from Newhaven (a 20 minute train ride from Brighton) 

to Dieppe, a walk from the boat to the train station and two regional trains to Paris 

through Normandy. Although mostly through rural areas and along waterways, I was 

accompanied by urban materials, piles of sand for the building industry, mountains of 

metal and barges of along the Seine full of plastic heading to be recycled that read “La 

renaissance de la matière” [The rebirth of material].  
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Port of Dieppe, 23 March 2018.  

 

 

~ 

Please play Track 3, starting it with the image above.  

Move to Chapter 9 once you have finished listening (5:03). 

 

 

 

 

~ 

 




Locations 

93 
 

9 |  TECHNIQUES FOR SENSING AND ATTENDING 

This chapter explains how I bring together a multi-sited ethnographic approach with 

methodological considerations that emerge from my interest in studying relational ethics 

and affective environments. Guided by material feminism, I focus here on methods, or 

rather techniques, that have shaped how I have carried out my fieldwork. The 

ethnographic approach itself is capacious. It recognises that bodies, including the 

researcher’s body, can act as “mediums” for registering “information and insights” 

(Cerwonka & Malkki, 2007, p.36). It makes space for experimental and creative 

approaches that recognise research as an intervention not just observation or 

representation (Hawkins, 2015), and require a “close interrogation of one’s methods and 

one’s sensitivity to what is relevant” (Last, 2012, p.719). Such modes of research such as 

attending to “sensory experiences, emotions, affective atmospheres” are necessary when 

investigating questions of more than human relations (Dowling et al., 2016, p.4).  

SENSING AND ATTENDING 

I started my fieldwork with many plans, inspired by more-than-human geographies and 

emerging Indigenous feminist critiques; I would be co-creating workshops and 

experiences and co-developing practices of attention and listening. This did not happen 

quite as I intended (for multiple reasons). Getting to know the projects and those involved 

took time, and I had to share my time between (predominantly) four places. Within a few 

months of starting my fieldwork The Common House in London needed an emergency 

fundraiser to stay open. It also took longer than I anticipated to feel legitimate as a 

researcher in a francophone context (I expand on this in Chapter 11). In both London and 

Paris, crises seemed to take over most available collective times and energies. In both 

sites, and especially in Paris, many creative interventions were already taking place, 

which I decided instead to learn from, take part in and contribute to. More generally, my 

fieldwork was guided by work coming together in more-than-human and posthuman 

geographies that Robyn Dowling, Kate Lloyd and Sandra Suchet-Pearson (2016) suggest 

have two broad strategies in common: “forms of noticing or paying attention, and more 

experimental research practices” (p.3).  

The work that Dowling and colleagues review comes from a range of theoretical and 

philosophical positions, from reworking the notion of aesthetics through composition and 

engagement with art theory and practice in creative geographies (Dixon et al., 2012; 

Hawkins, 2013, 2015) or developing the related notion of attunement and how it might be 

practiced (Stewart, 2011; Brigstocke & Noorani, 2016a, 2016b), to work developed under 

the banner of non-representational geographies that draws on the senses to examine 

questions of material relations and affect (Stewart, 2007; McCormack, 2015; Vannini, 
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2015a; see also Chapter 7). As my research investigates more than human relations and 

collective affects, I draw on research that aims to get at these dimensions of experience 

in ways that account for the distributed nature of agency (see Chapter 6) and were rooted 

in ethnographic practice. Thus, I articulate my methodological approach through practices 

of sensing and attending. I understand sensing as: to perceive, feel, know, find one’s 

way, as a direction of travel that implies an inward attention and wisdom. I understand 

attending as: stretching toward, an outward gesture and solidarity that carries an 

invitation to respond. I now examine each of these in turn.  

Sensing ~ There has been an increasing attention to the senses and sensory practice in 

the social sciences in an important move to acknowledge the work of all senses in 

shaping how we know the worlds we inhabit, research and study (Pink, 2009; Stevenson, 

2014; Phillips, 2015) – knowing that these differ between differently abled bodies. In their 

review of corporeal geographies of touch, Dixon and Straughan (2010) discuss how this 

renewed interest among geographers in the senses comes with an understanding of 

sensory experiences not as merely the physiological and behavioural responses of a self-

contained body but expressing what they call a “non-essentialist understanding of the 

human being” (p.450). Sensory experiences have become central to investigating 

emotions, affects and relations between individuals, bodies and environments, bringing 

awareness to and describing more visceral feelings. Such experiences also facilitate the 

experience of relationality as extending beyond the surface of bodies; this means 

reviewing the separation between interior and exterior (especially of human bodies) and 

questioning “the manner in which these are thought to be related” (Dixon & Straughan, 

2010, p.456). Sensing is thus also a way to put material feminism into practice, to come 

closer to experiencing the materiality of relation between bodies and environment, being 

of the world (see Chapter 5). This kind of approach is concerned with dismantling any 

hierarchy between reasoned thought and sensory experiences.  

…a note on aesthetics 

Although I am not using the concept of aesthetics in my work, it would be remiss not to 

acknowledge its centrality to scholarship interested in the sensory. Jacques Rancière has 

been particularly influential in geography, often credited for having rescued the notion of 

aesthetics from its relegation to art-criticism and socially-sanctioned notions of beauty to 

recognising the always inherently political nature of that which is individually and 

collectively sensed (Dixon, 2009; Jackson, 2016). Scholars investigating affect also draw 

attention to aesthetic inflections in their work, in “the way the sensual world greets the 

sensate body, and with the affective forces that are generated in such meetings” 

(Highmore, 2010, p.121) or how the “sense experience” can be useful for describing and 

recording atmospheres (Anderson, 2014, p.141). My work is guided by the way such 
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scholarship asks us to take aesthetic dimensions of experience and its political and 

ethical implications seriously. For Dixon, Hawkins and Straughan (2012), for instance, the 

analytic value of aesthetics “as with science, lies not in any sense of resolution, but rather 

with the unfolding of question after question” (p.265). I am also committed to avoiding 

over theorisation of an already theory/philosophy heavy project. Inspired by decolonial 

and postcolonial writing on aesthesis rather than aesthetics,1 Jackson (2016) argues that 

even reworked accounts still do not challenge the separation that aesthetics presumes 

between acts of sensing and agency. He suggests using the word sensing rather than 

attuning which avoids separating subjective thought processes from experiences of 

feeling, also more in line with a material feminist understanding that our judgements 

about senses cannot be separated from each other (Barad 2007). 

Hearing and listening to sound are modes of sensing that mark my research process. I 

was drawn to sound because it is something that I am sensitive to and that helps me 

access different ways of knowing, and as a musician it is also a sense that I was 

interested in drawing on and cultivating. In terms of my research questions, I was also 

guided by Anja Kanngieser’s invitation to consider sound in relation to commoning. Given 

that sound is a property or quality of all bodies (whether human or not, and whether 

audible or not to the human ear), they propose that sound can act as a “geophilosophical 

provocation to, and a method for, political contestation” (2015, p. 80). Gordon Waitt, Ella 

Ryan and Carol Farbotko (2014) also suggest that understanding sound as an embodied 

and visceral experience can also provide “clues to how bodies are mobilised, or not, into 

action, within particular contexts” (p.298). What’s more, sound can be an effective way of 

reminding us that commoning is a more than human practice: the paper-thin walls at The 

Common House also form the project’s presence and performance. Finally, “a keen 

sensitivity to polyphony” (Kanngieser, 2015, p.83) can be a productive way of sensing 

difference and otherness within practices of commoning.  

Among geographers, sound has received increasing attention as a sensory mode that 

voices “hidden or marginal aspects of places and their inhabitants” (Gallagher & Prior, 

2014, p.268), has the “capacity for magnifying liminal features of places” and “add to 

multisensory more-than-human worlds” (p.271). Sonic geographies are part of an 

interdisciplinary corpus bringing together “sensory, sound, and affect studies, and 

interdisciplinary fields that emphasize the potential of the sensorium and the ontological” 

(Daza & Gershon, 2015, p.641) and is calling for research that goes beyond the 

domination of the visual/eye/I in Euro-centric scholarship (see also Janus, 2011; Goh, 

2017; Vallee, 2017; Wilson, 2017). A key aspect of research interested in sonic inquiry is 

 
1 A further discussion about the merits of the term aesthesis is beyond the scope of this work, for further work on 
this in relation to decolonising aesthetics see Mignolo and Vásquez (2013) and Gaztambide-Fernandez (2014).  
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knowing the act of hearing or recording as an opportunity to “investigate the relationship 

between sound, setting and listener” (Gallagher & Prior, 2014, p.273) or what feminist 

performer Hope Mohr (2007) calls “the listening body” rather than just focus on the act of 

hearing or technical recording and description of a sound (as in sonic ethnographies). 

This gestures towards a kind of reciprocity or response inherent to the second practice I 

mention: attending.  

Attending ~ The notion of attending and paying attention is a mode of doing research that 

permeates writing about the materiality of affective relations and is concerned with ways 

of sensing (sometimes radical) otherness. The more-than-human research collective 

in/with Bawaka Country,2 north-eastern Australia, articulate their “geography of co-

becoming” in this way, as research that “requires a methodology of attending” (Country et 

al., 2015, p.279). This methodology is described with Bawaka Country through everyday 

practices of digging for ganguri (yams) - “Yolŋu women get out their digging sticks when 

they know it’s a good time to dig ganguri. How do they know this? They pay close 

attention to what’s happening around them and listen carefully to the messages that are 

sent out” (2016, p.462) - or fishing and hunting - “the wind may tell the miyapunu, the 

turtle, that it is time to leave the shore and head out to open sea. That wind would also 

tell us, if we listen, that it is no longer the right time to hunt miyapunu” (2015, p.275). In a 

radically different context of carrying out ethnography of the everyday and ordinary in the 

United States, Kathleen Stewart also articulates her methodology as a practice of 

attending (2011; 2007). For Stewart, researching affective atmospheres requires 

“attending to what might be happening or the sheer buzzing of atmospheric fill” (2011, 

p.449) as a way of “chronicling how incommensurate elements hang together in a scene 

that bodies labour to be in or to get through” (p.542).  

Attending is thus a mode of research that seeks to make sense of what is felt as practices 

of “worlding” without ‘pinning’ experiences into frameworks or models (Stewart, 2011, 

p.542). The practice of attending I draw on not only acknowledges that “embodied 

engagement fosters knowing” but that this is “a form of knowing that is based on a 

recognition (perhaps conceptual, perhaps sensory) of more-than-human agency” 

(Country et al., 2016, p.463) – echoing the material feminist understanding of agency 

outlined in Chapter 6. The act of attending also speaks to the politics of engagement with 

research sites: that which engages also attracts and occupies attention (Todd, 2014). 

Indeed, it is through its outward orientation that attending captures an ethical dimension 

to acts of sensing. 

 
2 ‘Country’ is an Aboriginal English word used to refer to the “vibrant and sentient understanding of space/place” in 
the Yolŋu (Yolngu) language and worldview (Country et al., 2015, p.270). Yolŋu are people inhabiting north-eastern 
Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory of Australia. 



Locations 

97 
 

I spent time in Paris mostly with Les Grands Voisins, attending to the spaces, materials, 

structures, infrastructures and many living bodies on the site of several hectares, 

including a turtle, cats, chickens, pigeons, bees, rats and bees. Practising attentiveness 

in London involved noticing the height of the tide on my journeys, but the nature of the 

space meant I also took practices of attending outside the space, more obviously into the 

concrete, attending to dissonance, feeling-doing-practising relations and absence of 

relations. My fieldwork also involved paying attention to the affective experience of 

concrete, of transport systems, of laptops, smartphones, cloud-based applications, 

bicycles, infrastructures… I do not focus on all of these all of the time, or seek to map 

them out as a flat network of individual actors (in a Latourian mode), but attend to these 

to the extent that they affect relational practices that happen within contexts of 

commoning, and specific situations in which they influence the political and ethical 

dimensions of commoning practices. In doing so, I can try to sort through those more 

than human relations that stay with the trouble, differentiating them from those that just 

“destroy liveable landscapes” (Tsing, 2018, p.74).  

The practice of paying attention also brings sensory experiences into conversation with 

each other and with questions of knowledge-making. My work with sound, a “technique” I 

elaborate on in the next section and in Chapter 10, has acted as a way into different ways 

of knowing the research sites but is also part of this broader approach to listening;3 as a 

way of cultivating practices of sensing but also being attentive to what affects, emotions 

or meanings these might provoke or evoke. I also take heed of Deidre Heddon’s (2016, 

2017) experience of working on more-than-human collaborations and caution that when 

listening to a forest, moss, sweat, the wind or fish, one should not forget to listen to other 

people. Drawing on Nancy’s writing, Heddon reminds us that listening also means being 

attentive to and honest when things don’t work, when things are uncomfortable or there is 

conflict.  

TECHNIQUES 

Practically, sensing and attending involved using what McCormack (2015) refers to as 

techniques, or something that is “honed through skillful practice” (p.92). McCormack 

suggests technique is more appropriate term for sensing and attending to affect than 

method, as the latter often implies an (incorrect or correct) application that can “guide us 

more or less quickly and securely to our destination” (Law, 2004, p.9). This move is in 

conversation with rather than opposing significant work that has been done to reimagine 

 
3 I have chosen not to focus on the concept of listening in this thesis, though in many respects the works I draw on 
in sociology (Back, 2007), sonic geography (Gallagher, Kanngieser & Prior, 2017) and explorations in creative 
listening with radical otherness (Brigstocke & Noorani, 2016b; Heddon, 2016, 2017) have been influenced by a rich 
genealogy in continental philosophy (see Janus, 2011) and sound studies (see Carlyle & Lane, 2013). 
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and reformulate the concept of method in social research (see Law, 2004; Springgay & 

Truman, 2018). Where my research method includes practices of reading as ongoing 

orientations as well as located learning through fieldwork (Springgay & Truman, 2018, 

p.211), I use technique here to emphasise the specific practices of “thinking-making-

doing” (p.211) that I learned with, enacting styles of thinking and see(k)ing how these 

relate to the material encounters of fieldwork. The techniques that I used include 

observant participation (Thrift, 2000) with each project and their environments which I 

recorded through descriptive and reflective fieldnotes, drawing sketches, recording 

sounds, collecting objects and taking photographs (note that I used photography mostly 

for placeholding memories when I had less time to write or sketch and as documentation 

processes). In addition to the conversations documented through my fieldnotes I also 

carried out ethnographic interviews. Finally, as part of my fieldwork I developed what I 

called “tools for emplacement” which included what might be called mindfulness practices 

(movement based practices and breathing exercises), activities for promoting active 

listening and concentration (using a talking stick or collective rhythm activities in groups), 

and getting to know the history of my research sites and hearing stories. I now give a bit 

more detail on each of the techniques.  

Fieldnotes ~ I wrote in a separate notebook for each site. These combined what 

Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (2007) describe as different forms of ethnographic writing, 

including “initial writing” as either reminders to myself or notes while participating in 

activities, “full fieldnotes” often written after the fact, more personal “diary” notes on my 

states of mind/body, and “initial interpretations and analyses” (p.356-361). Notebooks for 

each site thus included: jotted down words or phrases, notes from meetings, descriptive 

accounts of events often written after the fact in the evening or during pauses between 

activities in the daytime, varying degrees of reflective notes on my own emotions or states 

of mind prior to going to the field or provoked by events, as well as sections in more free-

writing style. Not all my fieldnotes are handwritten first: when on public transit I 

sometimes took what Gorman (2017) calls scratch notes on my smartphone (short words 

or phrases), while on trains I tended to use my laptop and type descriptive or reflective 

narratives rather than notes. These technologies were useful when writing in a notebook 

would have been impracticable but I still wanted to record thoughts or memories from the 

day. When I made notes during the day in Les Grands Voisins I often made a point of 

writing these in common areas to pause, observe and invite potential interactions. As I 

was writing and drawing on my notebook on the 25th May 2015 on a bend beside the 

Lingerie and someone asked if they could read what I was writing “je peux lire?”. There 

wasn’t anything confidential on that page so I invited them to do this and documented 

their questions in blue. This leads me to another technique: sketching or drawing.  
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Sketches ~ I used sketching as a deliberate method that would allow me to attend to 

more-than-human aspects of commoning. Hawkins (2015) draws on Berger’s writings on 

the act of drawing to describe her experience of sketching in the field, as a practice of 

listening and observing, of taking time: “to draw is to discover, to be led to see, to be 

drawn into an intimate relationship with the object” (p.255). Sketching was also “more 

important for what was apprehended of place through practice, rather than what was 

represented in the finished piece” (p.256). Indeed, my notebooks are also full of partially 

completed sketches as my pen was interrupted by someone or the end of an event. I 

used sketches to record atmospheres of a place or scene, but also to help me focus on 

the affective and relational aspects in an assembly or meeting for instance and distract 

me from my tendency to take notes about content. Note that such sketches do not 

necessarily represent an atmosphere in a way that is legible to others, often I drew in a 

way that would evoke something when I revisited my notes in a way that I could not 

express so quickly or adequately with words. Drawing was also a way to observe objects 

with more attention and attend to the materiality of my surroundings. Finally, the use of 

sketches was an important method in collective settings where people did not consent to 

or were not comfortable with me taking notes or recordings but did not mind me sketching 

things while listening and/or participating. 
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Ethnographic interviews ~ I carried out interviews in order to understand the influence of 

affective environments on their practices and develop a better understanding of the 

different conditions that shape response-ability. Ethnographic interviewing is grounded in 

longstanding engagements in the politics and ethics of interviewing in sociology and 

anthropology which have sought to establish “interviewing as emergent interaction” (Heyl, 

2007, p.372) rather than a source of data, information or “truth”. It is also a technique that 

has taken on the challenges of developing more critical and less exploitative 

ethnographic research approaches, particularly since the 1970s.4 It is based on the notion 

that “researchers have established respectful, on-going relationships with their 

interviewees, including enough rapport for there to be a genuine exchange of views and 

enough time and openness in the interviews for the interviewees to explore purposefully 

with the researcher the meanings they place on events in their worlds” (Heyl, 2007, p. 

369). During ethnographic interviews I thus offered my own perspective on situations and 

treated it more as a conversation where knowledge is developed through exchange 

rather than just gleaned from the interviewee.  

I conducted 16 interviews with people that were able and willing to take time to speak 

with me after our initial meeting, where the follow-up meeting actually took place (in some 

cases I met someone who was willing but we were not able to arrange a date). I also tried 

to approach people I felt they could provide me with different perspectives on the project. 

This meant that I could also refer to previous conversations or common experiences 

during the interviews, inserting the single interview event into a more complete spatial-

temporal experience. The number of interviews differs greatly between Les Grands 

Voisins (13) and Common House (3). One reason for this is my more intense involvement 

in the project in London where I found it more challenging to step back and ask people to 

do interviews. My engagement with The Common House was also more involved; my 

presence as a researcher and participant was always explicit and I chose to draw more 

on my own experience as part of the collective. This decision was also motivated by a 

desire to not become a confidant for some people in the project and not others (also 

anticipating potential tensions) given the intimate nature of ethnographic interviews and 

their potential to “produce discomfort and ethical dilemmas “ (Heyl, 2007, p.375). If I had 

been in a different personal situation, I would probably do this differently, not least 

because it contradicts my attention to discomfort (see Chapter 12).  

Each interview was conducted in a different way as my approach involved listening to 

peoples’ needs and adapting the interview accordingly. My approach was also close to 

 
4 Authors central to developing a critical approach to ethnographic interviewing include Jon Lofland, Norman Denzin 
and Yvonna Lincoln among others (see Heyl, 2007). Feminist scholars have also provided important ethical 
considerations in relation to ethnographic interviewing, including ways in which such approaches can put people at 
“greater risk of exploitation, betrayal, and abandonment” (Stacey, 1988).   
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what Mannay and Morgan (2015) describe as the “waiting field” between traditional 

ethnographic approaches and experimental methods in the social sciences (such as 

photo elicitation or walking interviews). I had prepared a number of qualitative tools - 

including interviewee-led walks, diagramming, drawing, word elicitation, poetic exercises, 

listening to sounds, and mapping – that I could use (this also meant that I usually had a 

heavy backpack or pannier). As I was only able to be on site for relatively short periods of 

time, the choice of place and materials would also tell me something about relational 

experiences; having other methods to draw on/with is part of using alternatives to verbal 

accounts, to locate experiences in place and material practices, and also provide less 

formal/intimidating interview settings (for instance with walking interviews, see Evans & 

Jones, 2011). I sometimes used several of these within the time of the interview, at other 

times used only one, locating myself in an “ethnographic base and be[ing] mindful of 

‘spaces previous to’, ‘spaces of reflection’ and ‘spaces of interruption/disruption’” 

(Mannay & Morgan, 2015, p. 178).  

The materials such as my notebook and digital voice recorder had a presence in the 

interview setting, one which was different when on a table or in my hand, and also varied 

between people. For instance, during one of our conversations Andrea started by 

acknowledging the recorder’s presence with “Bonjour petit ZOOM” and then spoke to it 

about my notebook referring to me in third person “elle sort un Moleskine tout neuf" I 

reply “It’s not a Moleskine” then Andrea repeats this to the recorder “c’est pas un 

Moleskine”, I chuckle “it’s a ‘Seawhite of Brighton’” and to clarify again, speaking to the 

device “c’est un Moleskine de Brighton”. Sometimes recording made interviewees pay 

closer attention to what they were saying (though not always or all the time). This meant 

that I did not record all interviews, for instance choosing not to do so during a phone 

interview, when we were in a context with other people around and didn’t want to attract 

attention, or when I felt it would disrupt the intimacy of a conversation that had already 

started.  

Recording sounds ~ I have a catalogue of 143 sounds collected during my fieldwork and 

which mostly include sounds recorded as I walked around Les Grands Voisins, into The 

Common House or journeyed to and from the sites. My practice was guided by writing by 

acoustic ecologists and artists developing listening and sound walks, where the recording 

itself is preceded by a focus on my own senses and the auditory environment (see 

Carlyle & Lane, 2013). Outside of the ethnographic interviews, I also purposefully 

recorded things that would not create ethical issues, either because they were public 

events or because they did not involve people and conversation. The use of the recording 

equipment also changed my relationship to the environment, as sometimes microphones 

can be “much closer to the sound source than people would ordinarily place their ear” 
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(Gallagher & Prior, 2014, p. 276) which can either produce a new sense of intimacy or 

discomfort.  

Through the course of my fieldwork, the practice of listening, recording sounds and 

listening back (I expand on this further in the next chapter, 10) became part of my 

experimentation with the field site itself. Sound recording became a different way of 

exploring affective environments, of meeting and speaking with people, and of exploring 

more creative approaches to commoning. My approach to sound is thus closer to what 

Gallagher and Prior (2014) describe as performative approaches to sound in geography. 

This is where the sounds, environments, recording equipment and processing as all 

considered as part of an ensemble that inscribes sensory detail rather than a process that 

captures a reality (p.277). While recording started as a practice of sensing, it eventually 

became part of practices of attending; I will expand on how I use sound in my analysis in 

Chapter 10.  

Gathering objects ~ During my fieldwork, I gathered over 100 leaflets, programmes, 

bracelets and tickets from events held or promoted at the sites or with general 

information, business cards from encounters, and pieces of wood, string or concrete and 

kept metro and train tickets from my journeys. Attending to relations with “things” is also a 

way to “engage with the full range of our senses” (Tilley, 2007, p.260). Although such 

attention does not necessitate “gathering”, it was also a technique for recognising objects 

as what Ingold (2012) calls “leaky things” (p.238) that have affective qualities that exceed 

fieldwork sites and seep into my ongoing research journey. Practically, the mobile nature 

of my fieldwork meant that the objects I gathered were easily transportable. My gathering 

was not a systematic study of things but part of a range of techniques for sensing and 

attending to the materiality of relations. Some of the pieces I collected for their content 

(such as postcards or magazines, see Chapter 12), others more as reminders similar to 

jotted notes, or as examples of the forms, colours or designs characterising project 

activities (for instance the use of DIY approaches with screen printing or the layering of 

bright colours with Risograph printing).5 I also collected materials for their weightiness 

and texture, anticipating that they might also serve as ways to revisit practices or events 

during my fieldwork.   

~ 

 
5 Risograph or Riso is a printing technology developed in the late 1980s and one of the cheapest ways to make 
large volumes of photocopied materials. It is popular in DIY settings as you can photocopy hand-drawn material and 
it doesn’t necessarily require a computer set-up. It uses soy-based (rather than typical petroleum-based) inks and 
because colours are printed one at a time in layers it can result in sight “misalignments” that can also distinguish it 
from other printing technologies. There is a Risograph at The Common House and another was used by one the 
first artists in residence in Les Grands Voisins, who has now developed a social enterprise and continues to 
produce leaflets and programmes for the project.  
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In this chapter, I have presented my approach to ethnographic fieldwork through 

practices of sensing and attending, and outline five different techniques that have 

accompanied these practices: taking fieldnotes, drawing sketches, conducting 

ethnographic interviews, recording sounds and gathering objects. In the next chapter I 

outline how these led to hearing and composing the echoes in Part IV. 
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10 |  HEARING AND COMPOSING ECHOES  

This chapter provides a narrative for the messy process of analysis and composition of 

what I call echoes in Part IV. An echo is the repetition of sound caused by reflection of 

sound waves, but it is also used conceptually in philosophy and cultural theory. Mickey 

Vallee (2017, p.99) suggests three main conceptualisations of the echo: Aristotle’s focus 

on the repetition of a sound; Nancy’s writing on the echo as the return of sound from a 

body to body, a timbre and pre-requisite for listening; and Gayatri Spivak’s less 

acoustically-tied offer of the echo as something that renews sound and that can dislodge 

subjectivity. My use of echo resonates with Vallee’s reading of Nancy and Spivak’s 

writing. I use the term in this thesis to refer to the ways in which the analysis emerges 

from material movements between sources, orientations and locations and requires an 

ongoing practice of listening, and to the potential of such listening to dislodge, not 

necessarily subjectivity, but rather ways of thinking-doing-writing. 

In the following sections I explain my analysis process in three notes: hearing the three 

echoes that mark the tone of the thesis, learning how to work or mess with materials from 

fieldwork, and approaches to composing on page and screen.  

HEARING ECHOES 

A few months into my fieldwork (winter 2017-18), I started to get a sense of the kinds of 

things that were emerging from my research; not anything very clear but enough to draft 

abstracts for two conference papers. Drawing on an event that took place in January 

2018, one paper expressed my concern with the cracks that expose contradictions, 

create tensions and the possibility of staying with the trouble. Another expanded from the 

idea of temporary belonging and how different kinds of attachments and detachments in 

commoning projects lead to more and less ethical relations. These two papers had the 

seeds of the three echoes that started to take shape in January 2019 as transitions, 

discomforts and poetics, and that I settled on in August 2019 as discomfort (Chapter 12), 

urgencies (Chapter 13) and ineffable affects (Chapter 14).  

Although I knew from the beginning that I would be interested in examining questions of 

relations and affect in my research, it was not until after my formal period of fieldwork was 

completed that I was able to realise what this meant methodologically (i.e. focusing on 

affective conditions). This also meant viscerally experiencing the “immersion, tension, 

friction, anxiety, strain, and quivering unease” that Springgay and Truman (2018, p.204) 

describe in processes of doing research that intervenes rather than observes, where 

researchers are entangled in their sites of study. In other words, experiences that are 

inherent to a material feminist orientation where “immanent modes of thinking-making-
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doing come from within the [research] processes themselves, not from outside them” 

(p.206). I describe this in my research notes as the process of coming in and then out 

again, of examining the details and then the overall context or feel of an interview, an 

exchange, a page of notes, documents, a conversation, and all the while continuing to 

read theoretical texts and experiments with forms of writing and analysing ethnographic 

accounts and affective experiences.   

How did I come to identify these three affective conditions as the focus of my analysis? 

With a few months of learning with Les Grands Voisins and The Common house, and 

with the companionship of sources (see Part I) and shifting orientations (see Part II), I 

identified six themes that could guide my fieldwork. These were (1) material contexts / 

contexts matériels, (2) sharing / partage, (3) discomfort, troubling / gêne, inconfort, 

trouble, (4) place, space, land / lieux, espaces, terres, (5) rhythms, time, temporalities / 

rythmes, temporalités, and (6) unlearning, new practices / désapprendre, nouvelles 

pratiques. These acted as prompts in ethnographic interviews and I continuously revised 

the list as a way to make sense of my fieldwork, sometimes while compiling research 

notes, sometimes in response to preparing a presentation or to structure formal 

processes of doctoral progression. Themes came and went in this process - I have 

collected them here: 

RESOURCE-BASED DISCOURSES OF COMMONING; MAKING KIN; AESTHETICS; CULTURAL PRACTICES; 
GOVERNANCE AND STEERING, CHALLENGES OF PROFESSIONALISATION; DANGERS OF CLOSETED POLITICS, 

BOXES, LIMITATIONS OF DIRECTIONAL POLITICS; NON-UTOPIAN POSSIBILITIES, NOT-QUITE-UTOPIAN 

IMAGININGS; JOY AND INDIGNATION; RECONFIGURING RHYTHMS; INDIVIDUAL WITHIN THE COLLECTIVE; RE-
IMAGINING THE PUBLIC AND THE STATE; CREATING POLYRHYTHMIC SPACES; CREATING PERMEABLE 

BOUNDARIES; PRACTISING CARE; RESISTING INSTITUTIONALISATION 

To ease the strain and anxiety of making sense of a huge amount of information I also 

read through and thematically coded the transcripts from my ethnographic interview and 

(more loosely) my fieldnotes by hand with coloured pencils. However, although these 

processes were certainly important for getting immersed into materials, I was not satisfied 

with the separation and prioritisation the thematic approach was leading me to. In 

September 2019, I wrote in my research notes: “I was reflecting on the process analysis 

yesterday while riding my bike and realise that the kind of analysis I need to do needs to 

go beyond thematic analysis as I know it. I am not breaking things down into categories 

but trying to get a sense of atmospheres, of sensations, of affects… these might colour 

different experiences that I would have coded differently in a thematic analysis but that 

are in fact part of the same affective experience”. So I put my headphones on again and 

tuned into my recorded sounds. Listening to recordings and revisiting interviews with new 

attention helped me develop what Daza and Gershon (2015) refer to as a “sound 

orientation to analysis” and think in terms of echoes; it made me more attentive to 
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affective conditions that might also be present in memories, sketches, documents and 

texts (realising that sound helped me sense and attend to affect also pushed me to 

continue working with sound as one of the techniques outlined in Chapter 9 above).  

During my fieldwork, I did not explicitly document affective experiences as such but 

immersed myself in learning with the thinking-doing happening in commoning projects. It 

took a break from my research for time with my family to return with different 

perspectives, stepping back, listening out, for instance starting to see and hear interviews 

not as punctual points of data but as part of ongoing conversations where what is being 

said are not descriptions to be interpreted by a researcher but collective enactments of 

“the intra-action between the material and the discursive” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, 

p.130). This also allowed me to identify key moments when I was deeply affected, 

surprised, or felt things that helped to clarify ideas around the three echoes that had 

already been brewing. I accompanied this process by revisiting materials and 

continuously evolving themes through the questions that animate my research:  

How are ethical relations cultivated in concrete environments? What makes these 

relations more-than-human? What enables multiple and different forms of collective 

response-ability? How are relations with otherness and trouble kept present in collective 

practices?  

It was not only about identifying what themes might be prominent but also asking whether 

I think they have something that might lead to some learning – the ethical position 

inherent in material feminist research (Thiele, 2014; Springgay & Truman, 2018). 

Learning how to bring feeling and thinking together, to analyse in a way that attends to 

what happens and how it happens took time.  It required me to “unmake” some of my 

“methodological habits” (Law, 2004, p.9) from prior research experience of hyper-

categorisation through discourse-oriented and content-focused thematic analyses.  

Discomfort was a feeling that started to trouble me early on in my fieldwork. This meant it 

also came out strongly in the interviews as I asked specific questions about experiences 

of discomfort. The two other echoes developed later, and as a result I did not directly ask 

questions about them in my interviews (although the notion of temporalities and rhythm 

was present early on as well). This also led me to pay more attention to gaps and 

absences in the materials I had gathered. For instance, as I revisited my involvement in 

The Common House emergency fundraiser, I noticed a lack of fieldnotes and felt it was a 

manifestation of the event’s affective grip (particularly at a very early stage in my 

fieldwork). Each echo relates to a chapter (12, 13 and 14) that is roughly divided in three 

parts. The first part explores the experiences I hear and identify the echo “with” – 

expanding on the narrative I give here with ethnographic material. I then identify practices 
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from one or both of the commoning projects that cultivate the collective affective 

experience I focus on in each echo. I then end each chapter with a somewhat speculative 

exploration of how we might learn with such practices (‘embracing discomfort’, ‘reclaiming 

urgency’ and ‘inviting poetic practices’). I use the term learning in the title of the thesis to 

show how the practices I analyse in each chapter in Part IV also echo relational ethical 

orientations to the world (Part II) rather than seeking to document practices or 

demonstrate that certain things are taking place, or not.  

MESSING WITH MATERIAL(S) 

I have mentioned the role of different materials in developing my analysis and hearing the 

three echoes I focus on in this thesis, and the sense of being overwhelmed by what I 

gathered in my fieldwork. Ethnographic researchers have increasingly been concerned 

with the challenge of working with a range of materials in their work, particularly with the 

increasing availability of audio and visual recording equipment (see Dicks, Soyinka, & 

Coffey, 2006). Drawing on their work on the relationship between childhood and public 

life, Varvantakis and Nolas (2019) have been developing a conversation about how to 

work with such messy collections.1 I attended a workshop they ran for early career 

researchers in London in 2018 which helped me to work on simultaneously messing with 

and cataloguing material from my fieldwork.  

In the section above I describe some of the process of foraging through experiences, 

creating and changing themes and working with sound recordings to explore how 

experiences are shaped and share these in oral presentations. As I started to write my 

analysis chapters, I turned to stories from events that I narrated in fieldnotes and 

interviews. This led to what I found to be unsatisfactory descriptive accounts – I did not 

want to describe in detail what happens in commoning projects but to explore and 

propose different ways of thinking what happens, oriented by ongoing reading, weaving 

theory into everyday experiences. I was also frustrated with my focus on written words in 

my analysis and knew that I needed to find a way to bring in other materials somehow 

(sound, documents, sketches, maps). This was, however, part of the process of getting 

into the mess of what I had to work with, and which also involved: transcribing interviews, 

reading transcripts, going back to my interview transcripts to do more detailed coding, 

reading my codes with my supervisors for different perspectives, typing fieldnotes, 

questioning my focus on text and interview transcripts, listening to interviews, listening to 

field recordings, collecting piles of train tickets, flicking through notebooks, making 

 
1 They also created the peer-feedback open access journal entanglements: experiments in multimodal ethnography 
(https://entanglementsjournal.org/) in 2018.  
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concrete with a friend, looking through folders of photos, digitising fieldnotes and 

sketches, going through codes again, listening again to recordings… 

This process of embracing the unease and mess was accompanied with a need to 

organise and catalogue. I already had a working index of sound files as I moved these 

from my recorder to my computer and continued to do this throughout the project. I 

already had a file with data from interviewees and in March 2018 combined these into a 

single catalogue file. I moved between messing and organising; when I finally decided on 

the three echoes I sorted and then scanned physical materials into three corresponding 

folders and added them to the catalogue. Opening these folders to visualise the scanned 

materials then accompanied my ongoing writing process. I then continued to complete my 

audio file index and tagged each with the echo(es) it could help me to analyse, situate or 

sense (there was overlap between some files, and I had already identified some to do 

compositions for conference presentations). My process of cataloguing was not only 

about integrating data into thematic categories but also about helping me to navigate 

entanglements (me, the research materials, and what was happening in the two 

commoning projects). 

Indeed, the three echoes relate to Les Grands Voisins and The Common House, but in 

different ways and not equally. Notwithstanding the fact that many objects do not make it 

into the final version of the thesis, some echoes do draw more on one project than 

another, or on a place, event, or relationship. Uprichard and Dawney (2019) elaborate on 

Donna Haraway and Karen Barad’s writing on diffraction as a methodological approach to 

argue for analyses that acknowledge “the differentiated, complex, and perhaps 

contradictory facets of the object of research” (p.26) and not just focusing on finding 

commonalities. Although I clearly present some integration of my material into three 

echoes, the chapters themselves perform modes of relationality that are not always about 

connection (see Chapter 6), and ways of “conceptualizing things as not always and 

necessarily cohering” (p.29).  

Messing with the material from my fieldwork allowed me to know what I could work with in 

writing my analysis, what I refer to next as the process of composition.  

COMPOSING ECHOES 

When working with a range of ethnographic materials, Varvantakis and Nolas (2019) 

suggest that researchers often use metaphors to guide the process of analysis, citing for 

instance composing, meandering, plundering and time travel. The metaphor used will 

depend on the project, but they argue that “what is important is that the role of metaphor 

is made more transparent in the research process” (p.369). Composition has not only 

served as a metaphorical guide for approaching my analysis, it is also grounded in the 
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practice of working with sound – one that has helped me figure out how to write the 

echoes of my research. Composition is a helpful way to explain my process of analysis 

and writing as it speaks to the practical process of putting things together from the mess 

of materials and thoughts, the use of creative and experimental approaches in doing so 

and my commitment to the writing of a thesis as a performative practice with a material 

feminist attention to the weight of words (or what Barad prefers to call “discursive 

practices/(con)figurations” (2007, p.132)). Doing research that is concerned with ethical 

relationality and radical otherness within the common, composition gathers meaning as a 

practice that can put ‘things together’ “while retaining their heterogeneity” (Latour, 2010, 

473). The later sections of the echoes therefore require some work from the reader, 

making connections that might seem difficult at times, and speculative at others. I am not 

presenting the practices identified as recipes, as solutions to cultivating such relational 

practices but rather as examples to learn with.  

~ 

Messing with materials from my fieldwork fed into the iterative writing of echoes, a 

practice that gradually became more compositional. Once an echo identified, I 

progressively gathered materials, using my cataloguing to visualise what was available to 

compose with. This led me to work simultaneously with two text documents, open folders 

with scans and sound files and my catalogue for each analysis chapter. One text file, 

called ‘working bits’, included evolving categorisations of excerpts from my ethnographic 

materials (to ensure I could always refer back to source as it were) as well as the 

argument and structure of the chapter. The second text file was the chapter draft where I 

played with ways of bringing these materials together and making meaning. I give some 

examples to clarify:  

 For the Enchantment isn’t cool echo (Chapter 14), my working bits included text and 

notes from sound files and documents that were categorised under the codes ‘cool’, 

‘intensity’, ‘surprise’, ‘unusual’, ‘positive feelings’, ‘magique’, ‘ontological’ and ‘ecology-

cultural’. These codes did not structure the chapter but helped me to map out the 

materials and identify how commoning practices connected to poetic practices.  

 When developing my analysis around ideas of and practices of discomfort (Chapter 

12), I mapped all the things (objects, practices, events, spaces…) that people in the 

projects showed attachment to and detachment from. Identifying things that showed 

persisting attachments (i.e. that didn’t appear in the ‘detachment’ list) helped me to 

identify practices that could be generative or reinforce violence towards otherness.  

 For all the echoes (Part IV), I identified the different examples that related to the 

affective condition I was working on and then asked myself for each of these: How and 

why is this generative (for cultivating ethical relationality)? And specifically, how might this 
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relate to an expanded idea of (more-than-human) sociality? This helped me identify 

examples that would support either the conceptualisation of the specific affective 

experience (sections that start ‘With …’), or my analysis of generative practices (sections 

relating to ‘Practising’, ‘Embracing’, ‘Reclaiming’ and ‘Inviting’).  

Viewing and hearing materials simultaneously (whether original, printed or on screen) 

and continuously working with how to bring them together, resonates with how Kathleen 

Stewart describes her non-representational writing approach as a “cartography of 

compositional elements” that involves the “expansive mapping of elements in play” (2015, 

p.26); a kind of writing-analysis as research from the middle, where meaning is made in 

the doing. 

~ 

Doing writing-analysis as composition is embedded in a longstanding interest among 

scholars using ethnographic approaches to “break down the walls between social 

sciences and literature” (Ellis & Bochner, 1996, p.9). This is a wall that Donna Haraway 

has worked to break down in the context of material feminist and posthuman research, for 

instance asserting in A Cyborg Manifesto (1991) that feminist science fiction writers “are 

theorists for cyborgs” (p.173).2 More recently, this has expanded from literature to 

learning from creative practices such as drawing, audio visual art (Hawkins, 2015; 

Hawkins & Kanngieser, 2017), BioArt (Dixon, 2009), and proliferating art-science activism 

projects (Haraway, 2016; Tsing, Bubandt, Gan & Swanson, 2017). In the words of the 

feminist poet and literary scholar Joan Retallack, the link between composition and 

artistic practices happens when composition is practiced as “an act of presentness” in 

which “the making of form (poiesis)” is foregrounded (2003, p.11). Breaking barriers 

between social sciences and creative practices is not a trivial desire but a necessity if we 

want to take the materiality of our writing seriously (see Part II) – it is also something that 

must be done with care. As a result, honing my creative compositional techniques 

continues to be central to my research process, and has included editing soundtracks 

and attending courses in ecopoetics and creative writing for research on urban questions.  

In the rest of this section, I explain how such considerations have guided my approach to 

writing, considerations when naming affective experiences, and the use of images and 

sound. 

 
2 Though I single out Haraway here, the late 1980s saw a growing interest among scholars in the social studies of 
science in exploring different ways of writing to disrupt orthodox “scientific” knowledges. For instance, scholars used 
“new literary forms”, writing with “dialogues, plays or diaries in order to accentuate the ‘situatedness’ of the writer” 
(Yearly, 2005, p.103). However, Erickson (2018) suggests that much of this work’s focus on the “problem of 
reflexivity” rather than onto-epistemologies limited any attempts at shifting actual worldviews. 
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Writing ~ Although non-text based creative practices were influential and inspirational, 

feminist and anticolonial literature (Vizenor, 1989; Power, 2004; Korneliussen, 2017; 

Simpson, 2017b; Orange, 2019) and interweaving literary scholarship (Glissant, 1990; 

Spahr, 2001; Retallack, 2003; Wynter, 2003; Toye, 2010; Nixon, 2011; Khalfa, 2016; 

Sharpe, 2016; de Leeuw, 2017; Furlan, 2017) encouraged me to explore how I might 

materialise affective environments and theoretical contributions through my writing. 

Juliana Spahr’s book Everybody's Autonomy: Connective Reading and Collective Identity 

(2001) is one of the works that provided me with a more concrete analysis of how texts 

can generate both autonomy and connection. Guided by anarchist thinking, Spahr’s work 

resonates with the politics of commoning projects: how to experiment with individual and 

collective voices, valuing diversity of responses and individuality within a collective 

intention. She examines for instance Gertrude Stein’s writing of “one and one and one 

and one …” a hundred times to denote “individuals within communities” or Theresa Hak 

Kyung Cha’s use of the single words “More. Others.” to denote “pluralism yet a rejection 

of collective inclusion” by separating the words with full stops (p.14). Drawing also on the 

works of African-American writer Harryette Mullen and US-based experimental writers 

from the 1970s and 80s, she identifies the work that compositional techniques such as 

bricolage, sampling, wordplay, the use of vernacular or play with the limits of language in 

translation can do for creating collective reading. The texts that Spahr analyses and 

works I reference above share many compositional techniques,3 especially an attention to 

the aurality and rhythmicity of writing.  

Keeping in mind and body that my work is academic, I continued to read such works in 

conversation with writing in the social sciences (Tsing, 2005, 2015; Haraway, 2016; 

Isoke, 2018), and particularly experiments in different ways of performing the writing in 

geography (Somdahl‐Sands, 2013; Lorimer, 2014; Brigstocke & Noorani, 2016b; Eshun & 

Madge, 2016; Heddon, 2017; Peters & Brown, 2017), both encouraging and encouraged 

by the emerging field of geohumanities (see Cresswell, Dixon, Bol & Entrikin, 2015). 

While many such experiments provide inspiration for compositional forms, there is limited 

work that examines the detail of the actual process of composition. As I fumbled through 

my analysis, Vannini’s edited volume on Non-Representational Methodologies (2015) and 

James Ash and Paul Simpson’s recent paper on “styles for thinking the (non)human” 

(2019) acquired new meaning and in turn helped me to articulate the messy process of 

composition.  

 
3 For instance, the “fragmentary or kaleidoscopic narrative style” (Furlan, 2017, p.177) of Native American writers to 
challenge linear temporalities or essentialising/fixing views of indigeneity, identity or place (see also Vizenor, 1989; 
Simpson, 2017b). This can be by weaving together poetic and narrative accounts that are not obviously connected 
or in chronological order, interspersed with recipes and dotted with recurring themes. 
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For instance, as I started to conceptualise urgency as an affective atmosphere through 

my fieldwork material (see Chapter 13), I turned to Anderson and Ash’s chapter on 

“atmospheric methods” (2015) and McCormack’s chapter on “devices for doing 

atmospheric things” (2015). They suggest that writing about atmospheres involves 

looking at the affective force of objects and relations from different perspectives, taking 

an ethnographic event and seeing if we can tell it in different ways – an approach I had 

already practised with my supervisors in relation to interview data. Yet, I was struck by 

the recurring reference to the idea of style, which Anderson and Ash describe as “a way 

of recording, analysing, and writing that stays with the multiplicity of things that form an 

atmosphere and shape its capacity to change, instead of trying to immediately name an 

object or body as the central cause of affective transformation” (2015, p.50). For Ash and 

Simpson, style is “a matter of learning to identify the expressivity [emphasis added] of 

human and nonhumans to understand how these objects contribute to the operation of a 

situation” (2019, p.2-3). Although the term “objects” does not adequately qualify the range 

of materials that are involved in the experiences of commoning I have been learning with, 

it gave me the confidence to focus on this less tangible idea of “expressivity”. This also 

resonated with the kind of material feminist analysis I was trying to develop, where style is 

“developed in response to a particular phenomenon, object or issue and is specific for 

each domain or issue” that requires being sensitive to the “strangeness and uncanniness 

of the familiar” (p.15).  

The idea of style resonates with the attention to form and rhythm in much of the writing I 

mention above, but somehow identifying it more specifically as a compositional approach 

gave me more confidence to work with different approaches to writing. Thinking through 

style helped me acknowledge it as a methodological guideline and essential for allowing 

me to hear and express affective environments. It also gave me a language to bring 

together my work with sound and early compositional practices for conference 

presentations with my writing practice. I expand on how these works relate to my textual 

compositions in the “A note on style” sections at the beginning of Chapters 12, 13 and 14 

(Part IV). 

Naming ~ Reading Anderson and Ash (2015) also led me to question the naming of 

atmospheres and articulate how and when I should do so. What does it do to call an 

atmosphere one of urgency? Does it fix something that is volatile, ambiguous and that we 

would not want to fix? Anderson and Ash (2015) acknowledge the difficulty of writing 

about an atmosphere in terms of affect (and in a research context) without naming it. 

Their suggestions are then to treat “naming as one act in a practice orientated to the 

emanation of an atmosphere” that allows the researcher and reader to recognise “its 

difference from other atmospheres” (p.37). Some methodological strategies they suggest 
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are to use “proliferating names for atmospheres” or “to be cryptic about the name given” 

or even to “invent fabulous new names for every atmosphere encountered” (p.37). For 

instance, where I seek to evoke a sense of urgency in Chapter 13, I make use of different 

words and terms, also abiding by the creative writer’s well-known adage ‘show don’t tell’.  

The question of naming brought other considerations in relation to discomfort as an affect 

that I also identified – and encouraged interviewees to identify – as a collective and/or 

individual emotional experience. For Ahmed, “when we name an emotion we are not 

simply naming something that exists ‘in here’” (2014, p.13), in our bodies, but are also 

showing an orientation towards a situation. Thus, naming an experience uncomfortable is 

different from naming it as something we are afraid of, or as something that doesn’t even 

merit naming. By naming affects in my analysis I am not only differentiating a particular 

atmosphere, but I am also producing effects, showing orientations – not all of which I can 

know or control. The approach to composition and style of writing thus forms part of the 

analytical approach to each echo. 

Images ~ I have brought considerations about style and composition together with 

insights from scholars using visual methods on the fact that the position of images, 

captions and frames are all choices that influence the way in which images are “read” 

with text (Newbury, 2011). I have chosen throughout the thesis to exclude captions from 

images (except images in Chapter 8 where I denote the source/location). Having a 

caption can have the tendency to create a separation between image and text (Newbury, 

2011). Having the images stand alone is a way of inviting the reader to have a more 

“direct” relation with the image and doing the relational work with the text; in some of the 

echoes I do this more explicitly by placing an image next to a bit of creative writing or 

ethnographic narrative that directly draws on the image. Where scanning technologies or 

crop made it possible, I show outlines of documents and notebooks to give a sense of the 

materiality of the objects. The images in Chapter 12 on discomfort are all presented on a 

black background to contrast them to images used in the other analysis chapters, as a 

mode of emphasis and echo to the theme of the chapter.  

Sounds – My approach to composing with sound brings together attention to style and 

performativity influenced by audio-visual works such as Sarah Turner’s (2017) use of 

overlapping soundtracks and sampling in her documentary Public House or the 

experience of listening to place-specific soundtracks designed for a soundwalk in Cardiff 

(Bodies in Flight, 2015). I worked with a selection of my 143 field recordings to create a 

soundtrack that accompanies the thesis, playing with the relationship between sound and 

source, sometimes separating the two to use a sound for its affective effect, and 

sometimes wanting to make sure the listener can still situate or identify the sound. As 

Gallagher (2015) suggests, working with field recordings “constitutes a form of post-
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human geographical practice that both represents spaces and produces them anew 

through reiterative performances” (p.574). Such an approach to composition brings 

together the affective and representational aspects of sound in ways that reinforce each 

other: “affects enable the works to tell compelling stories [… while] the representational 

aspects of these works, the fact that they are recognisably portraits of people and places, 

heightens their affects” (p.571).  

Listening to and composing with sound has been central to working through some of the 

ideas in the echoes (Part IV) and defining the structure of the thesis in turn guided the 

final composition of the soundtrack. In other words, the compositions are all made in 

relation to what I am exploring in the written text, whether in the samples, in relation to 

the context of my research or the analysis in Part IV. I composed the tracks using two 

broad compositional approaches. One is more “musical”, where I introduce the listener to 

the soundscapes of concrete environments (Track 1) and the two projects (Track 3), and 

accompany the five concrete samples (Tracks 2, 4, 6, 8 and 10). As the samples 

themselves were composed to be read out loud, I have woven in recordings of friends 

and collaborators reading the poems in the second part of the corresponding tracks 

(sections after cello sounds) – instrumental version of tracks 2, 4, 6, 8 and 10 are 

available online if the reader prefers to (re-)read the poems out loud themselves (at 

https://www.jesidewalks.net/projects/commoning-concrete/soundtrack). The other 

approach is more “documentary” and accompanies the three echoes (Tracks 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 

and 5.4 for discomfort in Chapter 12, Tracks 7.1, 7.2 and 7.2 for urgencies Chapter 13 

and Tracks 9.1, 9.2 and 9.3 for ineffable affects Chapter 14). For the second approach I 

have deliberately left in sounds of turning on or off the microphone as reminders of the 

technologies involved in making the ‘post-human’ practice of field recording mentioned 

above. 

While I have sought to interweave writing and sound, I also sought for each to have a 

certain autonomy from each other; in other words, the soundtrack is not “just” an 

accompaniment to the thesis. This is also central if we want to take seriously the different 

kinds of knowledges that might be generated through diverse creative practices and 

sensory engagements.  

 

https://www.jesidewalks.net/projects/commoning-concrete/soundtrack
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11 |  ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS  

Investigating questions of ethical relationality in my research has also oriented my 

approach to ethical considerations in preparing and carrying out my fieldwork, as well as 

in my ongoing process of analysis. As I submitted documents for the formal ethical 

approval from the university and prepared my fieldwork, I wrote these questions to 

myself: “What is the politic of my research practice? What and whom am I engaging-

collaborating-participating with or in?” These questions resound in the sources of the 

project (Part I) and more specific ethical considerations that emerge from them ring 

through the chapters in this section (for instance the decision to sketch rather than take 

notes in certain collective settings or the conversational approach to interviews). Below I 

show how engaged ethnographic research requires an approach to ethics that is “not 

merely a management tool for methodology” but constitutive to the methodological 

approach itself (Detamore, 2010, p.182), and outline how this relates to my compositional 

practices. 

ENGAGED RESEARCH   

I mention in Part I that I am learning with projects that I am prepared to support and have 

a commitment to, a commitment that is inseparable from the emancipatory thrust of my 

studies. This is a feminist commitment to a “politics of engaged, accountable positioning” 

(Haraway, 1988, p.590), of showing myself, those I am learning with and the reader 

where I stand (and that this position requires revisiting). I made my position as researcher 

intending to collaborate and contribute to the projects clear from the start when 

approaching The Common House and Les Grands Voisins. Although I was new to the 

projects, my previous experience with cooperatives and collaborative work meant that I 

could show knowledge of the kinds of practices that might be valued in commoning 

projects, for instance participatory (action research) approaches (see Harder, Burford & 

Hoover, 2013) and a deep grasp of the politics of knowledge production in community-

university research collaborations (see Brigstocke et al., 2017). However, this was the 

first time I carried out engaged ethnographic research and it demanded I hone new skills, 

techniques and ethical practices.  

As part of the university’s ethical approval I needed to present letters from both projects 

showing their consent for me to carry out research. At The Common House, I presented 

my proposal for collaboration to the assembly (at the time the ‘admin meeting’); it was 

unusual for people who were not part of member groups to become involved in the space 

and those at the meeting wanted to make sure I was committed to taking part and sharing 

my research. After making sure of this, each group checked among their members and at 

the next gathering I was welcomed more formally. Sympathetic to the administrative 
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requirements of my ethics procedures, someone volunteered to sign a consent form on 

behalf of the project. In Les Grands Voisins I gained procedural consent through 

members of the coordination team, with whom I was able to get in touch with after 

attending a film screening in the amphitheatre. They had started to bring together people 

doing research on site and were very open to welcoming researchers into what was 

evidently an experimental social project. The letters from both projects were included, 

along with my risk assessment, project information sheets, consent forms and sample 

interview questions in my final submission to the College Research Ethics Committee, 

approved on 13th July 2017. 

In relation to both sites, however, I did not consider these initial conversations and 

procedural ethical approval sufficient for collective consent for various reasons: the 

nature of the projects means that people come and go or are involved in different 

activities; I wanted to avoid any impression that some might have privileged access to 

information; the very way in which the projects are/were structured means that consent 

cannot be thought of only in a hierarchical way/gatekeeper model where one or a few 

individuals are considered to provide access to or represent a broader group. Although 

there are different requirements for ethical practice towards human and non-human 

participants, I consider that all material relations I develop through my fieldwork form part 

of the ethical engagement that I try to practise. 

The inadequacies of ethics models based on notions of individual or cohesive group 

consent are well-known in ethnographic research, and there is still significant debate on 

the way in which ethics should be practiced (Murphy & Dingwall, 2007, p.340). The UK 

Association for Social Anthropologists’ guidance on ethics helped me anticipate and 

articulate the kinds of ethical practices needed when doing engaged ethnography: they 

emphasise ethics as a process rather than a set of rules to follow and where consent is 

not just gained (for instance by signing a paper) but continuously maintained through 

relational practices (ASA, 2011). The relational practices that I used to gain and maintain 

consent in during and after the formal fieldwork stage ranged between respect/regard, 

friendship and kinship. This is not to say that aspects of the institutional ethics approval 

process were not valuable; indeed, it allowed me to articulate the limitations mentioned 

above, pose ongoing questions I present in this section, and prepare documents for my 

fieldwork. The project information sheets for interviewees and small groups (see 

Appendix 2) proved useful, particularly in Paris, where people welcomed the level of 
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detail and clarity, something I was told was not common when being involved in 

ethnographic research carried out under the auspices of French universities.1    

Acknowledging the presence of intimacy in fieldwork and different levels of interpersonal 

relations is central to feminist and queer accounts of qualitative research (Detamore, 

2010; Taylor, 2011; Cuomo & Massaro, 2016), but experiencing and acknowledging this 

broad range of interpersonal relations was new for me. Developing practices of sensing 

and attending (Chapter 9) helped me to “not only think but also feel [my] way 

empathetically in the field” (Taylor, 2011, p.19) and make notes to myself:  

NOTICE: WHEN DOES SOMEONE SHOW THE DESIRE, TIME AND/OR ENERGY TO DEVELOP MORE-OR-LESS 

INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS? NOTE: THIS IS NOT ALWAYS OBVIOUS. NOTICE: HOW DO INTERACTIONS IN 

INSTITUTIONAL SETTINGS DESTABILIZE ME AND MAKE ME FEEL LIKE I NEED TO JUSTIFY MY POSITION AS A 

RESEARCHER? NOTE: CHECK MY OWN CYNICISM AND DISCOMFORT. NOTICE: HOW AM I MAKING 

JUDGEMENTS AND WHEN DO I INTERVENE? NOTICE: WHEN DO I BECOME HYPERVIGILANT OF MY GENDER 

AND SEXUALITY? NOTE: MY OWN EXPECTATIONS AND CAPACITIES FOR INTIMACY VARY.  

The embedding of feminist praxis among activists in The Common House and the fact 

that several people involved are/were also studying meant that there was a more 

immediate understanding of what it might mean to carry out engaged research and draw 

on activist-led/action research principles and a recognition that we all have varying levels 

of availability, energy and involvement. As I became more involved in The Common 

House, this also meant that what troubled me in London was the feeling of not doing 

research that was “participatory enough”. I initially had mixed feelings about getting 

involved in the campaign to save the project noting the clear vested interest I had in the 

project “not closing” – but I soon realised this was precisely the reason why I decided to 

carry out engaged research. Since then, I have been part of a large change in the running 

and organising of the project, which now encourages individuals to help with the running 

of the space even if they are not part of a member group. It is also important for me to 

periodically check in with different people either to reaffirm my commitment or to share 

why I might be less available.  

Negotiating intimacy was also imbricated with the different ways I was perceived in the 

UK and France. In France I felt much more of an expectation to perform a role as a 

researcher; this was also influenced by me being on site for shorter periods of time but 

manifested as people often expected me to have pre-established research questions and 

early on made me very self-conscious of having a “scientific-enough” presentation for my 

work. I mentioned the spirit of learning that animated Les Grands Voisins, but this also 

meant that some people developed a weariness towards researchers as outsider experts; 

 
1 This is links to ongoing debates I was told about when in Paris, among qualitative social scientists based in French 
institutions, on the best ways to adopt procedural ethics approaches and their rejection of certain ways in which the 
biomedical ethics model has been translated to qualitative research in North America and the UK (see also Vassy & 
Keller, 2008). 
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during my second visit I noted “I felt like there was anger, frustration…” in the voice of the 

person leading a meeting open to members of the project when they ask me “alors tu vas 

nous observer et prendre des notes ?"2 after I presented myself as a doctoral student. A 

big part of my fieldwork in Paris thus also involved learning to perform different versions 

of what being a partially-involved-but-fully-engaged researcher meant.  

Getting my hands dirty and engaging with the material environments that make the 

projects also helped me to show my commitment. In Les Grands Voisins, this involved 

caring for plants, listening to bees, shovelling earth, building and taking apart terraces, 

serving drinks behind the bar, chopping onions, printing bags… At The Common House 

cleaning, clearing, sorting and doing inventories, making agendas, typing notes, visiting 

other projects, discovering community gardens, going around by bicycle… Drawing 

inspiration from Todd’s (2014) account of fishing among the Inuvialuit of Paulatuuq as an 

“active site of engagement” with the plurality of relations with fish, I propose that my 

material engagements are “beyond the utilitarian” (p.222) and encompass the material 

feminist onto-epistemological-methodological orientation to relational worlds outlined in 

Chapter 5.  

Engaging with research sites means The Common House and Les Grands Voisins 

occupy my attention and fill my senses. It requires taking “the responsibility of ethical 

interactions with sober perseverance” (Detamore, 2010, p.182). This can be 

overwhelming. It requires rhythmic revisiting of the extent and nature of my involvements. 

CAREFUL COMPOSITION 

Composing ethnographic research poses additional ethical considerations. Scholars have 

written since the 1970s about the ethical risks of such research often being more 

important at and after the time of publication, both in terms of the text’s reception and the 

limited control over wider uses and dissemination of the research (see Murphy & 

Dingwall, 2007, p.341). There are two ethical considerations in composing the thesis: ~ 

maintaining a generous and critical perspective in how I write about Les Grands Voisins 

and The Common House (which might also have implications for how other commoning 

projects might be judged); ~ working with the anonymity of human collaborators.  

It would not be possible to fully anonymise the projects I have been learning with, and this 

was made clear when I initially approached the projects. These are not projects that are 

at risk of persecution or being closed down (e.g. by local or national authorities, or 

extremist groups), and part of the engagement of this research means making the work 

that is being done in these commoning practices more audible and visible. I have also 

 
2 “so are you going to observe us and take notes?” 
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made it clear that I am not evaluating these projects; the intention and practice of learning 

with means that I am focusing on practices that, while located in each project, might have 

relevance beyond them. Such an analysis requires critique, that is to make judgements 

and discriminations. My understanding of critique is grounded in work committed to 

rescuing and re-articulating it as a practice that is not about judging truths and falsehoods 

but located in sites and texts we engage with and inherit… though might not always cite.3  

Developing a critical composition is not only about identifying the conditions that make 

certain things or affective relations possible – or what Latour calls “matters of concern” 

(2004, p.231). It is about what Puig de la Bellacasa (2011) calls “matters of care”. It 

involves “creating a relationship through that critique” (p.97) akin to what Blencowe 

(2012), following Foucault, calls “positive critique”. This is not being positive about the 

world but about “the positivity of the world” (p.7) which is understood as “a guiding, 

unattainable, goal” that “is realised in the text as something like an ethos or particular 

form of integrity” (p.32). Following Povinelli (2011), I also understand critique as 

immanent to the locations of my research; judgement emerges from being present and 

involved in the “queasy space of dwelling” (p.33). This has also meant informally sharing 

thoughts and echoes as they were germinating during my fieldwork and in the time since.    

Doing this is connected to how I work with anonymity in the thesis. I use pseudonyms 

throughout the text, cognizant of the fact that changing names alone does not always 

anonymise (Murphy & Dingwall, 2007). Thus, while composing text I am careful about the 

sometime implicit information I am sharing, whether confidentially shared in an interview 

setting or something I judge should not be associated with one person. This is also a 

reason for not providing a table of names of those who took part in ethnographic 

interviews. There are some occasions where I do not seek to anonymise through even 

with the use of pseudonyms; for instance everyone in Les Grands Voisins would know 

who I am writing about when referring to the person caring for chickens but this is fine as 

I am not writing anything that is private or confidential in their regard.  

Another way for me to work with anonymity has been through my desire to create a 

collective and multiple compositional style and play with the fuzziness of individual 

identities. I have tried to do this by emphasising how what a person says resonates with 

other experiences (not necessarily in words) to create a more collective voice in the text. 

Another strategy has been to identify pseudonyms that are gender neutral, only using 

gendered or other characteristics of identity when relevant for the point I am trying to 

make. This is a tricky choice and involves careful consideration of each example and 

 
3 For Pignarre and Stengers (2007) inheritance is a way of writing and thinking about how “to prolong, to become 
the child of” (p.4) an event (such as the battle of Seattle, 1999) or a scholar (such as Marx); understood in this way, 
inheriting means recognising and respecting but also being playful and risking adventure. 
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awareness of the broader politics of relations within the projects and leads to imperfect 

decisions.  

~ 

In this chapter I have outlined some key ethical considerations accompany my research 

journey. I return to some of these in Chapter 15, as they resonate in different ways 

through ongoing conversations with collaborators and friends. 
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PART IV – ECHOES 

 

In the fourth part of the thesis, I share compositions from three affective experiences that 

echo through my research. As I mention in Chapter 10, I use echoes to refer to the ways 

in which the writing in Chapters 12, 13 and 14 below emerges from material movements 

between sources, orientations and locations and requires an ongoing practice of listening, 

and to the potential of such listening to dislodge ways of thinking-doing-writing. The 

chapters in this part present collective affects from urban commoning projects that I 

suggest can be generative for cultivating more than human ethical relations in concrete 

environments. They result from conceptually and physically moving between sources, 

orientations and locations, and are compositions that welcome listening with sounds, 

images and written words.  

~ 

Part IV includes a more extensive use of the fonts mentioned in the Preface, 

so here is a reminder of the ‘font key’. In addition to this regular text, I use: 

- italics for original French text 

- serif font for ethnographic narratives (text that comes from reworking 

interviews and fieldnotes to integrate into the main body of the text) 

- italics serif font for quotes taken directly from interviews 

- hand-writing style font in grey-blue for text directly taken from fieldnotes 

- SMALLER ALL CAPS IN BROWN FOR EXCERPT FROM DOCUMENTS 

- grey typewriter font for notes for the reader 

 

~ 

Please play Track 4 and move to the next page when you hear the cello 

playing sustained notes. 

 

 

 

 

~ 
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— AUSTERE — 

I think of the hall on the other side of the street 
Another space left empty or under used at least 
as those left behind 
remain with the grey of bare walls and tall tales 
tails, the tail end of the money and of the line  
the streets with boarded shops and rents that are too high 
or at least for those not seeking to get rich 
of the back of others, of otherness, of precarity and shit.  
Look at this street, what is changing?  
The bakery on the block has sourdough bread  
made from flour that comes 
not too far from this mess 
and yes, what is left over makes its way  
to the local community-run café, we like it too 
let’s not be hypocrites,  
but in the mean while some are left to ferment  
too long, turn sour no longer sweet but with 
bitter souls and bitter thoughts that are hard to defeat. 
Concrete sweat, concrete spit, concrete tears,  
concrete shit, concrete fears 
low cost and low maintenance they say 
inert, compact, non-porous, does not lose its properties 
like these walls  
or some walls for sure, for some though 
concrete cannot slow the heat, the fire is fuelled 
with savings on cost and on care 
subordinating life to profit and materials to wear,  
weary of those who seek to take action 
burning with rage and with guilt  
solidarity and survival are dim lights on a way 
marked by barriers that seem taller each day, 
days, dazed by the laws that keep changing 
and the pressure and push to make sure you change too 
or be left on the side and picked up by the few, 
fewer than some but fierce and still here 
though we hear tomorrow is another day 
for some too far away to be near. 
Je pense pas à demain, parce que demain c’est loin. 
 

WRITTEN 20 APRIL 2020, LAST UPDATED 9 MAY 2020 – 

SAMPLING FIELDNOTES WITH DEMAIN C’EST LOIN BY IAM (1997).  

BELOW: CROP FROM SKETCH MADE BY MARLEY DURING 

ETHNOGRAPHIC INTERVIEW.  
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12 |  DISCOMFORT 

The affective experiences of discomfort, trouble, disturbance, unsettling, gêne, inconfort, 

perturbation, are echoes from the visceral emotions and affective atmospheres of my 

ethnographic fieldwork and ongoing engagement with texts in my research. As an 

affective experience to learn within the context of commoning projects, I draw mostly on 

experiences in Les Grands Voisins, largely due to the size of the project and the fact that 

experiences of discomfort were central to many stories I was told and through my own 

experience. I diffract this with experiences from The Common House where I have been 

learning with more explicitly feminist, queer and radical praxes.  

Here, I show how discomfort can bring attention to the uneven experiences and effects of 

concrete environments on human and non-human bodies and that a disposition towards, 

or an openness to, practising certain forms of individual and collective discomfort can be 

learned with commoning projects. Finally, I show how such practices can be generative 

for cultivating an expanded and ethical understanding of relationality in concrete 

environments.  

In the first section of the chapter, With Discomfort, I bring by fieldwork into conversation 

with two theoretical orientations: feminist and decolonial scholarship through Sara 

Ahmed’s (2014) writing on discomfort as a “queer feeling”, and affective geographies 

through David Bissell’s (2008) work in mobility studies. With these, I theorise discomfort 

as individual emotions and collective affective experiences and explore how sensing and 

attending to discomforts can emphasise the unevenness in which wider affective 

conditions permeate commoning projects. In the second section I examine how Practising 

Discomfort not only makes power and exclusions visible, but also can inspire and guide 

action; in other words be generative in terms of cultivating “more-than-human sociality” 

(Tsing, 2013, p. 27). In the last section, I invite the reader to examine such practices 

through the echoes of Relational Worlds (Chapter 5) and more than human commoning 

(Chapter 6). These echoes bring into relation more than human orientations to discomfort 

and suggest that critically Embracing Discomforts can cultivate ethical relationality.  

A note on style 

My approach to composition in this chapter has been to play with the affective registers of 

discomfort for the reader: disrupting and unsettling at times while still maintaining 

engagement and trust. Spahr’s notion of anarchist collective reading is helpful here, 

examining how texts create moments of non-identification as well as identification that 

“reward readers for responsive involvement and for awareness of their limitations” (2001, 
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p.6). Drawing on her reading of Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s DICTEE (1982), I do this 

through collage/fragmentation and multilingual work.  

Collage/fragmentation is a structuring guide for the section Practising Discomfort where 

they do not necessarily follow each other, and the chapter also ends without giving a 

clear conclusion. While the fragmented structure might seem disjointed, sections have 

“contact zones” (Spahr, 2001, p.129). ATTENTION! – interrupts the practices but also 

speaks to the whole section. Fragmented telling also involves moving between different 

positions (storyteller, scribe, cultural historian, translator, sound recorder, Francophone 

student and doctoral researcher) and the use of punctuation – (brackets) – and 

questions? Similar techniques are also used by Indigenous writers working with the 

context of cities (perhaps in a more accessible way than Cha’s work); for instance the 

Nishnaabeg storyteller and scholar Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s novel This 

Accident of Being Lost (2017b), which collects chapters of short stories, songs and poetic 

prose as a way of following the disjointed and intense lives of her protagonists living with 

and around Lake Ontario. Such techniques are also an analytical approach that resists 

“any sense of resolution”, and so the chapter ends with “the unfolding of question after 

question” (Dixon et al., 2012, p.265).  

Multilingualism is central to Cha’s book, which includes sections in French, English and 

Korean. Spahr asks how we can make a multilingual work inclusive, “provocative, 

empathetic” (2001, p.139) and not alienating to those who cannot understand some of the 

languages used. In contrast to the other two echoes in the thesis, this chapter will have 

more text written in French which might irritate certain readers. Where I include 

untranslated French in the text, I use fragments that focus on phonetics or have common 

roots with English and encourage the reader to guess the meaning by including 

contextual descriptions. In some cases, I provide an English translation in footnotes, a 

technique used by Jean Khalfa (2016) in his writing on French Caribbean scholarship to 

keep the original text and echo the politics of multilingual work in the writing he analyses. 

I also use multilingualism somewhere “between dialogue and translation” (Spahr, 2001, 

p.134) as a compositional technique that echoes how translation of both languages and 

knowledge “is always imperfect […], loaded with hope and yet always in danger of going 

wrong” (p.135);1 and how such (non)translation can make room for subversion.  

 
1 Spahr also reminds us we must not equate multilingual work to conversation/dialogue, referring us to Glissant’s 
writing in Caribbean Discourse where he defines multilingualism as “not only the ability to speak several languages 
[… but] the passionate desire to accept and understand out neighbour’s language and to confront the massive 
levelling force of language continuously imposed by the West – yesterday with French, today with American English 
– with a multiplicity of languages and their mutual comprehension” (in Spahr 2001, p.138). 
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WITH DISCOMFORT 

AFFECTIVE RESONANCE  

What is discomfort? The Chambers Dictionary (1993) defines discomfort as “a lack of 

comfort; uneasiness; slight pain”: it is a feeling that is linked to thought and physical pain 

and difficult to define without the notion of comfort.   

Discomfort is used across a variety of disciplines. In this thesis, I approach discomfort as 

the (implicit or explicit) expression of material and discursive relations rather than as an 

objectively or subjectively measurable condition (as in ergonomics, engineering and 

research on thermal comfort, or medical anthropology for instance).2 Attention to 

discomfort in my fieldwork did not assume a pre-defined notion of discomfort, yet I did 

know I was not focusing on discomfort as a lack of physical wellbeing. Martin (2011) 

alludes to this distinction in his work on precarious mobilities, recognising that what he 

first identifies as the discomfort that migrants experience in situations of transit might be 

better qualified as “a form of physical distress and thus close to […] subjective violence” 

(p.1051).3 The discomfort I attend to in this chapter is distinct from such forms of violence, 

insecurity, privation, or danger. 

I orient my relational conceptualisation with Bissell’s (2008) work on comfort. Based in 

geographies of mobility, he critiques the categorical association of comfort with docility, 

sedentarity and consumerism by examining comfort as an affective experience. Drawing 

(implicitly) on Deleuzian and (even more implicitly) Spinozist conceptualisations of affect 

through writing in non-representational geographies, Bissell thinks comfort by attending to 

the act of sitting and identifies three ways of thinking about comfort that build on each 

other: the first is the capacity or “socially constructed and engineered attribute of an 

object” (p.1700) (e.g. ‘a comfortable chair’); the second is an aesthetic sensibility that is 

not the property of one object but “brought into being through bodies” (p.1700); the third 

is an affective resonance where affect is understood as circulating “between and through 

both objects and bodies” (p.1701). He uses all three registers in his analysis, showing 

how “sitting comfortably” is an active process that involves the agentic capacities of 

human bodies and chair, shifting between experiences of pain, discomfort, movement, 

and getting comfortable again. This leads him to assert that comfort and discomfort are 

not opposites but that “discomfort is contained within and is always immanent to comfort” 

 
2 See Bissell (2008) for accounts of some of these approaches. Other examples include recent work in geography 
by Rodó-de-Zárate (2017) who implicitly defines discomfort as a subjectively measurable emotion that queer 
individuals will be able to identify in the context of a survey instrument about how they feel in heteronormative 
spaces.  
3 Martin’s (2011) use of discomfort comes from a response to pervious work for instance by Paul Virilio on the 
politics of comfort that associated it with speed, modernity and docility. Part of Martin’s argument is that there is also 
a politics to discomfort: speed is uncomfortable if bodies that are not packaged, cocooned or protected from the 
violence of transit.  



Echoes 

127 
 

(2008, p.1707). Furthermore, comfort is “not wholly predetermined” by the assemblage of 

objects and bodies in an environment: it “is reliant on bodies themselves to facilitate this 

circulation.” (p.1701). His analysis thus acknowledges the agency involved in the feeling 

of comfort, which Bissell articulates in writing that comfort is a “set of anticipatory affective 

resonances [emphasis added] where the body has the capacity to anticipate and fold 

through and into the physical sensation of the engineered environment promoted” 

(p.1701).  

Similarly, I would argue that we should think of feeling uncomfortable not just as an 

imposition or feeling that one has to deal with; it can also be the result of active 

anticipation, of sensing how relations in specific situations might make individual or 

collective bodies feel, and navigating these situations in order to feel more or less 

(un)comfortable. Such acts of anticipation happen in relation to wider material and 

discursive contexts. Bissell locates his analysis and critique of discourses of comfort in 

relation to material histories which are also pertinent for the context of this research. For 

instance, in The Invention of Comfort, design historian John Crowley (2001) identifies a 

shift in 19th century England and North America from comfort as a verb to comfort as a 

noun associated with “values, consumption patterns, and behaviors crucial to the 

formation of a middle class” (p.292). This shift is also linked to emergence of an ideal of 

comfort, the rise of material wealth and consumerism, alongside the development of the 

science and engineering of thermal comfort (see Shove, 2003). This context is also 

pertinent for rooting our conceptualisation of discomfort and its link to histories of 

colonialism, material culture and consumerism in Europe.  

Also writing from a genealogy of Spinozist affect, Sue Ruddick (2010) is interested in 

“how we deal with the discomfort” that results from the “attempting to bridge” radically 

different ways responding to capitalism, what she characterises as “fragmentary, diffuse 

and often antagonistic subjects, who may be united in principle […] but diverge in 

practice, in terms of the sites, strategies and specific natures of their own oppression” 

(p.22).4 Ruddick draws attention to discomfort as an affective condition of working in a 

context of difference and otherness that permeates concrete environments. Her analysis, 

however, does not offer the grounded and material-discursive analysis that Bissell’s work 

includes.5 How can we understand discomfort in relation to actual experiences? In 

relation to concrete environments? What can we learn with commoning projects? This is 

where Ahmed’s theorising of discomfort is a helpful guide. Though the latter might seem 

 
4 This is precisely what has drawn philosophers such as Hardt and Negri to the ideas of the multitude (2004) and 
the common (2009). 
5 This question is an opening in a paper where Ruddick focuses on tracing how Spinoza’s writing on sad passions 
has influenced Deleuze’s work on the “destabilising moment of the encounter” as a way of questioning one’s ways 
of being and knowing the world and “interrogating the bases of our fears of (or indifferences to) alterity” (2010, 
p.24). 
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theoretically incompatible with Bissell or Ruddick’s work due to their different ways of 

conceptualising affect and emotions,6 as we have seen in Chapter 5, it can open different 

conversations.  

Ahmed’s writing on discomfort in The Cultural Politics of Emotions (2014) clearly situates 

discomfort in relation to wider material and discursive contexts – in her case 

heterosexuality and heteronormativity. Ahmed attends to discomfort as a “queer feeling” 

and is interested in it as an emotion related to questions of difference / otherness / 

strangeness – pertinent for the context of commoning. Drawing on her experience of 

coming out and living as a lesbian and on the experience of queer (human) bodies in 

heteronormative public spaces, she argues that discomfort is provoked spatially – it is “a 

feeling of disorientation: one’s body feels out of place, awkward, unsettled” (2014, p.148). 

Although provoked spatially, Ahmed does not suggest that discomfort is the property of a 

space – “I do not want to think about emotionality as a characteristic of bodies” (2014, 

p.4) – rather, it results from how spaces are associated with certain ideas and stories. 

She is careful to say that defining discomfort as a “queer feeling” is not about “feeling 

queer” or how it feels “to inhabit a body that fails to reproduce an ideal” (p.144); it is an 

emotion that is not attached to a particular identity or body. However, her analysis 

remains firmly embodied in human experience.  

Bringing this in conversation with Bissell work extends the conceptualisation of discomfort 

as a feeling resulting from the juxtaposition of material environments, discourses, life 

experiences and/or imaginaries (akin to Bissell descriptions of aesthetic sensibility and 

affective resonance) that can also be expressed as an emotion. This extended 

understanding relates to Ahmed’s (2014) description of the “impressions” (p.90) that 

material and discursive practices leave on a space using the example of the 

omnipresence of heterosexual norms within public space (through the material presence 

of advertising that reinforces heterosexual images of couples, family, women or men’s 

bodies, or the social expectations of not showing intimacy with a same-sex person), or 

within family life (for instance social expectations to have a nuclear family and 

biologically-related children where possible, or of not being exclude from familial 

relations) (p.148).7 Attention to where discomfort is experienced (explicitly and implicitly) 

shows how non-human bodies also capacitate discomfort.  

 
6 Ahmed conceptualises affect as a result of material-discursive relations: “the movement between sign and object 
converts into affect” (2014, p.45). This is different from a Spinozist understanding of affect as a force that is involved 
in the very act of relating or of ‘movement’ between bodies. Ahmed mobilises the language of affect to challenge the 
idea that emotions are ‘characteristic’ of certain bodies (p.4), yet does not engage with Spinozist understandings of 
affect, focusing instead on psychoanalytical writings on emotion. 
7 Ahmed uses the concept of ‘stickiness’ in her work to explain how ideas/discourses/words become associated with 
certain bodies, objects or spaces: the effect of associations and histories that have been ‘impressed’ on the surface 
of bodies (2014, p.90).  
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It might seem contradictory to focus on the experience of lesbian and queer bodies while 

saying that discomfort is not a property of bodies. Yet, it points to the way in which 

discomfort is often named as an emotion, and that different bodies have different 

capacities to feel discomfort – for both Bissell and Ahmed, discomfort is made sensible 

through the capacities of human bodies. For Ahmed (2014), feeling discomfort involves 

“an acute awareness of the surface of one’s body” (p.148), such as “prickly sensations, 

cramps” (p.24). However, I challenge her assumption that discomfort is easier to sense 

than comfort – “we do not tend to feel our comforts” (p.178) – which implies a dualistic 

opposition between comfort and discomfort, a perspective that Bissell dispels. Bringing 

together both perspectives can help, though, to ask: why and how is discomfort sensed? 

It emphasises that attending to comfort/discomfort requires work, and that such work 

might be easier for certain bodies to do than others.  

I now turn to events and ongoing experiences in Les Grands Voisins and The Common 

House to locate and clarify my understanding of discomfort as affective experiences and 

resonances that can also be expressed as emotions in individual and collective bodies.  

 

FEELING DISCOMFORT IN COMMON PLACES 
 

Please listen to Track 5.1 and  

then continue reading (5:00). 

 

 

 

La Lingerie was the first building that Yes We Camp started to bring to life in the summer 

of 2015. At that stage, approximately fifteen Yes We Camp volunteers were working and 

living on site; Sage was one of them. The idea, he says, was to create something friendly, 

unpretentious and joyful “un café associatif, cantine, buvette, sans prétentions, salle 

polyvalente, cafétéria, ce genre de chose” that would bring optimism and beautiful 

energies to a place where people were living in difficult conditions. And the outcome was 

playful. One of the rooms had an upside-down table hanging from the ceiling with a pump 

system to move water around a maze of test tubes and laboratory ware; another room 

had a lamp made with leftover medical equipment from the hospital. There was no 

overarching plan: one person wanted to make the longest table ever, another a lounge 

area for giants, another to make stones visible by drilling away bits of plaster to see the 

texture of the iron structure underneath.  
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After the public opening in October 2015, La Lingerie became a space of socialising 

among those working and living on site as well as the main space for hosting regular 

events for the cultural program. The first assembly in December 2015 was often 

mentioned to me as one of the first collective moments when different voisins voiced that 

the space was one of discomfort for some. One of the questions – which echoed in 

conversations and meetings throughout the project – was: “pourquoi les résidents ne vont 

pas à la Lingerie?”.8 It is unsurprising that this question also made it onto one of the 

postcards created in autumn 2017 as part of the Face Cachée project coordinated by 

Élan Interculturel, an association that had an office on site.9 

 

Two years after that first assembly, I ask Lou about experiences of discomfort in the 

project offering a map of the site as a conversational tool. She draws an orange star 

where the Lingerie is, telling me that some residents (still) feel awkward and out of place 

there: “pour certains résidents c’est un espace où on se sent pas assez à sa place, on se 

sent mal à l’aise”. When I spoke to residents some echoed this feeling, referring to the 

parts of the site that are not emergency social housing as a “legal squat” (they used this 

oxymoron to signify their disapproval at people in positions of privilege co-opting more 

radical practice). The physical nature of the space itself (needing to go upstairs to enter, 

and an elevated terrace compared to street level) also became a physical embodiment of 

the feeling of inferiority for certain residents - often trapped in paternalistic state 

bureaucracies of control and empathy. 

Such feelings were not only reserved to residents though: voisins working or volunteering 

such as Alix, Sasha, Justice or Kira also told me that at times La Lingerie still did not feel 

like a space for all the voisins but a “Yes We Camp space” (their role was to lead on the 

 
8 ‘why don’t the residents go to the Lingerie?’ 
9 Face Cachée literally translates as ‘hidden face’ but also carries the more negative meaning of ‘dark side’, that is 
‘the dark side of Les Grands Voisins’. 
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aménagement of the site, see Chapter 8). It was hard to separate the space from the 

young artists, architects and designers who invested three and more months of labour 

and time doing it up and making it their home during the construction period, though with 

the desire to make it a common space. “Mon bar, mes copains” - Charlie tells me that it 

wasn’t on purpose – “my bar, my friends … it’s because we live here”. Members of Yes 

We Camp recognise the unease their presence creates for some and the image that they 

(some more and some less willingly) present. Charlie continues: “on est beaux, blancs et 

bien éduqués” 10 – even though La Lingerie is an alternative type of venue in the context 

of Paris, it was tied up with images and imaginaries of white, good-looking, educated 

bodies, with certain privileges; of bodies able to create a ‘cool home’ for themselves in a 

site left empty with the agreement of public institutions.  

Another discomforting aspect of La Lingerie that was mentioned to me was the way in 

which the cultural programme in the space was organised. The space was (and continues 

to be in its new incarnation) a venue for a busy and free programme of music, games, 

festivals and events.11 Discomfort was created in the tension between multiple objectives: 

needing to curate a programme of events that would attract Parisiens, a desire to take 

pleasure in producing good quality (professional level) events, opening a space for 

voisins to organise events, and organising more community-focused events (such as 

game nights, film screenings, sports…) that might not have a professional production 

quality. This could lead to implied hierarchies of quality, with external-focused events 

being more desirable than events led by or organised for les voisins. Feeling that this was 

sometimes implicitly the case made Alix and others working in Association Aurore 

(responsible for the emergency social housing) uncomfortable. At the same time, those 

responsible for programming also staffed events, at times finding themselves in 

uncomfortable situations with events led by voisins that were not very well organised or 

less concerned with fostering the kind of welcoming atmosphere project coordinators tried 

to create in La Lingerie.  

What can these experiences tell us about discomfort? First, discomfort can be felt in 

relation to a space such as La Lingerie, but it is not the property of the space itself. 

Coming back to Ahmed, public space is not in itself heteronormative, but the stories, 

imaginaries and discourses that accompany spaces, and create that feeling of being ‘out 

of place’; in the case of the Lingerie around privilege, whiteness and ideas of quality in 

cultural production. Another aspect that I think this example echoes is how discomfort can 

be felt individually as an emotion (for instance expressed to me by Alix or others in 

interviews and conversations), or constructed as a collective affective experience that 

 
10 “we’re good looking, white and educated” 
11 This is both essential to welcoming the general public on site and a strategy for fundraising (attracting people who 
would then buy drinks at the bar and, more minimally, buy products by artists and artisans from the project). 
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concerns human and non-human bodies involved in the project even if they might not 

have experienced that discomfort as an individual emotion. For instance, the fact that La 

Lingerie was less comfortable for some led to a collective narrative and ongoing reflection 

about the reasons and how to create spaces that would be more comfortable for those 

who are routinely excluded from public life, namely the residents (for instance through the 

artivism project mentioned above, through reflecting within the coordination team, by 

generating new assemblages within the space, for instance starting a weekly “pay as you 

feel” meal (le couscous du mercredi) where different neighbours would get the 

ingredients and serve each week, starting to work with more residents in the kitchen and 

behind the bar, making more space for community events, as well as creating new 

spaces such as La Maison des Médecins which would become a space for all voisins but 

not focused on external visitors).  

In the examples above, discomforts often led to reflection and not necessarily the naming 

of an emotion or specific emotional state. Thus, we might understand discomfort as a 

feeling that can come prior to the naming of certain emotions, echoing how Bissell 

describes comfort as “a set of anticipatory affective resonances” (2008, p.1701). Paying 

attention to discomfort can be a way of anticipating feelings that might turn into more rigid 

emotional conditions (such as guilt or shame), and gestures towards a way of attending 

to feeling and thinking together (which I expand on through poetic commoning practices 

in Chapter 14). 

 

THE CONTOURS OF UNEVENNESS 

As I just mentioned, not all those involved in spaces of commoning experience discomfort 

in the same way. Attending to discomfort in commoning practices – as affective 

resonances that can be (but not always) expressed as individual or collective emotions 

(such as fear or anger) – is a way of not getting caught up in internal processes or micro-

politics of spaces. As Marley suggests, urban commoning projects cannot be separated 

from the wider environment in which they take place: “nulle n’échappe à son 

environnement”. This comment echoes writing on affects that conditions experiences 

(such as structures of feeling mentioned in Chapter 7). As such, understanding 

discomfort as embodied individual and collective experiences can be a way of examining 

how an expanded understanding of the social operates; that is, how the discomfort that 

characterises the contexts of commoning projects (what I call concrete environments) 

manifests – but in an uneven way – in relational practices within such sites. 

I choose to use the term ‘uneven’ for several reasons: unlike unequal, uneven does not 

have the same normative meaning (we generally strive for equality rather than inequality): 

uneven has both material and metaphorical meanings, it conjures multiple images of 
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social and geographical terrain: the best French translations would be irrégulier or 

rugueux – something that is rough, rugged or unpolished: unevenness can help to 

describe rather than judge a complex situation: Povinelli uses unevenness to diagnose 

the effects of material assemblages (what she calls carnality) as opposed to the mere 

description of material assemblages (what she calls corporeality) (2011, p.108): these 

uneven effects echo the different capacities of bodies to feel discomfort mentioned 

above. 

There are three ways in which this unevenness manifests through experiences of 

discomfort in the context of commoning projects. The first is as an affective resonance 

that echoes the troubling characteristics of concrete environments and how these are 

(un)willingly reproduced within commoning projects. We see this in the example of 

discomforts around issues of gender, the potential reproduction of paternalistic practices 

(often characteristic of government or charitable work around poverty and exclusion), 

such as treating animals and residents as inferior, a certain reliance on the sale of alcohol 

and an entertainment-based economy for running the project in Les Grands Voisins, or 

having to continuously raise funds to pay rent to a private landlord in The Common 

House (I come back to this in the next section). This unevenness manifests in certain 

people’s ability to mobilise resources and know-how, which propels such projects forward 

(see Chapter 13) but also the feelings Charlie articulated as “my bar, my friends” or of Les 

Grands Voisins as a “legal squat”. In her work on a manufactured housing cooperative, 

Noterman (2016) refers to this “uneven participation in commoning activities, where a few 

willing and able members undertake the majority of the physical and intellectual labor 

involved in managing the commons” as “differential commoning” (p.436). Focusing on 

internal power relations, she sees “unevenness as a problem to be continually grappled 

with rather than a tendency that can be eliminated” (p.445). However, such internal 

unevenness is the expression of relations of power that characterise the contexts in 

which such alternative projects occur; understanding this clarifies how different responses 

occur in different contexts (for instance London and Paris) as well as what aspects are 

worth contesting more strongly, or what aspects might form part of practices of 

resistance.  

The second manifestation is the way in which affective conditions of concrete 

environments are contested/subverted. This is evident in the affective experiences of 

individuals for whom such projects are new experiences; in feeling uneasy, strange or 

uncomfortable with new kinds of collective practices; in the affective capacities of 

proximate others (e.g. bees) or distant imagined relations (e.g. plastic). Contesting the 

unevenness of concrete environments (questioning and challenging social and economic 

inequalities, dominant production and extraction systems, the separation of humans from 
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“nature”, identity politics, fascism, heteronormative kinship models…) requires taking 

seriously all material relations that are involved in such contexts. Attention to discomfort 

shows how commoning projects are not just about considering difference but 

understanding “the common as a project that requires the interplay of disparate beings, 

not all of which are human” (Tola, 2017, p.239).  

The third manifestation is a result of the presence of both the reproduction and 

contestation mentioned above: the presence of contradictions and apparent 

inconsistencies. Stealing is a source of discomfort within and outside of La Lingerie. 

During my first meeting in Les Grands Voisins a few people brought this to my attention – 

Pierre and Justice comment that because the project is about being in common this 

means ownership is understood by some in a different way – “les choses appartiennent à 

tous” – I’m told “you’ll see keys on office doors” – lock the office when you go down the 

corridor to the toilet – when I arrived for the first long visit, laptops had gone missing from 

offices replaced with new ones with a lock system – lunch boxes full of food go missing – 

Yes We Camp seem to be constantly losing kitchen utensils (most important was to 

develop a system to keep track of the knives). In The Common House, keys are not so 

much stolen but go missing – then they reappear or get replaced again. Stealing? “Of 

course! It’s the price to pay!" Andrea exclaims "ben oui le vol évidemment, ben c’est 

nécessaire, c’est le prix, le prix !".  

Les Grands Voisins and The Common House are full of such contradictions, challenges 

and inconsistencies, such as making organising practices excluding towards people with 

small children, not always using open source software, renting from a private landlord, 

having only partially common decision-making. Given the size and nature of the project, 

these are more pronounced in Paris, but in both contexts lead to ongoing collective 

discussions, contestations or reflection in private conversations. Inconsistencies take 

their toll both mentally and physically – in Les Grands Voisins it seems to me that 

women’s bodies tend to bear the brunt of discontents (see ATTENTION! below) – Andrea 

tells me “il faut avoir les reins solides”.12 The context of commoning helps to make this 

more evident because the projects have multiple entry points and non-sectarian politics 

(see Chapter 8) – people also have different expectations, different perspectives and 

practices in relation to power and privilege. The tension and discomfort are thus the 

expression of judgements – of ethical positions.  

Attending to discomfort can thus be a way of staying with the trouble within commoning 

practices, of “keeping in view the exclusions, others, and power over [these] create” 

(Nightingale, 2019, p.31). This leads us to the next section, moving from the way in which 

 
12 This directly translates to “you need to have solid kidneys”; it is similar to the expression “being broad-shouldered” 
in English.  
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discomfort highlights power and politics around and within commoning projects, to 

questions of ethics: What can be done with experiences of discomfort? What is the 

transformative potential of discomfort as an affective resonance in collective contexts?  
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PRACTISING DISCOMFORT 

In this section, I expand on the ways in which experiences of discomfort in Les Grands 

Voisins and The Common House not only make power and exclusions visible, but can 

also inspire and guide ways of being and acting – a move from politics to ethics. In 

Ahmed’s phrase “queer feeling”, the adjective “queer” denotes an ethical orientation: 

Ahmed is interested in what it means to disrupt or challenge dominant societal norms 

(such as heteronormativity) as norms that can be (sometimes violently) exclusive for 

some people and reproduce restrictive narratives of personhood and nationhood.13 With 

Ahmed, I ask: How can discomfort be “generative, rather than simply constraining or 

negative” (2014, p.155)? I started using the notion “generative” prior to encountering 

Ahmed’s work and found it useful to think with the emancipatory thrust of the thesis and 

notion of “cultivating” relational worlds (see Chapters 4, 11). Indeed, I specifically ask: 

How can discomfort be generative in terms of cultivating critical relational worlds? 

Below I explore five “practices” of discomfort/trouble/perturbation/gêne in spaces that 

shake us up, being à cœur ouvert, doing things seriously without taking ourselves 

seriously, deliberate unevenness, and the crazy and… diffracting from Les Grands 

Voisins and The Common House interrupted by a cautionary section – ATTENTION! – as 

a way of reminding us that not all discomfort is generative.  

SPACES THAT SHAKE US UP 14  

The section above on La Lingerie ended with examples of how ongoing feelings of 

discomfort among voisins about perceived ownership and culturally “worthy” events led to 

the development of several initiatives (many of which continued in the second phase of 

the project). For example: the collective ideation of the weekly café-prix-libre-pay-as-you-

feel coffee on Friday mornings served by residents (who can keep any donations made 

during that time), and the creation of a new space (La Maison des Médecins) that would 

be reserved for those living and working on site to relax, socialise, and have classes and 

workshops (language, theatre, informatics, capoeira, art and more, often run by members 

of the project) rather than aimed at generating income. Many responses to uncomfortable 

affective situations led to a reorganisation and mobilisation of people, objects, materials, 

and qualities of the spaces. These practices were more noticeable in Les Grands Voisins 

than The Common House by virtue of the size of the space, likelihood of uncomfortable 

juxtapositions and the number of material elements that could be “played with” in this way 

 
13 Ahmed gives the example of discourses of loss after September 11th that were focused on the loss of ‘sons, 
daughters, fathers, mothers’ and that erased the grief of people within queer kindship relations (2014, p.157). She 
argues that these also serve to construct an individualistic version of nationhood that serves neoliberal economy; 
see also Povinelli’s work on late liberalism and sexuality in The Empire of Love (2006).  
14 Translated from notes of conversation with Freddie (October 2017): “des espaces qui secouent, déstabilisent”. 
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– though in both locations objects in the space are moveable (chairs, tables, partitions, 

white boards, projectors…), enhancing the ability to respond.  

When projects involve bringing together “worlds that don’t usually cohabit so closely” Alix 

tells me “it creates amazing things and complicated things”. Charlie articulated a similar 

feeling when needing to confront or face another person’s difficulties or fragility: "les 

confrontations où t’es face à une différence ou une difficulté ou fragilité de l’autre". He 

gives an example: “comme l’alcoolisme“. Alcohol is a tricky and recurrent subject in Les 

Grands Voisins. Members of Yes We Camp share shifts at the bar - the sale of beer and 

wine (no hard alcohol) was essential for the group to pay off debts incurred during the 

first months of building, to fund a growing team, part of a common pot for the project, and 

as Charlie later tells me, to also raise money for starting smaller projects elsewhere: “il en 

faut pour faire vivre les petits projets”. Yet, the sale of alcohol as an important source of 

revenue creates unsettling situations and tensions in a place where there are many 

people with histories of substance abuse. Marley wonders what it would have been like if 

the project had been run without alcohol – knowing that it would have been more difficult 

to draw crowds and raise much-needed funds in the middle of Paris. And those involved 

in setting up the project also enjoy a drink at the end of a hard day’s work together. 

Beer in reusable plastic tumblers churn stomachs (I drink against the advice of the microbes in 

my belly) spume conversations  and persuade my pen. Looking at this sketch in my notebook, 

companion words tap into some of these entangled worries:  

 

 

bière avec 

 

 

 

Lumières 

musique 

La Lingerie 

critical… 

 

Experiences of discomfort also show how these emerge from juxtapositions that are 

spatial and temporal. In his forties, Dominique tells me (unprompted) that he “followed the 

good old capitalist system… and here, to do things otherwise it’s unsettling”. As he maps 

experiences of sharing in Les Grands Voisins he stops his pen over La Lingerie and 

draws a star. He talks about taking part in assemblies there and other practices he had 
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not experienced before such as: being given equipment and paint to set up his new 

office; sharing ideas with others involved in organising the project; sharing his workplace 

with bees and their hives. “On est inclus dans la vie sociale, on profite du partage et du 

coup on a envie de partager. C’est assez perturbant” – for Dominique it is unsettling to be 

included in the social life of a project, take part in assemblies, share a space with lefties, 

utopians, weirdoes, “des huluberlus, des hippies, des tarés aussi” and bees. Indeed, 

thinking of sharing leads him to think about bees and past experiences of rescuing them 

(because “I’m a bit crazy but I love bees”); but also because they form part (as do the 

chickens, birds, turtle, plants, wooden structures, rubble, etc.) of the social life of the 

project. For Dominique it is unsettling to see bees on his way to work in Paris “c’est 

perturbant de… it’s nice too! but still, it’s unset-… the first thing is that, the first reaction, 

the first sensation c’est que c’est bizarre de.. de pouvoir voir des petites abeilles en 

arrivant au bureau".  

Please listen to Track 5.2 (1:00). 

You can continue reading if you wish.  

 

 

 

This interaction and juxtaposition in Les Grands Voisins also leads him to uncomfortable 

possible/probably future of bees. He tells me how seeing bees every day is both beautiful 

and frightening: “j’ai peur qu’on éradique les abeilles de la surface de la terre”. It reminds 

him of the fact that human activities are leading to the death and destruction of bees, and 

ecosystems. “J’ai vraiment peur….les abeilles” he clarifies “I didn’t say wasps, or rats, or 

cockroaches, but bees… dès que je pense à elles…". Discomfort in common places 

seems to make relational existents apparent. How is it connected to the role of 

imagination, of projection into another timespace?  

Understanding the transformative potential of discomfort through rhythmic juxtapositions 

extends agency and includes people or groups not usually involved in activism or 

alternative social projects; bees, cats, bacteria, furniture… This perspective helps to 

address what Ahmed identifies as the danger of disruption becoming a “political 

imperative” (2014, p.153) for queer subjects; it displaces response-ability within specific 

spatiotemporal arrangements, shifting attention from individuals towards phenomena that 

create or welcome/allow uncomfortable juxtapositions.  

This is not to say that human initiative is absent from the forming of such spatiotemporal 

juxtapositions: these are the result of ongoing collective conversations that involve paying 

attention to agency of materials and the dynamics they create in each site. In Les Grands 

Voisins there was a focus on creating arrangements through the site that allowed for 




Echoes 

139 
 

uncomfortable juxtapositions. Freddie, who was there at the beginning of the project, tells 

me that their approach was to deliberately create spaces of encounter and “that shake us 

up”: “on a essayé de créer des espaces de rencontre et des espaces qui secouent, 

déstabilisent”.15 For those who were more involved in the construction work, this meant 

spending nearly all of their time getting to know the dynamics and rhythms in the old 

hospital site. Camille tells me that this is part of their approach in Yes We Camp - “on a 

toujours dédié une partie de l’équipe à dormir sur place" – and this includes always 

having people who live on site. This allows them to identify which spaces could create 

opportunities of unusual encounters, to observe the way in which the sun lands at 

different times of day, where chickens might be able to live, where to build compost bins. 

This constant presence “also brings stress because you sleep, you work, and you live 

always in the same space, so at the same time it’s really rich and so demanding, it’s 

tiring”. 

Camille describes this process as attending to “micro-spaces” where they can try things, 

“tester comment les gens vont se trouver sat next to a concrete pad or a fire hydrant, or a 

garden, or a building”.16 Deliberate “testing” was part of their practice, another practice 

was a more diffuse resonance of existential unease. For Camille those who join the 

project are motivated by a frustration with living in a social context that is restrictive, “qui 

ne te permet pas trop, so we’re more in the dynamic of trying to allow things, we want to 

create a context that is enabling”. Charlie explains this approach to me through a little 

diagram: “there is a kind of model in urban planning; we rarely want to maintain or bloc 

things; we make an assessment of the situation and if things are not ‘bad’ we just let 

things evolve, and if something is wrong we intervene”.  

This approach led to repeated responses to different discomforts experienced by those 

involved over the course of the first phase of the project. For instance, as the project 

became more popular for outside visitors, this led to the creation of mobile signs and 

barriers that could be shifted depending on how many external visitors were on site and 

thus creating more privacy for certain areas such as the campsite, hostel, and residential 

areas. This was a way of creating moveable boundaries that would work with dissuasion 

rather than strict rules or forbidding certain movements, thus always leaving a possibility 

for curiosity and exploration – and sometimes resulting in uncomfortable situations.  

 
15 I could not remember the exact French words Freddie used, so I wrote in my fieldnotes two words that evoked the 
feeling and meaning I remembered from our conversation: shaking and destabilising. 
16 "Each micro-spaces will be the chance to test how people will end up assis à côté d’un plot de béton ou d’une 
borne incendie, ou d’un jardin, ou d’un bâtiment”. 
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À CŒUR OUVERT 17 

September 2017. On my first long visit to Les Grands Voisins, I arrive during a celebration. 

Grilled merguez and chicken thighs with baguettes served on disposable plastic plates. 

Champagne served in single-use plastic cups. I don’t remember the cutlery. I join a group of 

familiar faces and I learn that it is the leaving party for the association’s local head of 

operations. Those I am chatting with realise he was quite well known for recuperating and 

reusing materials – mostly to save costs but “it’s also more ecological, though we don’t really 

emphasise that but it’s important!”. I don’t remember who initiated the conversation topic, but 

a few people reflect on the fact that they don’t necessarily pay attention to ecological aspects 

when they organise events at Association Aurore. 

A few days later, the characteristic thin opaque-white plastic returned to my attention at 

another event organised on the theme of the Résidence de demain (on the future of social 

housing), making a second appearance in my fieldnotes.  

The materials catch  

thin bodies easily cracked 

captivate…… my attention.  

As I make marks on the page, I notice 

grooves and edges, sketch two different 

models to process apparent unease at the 

abundance of plastic in a project where re-

use and ecological practices are understood 

as essential.  

 
17 This translates to “from the heart”, “with an open heart” or “coming with an open heart”. These expressions 
appear in my field notes in Les Grands Voisins referring to a conversation with a HelpX volunteer in November 
2017, an evening chat with a small group of friends in May 2018, and after a Common House assembly in 
December 2017.  
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Disposable containers reappeared as a kind of refrain. Plastic cups, plates and cutlery 

often appeared when I would attend events or take part in activities organised by or for 

residents or volunteers. Over lunch, people from the coordination teams often 

commented on the wastefulness of some takeaway options available on site and in the 

local neighbourhood. Many of us also modelled this concern by using reusable containers 

and utensils (wood, plastic, glass or metal), bringing lunch and even home-made yogurt. 

Lou or Alix often voiced the shared concern, being careful not to judge individuals yet 

sustain an awareness for such practices. I also brought up my discomfort in 

conversations. In May 2018 I was invited by a street-dweller to share lunch from one of 

the hostels: cafeteria food in plastic containers with plastic cutlery. When I comment on 

the amount of plastic my lunch companion recognised this unfortunate fact and also said 

that cardboard boxes are for the privileged: “trop de plastique ? … c’est vrai … les 

bobos18 mangent bio dans des boites en carton”. I also had conversations with residents 

selling food at stalls during market days or one-off events about the use of disposable 

plastic, they would tell me that unfortunately it was the cheapest containers they could 

buy.  

In one of our long conversations, Kim and I spoke about the role of imagination and the 

refrain of disposable plastic containers returned. “It might seem trivial” yet important 

enough to bring up. Kim tells me some residents felt that being served meals in 

disposable containers was “like being in prison, ou être traités comme des animaux” 

(because animals are often treated as inferior) – so they did a “little revolution to get 

tickets resto … where you’re served food in real plates”.19 

While some of the examples above relied on making my own discomfort audible, it was a 

discomfort that was shared (and made audible by others too) with a spirit of openness 

and never presented as an individual criticism but rather a topic of conversation. 

Responses from my gentle provocations and Kim’s example show that discomforts 

resulting from wasteful consumption practices are not reserved to ecologically minded 

middle class individuals. Discomforts stem from individual and collective imaginaries 

relating to the use of disposable plastic. For instance, the relationship between the use of 

disposable plastic and growing quantities of plastic in the world’s oceans (Lebreton et al., 

2018), in food chains, and ground-and-tap water (Kosuth, Mason, & Wattenberg, 2018). 

(In fact, during my fieldwork and following years of pressure, the European Commission 

proposed to legislate against single-use plastic). Another is the unease, frustration or 

 
18 Short for ‘bourgeois bohême’ [bohemian bourgeois], to refer to left-leaning well-off people and typically used in 
reference to ‘responsibly-minded’ Parisians.   
19 “tickets resto” is a common abbreviation for tickets restaurant, French lunch vouchers provided by most large 
organisations such as Association Aurore. 
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anger felt in the way in which disposable plastic is often associated with poor, 

marginalised, or “inferior” bodies.  

Here imaginaries of ecological connectedness and the violence and disregard towards 

human and non-human otherness are juxtaposed. The common space allows for these 

imaginaries to collide without being content with a normalising judgement of “using 

disposable plastic is bad”. They show how the presence of disposable plastic unsettles 

multiple bodies within deeply uneven socio-economic contexts. Andrea tells me that Les 

Grands Voisins is still influenced by a myth; “la construction d’un mythe: ‘l’aide’ - ‘le 

social’ - ‘faire du social’”; an idea of the social which in France is still very much 

connected with a one-sided idea of help rather than reciprocal care; “[whispering] et peut-

être que la personne que tu veux aider elle va t’aider aussi tu vois, peut-être que…”.20 

Attending to the discomfort of colliding imaginaries and the imbrication of materials and 

affective relations that is already present in commoning projects, welcoming a more than 

human version of sociality, might be a key to transforming this idea of “le social”. For 

Andrea, this also requires trying things, different projects "avec d’autres contradictions” 

and things to question and change. 

~ 

Just under an hour into our conversation, I ask Dominique to tell me more about his 

experiences of discomfort. Although I had the question in my interview themes, he already 

mentioned the feeling (unprompted) in relation to the newness of Les Grands Voisins. When I 

explicitly ask about it this leads to a cascading of topics starting from awareness of his own 

privilege >> reflecting on the kinds of lives that he is confronted with >> politics >> 

relationship to money >> hyper-consumption >> the image of the life he should lead and 

realising what actually makes him happy is sharing things and building networks >> our 

relationship to efficiency and pressure >> then realising that actually the whole economic 

model we’re living in is a problem >> but what to do? Then he comes back to discomfort. 

What makes him uneasy is that in Les Grands Voisins “on est en train de faire autre chose, I 

mean we are trying to do um, well um, just…well that’s what’s disturbing for me it’s that, 

well yeah I, I give instead of always trying to earn more money, I, I give my time and objects, 

I am more solidary, it’s…it’s it’s not in, it’s not in keeping with what we’re taught to do in 

France you know, I don’t know how it is in other countries but…”.  

This “but” exposes another thread – about his view on our relationship to social and ecological 

crises and his view on why we’re not near addressing it yet: “on est pas encore assez touchés 

par notre chute” not moved enough by ‘our’ collapse “to change, to change this you know”. I 

ask whether we might need to experience more uncomfortable situations to help with such a 

 
20 “and maybe the person you want to help is going to help you too you see, maybe…” 
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change. Yes, it has helped to change his perspective though he still thinks we should save the 

planet before people – a discourse born from white privilege that still shapes much of public 

discourse on climate change (suffice to see banners at protests that say ‘our planet is dying’ 

‘we only have one planet’). At this point I don’t feel like it’s the time to contradict (though in 

hindsight I wonder whether I should have). His heart was open, he admits "I didn’t think that 

we were going to talk about these things … we’ve gone off to topics that, yeah …”. Silence. 

He looks around. “Is anyone listening?”. Laughs. These are topics that he finds difficult to 

reckon with; also denoted by his repetitive and fragmented speech; where he feels like his 

perspective might be judged by people from a more radical left tradition; or in fact from many 

of those around him in Les Grands Voisins.  

The knotting of relational imaginaries emerges in intimate conversations, moments where 

thoughts, worries and beliefs are shared with an open heart. One of the ways in which 

this is facilitated is through welcoming researchers (like me) to be part of the projects. 

Sasha tells me how important it is to have researchers and young volunteers doing 

Service Civique in Les Grands Voisins, where people often have lots of demands on their 

time: “ça développe des moyens”, it creates more possibilities for genuine dialogue in 

situations where there is tension, suspicion or mistrust. Similarly, Andrea tells that there is 

violence when there is no space to talk about the visceral effects of contrasts and 

contradictions mentioned above, quand “tu vis des choses et en fait t’en parles pas". In 

Les Grands Voisins, “there are people here that have workshops, artists, things that 

create a mass of work, that provide a kind of energy that will balance things out...”; 

another way of saying things could be that the model allows discomfort to be generative. 

~ 

Justice is walking home as we speak over the phone. It will take around two hours, and seemd 

like the best way to find a space and time to talk. I am at my home in Brighton, phone on 

speaker and voice recorder on. Les Grands Voisins is in a transition phase, which involves a 

lot of things “to do” as well as a lot of internal evaluation, reflection, thinking about what 

could be done differently. Justice starts our conversation by saying how tense and heavy the 

atmosphere is, “un truc que j’aime pas trop dans cette période de transition”. After listening 

to updates about processes I’d witnessed the early days of in February 2018, I start with more 

‘historical’ questions. I know we’ll come back to discomfort later on. After the first hour we 

start speaking about experiences of listening in the project, and how at the beginning things 

were "really really tense” between Aurore, Yes We Camp and Plateau Urban but then, quite 

quickly they had to try to understand different approaches, “il a fallu passer par un stade 

d’essayer de comprendre la pensée de l’autre de façon assez approfondie”, this required quite 

a deep engagement with other ways of thinking. I pick up on this and ask more about 
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experiences of inconfort et gêne that can be enriching. She tells me that the questioning is 

constant (this is coming across in our conversation too) but needs to think more of examples.  

My next prompts don’t have a clear thread. I refer back to the question about discomfort in 

relation to how she understand the “collective” in the project, who/what is part of it, cultural 

practices, what plays a role in making such cultural practices ‘work’, roles… sometimes they 

are also more reflexions themselves.  

This leads towards the end of our conversation to a reflection about the relationship with her 

desk and computer. She tells me that her role did not always involve so much time in front of 

spreadsheets: it involved going to get keys at security, walking around, seeing people and 

being more available “même si après j’allais me poser devant un tableau pour faire de la 

gestion de projet”. These questions are very present because they just changed offices and are 

no longer on the ground floor, where anyone could drop by and chat. These interruptions 

(sometimes involving quite far-fetched conversations) were not always easy to manage she 

tells me – but at the same time "c’est vachement important”.21 There is an understanding 

among the coordination team that this is part of their work. Justice then tells me she really saw 

the shift when the project got bigger and she took on more administrative responsibilities and 

while there are opportunities for her to get involved in regular events “it still doesn’t satisfy 

me”. Others are still able to book an afternoon every week where they go around and “are 

completely available for anyone”. This reminds her that everyone in Yes We Camp used to 

have a shift at the bar regardless of their formal role: “à un moment chef de projet, à un 

moment serveur, du coup à accueillir, à avoir une vision de ce qui se passe en tant que 

barman”. This way everyone in the project has at some point worked with different people, 

spaces, rhythms and objects.  

There can be a comfort in the distance that screens-keyboards-internet-offices offer, the 

comfort of being in spaces with things rather than people, or of avoiding uncomfortable 

conversations. Internet, telephones, smartphones and laptops remain an integral to the 

functioning of collective projects. The Common House relies heavily on a website whose 

most important function is to provide a public-facing calendar; recall the Google-hosted 

spreadsheet mentioned in Chapter 8 used to organise the huge number of volunteer 

shifts in Les Grands Voisins. In fact, computing technologies mark their presence in my 

notebooks. 

 
21 “It’s really important” 
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These objects form part of a posthuman relational ethics in the project: the presence of 

communication technologies cannot be taken for granted and in fact both projects also 

include groups that work with technology in a critical way (l’Assemblée Virtuelle in Les 

Grands Voisins and Autonomous Tech Fetish and Concrete Action in The Common 

House). In The Common House, we try to rotate information-technology-heavy 

administrative responsibilities on a regular basis (such as calendar bookings, dealing with 

invoices, taking notes) and try to do things together even when they involve computers 

(not separating technical tasks from face-to-face meetings).  

Those of us working more with such technologies recognise their potential for exclusion 

and cultivate the sense of discomfort in the apparent comfort of the laptop / distance of 

the screen. People explicitly reflect on and practice carving out time away from computers 

to be in uncomfortable situations. Interrupted. Available. Timespaces are created within 

the project to reckon with the role of information technologies in relations. There is a 

constant effort among those who have more (and increasing) administrative 

responsibilities to commit to such spacetimes: serving couscous, helping with pay-as-you 

feel barbecues, getting ingredients for the weekly breaking-fast meals during the 

Ramadan, putting up posters, going door-to-door, dropping off keys, or making time on 

Fridays for the café du matin. 

When I ask about how discomfort can be generative, it leads Sasha to reflect on our 

ability to let go of ideas, things, and she immediately thinks about information 

technologies: “j’avais pas de portable à l’école, on appelait avec les cabines 

téléphoniques, les changements avec le numérique c’est un truc de ouf” – these changes 

with the increasingly digital world, it’s mad – “on se coupe des liens avec l’autre… the 
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idea of being authentic… on perd de l’authenticités des choses avec le numérique à 

outrance" – excessive connection can lead to severing relations… with one another…with 

one self… and leads to the feeling - “I want to control everything” – it’s an illusion but it 

can be really destabilising. This perspective though, “ça dépend des quêtes de sens,22 

some people don’t ask themselves half of these questions” and Sasha poses the 

question: “How far can one encourage others to ask them...?". 

Uncomfortable questioning, uneasy reckoning, and disquieting reflection include an 

openness (ouverture) to what we might call onto-epistemological discomfort: questions 

about location, multispecies relations, cultural norms, uneven socio-economic contexts, 

privilege, the planet… 

DOING THINGS SERIOUSLY WITHOUT TAKING OURSELVES SERIOUSLY 23 

The Face Cachée project was developed by Elan Interculturel as part of a European-Union 

funded project called Artivism with other strands in Spain, Hungary and England.24 Starting in 

autumn 2017 as the first phase of Les Grands Voisins was ending, the project focused on 

bringing together art and activism, and Elan Interculturel developed engaged art workshops 

with résidents (mostly young men living in the Coallia residence). While I was there in 

October, I heard from several people that the project was overzealous and too critical, 

focusing on problems that people knew existed and potentially instrumentalising certain 

people’s discontents. In one meeting, it was referred to as a project “pour les bobos“, picking 

up on easy critiques - “just look at the name! ‘face cachée’!”. When we speak about 

uncomfortable experiences in April 2018, Justice remembers this project. Her first impression 

was that the content wasn’t nuanced enough “les textes prix brut de brut” showed one-sided 

interpretations of what were more complicated situations, “it gives the impression that 

everyone was exploited et c’est pas vrai quoi”. She felt that the content - “brut maché comme 

ça…instrumentalises what the résidents are saying”.  

I was still in Paris when they had the celebration event for the end of the project and launch of 

the materials they had produced, including a magazine, postcards, booklet and short film.  

Justice challenged her own and others’ perceptions and went to the celebration event, we 

remember seeing each other there. Given her initial impressions, she was surprised to 

experience a joyful atmosphere; there was music, laughter, playfulness and complicity, 

“c’était très chouette ces moments-là”. She could tell that good relationships had been created 

in the process of doing the work, “ça a aussi fait du bien”. It wasn’t just a bunch of people 

complaining and pointing fingers. This was most apparent for her in the short film that was 

 
22 “search for meaning”, although “quête de sens” in French is less exclusively metaphysical / philosophical than in 
English, relating more to everyday life.  
23 Adapted from a quote from my interview with Marley. 
24 Webpage for the project: http://artivism.online/ 
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produced as part of the project where résidents explored some of the contradictions and 

tensions of the project. Justice remembers a scene where they role-played meetings and 

decision-making processes, which really hit home because she was in a lot of those meetings: 

“it was a scene where they were preparing, actually they had reversed the situation, as if – it 

was people from Coallia so all from Mali, Senegal… – they were acting as if they were going 

to welcome a, um, a French shelter, and so they were talking quite a bit, and saying things like 

‘so, what kind of meal could we serve them?’ ‘oh, maybe a cassoulet!’”.25 I remember this 

moment, and that it made everyone in the audience laugh. I listen back to my audio recording 

of the event –  

Please play Track 5.3 (2:20).  

You can listen to the whole track or  

continue reading part way through  

(adjust volume if necessary). 

 

– in fact, they mentioned ‘boeuf bourguignon’ “avec beaucoup de vin…et de fromage!” not 

‘cassoulet’; either way it was a moment that flipped clichés, exposing how stereotypes had 

shaped well-meaning decisions during the project. Justice tells me it was funny because 

“that’s exactly what we did”, and it was an important moment that made her realise how many 

decisions they had taken with good intentions but without involving those concerned, 

including the choice of couscous (typical dish from northern Africa and the diaspora in 

France) for the weekly pay-as-you-feel meal prepared and served with different voisins. 

Although the content was uncomfortable for many – especially those coordinating the project 

– the event revealed that it wasn’t created with malice but included a playful and destabilising 

intent and atmosphere. The film starts with darker moments and criticism, for instance 

showing a résident that doesn’t want to get out of their room, feeling the world close in on 

them with an eerie sound, and then moves on to moments of role-playing and reflexive voice-

over. It ends with thunderous applause and clamour, as one of the ‘actors’ (well-known young 

man in the project) strikes a theatrical pose for the final shot. Justice tells me how the role-

playing scenes helped her re-evaluate the seriousness with which they had taken their 

relationship with the role of ‘welcoming’ and coordinating, and their sense of responsibility in 

that role.  

The project also included a series of postcards, many of which also materialise a desire 

to criticise while also holding a sense of playfulness and lightness.  

 
25 Cassoulet is a white bean casserole dish, traditionally from south-western France – the ‘popular’ pre-made 
versions are also available in cans, a bit like a French version of baked beans. 
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The postcards produced from the project include quite incisive questions such as “Qui est 

dans l’entre-soi?”, “When have you met someone (really) different in Les Grands 

Voisins?” or “Pourquoi les résidents ne vont pas à la Lingerie?”, but they also included 

more playful questions such as “But who is stealing the vegetables? – The next criminal quest of 

Les Grands Voisins - ” (see the top postcard on the stack in the above photo). The other side of 

that postcard has a collage with Benedict Cumberbatch as Sherlock Holmes in front of 

one of the multi-use buildings with a speech bubble that reads “Finally a worthy 

investigation”. This postcard is specifically poking fun at the ongoing trouble of theft, and 

we can interpret “à la hauteur” in several ways here – “worthy of the seriousness of the 

crime”, “worthy of the project”, or “worthy of the height of the building that stands behind 

Sherlock in the photo” – using the open phrase as a ludic rhetorical device.  
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The project should not escape criticism (for instance the fact that Elan Interculturel 

worked mostly with young men in the Coallia shelter, or that they might have used the 

project as a political tool to make themselves as “cultural mediators” within Les Grands 

Voisins). Nevertheless, many of those involved brought a lightness and playfulness to the 

critiques that they were making, while not holding back on creating discomfort. The Face 

Cachée event was also just one of many situations I witnessed in my time in Les Grands 

Voisins when those involved in coordinating the project welcomed such critiques (other 

examples include assemblies, planning events or impromptu conversations).  

I read such events in light of something that Marley told me at the beginning of our 

interview, a principle they have learned from Lakota traditions and try to bring into the 

project: “faire les choses très sérieusement sans se prendre du tout au sérieux…you 

make things very seriously but you never take yourself seriously”.26 When a project is 

inherently full of contradictions and inconsistencies, we cannot do things perfectly, have 

the best answer, or not question what we do. So in Les Grands Voisins, Marley tells me, 

“we really shouldn’t take ourselves too seriously, we shouldn’t tell ourselves that we’re 

doing something amazing and all…you see… yeah, we do what we can, we do it well, 

and it’s great to do it like that…but we’re not doing something great you see, however we 

are living something great, you see the difference?”. Haraway suggests that “the world’s 

independent sense of humor […] is not comfortable for humanists and others committed 

to the world as resource” (1988, p.593). Indeed, the affective resonances of generous 

humour towards contradictions and inconsistencies are kin to the affective resonances 

that challenge ideas of ownership: of space (“my office”, “mon bar, mes copains”); of 

objects (laptops, kitchen utensils, keys); of roles (administrator, bartender, note taker); of 

ideas (“this way is much better”)… through complicating theft, asking questions, sharing 

 
26 Bilingual in original quote 
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materials and ideas, listening, working with and stepping away from laptops, welcoming 

disruptive practices, shifting roles…  

In Les Grands Voisins, deliberate practices that welcomed these reminders took place by 

having artists in residence and acknowledging the autonomy of any individual or group on 

site to develop their own projects (with(in) or beyond the sites). This will always be an 

uncomfortable playfulness; in October 2017 young members of the project still tell me 

that what motivates them is to create new kinds of work, "créer un métier, a way of 

making…‘this’". I also mention in Chapter 8 how both projects welcome(d) researchers to 

learn with and work with the projects, knowing such practices will bring up opportunities 

for reflecting and asking difficult questions. These practices are considered essential in 

both projects. The Common House manifesto says that it is a “space for learning and 

unlearning”, and though it is not very often the case, assemblies are a space that do 

allow for dissent, disagreement and awkward conversations. Les Grands Voisins also 

organised retreats to learn and reflect at critical moments throughout the project (after the 

first months of opening, after the first year, before the second phase of the project), and 

these were spaces where people felt able to express their unease, anger or frustrations. 

Andrea tells me “le monde associatif is a space where we try to get out of ideological 

shackles, actually we constantly need to be reflecting... which is the case here”.27 Such 

constant critical reflection can be destabilising and is in fact a discomfort that is central 

not only to Common House and Les Grands Voisins but to (most) projects in the multiple 

and non-linear genealogy of leftist political activism and commoning.  

Foucault reckons with this critical quality of ‘the Left’ and its relationship with philosophy 

in his short essay For an Ethics of Discomfort (1997). He writes in response to journalist 

Jean Daniel’s book L’Ère des ruptures, published in 1979, in which the latter attempts to 

make sense of the loss of a vision for the Left in the late 1970s and the eternal challenge 

of having a self-critical political position; to “’have trust in no revolution’ even if one can 

‘understand each revolt’” (p.142). Foucault ends his short piece asserting (inspired by 

Merleau-Ponty) that to “never consent to be completely comfortable with your own 

certainties” is “the essential, philosophical task” of any scholar (1997, p.144). I would like 

to read “philosophical” and “scholarship” widely here, as the task of any person who 

studies and which is entirely the case for people involved in commoning projects. 

Foucault also says that challenging our certainties is not just about shifting perspectives 

“like arbitrary axioms”, it is about questioning one’s position while knowing where we are 

grounded, stating that “the most fragile instant has roots” (1997, p.144). In other words, 

for such questions and reflexions to be ‘ethical’, they must be accompanied with a sense 

 
27 In French “le monde associative” encompasses the English meanings for voluntary, non-profit and community 
sectors, combining the collective or ‘associative’ dimension with broader ethos of not-for-profit activities, but can 
include charitable work as well as social enterprises for instance. 
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of grounding which I suggest is present when attending to onto-epistemological 

discomfort (difficult questions) through embodied experiences.28   

Attending an event at The Common House for the first time, an activist in his seventies tells 

me and a comrade during a break there is something they say in Brazil - “buona racina” - he 

can tell that here there are good roots.  

 

 

 

 

 

//!\\ 

 

ATTENTION!  

Discomfort is not always generative. Feeling uncomfortable can have less generative 

effects. Experiences in Les Grands Voisins and The Common House gesture towards 

such effects: cynicism, ignoring potentially dangerous situations, or even enhancing 

feelings/practices of othering and exclusion. In this section I want to draw our attention to 

these intermittent undertones. 

 
28 This also builds nicely on Foucault’s analogy, because roots are not only the way a single tree has of attaching to 
the earth, they are embedded in webs of relations, in nutrient and information exchange (Tsing, 2018). 
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~ Cynicism?  

In reference to the coordination team: “c’est tous des bobos”29 

in reference to potential hot-deskers: “rich hipsters with beards” 

in self-reference: "a middle-class Guardian-reader” 

in reference to Yes We Camp: “une bande de gouines et pédés” 30 

in reference to résidents: "c’est des bons à rien"31 

in reference to a ‘fellow’ résident: "un paumé qui a fait de la taule"32  

in reference to alternative projects and in self-reference: “the front line of gentrification” 

and in self-reference: “vous créez de la richesse pour les promoteurs"33  

and in reference… “they think we’re all middle-class millennials doing shmanarchism”. 

These are some things that have been mentioned (to me or in wider group conversations) 

in Les Grands Voisins and The Common House. When my one-time lunch companion 

tells me “les bobos mangent bio dans des boites en carton” his truthful evaluation of the 

exclusionary dimensions of many “eco-friendly behaviours” came with a cynical tone. 

Over my successive visits to Paris, I found myself explaining to several people how the 

project was financed, and that “no, Yes We Camp didn’t receive a grant from the local 

authority”. My sources were often questioned, and other (contradicting) sources deemed 

more trustworthy. We’re having lunch on a newly built bench and he continues: “it’s 

treated wood from the local council” implying it is expensive and bought new from council 

money. When I say a portion of the sales of beer is reinvested in the project, he says “it 

gives them the impression that they’re doing something good”. I hear resentment in his 

voice and try to resist my urge to dispel what I sense are myths in the making. As I listen, 

I realise him (among others) have probably had too many traumatising experiences with 

public institutions and figures of authority, forming individual and collective memories of 

often legally sanctioned segregation and prejudice. Tuana reminds us that such 

memories can indeed give rise to “plausible suspicion” (Tuana, 2008, p.206). Our 

conversation is like a drop of water in a desert where trust and hope once lived. If at all.  

Cynicism was also used as a rhetorical device or provocation, for instance by members of 

The Common House when reflecting on the contradictions embedded in applying to 

certain funding bodies that might not completely align with our manifesto, or the problem 

of not defining any of our activities as “gentrification”. In Les Grand Voisins, cynicism was 

also used as a reminder that there are “real debates on the issue of meanwhile leases”. 

This only works for those of us who have the capacity to laugh or see beyond the rigidity 

 
29 “they’re all ‘bobo’” (bourgeois bohême)  
30  “a bunch of lezzas and poofs” 
31 “good for nothing” 
32 “a loser who’s done time” 
33 “you’re creating wealth for the developers” 
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of such statements, those of us who have enough joyful experiences to counterbalance 

the potentially depressing effects of cynicism. If not used carefully, it can poison collective 

endeavours.  

~ Ignoring problems/dangers 

Young women in Les Grands Voisins shared multiple examples of feeling uncomfortable 

and even being in dangerous situations. They recognise the complexity of these 

situations and don’t want to create more prejudice towards migrants, young men, 

alcoholics, or to seem like they are complaining too much - “franchement j’ai pas envie de 

beaucoup me plaindre" or "ça a pu me gêner parfois. … mais pas un truc qui m’a gêné 

profondément … mais ça c’est ..non, non”. Yet, Kim tells me that there are things that 

they should know when they join the project, given that they are working in much closer 

proximity to the day-to-day than other members of the coordination team, “…. c’est des 

choses qu’on devrait savoir quand même I mean there is a willingness I think … to…” – 

it’s not bad intention, but the effect of focusing on “everyone is important, everyone is 

interesting, everyone is worthy, and we shouldn’t stigmatise and all that” can sometimes 

seem like a desire to smooth things over, “je sais pas si c’est conscient de vouloir tout 

lisser mais vraiment … […] des fois ils omettent de donner des informations importantes 

pour notre sécurité quoi…" - and leave out information that could be important for certain 

people’s security.  

This is combined in the context of Paris with a socialised unawareness from the part of 

women in positions of privilege of the potential violences of gendered experiences (that 

are often also intersectional). Responses from people (also women) who did not have to 

work in such proximity could be condescending and mothering “t’inquiète !”,34 or made 

public knowledge within the project without recognising the impact that this could have on 

specific individuals. These experiences must also be understood in the context of the 

perception of feminism in France and in the wake of the #metoo movement 

(#balancetonporc in francophone contexts)35 which began to “go viral” in autumn 2017 (as 

I was doing my fieldwork in Paris). The movement led to critiques of being overly dramatic 

from what Vergès (2019) calls a French “civilizational feminism” which only sees issues of 

violence, exploitation as being a problem of “third world women”, thus ignoring such 

issues among supposed peers within French society.  

This gendered dimension to uncomfortable resonances was also evident in some other 

instance. The director of the project mentioned early on to Justice that she shouldn’t 

 
34 “don’t worry about it!” captures the colloquial tone of the statement.   
35 #balancetonporc literally translates as ‘denounce your swine’ or ‘expose your pig’, a more confrontational 
phrasing which says something about the tension in the francophone context. See Misgav Har-Peled (2018) for an 
analysis about the cultural meaning of the phrase and relationship between lust and pigs. 
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attend any of the meetings with the Pôle Urgence because “they’re really boring”. Justice 

tells me “in hindsight I could have gone to those meetings because I would have been 

able to integrate a bit more and get to know the culture of the organisation”; in hindsight 

she would have spent more time doing the awkward work of getting to know how the 

different teams worked; to spend a day in one of the hostels; “y consacrer plus de temps 

que ce que j’ai fait au début”. Part of the reason she didn’t have this time was because 

the director didn’t like doing all the annoying financial management for the project. So she 

took on that responsibility. Who is able to step back and not do what they don’t “like” 

doing?  

~ Sanctioning ignorance 36 

When reflecting on what might lead to inconfort or gêne, Sasha identifies “les contrastes 

de situations de vie”, elaborating with an example: one day, in one of the residences, 

someone is screaming “y’a du sang partout!”, un résident was coughing up blood. Not 

being qualified to address the medical emergency, she decided to make sure the 

ambulance would be able to find them. Coming out of the building and walking through 

the site “c’était super inconfortable… au même moment il y avait du people de partout, 

c’était l’été”. The juxtaposition of a life-threatening situation with people having fun on a 

sunny summer afternoon was jarring. Sasha continues: "j’ai dû crier ‘aidez-moi à faire de 

la place !’. J’ai fait la circulation avec les gens autour qui disaient ‘ouai tranquille, chill 

out !’". While making space for the ambulance she is called to order, called to not be so 

loud, called to not be so anxious - but how could she “chill out”? Someone. Was. Dying. It 

was not only the juxtaposition that was uncomfortable for her; a more troubling aspect 

was that people didn’t seem to grasp that such a situation could be happening a few 

meters away.  

Sasha reflects on broader structural patterns and inequalities through this experience 

through acknowledging the affective stir of discomfort. For Gilson (2011), this is kind of 

discomfort requires vulnerability to our “constitutive relations” with people, environments 

“social norms and structures, economic forces and so on” (p.329). The absence of 

discomfort (among visiteurs in this case) thus points an absence of vulnerability and 

ignorance of relationality. It points to a context that perpetuates what Nancy Tuana calls 

“willful ignorance” among those “chilling out” (and made possible by certain aspects of the 

project), a “systematic process of self-deception, a willful embrace of ignorance that 

infects those who are in positions of privilege, an active ignoring of the oppression of 

others and one's role in that exploitation” (2006, p.11).  

 
36 I take this phrasing from Sundberg (2014) in her writing on decolonizing posthumanist geographies and who 
describes it as a form of ignorance “that allows the perpetuation of silence about on-going colonial violence” (p.39).  



Echoes 

155 
 

Wilful ignorance might be sanctioned by commoning projects by the intermeshing of 

multiple phenomena. Visiteurs in Les Grands Voisins not knowing that there are shelters 

on site (which was quite common) because they come to Les Grands Voisins for events, 

“un lieu de consommation”, because the project did not emphasise the integral presence 

of those living emergency social housing enough, because “faire du social” is seen as the 

job of “other professionals”. Both projects exist in social contexts that value invulnerability 

as a desirable demonstration of “strength” in dominant social discourses, a stance that 

allows one to “ignore those aspects of existence that are inconvenient, disadvantageous, 

or uncomfortable” (Gilson, 2011, p.313) such as structural racism or knowledge about 

anthropogenic climate change. Ignoring the unevenness of conditions that necessarily 

permeate commoning projects is also sanctioned by the inability to share the affective 

stirs: "tu vis des choses et en fait t’en parles pas" Andrea tells me there’s a violence to 

not talking about these things “cette violence là elle est là, elle est présente… ". 

Vulnerability then becomes a burden.  

~ Perpetuating exclusionary practices 

In his experience behind the bar, Andrea also shares how when he insisted on working 

alongside résidents he was told “ouai chais pas quoi la caisse”; something about the till, 

stealing, it getting quite full on busy evenings, it’s complicated. He challenged his friends 

and co-workers, telling them that letting the discomfort of dealing with a complicated 

situation determine what we decide means perpetuating exclusionary and racist practices 

even with your best intensions - “si t’as pas envie de te prendre la tête…tu vas faire du 

racisme et de la ségrégation malgré toi”. In both projects there is a constant care not to 

perpetuate racial, gendered, ideological or classist conditions of organising: “il faut être 

hyper prudent” Andrea says, as a collective warning, “à la répétition des carcans 

sociaux37, des hiérarchies…des carcans idéologiques”. Constant care not to create 

organising environments that for Eliot only “cisgender white men who have too much time 

on their hands” are equipped to deal with.38.39 

Drawing on examples from social justice and feminist pedagogical activities, Barbara 

Applebaum (2017) warns us that discomfort can produce even more closure among 

those who benefit from dominant socio-cultural structures. She calls this “white 

discomfort”. This echoes Ahmed’s reference to Audre Lorde who writes about white 

feminists who refuse to hear her anger as a queer Black woman, returning this anger in 

 
37 Similar meaning to “social bubble” in English. 
38 The term ‘cisgender’ is used to refer to a person whose gender identity corresponds with their sex identification at 
birth (cis means ‘on the same side’ in Latin). 
39 Eliot uses the example of other groups to illustrate what The Common House tries not to do: “sprawling three-
hour meeting based on consensus where things are really really dry, and making really difficult decisions in a really 
protracted, formulaic way” 
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the form of defensiveness (Lorde 1984 in Ahmed 2014, p.178). White discomfort has 

become a central concept in critical race pedagogies and decolonial approaches to 

feminist and critical social justice pedagogies (see Leonardo & Porter, 2010; Zembylas, 

2018). For Gilson (2011), white discomfort results from the desire to be invulnerable 

mentioned above. Shifting away from earlier work that focused on individual emotions 

(such as guilt, evading questions, silence, anger, or avoidance), scholars such as 

Zembylas (2018) call for understanding white discomfort “as embedded in broader 

affective, material and discursive assemblages of race, racism and whiteness” (p.88). He 

further argues that “pedagogies of discomfort without a decolonial injunction may easily 

fall into the trap of psychologizing solidarity and sympathy, while neglecting 

material/structural conditions of inequality” (p.97). The very way Les Grands Voisins was 

set up creates uneven conditions for participation: those coordinating are mostly French 

nationals with recognised educational and professional backgrounds and socio-political 

networks, while résidents – a large portion of which were immigrants – were de-facto 

dependent on, and often perceived in relation to, an increasingly under-funded and often 

mis-managed institutionalised social care system.  

At The Common House, some people agreed that the project “gets spoilt if a hipster from 

Shoreditch comes in, you lose something’”, while others were surprised “at the reticence 

for having co-working in the space…it’s not aimed at ‘rich freelance designers’, but what 

is the prejudice there? Is it just to make sure there is room for those who can’t afford 

elsewhere? What does that do for cross-pollination?”. Knowing that commoning projects 

still require (moveable) boundaries, we still need to ask: which ones perpetuate violent 

and discriminatory exclusions? How can we make sure discomforting affects don’t lead to 

closing-up or reinforcing the very kinds of relations such projects seek to challenge?  

 

\\!// 

 

THE CRAZY AND…40 

2 February 2018. La Seine est en crue. Flooding is still affecting RER-underground rail in 

central Paris. I arrive with my backpack and a slight delay. I had found out about this meeting 

on Slack: the purpose is to collectively define a new common space that will bring together 

the Trocshop and Maison des Médecins. I now follow my ears. I reach the courtyard where the 

activities are underway, put my backpack down after a quick scan of the area, and join in.  

 
40 Echoing my fieldwork, I take this from “the crazy, nonsensical, ranting language of the other” (Halberstam in 
Harney & Moten, 2013, p.8) 
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Throw. Thump – A ball hits the ground after a limp throw – les lancers sont mous, les esprits 

sont confus. Confusion marks the throws. Throw. Thump. Shuffle. Throw. Thump. The ball 

doesn’t make it to my hands. The game is cut short to move inside the new space and continue 

the participatory process: “Things are changing and we have invited you here today because 

we want to define the use for this new space together, and what we’re going to call it. We 

know one of the rooms will be the Trocshop (clothes rails and boxes have already been moved 

in), but there is still a lot to define together. We’re going to be split into small groups to 

brainstorm ideas… 

- I HAVE SOMETHING TO SAY 

- …then come together to identify themes, and where… 

- C’EST UNE PRISE DE POUVOIR ! 

Energy levels are mounting the room, interruptions, tension.  

A well-known voice says "on est tous des paumés du petit matin".41 My immediate reaction is 

that it sounds derogatory, I wonder whether everyone in the room would accept that 

judgement, is it his to make? The contestations turn into muddle and the facilitators are doing 

their best to create order. People are moving a haphazard collection of chairs and stools 

around into a somewhat circle. I choose the not-so-comfortable-wobbly-made-by-voisins chair 

and join a group nearby. We split into small groups to brainstorm ideas, a facilitator assigned 

to each: “so what would you like to see here, in this new space?”. Silence. “What would you 

like to do?” Silence. Demandes, demandes, demandes. My ear tunes out of the conversation 

and to a man (black, African, migrant, sans papier) on the outer edge of the somewhat-circle. 

He asks in a quiet voice to those of us nearby: “why did they have to do the game with the 

ball? Don’t most people work here and already know each other?” 

Plastic plates are passed around with junk food. Plastic cups with junk drink. Some paper 

plates with junk food. The plates come full circle food virtually untouched, sauf les arachides. 

Peanuts are appreciated. Eventually… everything is gobbled up. 

After this event, Harney and Moten’s (2013) undercommons echo through my fieldwork, a 

frequency that helped me hear conversations in different tones and pay more attention to 

approaches that resist making or responding to demands. “Je te gêne” – it is an 

affirmation from my one-time lunch companion after nearly two hours of conversation, 

now over tea in the Maison des Voisins. I feel frustrated. He senses it well, I am 

uncomfortable. Is it his presence? My contributions to the conversation only seem to fuel 

 
41 This sentence has several layers of meaning; ‘des paumés’ can translate as ‘losers’ and ‘nutters’ and in this 
context holds both meanings, while ‘du petit matin’ translates to ‘of the early morning’. Then ‘des paumés du petit 
matin’ could then translate as ‘early rising losers/nutters’; knowing the zeal for political references of the person 
saying this, it is most likely a sarcastic reference to ‘la France qui se lève tôt’, which was an important reference in 
Sarkozy’s 2007 presidential campaign, referring to those who wake up early as the ‘hard-working’ people whose 
work should be better valued. This sentence has since been used ironically by citizen collectives to denounce the 
idea that all ‘early-risers’ support or should be supported by neoliberal economic approaches to policy-making which 
Sarkozy is associated with.  
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more conspiracy theories – or are they conspiracy theories? – or “plausible suspicion” 

(Tuana, 2008, p.206)? I am sick of hearing the patronising “you see” at the end of his 

sentences, yet his words push me to try to explain things differently. Thinking back to this 

and many other exchanges, I recall Justice who tells me how Imar used to come by their 

offices and have “des discussions qui sont un peu délirantes,42 it didn’t help you advance 

on any of your work” but it was clearly understood as something that was part of living the 

project. But they only had to change offices and no longer be on the ground floor for 

Imar’s world to darken again. Charlie tells me it’s challenging to measure how close to 

get, some people are “so fragile, it’s really hard, c’est bien beau mais… they have 

problems that we can’t understand.”  

12 July 2018. Walking across London Bridge with a small group after the social centres’ 

meetup. On my mind: the rally. Wanstead Flats. Wildfires. The globe? Hmmm. Someone says 

they stayed in bed this morning because of the clouds, doesn’t want the sunny weather to stop 

– We need the rain though – the grass and plants…and farmers and crops – Oh yes, you’re not 

being so selfish! – [laughter] – don’t get me wrong I have been thoroughly enjoying this 

weather!  

17 July 2018. We walk towards The Common House to get some paperwork and Oakley 

mentions aerial photographs of greater London and how everything is brown - ‘it’s crazy’ - 

there was a fire yesterday east of London, and the firefighters were just asking for rain - Is the 

hose pipe ban in place? - I thought it was – [in unison] problem is that the ground will be 

compacted and then it will flood – It’s crazy that nobody on the left is talking about this - only 

people with plants, a garden – It’s crazy – Who in London sees this connection? The threat is 

more to overheating in the underground – The train yesterday had an announcement about 

making sure to drink enough water…  

Brown brown 
Beige 
Brown 
Space warp  

In The Common House, members know that some things cannot be fully understood no matter 

how much empathy one has; Mental Health Under Capitalism (one of the member groups) 

runs peer support and discussion groups for people who hear voices; this is not dismissed as 

“crazy”; the group knows concrete environments create conditions that affect people with 

mental health issues worse. I join them for the monthly cleaning day, “Whiskey in the jar” is 

playing as I come in. Cleaning black gunk off the toilet door a member tells me the tidy 

squareness of the Boxpark shipping-container mall down the road in Shoreditch is maddening, 

 
42 "you’d go off into quite crazy conversations” 
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and not just because it accompanies gentrification and hyper-consumption.43 In Paris, 

Dominique mentioned Les Grands Voisins was full of “huluberlus, des hippies, nutters too”; 

“nutters” refer to themselves as “lost souls”; other refer to “nutters” as “crazy”; those who call 

out “nutters” feel unsettled.  

How do we relate to “crazy”? In Harney and Moten’s interview with Stevphen Shukaitis at 

the end of The Undercommons (2013), Moten draws on and extends their thinking with 

Franz Fanon’s reference to the notion of “crazy”. For Moten, the “zone of the crazy” 

(p.137) is where they want to go, it is not sensible by the “mainstream” and the starting 

point for any anticolonial move. The undercommons is an eminently human(ist) project in 

its articulation; some of the individuals and groups in this chapter might be welcomed into 

the community of the undercommons; most of the interlocutors in this research, however, 

would not (myself included). Yet, attending to uncomfortable resonances shows a 

disposition among those involved towards not dismissing what “doesn’t make sense”. I 

call this a practice of generative discomfort. The Common House and Les Grands Voisins 

are commoning projects where practices and rhythms (at times) rasp the edges of the 

undercommons. They are not sites guided by “the crazy” but do practise modes of 

uncomfortable and partial coexistence where that which does not make sense extends 

beyond human sociality to include the affective resonances relating to burnt grass, box-

shaped buildings, ball games that trouble, peanuts and plastic cups. 

 

 

Please listen to Track 5.4 before  

moving on to the last section (1:00). 

 

 

 

 

  

 
43 See Harris (2015) for an analysis of pop-up urbanism and how phenomena, especially popular in London, are 
“being mobilized towards the creation of cities where critical and creative temporary uses of space are becoming 
both secondary to, and at times enabling of, processes of commodification, gentrification, precaritization and 
spatiotemporal control” (p.601). 
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EMBRACING DISCOMFORTS 

I have explored in this chapter how discomfort can be felt both individually and 

collectively, not merely as the property of an object or body, but as resonances from 

contrasting and contradictory situations, unsettling juxtapositions, events, or 

spatiotemporal actions with objects. The examples above show how attention to 

discomfort not only reveals the uneven politics of concrete environments and how they 

are unwillingly reproduced or subverted in commoning projects; it requires reckoning with 

the ethical positions and awkward judgements that this entails.  

Jamie Lorimer (2014) develops the notion of awkward/ness as “a rich, polysemous term 

through which we might specify and explore creatures and modes of multispecies 

relations” (p.195). Affective resonances of discomfort in commoning projects show that 

awkwardness might be generative not only in relation to strange animal-human relations 

of “insects, fungi and other microbes” (p.195) but also of laptops, plastic or other 

technologies. It echoes Tsing’s notion of “"friction": the awkward, unequal, unstable, and 

creative qualities of interconnection across difference” (2005, p.4). Awkwardness conveys 

feelings and conditions that echo in this chapter, that which is “out of the way, strange, 

even sinister”, “the unfamiliar, the clumsy”, it “conveys embarrassment, inconvenience 

and risk” (Lorimer, 2014, p.195). For Lorimer, the term and its corollaries point to the 

necessity of “a mutual vulnerability and a sense of disconcertion” that is on “knowing co-

presence or felt connection”; this means that it “makes little sense to talk of a non-

relational awkwardness” (2014, p.196). Yet, examining awkwardness as resonances of 

discomforting affects in commoning projects requires rethinking onto-epistemological 

positions on relationality: the practices mentioned above both expose and amplify the 

“nonrelational at the heart of relations” (Yusoff, 2013, p.222) or that which is “too 

transgressive to comfortably cohabit with” (p.215). 

When a generative part of commoning practice, discomfort requires taking into account 

material histories, the socialisation of comfort linked to colonial and capitalist consumer 

practices, and the difficulties of letting go of what one has access to/ownership of. 

Embodied experiences of discomfort in Les Grands Voisins (whether recognised in the 

tightening of the gut, tension in the neck or back, fidgeting, or a mark on a map) often led 

to spontaneous questioning, making privilege, prejudice and structural racism visible. 

While many different bodies experience discomfort (as conceptualised in this chapter), 

those who own more or “have more to lose” tend to be more affected by contrasts and 

contradictions. Decolonial pedagogies of discomfort help clarify what collective projects 

show: that discomforting practices are not about individuals “scrutinis[ing] their personal 

advantages and privileges” (Zembylas, 2018, p.87) but about making visible the 

relationship between questioning one’s own knowledge, affective relations and the 
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uneven effect of material assemblages. Expanding the notion of the social is crucial for 

this; but so is expanding philosophical notions of relationality to onto-epistemologies of 

troublesome relational worlds with the non-human and the non-living rubble, with 

concrete, with old stones, with plastic, with rubbish (I explore further how we might 

cultivate this through poetic commoning practices in Chapter 14).  

~ 

“So, y’a des choses qu’on sait, y’a des choses on sait pas trop, y’a des choses on a une idée, 

but in all this mess there are still certainties 

- Mmm 

- y’a quand-même des certitudes … food waste is a certainty, we’re in a society that eats 

too much, in quantity.  

- there are also things where we’re not sure 

- like what?  

- how many degrees warming … 

- sure, mais là on a une certitude, it’s that what we’re doing isn’t good. And that people are 

sick and that die, that’s a certainty. And that soils are being depleted. So it’s not difficult, 

you have to teach kids in school to eat less, you have to stop burning organic waste…super 

easy! Fucking simple. Fucking, fucking simple.” 

In practice things are not always so simple. Marley paints an attractive perspective of 

coherence, wisdom and relational practice, he rejects material comfort of consumer 

capitalism and the extractive practices of concrete: “toute chose elle doit être 

biodégradable" – yet recognises he cannot fully inhabit this coherence. Scholars writing 

about commoning are increasingly interested in the troubled relations that are constitutive 

of such practices, for instance Huron’s (2015) work on the coming together of strangers in 

housing cooperatives, or Moragues-Faus’ (2017) account of buying groups in Spain as 

explicit spaces for dissent and multiple political positions. Most still focus, however, on a 

human-centred and exclusive understanding of sociality. Feminist political ecologists 

have begun to expand this perspective. Drawing on her work with community forestry 

projects in Nepal, Nightingale (2019) calls for “keeping in view the exclusions, others, and 

power over that commoning practices create” which involves decisions about “which 

humans, which non-humans and which socionatural relations to attend” (p.31). Yusoff’s 

writing on postrelational posthuman ethics continue to echo: she argues that “there is a 

distinct value to ecological thought in supplementing [flowering engagements with all 

things relationally constituted] and crafting a philosophy that can hold contradicting 

ontological states together to discover different kinds of relationality that are not so 

obviously proximate” (2015, p.401).  



Echoes 

162 
 

In this chapter I have shown how attending to discomfort as an affective resonance in 

commoning practices offers more than merely “keep in view”: it helps to materialise what 

often remains “a reflection [emphasis added] on the common as a project that requires 

the interplay of disparate beings, not all of which are human” (Tola, 2017, p.239). Freddie 

tells me that their approach to “le commun” in Les Grands Voisins was to enact it rather 

than debate its meaning: “we’ll never all agree on words, so we tried to create spaces 

that shake us up”, spaces where intimate exchanges can be had, “à cœur ouvert”, 

“doings things seriously without taking ourselves seriously”, the “crazy”, the awkwardness 

of that which might not make sense but still rasp at the edges of our sensibilities. 

The echoes of Dawney’s work reminds us that a close examination of affective 

experiences is not about “favouring the ‘immediate’ aspects of embodied thought over 

rational or cognitive orders” (2013c, p.637) but about shifting altogether the way in which 

we conceptualise thought, as different modes that include embodied knowledge as well 

as critical, rational or other ‘modes’ (and that we should then interrogate these different 

modes of thought with equal measure). Thinking discomfort with practices of commoning 

echoes a material feminist understanding of relational worlds (see Chapter 5) and the 

need to challenge the separation of ontology and epistemology – a separation that Todd 

says is “another word for colonialism” (2016, p.4).  

How generative can discomfort be? Practising discomfort in collective contexts cognizant 

of the politics of everyday actions cannot always unsettle sedimented relations to 

property and attachments to jobs, professions, careers, objects, imaginaries… such 

unsettling is not accessible to everyone and especially challenging in projects embedded 

in concrete environments. What about those bodies for which even uneven practices of 

discomfort are excluding, for whom commoning will always inevitably involve a kind of 

violence? Awkwardness cannot be felt or practiced with “absence and ignorance” 

(Lorimer, 2014, p.196). For Indigenous and Black scholars this requires an anticolonial 

move, a “labour of de-occupation in the undercommons, permanent fugitivity, and 

dispossession” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p.28). The inadequacy of practices of “(temporary) 

occupation” or “commoning” for being deeply and less exclusively emancipatory is clear 

in settler colonial contexts, what does this mean in European concrete environments? 

Should we be content with embracing discomfort?  
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Please play Track 6 and move to the next page when you hear  

the cello playing fragmented notes. 
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— CRACKS — 

 

 

 

écoutez écoute 

Hear Here 
Somewhere in Bethnal Green Black Women come together 
and carve out a space 
doing the work of love and healing 
Defying all that is terrible and all that is terrafull. 

il n’y a pas de mauvaises herbes 

Hear Here 
Somewhere in the 14th arrondissement walls are broken and door frames 
enlarged 
marking out spaces 
cooking with care and laughing in different tongues 
Decrying the violence of an earth-torn era. 

entre les failles du béton 

Here Hear  
Somewhere East on the central line groups gather 
etching vital moments 
marking London’s recent political history 
with fierce friendships and solid dreams. 

les cultures s’activent 

Here Hear  
Somewhere in an old hospital south of the Seine collectives form 
incising institutional infrastructures  
supplying hope and sustaining wounds 
Defying disregard for what becomes rubble. 

écoute écoutez 

 
 
 
 

WRITTEN 20 APRIL 2020, UPDATED 9 MAY 2020 – 

SAMPLING FIELDNOTES AND MANIFESTOS WITH SIANA 

BANGURA’S PUNDERSONS GARDENS (2017) OVER SCREEN 

PRINTING CRACKS, MADE AT THE COMMON HOUSE. 
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13 |  URGENCIES 

On 29 March 2018, bodies are buzzing in Les Grands Voisins as we get ready for the formal 

opening of the second phase in a few weeks’ time. I spend my day painting walls and 

windows for the new wellbeing cooperative. Cleaning the chapel courtyard 

– brushing  – clearing – sweeping – 

 – la poussière – le verre – les mégots de cigarette – les gravats – 

There’s time for lunch in the sun kissed by a cool spring breeze. I nearly attend my first ever 

sweat lodge ceremony. We layer blankets on a wooden skeleton. Others dig a fire pit. Ready. I 

step back, gather my backpack to leave. Wait a bit longer as the fire starts. A resident comes 

over “woah there’s a bird nest in that tree!” We pass each other as we walk away “écolos et 

tout mais voient même pas l’oiseau”.1  

That evening I wonder what I’m contributing with my research. “Is my approach to focus on 

human-non-human/ecological/more-than-human relations worthwhile? Sometimes feel like it 

isn’t, given all the other urgencies…” Sasha reassures me it is. 

During my fieldwork, I started to feel an unhelpful competition between social and 

ecological urgencies, as crises of homelessness, mental health, labour rights, migrant 

solidarity, social exclusion, urban planning, ‘regeneration’, ongoing news about the 

uneven effects of climate change, flooding, extreme weather events, wildfires in England 

(unheard of) …marked my experiences in London and Paris. Although qualitatively 

different, they all had some relation to senses of urgency. The way in which I write about 

urgency in this chapter stems from things I was not alone in feeling, but presents my take 

as a researcher trying to make sense of these feelings through my going in and out of 

Les Grands Voisins and The Common House, relaunching projects, joining 

conversations, emergency fundraisers, work days and campaigns. This chapter emerges 

from my ongoing concern with experiences of rhythms and temporalities in relation to my 

fieldwork, yet it was not until the third year of my research that I articulated these echoes 

in terms of urgencies. 

In this chapter, I show how attention to the temporalities and rhythms of commoning 

practices can open up new ways of thinking and doing urgency. Indeed, while urgency is 

an affective condition that permeates existence in concrete environments, I suggest that it 

can be reclaimed from its associations with imposition, paralysis, emergency and speed. 

In doing so and through practice, we can recover what Elizabeth Olson (2015) calls 

urgency’s ethical dimension and how it can “serve as fertile ground for radical critique” 

(p.524). The aim is not to put urgency on a pedestal, but to repoliticise a term that is so 

ubiquitously used in relation to contemporary crises and often experienced (especially by 

 
1 “eco-conscious and all but they don’t even see the birds” 
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activists) as a discourse of enclosure and temporal violence.2 With my orientations, I also 

suggest this act of reclaiming might be generative for cultivating relational worlds. 

In the first section, I draw on examples from my ethnographic work to conceptualise 

urgency as an affective atmosphere that can be experienced and named by people 

involved in commoning projects through a range of emotions. I then examine how 

affective experiences of urgency relate to questions of time and rhythm, and in so doing, 

emphasise the relationship in urgency between temporality, ethics and agency. In the 

second section, I explore three practices of commoning - making manifestos, intense 

campaigns and caring in the meanwhile - that I argue show ways of “doing urgency 

differently” and specifically how these can be generative in terms of cultivating ethical 

relationality. In the final section, I expand Olson’s (2015) call to reclaim urgency from its 

association with the globalised governance of emergency planning and risk avoidance, 

echoing practices from the second section and texts from Part II that orient my research. I 

argue that learning with commoning projects creates a different material and discursive 

reference for the affective experiences of urgency; recognising that it will be tied to 

troubling experiences in concrete environments, a reclaimed urgency might also help to 

cultivate a heightened sensitivity to multiple spacetimes, thickening the ‘now’, allowing us 

to separate the affective experience of urgency from the state of emergency, and 

grounding through temporal relations. 

A note on style 

The pace of the text has been a central compositional concern in this chapter to evoke 

the relationship I develop between urgency and rhythm. Listening to the recordings from 

the manifesto writing workshops in Les Grands Voisins brought up memories and feelings 

and provided valuable material for the section on manifestos as well as the style of the 

chapter more generally. I work with pace through punctuation and oscillation between 

more fragmented and more narrative sections. I also work with language and translation 

to slow down the reader rather than disrupt or unsettle (see Chapter 12). Experiments 

with poetic writing have also given more experience with rhythm in writing as well as 

listening to spoken word artists, especially the London-based and planetary perspective 

of Kate Tempest’s Let Them Eat Chaos (2016). Drawing inspiration from Spahr’s (2001) 

literary analysis, I also work on creating a sense of agency in the reader and what she 

calls “collective reading” (p.5). I deliberately bring together excerpts from fieldnotes and 

interviews without always directly attributing but asking the reader to place these within 

the context of commoning projects (and trusting that these are from my fieldwork). This 

 
2 Thanks to Diana Dadusc and participants of the Social Movements Seminar series at the University of Brighton for 
helping me to clarify this point. 
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also draws on sampling techniques and the use of simple language and references that 

the reader might get in a way that creates “sites of complication rather than exclusion” 

(Spahr, 2001, p.118).  

WITH URGENCY  

At the assembly in October 2019, moving to a new space is still on the agenda. Oakley says 

they joined The Common House over two years ago to help make the move happen and it 

feels like nothing has been done. Well not quite. Agreed, many things have been done. Still, 

funding-wise we’re screwed and are still in the same location. In May 2017 I attend my 

second Common House ‘admin meeting’; people are reporting on a discussion about 

meanwhile leases, about moving into a new space. My proposal to do research with The 

Common House is also on the agenda. I offer to join the ‘space working group’ and after the 

meeting I am added to The Common House ‘admin’ mailing list.  

SENT: THURSDAY, 25 MAY 2017, 9:31 
SUBJECT: RE: COMMON HOUSE MOVE - WORKING GROUP  

We meet at the Bethnal Green Nature Reserve, discussing the politics of meanwhile leases and 

experiences of other groups in London under a makeshift shelter. We tie a blue tarp between a 

hut and some trees, and our questions are accompanied by the light and persistent tapping of 

rain. How to (not) disclose more radical political aims? Do we have to have evidence of local 

impact to get an agreement for use of a space? Is it facilitating gentrification or widening 

cracks? It takes 6 to 18 months to get a space, negotiate with landlords/developers: write 

letters, have a project proposal, pitch for the space. Then have the space for 2 to 5 years. 

Common House is not a legal entity, can we pitch? Our conversation continues virtually and is 

interrupted by another thread. 

SENT: 5 JUNE 2017 AT 13:51; 14:30; 16:23; 17:41; 18:01 | 6 JUNE 2017 AT 13:50; 15:55; 16:13 | 7 

JUNE 2017 AT 4:12 | 08 JUNE 2017 AT 13:59 
SUBJECT: RE: [COMMONHOUSEADMIN] RE: ACCOUNTS 

An unexpected funding crisis brings the move into a new perspective (and precipitates my 

involvement with The Common House). I decide that observing is not an option and join the 

special/emergency meeting a few weeks later; I don’t take many notes (nervous about my 

ethics process which is being delayed); I help facilitate; brainstorming on blue post-it notes. 

SENT: 28 JUNE 2017 21:01  
SUBJECT: COMMON HOUSE FUNDING CRISIS - URGENT! 

SENT: TUESDAY, JULY 11, 2017 11:33 
SUBJECT: RE: [COMMONHOUSEADMIN] CH FUNDRAISER CROWDFUNDER - FEEDBACK NEEDED!! 

SENT: 07 AUGUST 2017 10:30 
SUBJECT: [COMMONHOUSEADMIN] URGENT INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS NEEDED! 
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SENT: 14 AUGUST 2017 11:08 
SUBJECT: LISTEN UP - FINAL WEEK TO SAVE THE COMMON HOUSE 

SENT: 28 AUGUST 2017 13:49 
SUBJECT: RE: [COMMONHOUSEADMIN] PLANS FOR SEPTEMBER - PLEASE READ! 

I help with the campaign at a distance; I later realise there is a material absence of fieldnotes 

throughout the process; maybe because I was focused on the doing in-between family time 

and different time zones; but I keep my email correspondence and compile them along with 

field notes the following year.  

Learning with The Common House has been accompanied by a sense of urgency, one 

which persists two and a half years on. The most obvious manifestations of this are in the 

ongoing financial precarity of the project and the desire to move. When it is explicitly 

mentioned in live discussions or email subjects, urgency tends to refer to a call to 

contribute, to take action, or to respond to fundraising needs. These ways of enacting 

urgency are familiar in relation to alternative projects such as spaces of commoning. De 

Angelis, for instance, describes the purpose of his book The Beginning of History (2007) 

as a response to “the problematic of alternatives to capitalism [being co-opted] recently 

posed with urgency [emphasis added] by the life-reclaiming forces of the alter-

globalisation movement” (p.6). In this situation, activists are agents of urgency; people’s 

involvement in social projects comes from an urgent desire “to run away from the 

claustrophobic, devious and ecumenic embrace of the agents of neoliberal governance” 

(p.227). De Angelis describes the movement of urgency as running, which denotes a 

certain pace or speed needed in responding to social, economic and ecological crises. 

This echoes the way in which the term has gained increasing discursive presence in 

relation to social movements, especially since the surge of Extinction Rebellion in autumn 

2018 in the UK, or the Gilets Jaunes protests starting at a similar time in France.3 

However, I want to complicate this explicit understanding of urgency by attending beyond 

its discursive use to how it is materialised as a (collective) feeling. 

SENT: 27 NOVEMBER 2017 19:57 | 28 NOVEMBER 2017 12:37 | 29 NOVEMBER 17 09:32; 10:25; 10:49; 
10:54; 12:57; 14:41; 14:58; 16:12 | 30 NOVEMBER 2017 18:51 | 1 DECEMBER 2017 14:16 | 2 

DECEMBER 2017 14:57; 18:24; 18:41  
SUBJECT: RE: URGENT: FUNDRAISING IDEAS 
… THE DEADLINE IS MIDDAY ON FRIDAY … LOOKING FORWARD TO SEEING YOU ALL ON SUNDAY. I'M GUNNA 

GET MY BAKE ON  … YAY CAKE!!!! I’M HAPPY TO COME AS SOON AS I’VE MADE A MASSIVE PILE OF HUMMUS! 
:D … THERE WAS BROAD CONSENSUS AT THE LAST MEETING THAT WE WOULD PRESS ON TO SAVE THE 

COMMON HOUSE … 

 
3 Note that these are both events that started after my formal fieldwork ended, although they were not directly part of 
conversations my analysis has been influenced by the unfolding of these events and their presence within my 
ongoing conversations in London and Paris. I will also reflect on the implications for my argument around discomfort 
in relation to the SARS-CoV-2 viral pandemic in 2019-20 in Part V.  



Echoes 

169 
 

First item on the agenda: “Recap - Urgency of the situation”. The minutes note: “CH had a 

crowdfunder over summer which raised £18k and means we can pay the rent until June 2018 

under current arrangements. Also, we have lost the capacity to generate money through events 

- the neighbours complain about the noise levels regularly. The building is also not fit for 

purpose (mainly because of inaccessibility). It was decided in previous Assembly that monthly 

Admin meetings can make decisions considering the urgency of the situation.”  

I offered to co-facilitate and arrive early. It’s the first time I come in on my own, reminding 

myself “I am not an observer, but I had to feel trusted to do that”. I open the blinds, set up the 

table, clean the whiteboard. At the previous assembly we decided to have an hour of sharing 

food before the meeting formally starts. I feel like there are more home-made things than 

usual; a cake is in the oven, golden and pink roasted carrot and beetroot slices, veggie-burgers 

and hummus with chickpeas soaked overnight - not from a can. Someone says “I can taste the 

difference!”. I made a squash dip.  

The notes from the meeting above still show a clear association with urgency as the 

immediate response to a crisis and as an affective condition of urban commoning projects 

or what Anderson describes as “the environments within which people dwell” (2014, 

p.105). If we examine urgency as an affective condition, though, this brings our attention 

to the range of material relations practiced in this situation: taking time to share food 

before a meeting, to make food to share, welcoming new people to join a complex and 

ongoing process.  

The meeting starts, we invite feedback from groups that use the space. Some groups were not 

able to attend but sent comments: “they want more plants”; “they obviously didn’t understand 

the urgency of the situation!”. I wonder though… is it not important for creating a relationship 

to the space? The conversation continues and becomes more heated as we come to the 

proposal of a new co-working model. Multiple voices interject and intersect: “our aim is to 

crush capitalism, what happens here is not professional”; “but my organising work is my 

professional work”; “yeah, I mean, what is more ethical: renting out to rich hipsters with 

beards and getting their money, or getting money from our comrades and peers?”; “…and not 

all people looking for a co-working space are rich hipsters with beards”; “is what we doing 

about exchanging services? or is it about creating a commons, where people feel part of 

something?”; “we can’t continue to have people contribute absolutely nothing though”; “is the 

common house a communist organisation?” I hear some gasps and soft laughter…“it’s a big 

political question to judge who’s ‘in’ and who’s ‘out’”; “this is not something new, we’ve 

thought about this since the beginning of The Common House”; “or does creating a commons 

need a business model with a lefty slant?” The discussion continues and I say “it’s not just 

about who gives money, but also what the relationship is with that money, how people 



Echoes 

170 
 

perceive, live, experience it”; “yes” others echo, “it’s about the meaning attributed to the 

monetary relationship…”.  

Before we leave, Oakley starts jumping up and down, shaking off tension, something I 

introduced after a tense episode during the last assembly. I smile inside. Others start jumping 

too. Later on, I cycle back to Blackfriars station, Sunday evening, the roads aren’t too busy so 

I have time to pedal and ponder. Reflecting back on the meeting a few months later, Ash tells 

me “people suddenly realised that they really valued this thing and that was indicated by the 

level of feeling and that also indicated to everybody else they were participating in something 

that was valued, and also conveyed a sense of urgency which there was!” 

DATE: 11 FEBRUARY 2018 13:14  
SUBJECT: [COMMONHOUSEADMIN] TEA BAGS?  

In July 2018 Oakley tells me “we need to get something going, something joyful that 

celebrates what people do!” Some people are on the verge of a breakdown, we share concerns, 

others are taking a step back. “I’m scared it’s going to collapse, are you not worried?” No, I 

don’t feel worried though not carefree either. Pressing on. 

In the narrative above I show how the sense of urgency more evident in the need to 

relaunch and change the financial model is also present, but with a different character - in 

the commitment to sometimes uncomfortable discussions, persistent asking of questions 

and recognising that issues addressed in a moment of crisis are connected to ongoing 

actions over longer periods of time. Examining urgency through material relations also 

shows how it is felt and expressed through many different emotions: fear (of collapse), joy 

(cake, a party, meeting people, imagining projects), surprise (state of finances, 

perspectives on co-working), or calm (facilitating discussions, methodically addressing 

issues). Indeed, the sense of urgency is quite clearly different from other affects that 

might also more directly translate as emotions (such as discomfort in Chapter 12) and I 

thus conceptualise urgency not only as a potentially stressful affective condition that 

characterises organising in concrete environments, but also as an affective atmosphere 

(see Chapter 7). In the next sections I show how the latter perspective allows for a more 

critical and generous reading of urgency that decouples it from emergency and speed.  

URGENT ATMOSPHERES 

The sense of urgency infused my fieldwork in The Common House and Les Grands 

Voisins through many shades, aromas and sounds; through the kinds of organisations 

that joined Les Grands Voisins; through the kinds of events taking place in The Common 

House; through materials calling for action that were shared or available to pick up in both 

sites (see below). Materials about responding to specific events – the anti-fascist demo in 

July 2018 in response to the rise of the far right in the UK and the anti-government demo 
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on 26 May 2018 in response to Macron’s ‘presidency for the rich’ –, or activities that 

respond to longer-term struggles and structural issues – e.g. ‘Antiuniversity Now’ against 

the privatisation of higher education and ‘We Are Ready Now’ a youth-led organisation 

that came out of COP21 in Paris.  
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Examining the affective atmospheres of urgency meant spending time with my post-

interview notes and returning to recordings and notes to remind myself of feelings that 

are often difficult to capture in transcripts, sound recordings, physical and digital material, 

narratives of specific events and my reflections on the longitudinal experiences from both 

sites. 

Please listen to Track 7.1  

before continuing to read (2:00). 

 

 

 

Urgency is often described as a more structural affective condition of concrete 

environments that can either motivate emancipatory imaginaries (as we mentioned 

above),4 or paralyse transformative actions through the violence of speed in a future-less 

present (Laïdi, 2001; Virilio, 2005) or creating technocratic, anxiety-inducing and 

depoliticised responses to issues such as climate change (Stern, 2015; Lynch & Veland, 

2018), violence against women (Mason, 2013), housing crises (Pagès, Ponet, & Puyuelo, 

2011), or social work (Bénévent, 2009). While this condition certainly shapes experiences 

with commoning projects, examining the way in which urgency is felt as an affective 

atmosphere – through actual practice – helps to deconstruct what is often an uncritical 

use of the term. To help me with this, I turn to affect scholarship on urgency and 

emergency.  

Stemming from research on emergency planning exercises in the UK, Anderson and 

colleagues’ work explores the distinct qualities of emergency as an affective condition, for 

instance identifying the ubiquitous notion of a “state of emergency” as a distinct (political 

and politicised) manifestation of this affective register (Anderson & Adey, 2012; 

Anderson, 2014, 2017). Within their analysis, they propose that urgency is one of the 

“affective registers of emergency”, along with necessity and exceptionality (Anderson, 

Grove, Rickards, & Kearnes, 2020, p.634). In his description of the atmospheres in an 

emergency planning exercise, Anderson writes that “we could name the affective qualities 

that enveloped the exercise in the control room as anticipation, urgency and focus, whilst 

noting that exercises are made through many other, additional, atmospheres: pressure, 

fun, and so on” (2014, p.151). This depiction of the affective quality of the exercise also 

shows that urgency is difficult to “pin down” – it is not always mentioned explicitly and is 

expressed as “neither categorical emotions nor free floating intensities” (p.151). I give a 

 
4 This permeates the academic literature, often through the formulation of “the urgent need to…”, to give an 
example, Lauren Berlant writes: “The urgency is to reinvent, from the scene of survival, new idioms of the political, 
and of belonging itself, which requires debating what the baselines of survival should be in the near future, which is, 
now, the future we are making” (2011, p.262). 
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sense of this above in relation to The Common House; examining urgency as an 

atmosphere means attending to the quality of an event, or impressions that might seem 

to escape discursive tethers. In some moments the sense of urgency takes over (for 

instance with the funding crisis mentioned above), in other moments it lingers in the 

background; I do not want to portray a feeling that is uniform and strong all the time; 

atmospheres, as Anderson suggests, “may be distractedly dwelt within, intentionally 

shaped, barely noticed or felt as overwhelming presence” (2014, p.156). 

Bearing in mind the difficulties of naming atmospheres outlined in Chapter 10 along with 

Olson’s (2015) caution that “focusing on the different meanings of urgency runs the risk of 

obscuring language categories” (p.519), I examine definitions as a way to help refine 

conceptualisations but especially to proliferate terms relating to urgency. Dictionary 

definitions provide two meanings for that which is urgent: “earnest, persistence” and 

“pressing; calling for immediate action” (Chambers, 1993). The first denotes an insistence 

where the second a force, the urge that compels attention. The Collins online dictionary 

additionally distinguishes between the English and North American meanings, adding 

“haste” to the first meaning denoting speed and the more negative connotation of 

“importunate” to the second meaning.5 Taking these together we have insistence / 

importance / haste / urge / determination / importunate; the range of words and their 

connotations is broader than the definition of the adjective urgent, and together make 

urgency’s “relationship with power more evident” (Olson, 2015, p.518). This collection of 

terms also draws attention to two dimensions of urgency: the temporal meaning 

(immediacy) and a sense of force, weight and determination.6 However, when only 

focusing on the meaning of haste or speed, urgency is often used in a similar meaning to 

emergency, and even more so in the French context where the word urgence(s) means 

both urgency and emergency. The dual meaning is present, however, in the French 

synonym pressant (pressing).  

For now, I invite us to think of urgency as something pressing, a question of intensity, to 

urge, exhorter, inciter, presser, importance, gravité, force, persistence, insistence, 

response…  with these in tow, I take a deconstructive move to grapple with the temporal 

qualities of urgency, how it differs from emergency, and how this might help us question 

the apparent conflicts between different social, personal, environmental…urgencies.  

 
5 https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/urgent, accessed 16.10.2019. 
6 Bénévent (2009) notes that in 16th century when the term “urgency” probably appeared in English from French, 
and until the late 19th century, its use was most certainly restricted to the medical context. This is where the 
temporal meaning of urgency took the fore, leaving the meaning of force, weight and determination in the 
background (Bénévent, 2009). I would also argue that the overwhelming focus on the temporal dimension (of rapid 
response) comes from the negative connotation mentioned in the Anglo-American context as one that tends to 
shape much of the way urgency is written about in globalised research and public discourse. 
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RHYTHM OF URGENCY 

In Les Grands Voisins, the end of the first phase inspired the start of the université populaire. 

I first hear about it in September during my first long visit and am given a flier. It reads as an 

invitation: "Viens voir…ramène ta science, tes expériences et des cacahuètes !".7 The 

exclamation marks a call to action, and it continues “join in…come along…and don’t forget 

your innocence”. The idea is to have panel discussions and debates that combine knowledge 

from lived experience, community-based work and for formal scholarship. Inside the leaflet is 

a list of the weekly sessions that will take place throughout the autumn of 2017: 

A DESTIN COMMUN, BIENS COMMUNS !  FOR A COMMON DESTINY, COMMON GOOD! 

APPRENDRE À APPRENDRE   LEARNING TO LEARN 

LE SOLEIL, L’UNIVERS ET NOUS   LE SUN, THE UNIVERSE AND US 

SOMMES-NOUS RACISTES ?   ARE WE RACIST? 

A QUOI BON TRAVAILLER ?   WHAT IS THE POINT OF WORKING? 

LA CHIMIE ENNEMIE DE LA VIE ?   CHEMISTRY, ENNEMY OF LIFE? 

AFFRONTER POUR AVANCER…   CONFRONT IN ORDER TO ADVANCE… 

LES MIGRATIONS, SORTONS DU FANTASME  MIGRATIONS, STEP OUT OF THE MYTH 

BIODIVERSITÉ ET HUMANITÉS   BIODIVERSITY AND HUMANITIES 

DU COSMOS À LA RÉALITÉ    FROM THE COSMOS TO REALITY 

SALE TEMPS POUR QUI ?    BAD WEATHER FOR WHO? 

DIRE DIEU, DIRE LES DIEUX ?   SAY GOD, SAY GODS? 

L’ÉCONOMIE SOCIALE ET SOLIDAIRE PEUT-ELLE  CAN A SOCIAL AND SOLIDARY ECONOMY SAVE 

SAUVER L’ECONOMIE ?    THE ECONOMY?  

LA VIOLENCE DANS LA NATURE   VIOLENCE IN NATURE 

L’ANARCHIE EST-ELLE DE DROITE OU DE GAUCHE ? IS ANARCHY FROM THE RIGHT OR THE LEFT? 

LE PÈRE-NOEL EXISTE BIEN…   FATHER CHRISTMAS DOES EXIST… 

The list above shows pressing topics, all in relation to challenging preconceptions and 

creating a sense of curiosity. Presented (a little gloriously) as a “movement of resistance” 

that “fights against intellectual misery”, the université populaire considers histories of 

religion and our knowledge of the sun or the cosmos as equally relevant for 

understanding our relation to the conditions of the present. Commoning projects are often 

articulated through a strong emphasis on place/space and an implicit assumption that a 

shared space means a shared experience of time (e.g. Linebaugh, 2008). Common 

temporalities certainly shaped experiences in both projects and contributed to shared 

feelings of urgency: the fact that Les Grands Voisins was always a fixed-term 

arrangement of two and half and then another four and something years, and the horizon 

of funding at The Common House for being able to pay the rent. Although these projects 

respond to multiple urgencies, calendar-based timelines are neither the only nor always 

 
7 “Come along…bring your science, your experiences and some peanuts.” 
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the dominant temporal registers that affect everyday practices of commoning. Broad and 

multiple temporal concerns animate both Les Grands Voisins and The Common House, 

echoing Stavrides’ (2013) challenge to the idea that such projects express a “rupture in 

social time’s continuity” (p.44), or indeed that there is a singular, continuous or 

homogenous temporal experience in concrete environments.8  

My first meeting in Les Grands Voisins is with the research collective. I mention an interest in 

rhythms and Pierre says, “I was just thinking about that the other morning”. We speak of the 

problems of coordinating temporalities and synchronisation, those who know the project talk 

about the contrast of parties at the Lingerie and calm wanted for those living on site, les bruits 

parasites, disruptive sounds, and those in emergency housing often already awake at the 

rooster’s dawn call.  

This experience expressed the coexistence of common and separate/ing temporal 

events, and echoes writing on earthy rhythms in Chapter 5. I am interested in how 

attention to different rhythms can be a way into examining the affective dimensions of the 

temporalities of urgency. This means conceptualising the temporal experiences of 

commoning as “the product of multiple, heterogeneous practices of time and the resultant 

values, beliefs, and affective experiences of time [emphasis added]” (Brigstocke, 2015, 

p.154).  

Returning to Anderson’s writing on the affective dimensions of urgency can help me do 

this work. He argues that it is the relationship between time (temporalities) and call to 

action (agency) that delineates urgency. Anderson (2017) theorises urgency through 

emergency’s relationship to the future and suggests that “to designate an event or 

situation as an emergency is to demand an urgent response” where this response implies 

that “action is necessary” and “immediately” needed in order to encounter a forthcoming 

“exceptional event” (p.469). It is this double orientation to the immediate necessity and a 

future (probable) event that Anderson articulates two temporalities of urgency. The first is 

the “omnipresent Present” of the “now…that forestalls processes of deliberation and 

dissensus”; the second is the “interval” between this now and the future event, “the gap or 

break during which emergency action can still make a difference” (p.470). The 

combination of the these two temporal qualities means that urgency is a feeling that 

relates to issues that need immediate attention (like a funding crisis or converting an 

building to quickly create an unexpected emergency shelter) while at the same time being 

 
8 There is a well-established body of critical theoretical work that challenges scholarship that proposes uniform and 
overarching narratives for the temporality of capitalist and globalised society. Sarah Sharma’s work on the politics of 
temporal experiences (2014) provides a robust overview of critiques of such work, which she sees as culminating in 
the 1970s with Virilio’s study on the “culture of speed” (p.5).  
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able to project how these actions have the potential to make a difference. For Anderson, 

the interval is what capacitates agency and is intrinsically linked to hopeful affects. 

While Anderson conceptualises urgency in relation to emergency, I think it is also 

important to distinguish them. Since the word urgence denotes both meanings in French, 

thinking through translation can help with this. While ‘emergency’ is often translated as 

‘urgence’, in fact ‘état d’urgence’ [state of urgency] or ‘cas d’urgence’ [urgent case] would 

be more accurate.9 While urgency encompasses the two temporal characteristics 

mentioned above, conceptualising it only in relation to emergency ties it to an association 

with a specific state, event, or état – and one that seems to be necessarily in the future.  

In this chapter, I work with a conceptualisation of urgency as affective experiences that 

are grounded in the ongoing “now” and that have temporal cracks that extend beyond it, 

creating intervals for action. However, I differ from Anderson in relating urgency’s interval 

for action only in relation to the future. While future orientations are no doubt evident in 

the way the projects present themselves (for instance “utopie concrete” [concrete utopia] 

was mentioned to me by various people involved in Les Grands Voisins as an inspiration, 

or writing in The Common House manifesto that “our ultimate aim is to bring about the 

world that we want”), the practices that make these projects are inspired by and materially 

manifested in multiple rhythms and non-linear relations to time, echoing orientations in 

non-linear genealogy of commoning (Chapter 6) and earthly rhythms (Chapter 5) – I 

elaborate on this in the next part of the chapter (Practising Urgencies).  

The confusion of emergency and urgency (even in English) might also lie in the fact that 

the supposedly punctual “states of emergency” have, especially since the turn of the 

century, been turned into ongoing strategies for governing and managing bodies 

(Anderson & Adey, 2012). This points to another conceptual and methodological bias 

“towards the urgency of large-scale futures” (Olson, 2015, p.523), including “large-scale 

future emergency, the urgency to secure the state, the citizenry, the economy, or the 

climate” (p.520). Drawing attention to the temporal and spatial characteristics of urgency, 

Olson argues that the focus on large-scale urgencies result in a “capture of claims of 

urgency by the elite” (p.522) so that urgency not only “bypasses” embodied experiences, 

but certain bodies then end up being cast as “menacing”, “unruly”, or a threat to the order 

needed to address bigger (and thus “more important”) issues (p.521). Another effect of 

this is to strip urgency of its potential to nurture collective agency. 

Focusing on urgency as affective atmospheres sensed and experienced through 

commoning practices offers a way to both explore the temporal characteristics of urgency 

outlined above, while also challenging the idea of separate “scales of urgency” by 

 
9 I used an online semantic atlas (https://www.atlas-semantiques.eu/) to help with this analysis. 
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attending to visceral experiences of urgency and their relations with wider affective 

conditions.  

URGENCY AS RESPONSE 

What political and ethical questions might taking urgent actions entail? For Anderson 

(2017), the affective potential of the urgent interval of emergency lies in its ability to 

generate “sparks of hope” (p.474). The potential of hope lies in creating a sense that 

“action can make a difference and the situation is transformable (as well as the hope that 

other definitions of the situation are possible)” (p.474). Anderson’s focus on hope echoes 

my attention to the affective qualities of urgency in The Common House and Les Grands 

Voisins. Orienting attention to urgency with affective atmospheres acknowledges the 

violence that urgency as a condition of concrete environments unevenly inflicts. Yet. Still. 

It brings attention to everyday practices in the ways in which urgency is felt, expressed or 

evoked with and by human and non-human commoners. Examining the ways in which 

urgency relates to commoning practices can thus challenge the absorption of urgency 

into emergency and its appropriation by globalised “institutions of preparedness and risk-

avoidance” (Olson, 2015, p.521). I work with two interconnected implications of this 

reconceptualization of urgency.  

First, it highlights the ethical implications of bringing together relations to time and 

questions of agency: the interval calls for action, “urgency compels and requires 

response” (Olson, 2015, p.523). We also know responses matter: response to what? 

response from who/what? response with who/what? what kind of response? A member of 

The Common House responds to the proposal of a new membership model:  

“It’s a big political question to judge who’s ‘in’ and who’s ‘out’”. 

When something is urgent it often invites questions to be asked, discussion and 

deliberation - this is what Olson refers to as both the “deliberative power” and “ethical 

work” that urgency can do (2015, p.521). Urgent calls for action in the context of 

commoning projects are thus neither impositions nor just hopeful actions but invitations 

for collective deliberation. When grounded in experience, responding to crises invites 

relational thinking, not moral imperatives. I hear echoes from the conversation mentioned 

above:  

“…what is the relationship with that money, how people perceive, live, experience it?”, “yes”, 

echoing my question, “it’s about the meaning attributed to the monetary relationship…”. 

Money and its omnipresence in The Common House and Les Grand Voisins and other 

material meddlings are part of such relational thinking. A funding crisis precipitated the 

creation of la Lingerie in Les Grands Voisins as a venue that could finance the building 
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and design work for the site; serving a copious and carefully-prepared brunch made with 

local and seasonal ingredients to Parisians on Sundays and having a license to sell 

alcohol were decisive in generating income. Justice tells me that growing grumbles after 

the initial opening of the site in Paris was one of the factors that led them to organise a 

first Conseil des Voisins. At the assembly there was criticism about the price of food and 

drink at the café “non c’est trop cher, les résidents ne peuvent pas venir”,10 leading to 

proposals for creating new communal spaces for the project. Back in the Lingerie, beer is 

still brought in by the pallet-load. The gold and amber brews served on tap are German, 

Charlie tells me; liquids full of affective capacities; denigrated by some who say “la bière 

est pas bonne”, while others prefer local brews b(r)ought in bottles. I find myself needing 

to draw the three-layered bundle of barrels on a sunny Sunday in May after feeling stupid 

for not putting my things down to help a friend push the charge into the newly fitted 

cupboard at the back of the Lingerie, ready to be tapped. 

 

Attending to the ways in which urgency is practised is a way of “reclaiming the ethical 

work of urgency in ways that leave it open for critique” (Olson, 2015, p.523), or open to a 

more than human attention to the relations involved in doing this ethical work.  

The second implication of reconceptualising urgency through commoning practices is that 

it draws attention to different ways of relating to time that echo posthuman, more than 

human and composting tangling of time (see Chapter 5). It is the generative possibilities 

of commoning practices to cultivate such rhythmic relations to time that I turn to explore in 

the next section of this chapter.  

  

 
10 "Come on, it’s too expensive, the residents aren’t even be able to come in” 
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PRACTISING URGENCIES 

In this section, I turn to three kinds of practices from The Common House and Les 

Grands Voisins that produce and are produced by atmospheres of urgency (no strict 

causality, see Chapter 7): making manifestos, campaign intensity and caring in the 

meanwhile. I have chosen these as examples that show different emphases of the dual 

temporal relations to the “omnipresent now” and the “interval” of urgency and gesture 

towards the last section which expresses the ways in which urgency as collective 

practices might be generative towards cultivating ethical relationality.  

Please listen to Track 7.2  

and then continue reading (1:30).  

 

 

 

MAKING MANIFESTOS 

Brouhaha fills the amphitheatre. We’re approaching the last part of the first part of the 

exercise. “S’IL VOUS PLAIT !” one of the facilitators yells, and then continues less loudly 

“this is the idea, this is the work, first we’re going to have a reading of both manifestos and 

each group will share their reactions afterwards”. Tap tap tap. "S’IL VOUS PLAIT !". More 

brouhaha. "If you please! Some focus for a little while longer!".11 

We are in l’Amphithéâtre Lelong, towards the back of the site. The venue for regular film 

screenings, some of the assemblies and the université populaire. It’s dark outside. An early 

evening in December, just a few weeks away from the end of the first phase of Les Grands 

Voisins and just eight days before the winter solstice. We sit in an old teaching auditorium 

that was used for medics at the Saint-Vincent-de-Paul hospital (I’m told the steep seating was 

built so that even those at the very top could see the live dissections). I walk up the stairs and 

through the broken concrete archway above the main entrance, turn right through the double 

wooden doors to the amphitheatre, then left to walk down the high concrete steps. About two 

thirds of the way down I slide into one of the rows and push down a wooden folding chair. 

Backpack in between my legs and elbows on the thin wooden slab in front of me, I tell myself 

it’s not the best set-up for a collaborative workshop… but just roll with it! I look around the 

hemicycle and see more and less familiar faces. The usual suspects are here, but not only. The 

room is plenty-full of chatter and enthusiasm. Two well-known voisins are at the bottom ready 

to facilitate this collective manifesto-writing session, we start by working in pairs. 

The desire for writing a common document was brewing for a while. Olivier tells me they 

tried to do something like this towards the beginning of the project and it didn’t work. I recall 

 
11 "S’il vous plait, encore un peu de concentration !". 
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Freddie telling me they knew at that point they “were never going to agree on words”. During 

the Conseil des Voisins earlier that day, seeds of doubt were still present. As he invites 

everyone to join the process, Lilian wonders “will we make it? I don’t know… and if we don’t 

then tant pis!”. In the end people came with a willingness to give it a try. He continues “je 

pense que ça vaut le coup, it’s worth trying" and then “yes ‘we’ll make it!" and several "of 

course we’ll make it" echo in response. I sense that people are keen to work with the two-plus 

years of collective experience and ‘doing’, and there is a feeling that having some collective 

articulation of what the project is about will be useful for the second phase starting in a few 

months’ time. There is a feeling that at this point in time there are more people (and more 

“important/powerful” people) listening. A member of the coordination team continues: “we 

should take advantage of our last minutes of media attention to send some messages”. 

After nearly two and a half years of work, Les Grands Voisins are gathering media 

attention,12 linked to the increasing popularity of urbanisme transitoire (see Chapter 2). 

Other organisations interested in new approaches to emergency social housing had 

already shown interest in starting similar projects elsewhere and thinking about how the 

experience from the project could be shared was on many minds in the months prior to 

writing the manifesto. I joined a group interested this work and organising un évènement 

de restitution.13 In October 2017 we meet and talk about creating a “common resource” 

for people who might want to do and support similar projects, a way of capturing learning. 

Some of us agree the best way to imagine it would be a kind of curated collection of 

documents: “I’d be incapable of writing a conclusion”; “sure, we have to let things settle, 

maybe just start by gathering materials”; “that could be a more democratic way…”. We 

also question the contribution of the project to raising the value of land for developers and 

house prices for residents, to creating too much of a middle to upper class and culturally 

exclusive neighbourhood. There is a desire to contribute to these debates: one of the 

members of Yes We Camp tells us “we have a conscience you know”. In fact, the first 

phase of Les Grands Voisins had already started to influence the plans for the new 

écoquartier, including more social housing units than initially planned, less demolition and 

an effort to save and replant as many trees and vegetation as possible. There was a 

sense that the unusual juxtaposition of bodies, places, organisations, initiatives might be 

able to influence people who have access to (empty, unused, transitional) spaces. There 

was a sense that the experience in Les Grands Voisins, while by no means immune from 

critique, could speak to some of the politics of temporary planning practices. Although the 

restitution event never materialised, our ongoing discussions capture the desire to have 

some kind of collective/multiple articulation of learning and experience. Perhaps realising 

 
12 See for example reference to the project in the national newspaper Le Monde (Allix & Van Eeckhout, 2017).  
13 There is not direct translation for restitution – in this context it encompasses notions of feedback, sharing 
experience and collective evaluation. 
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that such an event could not possibly be organised by the end of the calendar year, a 

group of voisins decided to revive the idea of a manifesto (as something that could be 

created with less time on our hands).  

On the other side of the channel, December 2017 also set the writing of The Common House 

manifesto in motion. After the assembly earlier in the month the governance working group 

meets. We are online; a virtual meeting to make sure more people can attend. There is 

frustration in the computer-mediated air, Eliot sighs “I wonder whether we just need to be a 

bit more prescriptive rather than engage people who are at different points… if we’re 

constantly waiting for people to catch-up we won’t have time”, the crowdfunder was 

successful but “the money runs out in April, we make it or we don’t”. We agree that it’s not 

necessarily a bad thing if a group of people feel able to scope things out quite specifically, 

Eliot and Oakley clarify “as long as we have a kind of democratic and empowering ethos” and 

“take decisions while maintaining a sense of legitimacy”. Writing a manifesto becomes a way 

to articulate decisions based on what the project is about not because of our own personal 

preferences. So we come up with concrete suggestions; the best thing we can come up with; 

we say “please send or share with us your comments, feedback and suggestions” then we 

consolidate and then “at the next assembly we’re going to ask you to sign up to this”. 

Over the festive break Ash creates a draft composed of existing texts from the website and 

crowdfunder campaign. To come up with something quite concrete members of the 

governance working group (a total of five) meet at The Common House on a Sunday in late 

January. I arrive after a railreplacementbus–train–underground–closures–screech–

threechanges-loud-I’mtheonlyonepluggingmyears journey. The first time in months I cannot 

take my bicycle to London. (The Inuit elder in Qapirangajuq speaking about the physiological 

and psychological impact of helicopters on polar bears is on my mind).14 I arrive shaken to 

hugs and friendly faces, Indian flatbreads with spring onion are spread out on the table to 

share. The aim is to write something short and clear; we need something “refreshing”; 

restating the political objectives of the project; including a statement on “zero tolerance 

towards oppressive behaviour”. A laptop is open on the table and one of us edits as we speak 

(a talking-and-doing meeting like Leo always tries to encourage us to do). As a draft forms, 

we speak; how to make organising joyful? how can the manifesto generate a sense of shared 

purpose among existing members? inspire new groups to join? and maybe also give a sense of 

implicit exclusion? The manifesto leads us to thinking about radical activism more generally, 

experiences from feminist and queer collectives. We speak about the need for intimacy and 

friendship; that “the movement also needs professionals”; that friendships can turn sour; that 

 
14 Documentary film by Zacharias Kunuk and Ian Mauro (2010). 
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we still need to have some structures. The manifesto draft is presented, improved and accepted 

by a wider group at the following assembly.  

The making of a manifesto at The Common House came from trying to create a 

document that could be a point of reference for existing and new members, part of a 

relaunch that also led to reviewing the governance structure, membership and financial 

models, and working towards registering as a legal body. The Common House manifesto 

was also being written in a context of ongoing trans-phobic actions within radical left 

political circles and a desire to clearly state a position on this (the last paragraph outlines 

the project’s zero tolerance policy, see Chapter 8). However, it would be a 

misrepresentation to say that experiences and imaginaries mentioned above are shared 

by all – or that that was the ultimate goal of the manifesto. The project exists in a context 

where political activism often becomes exclusive and identitarian; the manifesto is an 

attempt at walking the shaky line between developing something collective while not 

making set statements. This was also apparent when we decided to not put the manifesto 

on the front page of the new website, as the language might be off-putting or too dense 

for some as an introduction to the space. Ash describes the “balance between the 

extreme of western individualist ideal and quite legitimate fears about group identities 

taking over and preventing radical social change” as something central to learning with 

feminist praxis.  

The Common House relaunch is also taking place in a context of decreasing funding for 

public services and spaces and a desire to be welcoming for potential new groups while 

at the same time contesting the politics of the way in which community spaces are 

becoming “community hubs”.15 These “hubs” tend to be run as businesses with a 

language of service provision and an austere feel (often being “gifted” to as part of new 

developments). We invited a member of the local voluntary sector forum to the December 

2017 assembly who said that The Common House felt very different from such “hubs”, 

later telling me that, although there are some good examples of collective involvement 

and co-production for local-authority owned community spaces, this is far from being the 

norm: most organisations still rely on the charity model (“a hangover from the Elizabethan 

era”) doing well-meaning good deeds for the poor. Although groups that form The 

Common House do have a strong sense of identity, their feeling was that the project itself 

“is trying to do something beyond identity”. Although not at maximum capacity, The 

Common House calendar is often full so there seems to be demand and desire for such a 

space.  

 
15 See information from Tower Hamlets (n.d.) borough council in London. 
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In both projects, writing manifestos created a burst of collective energy after a tiring 

autumn (relaunch in London and preparing for the project transition in Paris). Crucially, 

though, they are written in response to wider contexts – the urgent conditions of concrete 

environments. Here I examine how the process of composing manifestos involves 

practising urgency in a different way to the way in which it is imposed by the crises. I do 

this by also thinking of the manifestos in Les Grands Voisins and The Common House as 

what Winkiel (2008, p.12) calls “activist texts” rather than “metaphorical manifestos”, 

where the former “seek to generate urgent, immediate action” and the latter are more 

about making an intervention in a particular debate (Winkiel gives the examples of 

Blackwell Publishing’s Manifestos series or Alain Badiou’s Manifesto for Philosophy). 

Attending to the making of manifestos draws attention to the ways in which urgency 

affectively permeates the process and emphasises how it is practised as temporal 

relations to the “now” of response and many different temporal relations, thus disrupting 

the idea of linear relations to time. 

Back in the amphitheatre, manifesto writing is under way. We have done pairs, groups of four, 

groups of eight and are now in two large groups, ‘north’ (at the top of the amphitheatre) and 

‘south’ (at the bottom). “You have 16 minutes left!” The writing-redacting-merging-mixing is 

getting more challenging. “Je vais chercher un autre cubi !” - another box of red wine is on 

the way (in London, our sustenance was tea and Indian flatbread with spring onion…). North 

and South are ready to share. Brouhaha returns. "s’il vous plait !" Team north decides to start. 

Some more confusion “come on, listen to our manifesto!” “come oooon!” “okay!” 

“Manifeste!” Tap tap tap tap. The reading starts: “Concrete is here, how to live in its cracks 

et prendre le taureau par les - et prendre le temps par les cornes!” 16 words get mixed up in 

the excitement.17 Then the following words animate the two readings: “live here and now… 

influencing tomorrow’s cities …bees, water, the earth… we demand… everywhere and right 

now…fighting against… bridges between utopia and reality… create a family… don’t let 

ourselves be driven by our frenetic society …l’autre est une chance 18… always work, learn, 

question…”  

Not all of these words make it to the final version, yet they express something about the 

making of the manifesto that requires us to be fully present – we brainstorm, work with 

the awkward space, invent team names from the shape of the room – and in conversation 

with the present context in which the projects take place. After a few hours there is a 

collective sense that we will not get further than the north/south ‘semi-final’. Another 

 
16 “…and take the bull by the – time by the horns!” 
17 The reader says taureau (bull) instead of temps (time), easy to confuse phonetically in French.  
18 The best translation for this  might be “the other is fortune”, though this does not capture the immediacy of the 
statement, and the more layered meaning of chance in French which somehow encompasses the openness of 
‘chance’ in English as well as the more magnanimous meaning of ‘fortune’.  
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session is proposed to finalise the text. Only 10 of us have/take time to come, and it also 

becomes a space for sharing the ‘preoccupations of the moment’ – bodies are leaving the 

project, people are feeling left out, there are less people around, there is less 

accompaniment, uneasiness, not sure what is happening next. And the pressure is still on 

to produce something: “Il faut produire !”. Two hours later some people leave, the desire 

to have a text is still there and anxiety levels have dropped. Five of us are left and some 

version of something we type will turn into a version that becomes the version I see at the 

new community café a few months later.  

At The Common House, the rather quick formulation of the manifesto could not be separated 

from long-term reflections from founding groups as well as newer members around feminist 

praxes, queer politics, the nature of activism, cultural change, understanding structural issues 

in relation to bodies and embodied experiences, and histories of contestation in London and 

particularly East London. During one of my first longer stays in Bethnal Green, Oakley tells 

me I should cycle by the Cable Street mural that commemorates the anti-fascist coalitions’ 

march in 1936, seen to have stopped fascism from entering British politics at that time. We 

also learn from the London Rebel History Calendar on Common House walls. The project 

grows out of a “rare” approach, Eliot tells me, where people with similar political orientations 

were “thinking about the linkages or the bigger picture” rather than just “firefighting politics”, 

a group of people saying “well, loads of stuff to defend but what’s a positive vision of social 

change and how do we think about more strategically about what we’re doing?”.  

The themes that came up during the writing of the manifestos echo elements from 

conversations I have been part of, interviews, as well as documents from the projects 

(this was more evident in Les Grands Voisins through the multiple iterations of the 

manifesto-writing and larger collective discussions). Experiences and past/future 

collective imaginaries are present in how people articulate and theorise what to 

“manifest”. Making manifestos also involved being attentive to multiple discourses (the 

‘we’s’ / ‘l’autre’ / ‘on’, political positions, public policies, media coverage, historical 

references, philosophies…) and bodies (papers, online documents, track changes, 

scribbles, drafts, papers, calendars, murals, pens, seats where we have to lean over to 

hear each other, red wine, …). The processes of making the texts was no less important 

than any “final” version. When I speak with Alix a week after the collective writing session, 

she says inviting everyone to take part in writing the manifesto helped her to understand 

politics as everyday practice (and not just formal/party politics) - “that’s real politics then!” 

she says, developing a previously unarticulated understanding. Manifestos are formative; 

texts that are not merely seeking to reflect or represent a reality (as some critics of 
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manifestos might have it)19 but that bring together “elements of community formation and 

historical agency in the present moment” (Winkiel, 2008, p.2). In Les Grands Voisins and 

The Common House, the making and writing of manifestos combines a sense of historical 

and present-day agency. When paying attention to the material and discursive elements 

that are involved in what is an urgent process, it is clear such agency is not limited to the 

people directly involved, nor solely in reference to the future.  

In fact, the desire for a future-oriented change and strategic vision that Eliot refers to 

above is grounded in attention to politics and care in everyday practices, questions that 

infused our discussions as we wrote the manifesto. Ash tells me: “the language that The 

Common House originated in, it has been about transforming the way we work together, 

transforming the way we do politics together…in feminist politics it’s a fundamental idea I 

guess, making the personal political and that relates to the groups you have at The 

Common House and related to anti-capitalist politics in that way, so it’s understood quite 

implicitly that that’s The Common House’s model of challenging capitalism”. The 

Common House also came out of a generation of activists in the UK heavily influenced by 

the experience of Climate Camp. Eliot tells me “it’s influenced everybody who’s doing 

stuff in the anti-authoritarian left” (especially aged 30 to 40 in 2018). The experience of 

Climate Camp came with a desire to better “acknowledge climate change as a social 

relation”, that the environment is not something separate from social issues. Climate 

change, Eliot continues, is about “a wider ecology of how people live their lives” that 

needs to take into account the effects of austerity politics and how that also impacts lives 

in urban areas – “that’s where I developed an interest in urban social movements and … 

thinking about stuff around the commons…”. The affective weaving together of calendar 

time thus also involves challenging the association of urgency with singular temporal 

rhythms: it involves speed and the time for care (I will return to this in the section 

companions in the meanwhile).  

Both manifestos are also clearly understood as reflections of a moment in time, not a final 

product or truth. The Grands Voisins manifesto reads “Manifeste imparfait” on the fourth 

line, a statement that some saw as a cop-out. The Common House text was agreed at 

the February 2018 assembly with the assurance that “it should be a document that 

evolves, not static!” noted in the minutes. The desire to write manifestos is more about 

doing something “quite concrete” (in Eliot’s words) as well as an implicit understanding 

that to do so “is to announce one’s participation, however discursive, in a history of 

struggle against oppressive forces” (Lyon as cited in Winkiel, 2008, p.10). At the same 

time, there is an ambivalence towards the fixity implied in such texts or anything that 

 
19 Winkiel argues that manifestos (especially in the second half of the 20th century) have often been dismissed for 
not being realistic, too ephemeral or ‘ridiculous’ (2008, p.1). 
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gives the impression of what Ash refers to as “a completely thought-out alternative 

system…you know that’s fascist”.  

In her study of modernist manifestos, Laura Winkiel highlights how these often assume a 

(unified and white) community as the basis for its manifesting (2008, p.24) – an aspect 

often overlooked.20 She argues that manifestos “can be either normative (effective in 

reproducing the dominant order) or resistant (repetition that inserts difference)” (p.13), 

and the way in which the texts and their making engage with questions of power and 

histories of struggle shapes this. The published texts from The Common House and Les 

Grands Voisins perform a definite mode of resistance, the former for instance being about 

“imagining alternatives to the subordination of life to profit” or working “against oppression 

and exploitation of other people as well as of our environment”, the latter opening with 

“Confronted with a system of violence, in our time where 30% of global spending is on 

weapons, 30% on drugs, and 10% on advertising…” (see Chapter 8). However, attending 

to the affective experiences of making them also shows the how collective writing 

processes imbued with urgency are probably going to involve processes that are 

imperfect, not as participatory as expected and even less-than-ideal. This also reveals 

temporal politics of practising urgency. 

In Les Grands Voisins, the project was never explicitly articulated as anti-capitalist or in 

terms of radical left politics; there was more of an emphasis on autonomy, multiplicity and 

the liberal and institutionally-adopted notion of “mixité”. Those facilitating the manifesto-

making were men between late forties and sixties with experience in community 

engagement projects and popular education. They were not afraid of ruffling a few 

feathers and intent on making something happen (which I think was necessary to 

catalyse the process). At the assembly, we are all invited to take part: “there’s only one 

point of entry, it’s the human first”. During the writing workshops, a few of us tried to 

challenge the human-centeredness of the discourse. In the first round, the group I was 

part of started a sentence with “not humans first, humans with, next to, in relation with…”. 

After the semi-final reading an older member commented “oh that’s quite Spinozist” yet 

the words were reinterpreted by the facilitators-editors after the workshop and the version 

prepared for the second round five days later had lost the “not”. Other things stuck: when 

discussing the two semi-finalist texts, some younger participants (late 20s) shared that 

they wanted to avoid using jargon or portmanteau words: "we want to stay factual in what 

we are describing" "poking a bit of fun". They give an example from what we wrote : 

"instead of using mixité 21 we use our own words to explain what we mean : ‘living with is 

 
20 She develops this argument against previous scholarship that argues that the absence of manifestos outside of 
Europe/North America is a sign of ‘universal rights’ and ‘modernity’ not reaching such places. Winkiel argues that 
this is not the case, but just shows a euro-centric frame of analysis which focuses on the idea of 
revolution/progress/freedom as an assumed universal goal (2008, p.23-24). 
21 See footnote 6, Chapter 8.  



Echoes 

187 
 

not just living side by side, it’s creating kin / doing together is not just doing for, it’s 

sharing the hot potato / we can all give and receive / we stop dictating rules’". The spirit of 

this kind of writing echoes in the final version of the manifesto (also influenced by one of 

the people involved in the finishing edits being a creative writer), in the use of common 

words and the reference to everyday practices : “Vive la ville où l’on vit, travaille, dort, 

mange, apprend, une ville où l’on souffre, où l’on soigne, où l’on s’aime, pleure, parle, 

cuisine et rit dans toutes les langues”.22  

Relations of power in making the manifesto were generational and gendered, but there 

was still a commitment to what Eliot and Oakley describe above as an “empowering 

ethos” that preserves some sense of legitimacy. The processes allowed for the collective 

(though partial) experience of an atmosphere of urgency, whether in the amphitheatre, 

workshop space, working group or assembly. These imperfect moments allowed not only 

the writing but the sharing of thoughts, feelings and impressions about words, but also 

material relations. The strong discussion about the tone of the manifesto, the reference to 

concrete actions and avoiding jargon were moments of affective urgency. Things that 

stuck through the process in Les Grands Voisins related to the visceral experiences of 

joy, suffering, sharing and difference, inseparable from the material context. This perhaps 

explains why concrete also stuck: I introduced the word in the first round and it made it to 

the semi-final as one text started with: “Le béton est là” [Concrete is here]. In the final 

version it shifts from a subject to a less insistent indirect object in a participle phrase: “Il 

existe des ponts entre l’utopie et le réel, issus des failles du béton et de l’action publique” 

[Bridges exist between utopia and reality, coming from the cracks in concrete and public 

action] - I notice this with playful satisfaction when I encounter the manifesto in the new 

café in February 2018.  

The urgency felt through making manifestos generates a rootedness in the present 

moment where people taking part acknowledged the agency of different bodies and 

phenomena taking part in the collective project (concrete, bees, utopian imaginaries, 

friendship, government funding priorities, overuse of technical language and 

doublespeak, or structural conditions such as racism, sexism, ableism). This very 

‘rootedness’ is also what allows for bringing in different temporalities through life 

experiences, drawing on other social and cultural experiences, projects looking at the 

right to live, urban commoning, and how cities have a tendency to exclude those already 

marginalised. In meetings in Les Grands Voisins and The Common House we speak 

about experiments in autonomous organising at la ZAD as sources of inspiration.23 The 

intense “now” expressed in the writing of the manifesto is not a rupture with the past or a 

 
22 “Long life to cities where one lives, works, sleeps, eats, learns, cities where we suffer, where we care, where we 
love, cry, speak, cook and laugh in all tongues.” 
23 For ZAD, see footnote 4, Chapter 2. 
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response to a crisis to come, but a folding together of different rhythms and experiences. 

The “omnipresent present” of urgency does not forestall deliberation, as Anderson (2017) 

suggests; it creates shortcuts and imperfect forms of deliberation, where conversations 

about what to keep, how to respond, what to remember, how to respond… are made 

manifest.  

 

CAMPAIGN INTENSITY  

"BETWEEN MARCH AND END OF JUNE 2018, 2816 PEOPLE IN EMERGENCY HOUSING IN PARIS WILL NO 

LONGER HAVE ACCOMMODATION AS NO SERIOUS PROPOSALS FOR FINDING ALTERNATIVE ACCOMMODATION 

ARRANGEMENTS HAVE BEEN MADE IN LIGHT OF THE CLOSURE OF BOTH WINTER AND LONGER-TERM 

SHELTERS.” 

This is the first paragraph of a campaign flyer created by the SansToitPasSansNous 

collective (see scan below).24 

 

Spearheaded by fifteen or so people – résidents, artists, advocacy workers, social 

workers, designers, and urban planners – the collective was formed in Les Grands 

Voisins on the 17th April 2018. I was not in Paris at the time but had been part of 

conversations in late March as some friends had started to hear (seriously-sourced) 

rumours of national budget cuts to shelters that would particularly affect the capital, 

including ones in Les Grands Voisins. A few of us meet with a migrant solidarity 

organisation that have offices on site. They are preparing a protest for the 15th of April, 

the day before new immigration legislation is debated at the national assembly and 

 
24 SansToitPasSansNous translates to ‘without a roof but not without us’ but can also sound like ‘without you but not 
without us’ as it plays with toît [roof] and toi [you] being homophones.  
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suggest we prepare a statement for that occasion. Although these seem like two separate 

issues, they are (still) converging crises: the increasing cost of emergency shelters and 

hostels across the country (particularly in Paris), and legal pressures to offer 

accommodation to immigrants (especially after the eviction of the “Jungle” city-camp in 

Calais in autumn 2016).25  

In response these pressures, the French government proposed a new legislative project 

– projet de loi Asile et Immigration – in July 2017.26 Since my early visits to Paris I had 

witnessed the vociferous contestation of the proposed law by third sector organisations, 

including Association Aurore. This came up during the 25th October 2017 université 

populaire session I attended on “migrations”. Concerns related to the doubling of days 

migrants can be held in detention centres (from 45 to 90), allowing minors to be retained, 

and promoting the increased and strict application of the Dublin convention.27 The 

legislative project was also accompanied with the (more) rapid implementation of new 

kinds of centres to redirect migrants to appropriate institutions and decrees to set a 

financial cap on spending for emergency accommodation.28 

The rapid policy changes resulted in reduced staff capacity, closures of existing provision 

and shifts to new kinds of structures across the Paris region. For instance, in February 

2018 Association Aurore was requested to prepare for setting up a new day centre for 

migrants in one of the buildings that would remain standing during the second phase of 

the project. “Macron is shifting the makeup of emergency accommodation through legal 

status changes” a member of the coordination team shares in a meeting, we talk of the 

introduction of centres de tri, using the debasing language of ‘sorting’. An important 

preoccupation for the SansToitPasSansNous collective was that people currently 

accommodated and “in the system” – many of whom are immigrants with varying 

administrative statuses – might not realise that there is a legal requirement for them to be 

offered new accommodation arrangements; and given the closure of shelters and hostels, 

this might lead to people returning to the streets and then sorted into migrant-only 

centres.29 

 
25 Data from the French office of national statistics in 2018 and 2019 shows increases in request for residence 
permit, refuge status, though a reduction in demands for nationality (Boulard et al., 2019).  
26 Refugee and Immigration legislation proposal (LOI n° 2018-778 du 10 septembre 2018 pour une immigration 
maîtrisée, un droit d'asile effectif et une intégration réussie (1)) 
27 The Dublin convention allows member states to send migrants back to the country where they first entered the 
EU. The contestation of the proposed legislation was led by national migrant solidarity campaigns bringing together 
citizens and large and small NGOs, including Association Aurore. The campaign capacity-building organisation 
VoxPublic also showed support for this campaign throughout (see VoxPublic, 2018). 
28 Institutions include CRA (Centre de Retention Administrative or Administrative Detention Centre), CAO (Centre 
d’Accueil et d’Orientation or Welcome and Orientation Centre), CADA (Centre d’Accueil des Demandeurs d’Asile or 
Centre for Asylum Seekers), or PrAHDA (Programmes d’accueil et d’hébergement des demandeurs d’asile or 
Program for the welcome and accommodation of asylum seekers) (see Arnell & Morisset, 2019). 
29 Since it was ruled that organisations managing shelters could not redirect undocumented migrants once in their 
care, the only way of ‘recruiting’ immigrants into the new sorting and retention centres was to have them back on 
the streets (Gitsi, 2017). 
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There was a sense in those of us involved in Les Grands Voisins that changes in 

emergency accommodation policies and increasing moves towards immigration retention 

and detention in France were connected. There was a sense that migrants should not be 

corralled into increasingly separate and sorted facilities. There was a sense that the 

project could demonstrate how having migrants – no matter their legal status – and other 

disadvantaged people inhabit spaces with solidary, ecological and social activities is 

beneficial on many accounts, and worth any “risks” taken. And there was a sense that 

unoccupied buildings in Paris should be used for projects like Les Grands Voisins and not 

left empty.  

So, the collective started writing a letter that became the basis for an online petition and 

designed into a flyer. 

  

This process brought together different materials, techniques and knowledges, from 

design skills and software (associated with Yes We Camp), urban planning knowledge 

(Plateau Urbain) and social policy knowledge (Association Aurore). This helped to 

develop a design in two parts – Juin [June] 2018 on the front and Été [Summer] 2018 on 

the back – to provide what one of the members from Plateau Urbain called a “more 

constructive” visual narrative, placing buildings that reference the well-known Tour 

Montparnasse (one of the only high buildings in central Paris and that is also visible from 

the roof terraces in Les Grands Voisins) and little people to help with the story: the design 

took into account the figure of “1 Tour Montparnasse (70Km2) = 3* Les Grands Voisins” to 

imagine the square meterage of potential projects and the (never quantifiable) number of 
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bodies involved (though the design reflects the crisis being responded to affecting human 

bodies more explicitly).   

~ 

In the next part of this section, I draw on the affective experiences of campaigning to 

examine the temporalities of the urgent intervals through rhythms, intensity and 

rootedness.  

Rhythms ~ The campaign brought together responses to multiple crises (homelessness, 

migrant solidarity, government decrees, creating alternative economies, relations to 

space disuse/misuse in the city), all of which are linked to the experience of urgency as a 

condition of concrete environments. Yet, when urgency becomes part of practices in 

commoning projects (here with the example of the SansToitPasSansNous campaign), 

issues that need immediate attention such as the unexpected closure of a large number 

of emergency shelters cannot be separated from longer-term but still pressing questions 

of creating alternative economies and ways of inhabiting the city (evident in the making of 

manifestos above). 

Crises engender multiple responses with different tempos, and thus require a sensitivity 

to the pace of time.30 Furthermore, the material relations of these different responses in 

the context of commoning projects shows that there are always multiple intervals of 

urgency (response to crises) coexisting and often weaving in and out of each other with 

different rhythms. Crises that require more immediate responses help to galvanise 

interest, attention and action. In the interval for action that SansToitPasSansNous created 

some members of the collective ran a workshop to build a stand-on-wheels that could be 

used for campaigning activities around the site, others made connections with the 

internationally recognised Inside Out project (https://www.insideoutproject.net/)31 and ran 

collective photo-taking sessions to develop a pasting campaign, or made videos and 

gathered testimonials. The campaign mobilised fifteen to over one hundred people in the 

space of a month, wood, wheels, Perspex sheets, paint, stencils, social media networks, 

high-profile people, cameras, mobile phones, glue, buckets and more. 

When I return to Paris in mid-May, what was now referred to as a “citizen movement” 

resound in the conversations and activities of my fifteen-day visit. As I arrive, preparations are 

being made for the first poster pasting action. Glue, buckets and brushes have been sourced 

from the “big neighbours”. I get stuck right in. I accompany Pierre to the Lingerie where he 

 
30 Mark Erickson reminds me that this echoes the existential crisis of nuclear war: the Pugwash Conference on 
Science and World Affairs founded in 1957 (ongoing) has a very different tempo to a peace action affinity group. 
31 The project was initiated by the famous French photographer JR in 2011 and provides a platform and resources 
for any group around the world to do large‐format street pasting of photographs (for the SansToitPasSansNous 
campaign see https://www.insideoutproject.net/en/group-actions/france-paris-22, accessed 27/10/2019).  
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pours some water in a bucket. We got out the back door and he starts transferring the 

powdered glue from its cardboard container into the quickly thickening liquid. “Attends!” the 

sloppy sound of the wooden spoon against the plastic bucket compels me to take out my sound 

recorder. Pierre laughs at the thought. We stand in the late afternoon sun as people squeeze 

past on the narrow concrete staircase. We laugh, I feel excitement, I feel excited. After an 

afternoon of practising and adrenaline-filled early morning action, I get home the next 

morning with cold feet, heavy head and glue now gumming my clothes. My legs betray my 

tiredness as I walk upstairs to my room. Over the following two weeks in Paris I observe 

myself taking things on. On Friday evening a few of us hang out by the mobile campaign 

stand at the public entrance, our somewhat-successful pasting action is generating a buzz “oui 

j’ai vu les photos, c’est génial !” [yeah I saw the photos, so brilliant] “c’est cool !”. I feel like 

my presence is vindicated. Parisians slowly arrive in groups while project members assemble 

into affinity groups and to converse in the evening sun. I take a moment and sit with my 

notebook and pen (see sketch below).  

 

As the site gets busier, I transpose my timidity into curiosity and weave through the now 

reduced grounds, resonating with visitors’ voices soaking in the evening sun; I gently interrupt 

pint-fuelled conversations (realising that I forget my reflexes in French, feel more passive, 

nice or accommodating); some men give me patronising advice on how to run a campaign; a 

group of young Parisians asks if we know VoxPublic. 

A few days later, an older member involved in the campaign tells me “c’est trop mou”: the 

campaign feels limp, it’s fallen onto a few people to keep it taught, some people are leaving 

because of that. I feel like there are enough bodies involved and I can take some things on. A 

few days later I use a spell in front of my computer to fill in the VoxPublic request for support 

form; a week later three of us from the campaign meet with them and they agree to partner 
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with SansToitPasSansNous; after the meeting I offer to reframe things; the new support is 

exciting; I use my intermittent physical presence to shift the dynamic. 

Intensity ~ The affective experiences of different rhythms evoked above was present 

throughout the SansToitPasSansNous campaign and the materials mobilised in doing 

and making things were central to generating energy: after I left, several large collective 

pasting sessions were organised in very visible areas, including the outer wall of the old 

hospital on the Denfert-Rochereau avenue. The campaign grew massively over a period 

of a few months and effectively ended in September 2018 (as the most time sensitive 

issue of ensuring rehousing was addressed). Within this relatively short period of time the 

intensity of engagement and action shifted, with notable (and overlapping) ups and 

downs: up^building the stand; down˅second week of campaigning; up^taking photos (that 

require many hands); down˅people feeling unacknowledged; down˅people being seen 

as “leaders”; up^organising a festival; down˅organising a festival; up^support from 

VoxPublic; up^pasting actions; up^public pasting actions; down˅low social media take-

up; up^increasing public support; up^more posters to paste delivered for free; up^some 

kind of public response.  

The example above illustrates how an interval of action immanent to an urgent response 

(the time of the campaign) is composed of different affective intensities (ups and downs). 

It also shows the way in which intervals are not only coexisting in the multiple temporal 

responses to “a” crisis but are imbricated within other intervals of multiple coexisting 

crises.  

These different intensities have implications for the temporal relations that are generated 

and maintained. I mention above how an older member of the collective expressed a 

sense of being somewhat dismissed, that “times have changed” and those doing 

campaigns now don’t use “the same strategies as us 68-ards”. Yet, by sharing this feeling 

it raised questions in the collective, gave me energy and determination to shift the way 

the poster pasting campaign was happening: there are still things to learn from times 

before social media. 

This brings me to examine Les Grands Voisins as an urgent interval in responding to the 

multiple social-cultural-economic-ecological crises outlined in Sources (Chapter 2) and 

Locations (Chapter 8). When referring to the temporary nature of Les Grands Voisins, 

people often spoke about the intensity of making the project happen in a limited time; this 

came up in a discussion with volunteers in December 2017: “it’s a space that sucks 

energy, people”; “maybe like Nuit Debout at another time”; “It’s beautiful but it’s intense”. 

This intensity also excludes certain bodies. Although people with different ages and life 

experiences were involved in the project, there were also tensions with people who had 
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prior experience of alternative social projects or radical political practices. Some, like 

Marley or Andrea, had roles as friendly provocateurs, consciously “poking” comrades 

where they see inconsistencies or the very things that the project is trying to counter 

being reproduced (see also Chapter 12), but other comments were not always well 

received. This often happened with members from older generations who could give a 

sense that “they’ve seen it all before” or “it’s never good enough”, leading (often younger) 

members energised by being involved in something new to dismiss ongoing criticism as 

pessimistic and unhelpful.  

The first time we meet, Marley comments on the lack of children, not on the site but 

among those who are most intensely involved (for instance those with coordination roles). 

When people had children (and several did in the time of the project), most either moved 

away or got less involved, only a few, men, remaining. Dominique also tells me that 

getting so involved is “a sacrifice” compared to still dominant forms of material and 

economic success: having one’s own apartment, earning a good salary, having paid 

holidays...openly sharing a perspective that people (including myself at times) might not 

always admit. There was also a difference between members of the coordination team 

living on or off site; Lou tells me she would not be able to live on site and we respectfully 

notice the strategies developed by those who do (how and when to be unreachable for 

instance).  

While the more physically intense work of cleaning, building, remaking, will always be 

exclusive to those in a position to “invest” such energy, not all actions in the interval 

require the same kind of intensity. Coming back to the relaunching of The Common 

House, Eliot draws on experience organising with other radical left groups to question the 

need for everyone to be involved all of the time: perhaps “horizontalism is actually 

creating loads of organisational problems…because actually by insisting that you squash 

strategy, decision-making and engagement all together, you just produce this really 

confusing, very boring drab environment for people which really alienates people and 

drives them away from politics unless they’re equipped to deal with it because they’re, I 

don’t know cis-gendered white men who have too much time on their hands”. To be more 

precise then, actions in the intervals of urgency require different kinds of intensity; being 

at different points in one’s life journey contributes to that (for instance the excitement of 

contributing to something new and someone with experience providing grounding or 

frustration): with years of experience in leftist community organising, Noe tells me "you 

need to renew things, and as people humainement we can do a revolution once, twice, 

three times in our lives, but I don’t think any more than that. There are limits”.  

Examining the affective intensities of the interval challenges a temporally uniform idea of 

commoning, echoing Brigstocke’s (2016) account of the different affective dimensions of 
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temporality in Occupy.32 The experience of taking part in alternative social projects, 

campaigning or social movements can also help to decide when such intensity is 

possible, desirable or constructive by attending to the energies of bodies (not just human 

ones) involved. 

Roots ~ Sage, Camille, Lou, Charlie and Freddie were all involved in early construction 

days, where they describe the intensity of working with the space, excitement in 

uncovering windows, clearing rubble, imagining spaces that could be beautiful and 

bringing energy to a space where people were also “having a hard time”. They tell me the 

urgency is “what gave us the courage to work a lot”. But the challenge, Charlie tells me, 

with the idea of temporary projects is that it leads to things always being temporary. And 

then you “detach yourself so you don’t get eaten up, and then the problem is when you 

detach too much and you don’t care any more”. Eliot tells me “if you’re constantly moving 

and everything is short term, you never put down roots and you never feel like it’s your 

responsibility to make changes because you’re like ‘it’s all going to come to an end 

anyway’. There are so many people I know who think that way about their lives in London 

and don’t really try to do anything as a result”.  

How can the intensity of the interval be generative and not syphoning or lead to 

detachment? How do we maintain the pressure, sustain the urge or urgency? These 

questions come back to the way in which the interval of urgency leads to actions not just 

in relation to the future but to multiple temporalities (as we saw with the manifestos). 

What the example of campaigns shows is how the different intensities of intervals are 

generative as they maintain the pressure that urgency requires across the multiple, 

overlapping, clashing and imbricated responses. An intense event (whether in the interval 

of a month or two and a half years) can capacitate spontaneous responses to crises 

through collective action; action that is well understood to fully involve human and non-

human bodies (posters, glue, music, banner-making, etc.). Such actions can be nurtured 

precisely because each interval requires a different pace (time-sensitive needing 

immediate response or about relaunching a project over a period of at least a year). 

When experienced as a collective affective experience, urgency manifests in multiple and 

often overlapping intervals. Short-term actions such as SansToitPasSansNous are 

intimately linked to intervals that respond to longer-term crises, and they capacitate each 

other. This also requires a temporal understanding that is not individual but collective, as 

Ash explains: it’s “less about making the group work for you and more about collectivising 

 
32 Brigstocke (2016) identifies four temporal figures - foreclosure, obduracy, prefiguration and future generations – in 
the materials from Occupy movements, suggesting they present two ways of thinking about the affective 
temporalities of commoning. He focuses, however, on the relation to futurity/future, a perspective which I trouble in 
this analysis.   
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our time and energy”.  

 

COMPANIONS IN THE MEANWHILE 

In the examples above, I have explored and expanded the two temporal characteristics of 

urgency: the interval of action relating to multiple temporalities and the overwhelming 

sense of “now”. There is a sense among those who speak about the intensity of the 

meanwhile that such experiences need to be accompanied with practices that draw on, 

maintain and/or create relations of care. I elaborate in this section on questions of pace 

and attachment in relation to urgency; I do this through the journeys of the chickens in 

Les Grands Voisins, as companions in the meanwhile. 

On the 13 of March 2016, seven chickens and a rooster join the neighbourhood. Un poulailler 

est construit vers l’arrière du site, their new home is along the north-facing wall of the old 

hospital site, a stretch of green space that is furthest from the main entrance so relatively ‘out 

of the way’. The stretch of green space is also home to three compost bins, and towards the 

back to the wood chipping and wood storage areas. It took until the third day of my first 

September visit for me to finally meet the feathered fowl. In French cities, chickens are legally 

considered pets and fall under legislation for domestic animals. In fact, the municipality of 

Paris welcomes chickens and invites residents to meet chickens in six places around the city 

(Paris, 2019). Chickens are seen as good for eating food waste, laying eggs, and educational 

way of introducing ‘nature in the city’ in most popular publications.33 In Les Grands Voisins, 

chickens were introduced in the wake of their rising popularity as city-dwellers in France in 

the last decade,34 but they were not just considered as useful and productive educational 

bodies. Those who insisted on their presence considered them to be part of the spirit of the 

project. Welcoming chickens was a way to create relations between bodies that don’t usually 

cohabit in European cities, central to the urgency of experimenting with new ways of living in 

common. 

Kim and I walk past the chicken coop as she gives me a tour of the site in October 2017. She 

chuckles, remembering her surprise when first seeing the coop “hehe, en plein Paris un 

poulailler!”. She tells me about the woman who cares for them her sense of humour. Diarra 

twists French slang with a West African accent and has fun seeing the surprised faces of 

passers-by as she soothes the chickens to the sound of twinkle twinkle little star in a music box 

she found at the Ressourcerie. Diarra became “référente” (one of the main people responsible) 

for the daily care of the chickens, a role that was developed as part of the emergency 

 
33 See for instance Keep chickens! by Barbara Kilarski (2003). 
34 See article titled “Keeping chickens in the city is ecological and increasingly cool” in French magazine L’Obs 
(Ferreira, 2016). 
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accommodation’s programme. Yet she continued to visit the chickens even after she left to 

live elsewhere in Paris. Kim tells me "she feeds them, she cares for them, she nurses them, she 

takes them out, she brings them in, she caresses them, she gathers their eggs…and they’re 

really like her babies, she says ‘I’m going to take out my girls’”. There is pause and we hear 

the bells ringing from the chapel. Kim continues "something I like a lot here is that things 

change really quickly…” but it can also be negative to have things change so quickly and 

“things we like destroyed and transformed… but that’s also what creates this feeling, that’s it, 

this feeling that we’re in constant evolution, c’est tellement pas figé” [it’s so not fixed] she 

pauses, doubts, unsure of the diagnosis “fin ché pas it’s quite peculiar…but look at the 

chickens, they’re super healthy now I mean because they were completely featherless for a 

while!” the bells keep ringing “I thought that they were depressed but actually it’s because 

they had chicken lice, no chicken fleas, um I don’t know exactly, but anyway, insects that took 

over and so they had lost their feathers”.  

Welcoming chickens as companions was a way of enacting the project’s politics and its 

multi-layered responses to intertwined crises (see Making Manifestos and Chapter 12); a 

companion that Haraway (2008) reminds us has been “witness to and participant in all 

the big events of Civilization” (p.265), and that in the last century has become one of the 

many non-human bodies “subjected to the scientific, commercial, and political dreams of 

aspiring communities, entrepreneurs, and nation builders alike” (p.271). The chickens 

and rooster brought attention to the urgency of bodies: the domesticated fowl need daily 

attention and even when in free roaming and caring environments can get sick and need 

treatment. In fact, historically, chickens were not bred for meat but because their eggs, 

feathers, call, and fighting skills could be “‘cropped’ through life” (Sykes, 2012, p.160). 

The animals also made impressions: they created surprise, annoyance, painful reminders 

of some people’s precarious living conditions, they were given names, regularly checked 

on, the subject of a podcast episode, and recurring participants in my sound recordings. 

The presence of chickens also made the possibility of attending to bodily urgencies 

audible to all those involved in the project (and visitors curious enough to discover them), 

troubling the notion that such attention is only the domain human relations, social workers 

or other professionals. 

After a construction day in late March 2018, a few of us are gathered around benches in the 

cool late afternoon sun. I join Sage and Freddie who are in an earnest discussion about the 

future of the chickens: “we’re the ones who insisted, il faut qu’on s’en occupe”.35 As the 

demolition and building works begin there will no longer be enough space for a coop and free-

 
35 ‘s’occuper de…’ is one of the many expressions in French that can translate to ‘take care of…’ or link to wide 
concept of ‘care’ in English. This meaning includes more a sense of taking responsibility, taking charge, making 
sure something is done. 
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roaming chickens. As parts of Les Grands Voisins slowly become a construction site for the 

new écoquartier, I follow the chickens’ journey in between visits through Facebook and 

Slack. On the 3rd of May we learn four chickens have made it to Les Madeleines Enracinées, a 

permaculture project in the north-western Parisian banlieue of Nanterre.36  

🐔🐔🐔🐔🐔🐔 ON VOUS PRESENTE COCO, BLANCHE, BLANCHETTE ET ROUSSETTE DES LES GRANDS VOISINS 

QUI VIENNENT D'ARRIVER AU CHATEAU 😍😍 MERCI OSCAR, ON EN PRENDRA GRAND SOIN ! 37 

I wonder where the three others have gone. Weren’t there seven at the beginning? When I am 

in Paris in May the chicken coop is empty…but a month later a chicken reappears. There is a 

lively exchange of photos and text on Slack as different voisins spot the surprise return of not 

one, but two chickens.  

20.06.18 [10:46 AM] APPARENTLY THERE’S A CHICKEN LEFT IN THE COOP?! DISSIDENT? ABANDONED? 

IT’S A BIT SAD NO? 
27.06.18 [1 :18PM] ALORS LA POUPOULE ? 
9.07.18 [9:06 AM] WTF ? 
9.07.18 [10:31 AM] THE AFRO CHICKEN IS BACK!  

Turns out not all chickens had left. But there is also confusion because the “afro chicken” 

(with a cool crest) was not part of the original seven…and yet it is “back”. A member of the 

coordination team checks who is taking care of them and it turns out a few résidents were 

bringing water and food to them every day and collecting eggs. Those caring for the chickens 

in Les Grands Voisins included immigrants from West Africa where livestock (including 

chickens) are “a significant part of the […] urban population” (Hovorka 2008, p.101), and for 

whom having an ideal environment for the chickens was not a precondition for care. By the 

end of August, though, it is certain that the construction site will take over the space and in 

conversation with all those involved, the two chickens are taken to a new countryside home at 

an emergency accommodation centre run by Association Aurore in Chaumes-en-Brie (eastern 

Ile-de-France region). 

I use this story to illustrate how practices of care that relate to different temporal 

experience can enter a spacetime of urgency. Two chickens managed to stay unnoticed 

by those coordinating the project for nearly two months and their care did not necessitate 

an organised référent scheme. Finding them a new home was also possible thanks to 

pre-existing networks and ecological practices in social projects around Paris. 

Creating the possibility for practices of care through the inclusion of bodies that require 

urgent attention as part of a response to crises draws attention to the way in which 

urgency is practised everyday with different paces, paces that often challenge the 

 
36 https://madeleinesenracinees.com/ 
37 :chicken: :rooster: :hatched_chick: We present to you Coco, Blanche, Blanchette and Roussette from Les Grands 
Voisins who have just arrived at the castle :heart_eyes: Thank you Oscar, we’ll take good care of them! 
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association of urgency with speed. This echoes Puig de la Bellacasa’s experiences with 

permaculture practices which leads her to suggest that “even when care is compelled by 

urgency, there is a needed distance from feelings of emergency, fear and future 

projections in order to focus on caring well” (2015, p.707). Creating companionship with 

chickens requires a kind of presence: saying hello, telling jokes, observing their 

behaviours, listening to their cackling, noticing falling feathers, playing music; practices 

that are possible in the intense “now” that urgency requires but that at the same time 

extend the affective relations created in this timespace beyond it. I do not mean that the 

sense of urgency itself extends,38 but rather the other way around: the context of 

commoning projects shows how caring for bodies, making, maintaining, cleaning, 

ordering, organising… are ways of extending the reach of affective relations created in 

and through urgent responses, beyond the timespaces of urgency. This is a way of 

collapsing the apparent scalar separation that Olson (2015) highlights and challenging 

the related hierarchisation of urgency in relation to complex socio-economic-

environmental crises.  

~ 

In December 2017 I help with the disassembling of the aquaponic greenhouse and the terraces 

that were made to host the Comptoirs food project; methodical unscrewing; five screw drivers; 

hard hats; paper and a pencil; measuring tape; 155kg of screws; I do the inventory of Perspex 

sheets; methodical measuring. I notice my hands are cold and I welcome the warm tea and 

collective lunch break, warm food brought out in trays by the kitchen crew. Back to work; 

radio now in the background; FIP I think; the disassembling draws people from their 

computers to help for a while; captured in time-lapse; fresh air; we undo spaces that hosted 

intense experiences; I witness ceremonial unscrewing of one of the terraces; a collective pose 

for the ‘project’s photographer’ passing by; my recorder captures elements of the atmosphere. 

 
38 For instance, in the way that Agamben (2005) has theorised the state of exception as when the state of 
emergency takes over the everyday. 
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There was a tight schedule for deconstructing at the end of the first phase, but 

recuperating materials was as pressing. So was doing things that Sage and Camille tell 

me are not “typical” of work sites: being visible and permeable (a “softer” approach to 

health and safety), providing a structure and then letting things happen, being open to 

spontaneous participation, not expecting everyone to do the same thing or the same 

quality of work, stopping for lunch together, having time for conversations, while also 

being active and productive. Although in Paris this was not articulated explicitly, this focus 

on the importance of everyday practices is central to feminist praxis; “making the personal 

political" which Ash describes to me is the "founding ethos of The Common House”. The 

Common House was set up as a place that creates “a foundation from which to do 

activism, and that foundation includes childcare, or yoga, or low-cost massage, or 

whatever, or peer support” Ash continues. Eliot echoes this, saying a central concern for 

groups that have set up The Common House is to ask “what increases people’s capacity 

to participate and contribute?”, and this includes paying attention to issues of physical 

and mental health, motivation, life journeys or friendship. Such an ethic resists what 

Sharma describes as the “mundane tasks of daily living and getting by [being] relegated 

as meaningless pursuits and increasingly outsourced to others” (2014, p.19). 

The context of commoning projects emphasise how actions that take place in intervals of 

urgency are attached to everyday practices and material relations that are rooted in other 
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timespaces that are not necessarily about responding to a crisis. There are deliberate 

choices about the kinds of practices that “enter” timespaces of urgency, and these are 

ethical decisions. When seen through the lens of feminist praxes, the ethical imperative of 

urgency is not so much about “what cannot wait?” but “what cannot stop?”, “what must 

we maintain?” or “how can we learn from the forces of roots?”. 

 

Please listen to Track 7.3  

and then continue reading (1:30). 
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RECLAIMING URGENCY  

In the previous section, I have examined the affective relations that emerge from the 

temporalities of urgency (the omnipresent “now” and the interval of action) in commoning 

projects. I show how acts of presencing (caring for chickens, reusing materials, making 

food, maintaining websites, taking time for ceremony…) are also a temporality of urgency, 

one that shows how the intensity of current calls for action are inseparable from other 

spacetimes (“past” experiences of organising, histories of struggle, colonialism, feminist 

movements, climate change, reimagining animal-human relations…). This challenges a 

linear idea of time and association of urgent responses only to an imagined future. I also 

show how collective projects make audible the different paces and rhythms that 

characterise urgent responses, and that these also involve varying degrees of intensity. I 

show the way in which the intensity of an interval extends to other intervals but also to 

practices that are not conditioned by urgent responses to crises. Finally, by examining the 

ways in which urgency is practised in collective settings through more than human 

relations (while recognising the necessity for differentiated responses, see campaign 

intensity), I make the explicit and implicit ethical deliberations of urgent responses more 

audible in a way that challenges supposed scalar prioritisations.  

In concrete environments increasingly dominated by crises, commoning practices gesture 

towards ways of recovering the ethical potential of urgency, and in so doing opening 

different ways of thinking and practising temporal relations. Focusing on practices within 

such spaces articulates the difference between urgency and emergency, reclaiming 

urgency as an affective atmosphere that brings questions of temporal politics and ethics 

to the fore. In this section, I orient my analysis of the practices above through work on 

rhythm and spacetimes (Chapter 5) to show how they might provide learning for 

cultivating (more than human) relational worlds through ethically inflected temporalities, 

through thickening of the “now”, extending roots, heightening temporal-spatial 

sensitivities, and practising a careful eventfulness. 

THICKENING THE “NOW”  

The urgency-filled practices mentioned above are infused with intensity; this intensity 

often inspires a kind of presentness and attention to material relations; it fills practices of 

making, building, maintaining, organising, building, deconstructing, caring… This way of 

presencing the “now” directly echoes Neimanis and Walker’s (2014) transcorporeal 

temporal practice of weathering that “thickens the present” (p.570). Yet, we also saw the 

politics of exclusion that intensity implies (often linked to temporalities of experience, 

reproduction or age), returning with Povinelli’s more carnal “durative present” (2011, p.3). 

These affective intensities challenge the idea that caring or maintaining are practices that 

are opposite to or external to the temporalities of urgency; this is not to say that all care or 
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all maintenance is urgent but rather to say that urgent responses also involve practices 

with different paces, some slower than what might usually be associated with urgency.  

This is important because it draws attention to the possibilities of practising different ways 

of knowing the world in contexts where crises are not likely to subside. Attending to 

affective intensities and paces shows how urgency is imbricated in everyday practices; 

not only can they no longer be ignored, but they must become part of new ways of 

relating. This echoes activism-scholarship practices of prefiguration,39 feminist praxes 

(mentioned above) or intentional communities that “strive to reconfigure everyday life in 

ways that make possible the simultaneous and interconnected pursuit of sustainable 

practices” (Adams, 2016, p.82).  

The lens of urgency compels a more careful consideration of the onto-epistemological 

implications of this thickening and reconfiguration of the everyday. Acknowledging that it 

comes from an incomparable context, I draw inspiration from Indigenous scholarship to 

elaborate this further. Leanne Simpson (2017a) writes in relation to the urgency of 

rebuilding Indigenous existents “from within after devastation” (p.18) of settler colonialism 

in North America and argues that such rebuilding, which she calls resurgence, is 

dependent on engaging with knowledge systems that differ from and challenge those of 

settler coloniality. In her location this is Nishnaabewin, or what she describes as “all of the 

Nishnaabeg practices and ethical processes that make us Nishnaabeg – including story 

or theory, language learning, ceremony, hunting, fishing, ricing, sugar making, medicine 

making, politics, and governance” (p.18). Doing so also requires shattering the temporal 

hierarchies between different scalar processes (hunting and governance), in what 

Simpson describes as treating “body sovereignty with the same urgency and importance 

as political sovereignty” (p.21). Simpson writes about these practices in relation to 

specific places and Nishnaabeg land claims, she emphasises the fact Nishnaabewin is 

not fixed but created from “intellectual thought, emotional knowledge, and kinetics or 

movement” (p.20).  

Reclaiming urgency as a space time that can thicken the “now” thus holds seeds for 

cultivating ways of knowing that bring together thinking and doing through temporal 

relations (a way of enacting the kind of material feminist onto-epistemology outlined in 

Chapter 5, though one that is not exclusive to material feminism). What examining such 

practices of presencing in the context of urgency also draws attention to their 

inseparability from relations to other timespaces. Thickening forces attention to the ways 

in which the “now” is simultaneously a meanwhile of intervals for action and never only 

 
39 There is a large body of literature on this topic, but briefly we can define prefiguration as “a folding of the future 
into the present” (Brigstocke, 2015, p.158). 
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located in the “present”.  This temporal engagement echoes what Simpson refers to as 

“kinetics”.  

ENGAGING ROOTS  

Urgency in commoning projects involves deliberations about “what cannot wait” or “what 

must be maintained”; these are certainly pragmatic at times but are also infused with 

knowledge from collective experience and ongoing practices. Examining urgency through 

affective atmospheres shows how the decisions and deliberations that take place within 

the interval of action cannot be separated from (often hidden) histories of resistance 

(discourses of commons and commoning, feminist and queer social movements), 

experiences of involvement in alternative projects, contemporary and located ways of 

working with “complex histories of animal-human entanglements” (Haraway, 2008, p.273) 

(with chickens), as well as the hazy horizon of something somewhat transformative 

(imperfect manifestos).  

In making the “now” and “other-times” inseparable, the affective experiences of urgency 

thread strands to this horizon but also beyond, around, before and after it. This means 

that the relation to the future is somewhere in between the two affective temporalities that 

Brigstocke (2015) identifies with Occupy movements: far/undefinable (which creates 

opportunity for change) and easy to grasp (which might impede new imaginaries). The 

affective temporalities of commoning that a reclaimed urgency offers is one where the 

future is both proximate and distant, where there is still the possibility for “thinking of 

future lives as distant others” (p.162) but that also recognises that the intense practices of 

the thick now require thinking of future existents as always involving some kind of 

suffering (Povinelli, 2011, p.160).  This is a thick now which Neimanis and Walker 

suggest is “slightly awry from feminist new materialisms that are highly interested in the 

‘open-ended future’ as the great new frontier” (2014, p.571), citing for instance the 

emphasis on becoming in the works of Braidotti (2006) and Grosz (2005).  

The affective relations in urgent intervals create temporal relations beyond the timespace 

of urgency, challenging the association of urgency with emergency, uniquely linear 

temporalities and a specific orientation to the future. These temporal affects of urgent 

intervals also have political and ethical implications. Learning with these experiences of 

urgency offers a way of listening to the dangers of understanding urgency only in terms of 

a future-oriented present and of equating it with the state/event requiring immediate 

response that I define above as emergency. The relevance of reclaiming the temporal 

relations of urgency is evident in the failure of the founders of the climate action 

movement Extinction Rebellion to recognise long histories of ongoing climate justice work 

in the UK and elsewhere since its inception in autumn 2018. The ongoing emphasis on a 
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climate emergency as the way of framing the temporal politics of climate change 

contributes to the difficulty of overcoming this ongoing frustration.40  

Commoning practices show how timespaces of urgent action are rooted, not in a way that 

fixes but that engages with neighbours, sometimes with the help of rhizomic companions; 

that engages with the ground and all that is carnally connected above; that engages with 

decomposed matter and trees that once were.41 Making the temporal groundings of 

actions that are conditioned by the ongoing crises of concrete environments might be a 

fruitful way of thinking about nurturing ethical relations in contexts where relations to 

Place-Thought, that characterises Indigenous theories of relational ethics examined in 

Chapter 5, are difficult to imagine. These engaged roots are made more manifest by the 

fact that commoning projects bring together many responses to multiple and overlapping 

crises. I show this through the rhythmicity of multiple sometimes clashing and often 

overlapping intervals. We might draw inspiration from this combined attention to 

practices, relations of power, collective reflection and affective experiences, where a 

reclaimed urgency might be a way of creating energy and movement (Leanne Simpson’s 

kinetics) while staying grounded in practices that exceed the timespaces of particular 

commoning projects.  

SOWING TEMPORAL SENSIBILITIES  

Throughout this chapter I, have developed Anderson’s (2017) offer to think urgency 

through two affective temporalities and show these through/as commoning practices. 

Practising urgency reveals different paces of time, with some practices requiring more 

intense engagements than others, some more immediacy (pasting posters, responding to 

a government decree) and others a slower pace (caring for chickens, making and 

unmaking that extend the space of the meanwhile). Together, these nurture a sensitivity 

to “difference within the supposedly singular moment of time” (Bastian, 2011, p.164). 

Drawing on works from the feminist Chicana writer Gloria Anzaldúa, Bastian (2011) draws 

attention to the importance of sites where different “accounts of temporality” are 

experienced and/or practised in order to “understand the possibilities of sharing time and 

space with others” and doing so “in less exclusionary ways” (p.165). This is not to say 

that Les Grands Voisins, The Common House or urban commoning projects more 

generally create ideal or exclusion-free temporal relations. We can, however, learn from 

such sites to imagine how different temporal relations might be practised and 

experienced. 

 
40 This is most eloquently expressed in an open letter to Extinction Rebellion coordinated by the grassroots 
environmental justice collective Wretched of The Earth (2019).  
41 Anna Tsing’s (2018) provocative response to reviews of her book The Mushroom at the End of the World orients 
this metaphor as she invites us to revisit the idea of fixity and movement implied in rootedness: “what an insulting 
misunderstanding of actually existing trees Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘arboreal’ metaphor puts forward” (p.73). 
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Drawing on a growing body of work that explores posthuman temporalities, Rossini and 

Toggweiler (2017) suggest that a way to develop more inclusive and just relations might 

be to “embrace the multiple, relational, ambivalent, incompatible, fragmented, ephemeral, 

discontinuous, and dissonant in order to see, hear and feel differently” (p.7). For them, 

this happens by developing a “heightened sensitivity" (p.7) to multiple temporal 

experiences, and relations of power that these are embedded in. Commoning projects 

and similar sites created in response to ongoing and overlapping crises cultivate temporal 

sensibilities. This is central to feminist approaches at The Common House (recognising 

that people might have different capacities and rhythms of involvement in urgent times). 

Such sensibilities are less explicit though still present in the attention paid to sharing 

space with people from very different walks of life as well as the importance of non-

human companions and care in processes of (de)construction.  

The temporary nature of Les Grands Voisins and ongoing situations of financial and 

organisational precarity in The Common House certainly create a heightened sensibility 

to the multiple temporalities of concrete environments and the ways in which they 

condition collective experiences; Sasha reflects on the rapid changes in information 

technology "les changements avec le numérique c’est un truc de ouf"; Noe takes a long 

view and feels the way in which people talk about alternative social projects is detached 

from political histories; Marley describes the “ambient rhythm of work” surrounding Les 

Grands Voisins as the characteristic “ultra liberal logics” of professionalism, speed and 

efficiency. 

However, the sensibility to temporalities in relation to urgent practice in the projects 

shows a relation to multiple temporalities that is not just imposed and can have more 

generative potential. The kinds of sensibilities described in this chapter bring attention to 

material relations, to actual practices and embodied experiences of multiple temporalities 

rather than discursive frames. The presence of a rooster made jarringly different temporal 

experiences in Les Grands Voisins apparent. Coco’s dawn call after nights marked by the 

cries of sleepless bodies reminds Pierre that “living together is tiring”, articulating “being 

in common” as “how one is able to be present, c’est pas une injonction de fusion”.42 The 

presence of chickens expands the meanwhile of urgency to practices of care that extend 

temporally and geographically beyond the old hospital site. Recognising multiple 

agencies reconfigures relations to time and challenges the idea of cultural time as 

separate from ecological or “natural” time; this helps to cultivate “other relationalities 

within our world” (Bastian, 2012, p.45).  

 
42 “it’s not a mandate for fusion” (the translation aims to capture the slightly mischievous and ironic use of a legal 
term to disrupt the idea of the common being something fixed or defined by rules). 
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CAREFUL EVENTFULNESS 

So many things demand urgent attention in concrete environments - social exclusion, 

poverty, homelessness, pollution, toxicity, inequality, water shortages, climate change, 

flooding, the list goes on. Coming into my fieldwork as an individual researcher I resisted 

the urge to prioritise and hierarchise, something that also came up in certain collective 

moments (“plants are not the priority”). In my research notes I referred to this as the 

sense of “apparently competing urgencies”. Experiencing urgency collectively in 

commoning projects can bring into contact different urgencies, challenging “the assumed 

priority to the large-scale future emergency [where] the urgent body becomes literally 

nonsense, a non sequitur within societies, states and worlds that will always be more 

urgent” (Olson, 2015, p.521).  

I propose that the illusion of competing social urgencies is a symptom of conflating 

urgency with emergency (which is particularly easy to do in a francophone environment). 

Urgency is an affective atmosphere (that manifests unevenly) and is different from 

emergency. While urgency is an affective quality of situations of emergency (Anderson, 

2017; Anderson et al., 2020), emergency is a state that arises from a crisis and urgency a 

feeling that can extend beyond the immediate crises and future-oriented response. 

Carefully differentiating urgency and emergency might be a way to challenge the 

perception that certain responses to crises are more “urgent” than others (emergency 

housing closing and climate change), instead knowing that such responses are unevenly 

and equally urgent.  

Urgency remains a difficult concept to work with and might not be a feeling people want 

to claim at all. I want to emphasise that, if urgency is to be reclaimed from its association 

with unsurmountable crises and ongoing destruction, this must be a collective endeavour: 

through (commoning) practices, urgency becomes an affective atmosphere that is not 

imposed but emerging from more than human assemblages in specific sites (in intense 

intervals and acts of care). This allows for urgency to instead generate action or the 

ability to respond.  

Let us come back to Chapter 5 and a question Povinelli asks: how does one construct 

ethical relations in times dominated by eventfulness and crisis without resorting to “the 

spectacular event”, “catastrophic or sublime” (2011, p.152-153) and their immanent 

violence and exclusion? She suggests that one way to do so is attending to practices of 

care in spaces of abandonment. Learning from commoning projects shows how care can 

also be thought of as a temporality of collectively-practised urgency. Attending to the 

multiple affective temporalities of urgency in concrete environments offers another way of 

staying with Povinelli’s troubling question.   
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— ALCHEMY — 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Concretes have been mixed,  

and working their magic, in one form  

or another for a very long time” 

Harkness et al. 2015, p.3 
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* * * 

 

mix up mix up lime (not fruit, lime . stone) + clay + a bit of iron 

heat up heat up in kilns 

 makes CO2 

 makes 50% of cement industry emissions 

mix up mix up cement (of the Portland variety) + sand + aggregate + water = liquid 

rock 

(additives are optional) 

a most widely used material  

solidifying earth  

mud with a chemical reaction 

mix up mix up Affinity Sutton, ASRA, Barratt, Brent Berkley, Capco, Countryside 

Properties, Genesus, Hammerson, L&Q, Lend Lease, Lovell, Metropolitan, 

Network Group, Newham London, Old Ford, One Housing Group, Orbit, 

Peabody, Stanhope, Wandsworth.      East 

 London. 50 estates. 30,000 homes. 

 Elsewhere. more CO2 emissions than the airline industry. 

 concrete facts 

 

* * * 

 

 

WRITTEN 11 JUNE 2019, LAST EDITED 13 APRIL 2020 – 

SAMPLING WITH LONDON ESTATE REGENERATION MAPPING 

DATA FROM CONCRETE ACTION AND MIX UP, MIX UP BY BOB 

MARLEY & THE WAILERS (1983). 
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14 |  ENCHANTMENT ISN’T COOL 

While some affects, feelings and emotions experienced in commoning projects might be 

readily named and related to particular phenomena (as with “urgency” and “discomfort” in 

the previous echoes), this chapter turns to affective experiences that defy the expectation 

of understanding and transparency central to much Euro-centric modes of thought and 

academic pursuit. Affects that frustrate comprehension in the sense Édouard Glissant 

(1990, p.204) gives to the French term comprendre: to take (prendre) with (com-). Affects 

that resist understanding’s “gesture of enclosure if not appropriation” (p.206). What I refer 

to as ineffable affects. 

Ineffable affects were present throughout my fieldwork through what I call poetic 

commoning practices: acts of making, doing, creating, cultivating, composing... A few 

months into my fieldwork in Paris, I speak with the group in charge of the local radio 

station about my interest in doing and sharing sound recordings as a technique for 

sensing and attending – they are excited – this could be “something more poetic” than the 

interviews they had been doing. A few of us decide to initiate a “mémoire sonore” project.  

As my fieldwork progressed, I became increasingly interested in the relevance of “poetic” 

practices. Although some of these express and cultivate a sensibility and attention to 

more explicit affective experiences (for instance the Face Cachée project and discomfort), 

together they cultivate more spirit-full, cool or enchanting relations that might be deemed 

incompatible with critical activism and rational thinking.  

In this chapter, I show how poetic commoning practices can materialise non-

instrumentalist relations, in conversation with though not (necessarily) adopting the 

language of spirituality or vitalist eco-feminism. In the first section, With Ineffable Affects, I 

explore slippery and fuzzy relations to “cool” and “magical” experiences that echo writing 

on the enchantment (Federici, 2019) and spirituality (Blencowe, 2015) of the 

commons/commoning. In the second section, With Poetics, I engage with Édouard 

Glissant’s Poetics of Relation (1990, 1997) to focus on “poetic” commoning practices and 

propose how these might cultivate ethical relationality. The following three sections – 

Glitter On A Tip, The Moon and Concrete – perform poetic practices learned with Les 

Grands Voisins and The Common House. I close the chapter by briefly reflecting on the 

generative potential of Inviting Poetic Practices that are materially tethered to common 

projects in concrete environments. 

A note on style 

This chapter is deliberately more experimental; compositional techniques take inspiration 

from my reading in French of Glissant’s Poétique de la Relation (1990) and the rhythmic 
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sense of flow and interruption, of mixing meanings and feelings, including the use of short 

paragraphs and list-like prose. I initially found these ways of sensing Glissant’s writing 

challenging to convey in English and working in and through translation has guided my 

practice (and my attention to language throughout the thesis).1 I use alignment in the 

chapter to provide difference senses of rhythm, forcing the reader to move eyes to 

different parts of the page, shifting alignment from left to right when narratives are 

juxtaposed but also entangled. Vannini (2015a) suggests that when writing about 

affective experiences relating to “surprise, wonder and enchantment” (p.124) it can be 

useful avoid the trap of romanticising through the use of irony, paradox, or expressing 

admiration in the unexpected. 

The poetic writing in this chapter is also guided by learning ecopoetic composition 

through engaging with materials through the process of writing (see Preface and section 

titled Concrete below) and by what feminist literary critic Joan Retallack calls a “poethical 

attitude” (2003, p.11) to writing. “Poethics” engages poetic form to provide ethical and 

political critique while also “awkwardly, if good-humoredly, nods to its limitations as it 

beckons toward the reader for help” (Retallack, 2003, p.62).2 It is an approach to 

composition that echoes Spahr’s (2001) techniques for collective reading (see Chapters 

12 and 13). I push techniques of fragmentation and collage in the ethnographic narrative 

sections to play with the limits of com-prehending my ethnographic material by resisting 

to contextualise quotes through narratives and association with specific individuals. The 

sections that are formatted as ethnographic narrative all come from conversations and 

fieldnotes and have been “commoned”.  

WITH INEFFABLE AFFECTS 

UNCOMMON COOL 

March 2018 is time for a spring clean at The Common House. Music is on as I come through 

the door, I am greeted with a smile and hugs all around and feel welcome. The kitchen is 

being cleared out and I start helping with an inventory. I joke and say the last inventory I did 

was of polycarbonate boards in Paris. As I sort through stationary and look at labels for stuff 

in the office space I think of the order in the Yes We Camp offices and workshops, clear labels 

 
1 I elaborate on this in a paper currently under review in the GeoHumanities Practices and Curations section. 
2 “Poethics” has not strayed far beyond its home in literary studies where it is used mostly by feminist scholars to 
describe “dialogue between literary theoretical texts and theoretical narratives and for a crucial emphasis on 
embodied thought” (Toye, 2010, p.51). Denise Ferreira da Silva (2014) more recently develops the notion of “Black 
Feminist Poethics” as a scholarly practice. She argues that Black Feminist Poethics can expose how the category of 
Blackness as “an index of a social situation” (p.85), often used in the sociology of race relations, “is articulated to 
justify otherwise untenable deployments of racial violence” (p.94). By seizing the power of poetic form – through the 
embodied experience of Black women – poethics is a tool to recover the “creative capacity” (p.85) of Blackness. 
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and ordering with a designerly aspect. Is there a joy that comes with well-ordered things? I 

chat with a friend in the pub later who agrees, “we do need order”.  

Robin is placing posters on the left-hand windows and I wonder why that hasn’t been done 

before… some small way of telling the outside world what goes on inside! A friend of 

Oakley’s joins after me. She tells us she’s come to so many cool things in this space that she 

wanted to help out before another women’s march later in the afternoon. This reminds me of 

how Ash described their first impressions of The Common House: “it’s a nice space to be in, I 

don’t know, coming here regularly and just … the stuff on the walls, you do get a sense from 

being in the space of being part of something bigger but not in a particularly tangible way I 

guess. You feel good about being part of this cool rad group which meets in a cool rad space” 

that thought makes them laugh “…you have a vaaague sense of being part of something 

bigger but you don’t know what the nature of it is at that point”. 

The space is cool. The activities that take place in it are cool. For people getting involved 

in activism and with a political commitment the space and activities are inspiring. Those 

for whom it is more “new”, there is an attractiveness of new and unusual things. Activities 

might be joyful, perhaps with a mild intensity, perhaps discomforting, perhaps generating 

curiosity. The cool here denotes some sense of being connected to a wider purpose and 

collective endeavour without being absorbed by it. An invitation rather than a request.  

As a younger member of the project, Kim tells me the yellow and white colour code, visible 

on the posts that mark the entrance of Les Grands Voisins, is ‘extremely fashionable’ (at least 

it was in 2016-17). “How so?” I ask. It’s on everything at the moment, “très Parisien très 

design”, which means she likes the colours. They ‘speak to her’ as do the words used on a sign 

by the entrance. “Ah here it is!" she reads the sign: ‘quand les voisins font dodo faites moins 

les zozos’.3 We laugh at the silly wording. The place isn’t just cool; “they use the word 

‘zozos’, this place is terrific!” 

Cool is fashionable or ‘of the time’… of whose time?  

At the end of March 2018, I gather with a crew of 25-or-so-year-olds after a day of 

construction work for the second phase of the project. Beers in hand (I can't remember his 

name) tells me about La vie des plantes by Emanuele Coccia (2018). Cornwall. Camping. 

Eco-builds. Energy autonomy. Dry toilets. We gather discarded wood. It will be burned in the 

sauna. “There’s a sweat lodge” “with ayahuasca?!” “no, but still purifies” “Yeah you’re right”. 

Guys talk about how they no longer take drinks from the food tab, though they still enjoy 

getting shit-faced - “c’est cool!”  

 
3 Roughly translates to ‘when the neighbours are sleeping don’t be twits’ though the wording feels more ‘childish’ 
and playful which the rhyming of ‘dodo’ (sleepy-time) and ‘zozo’ (twit but often used to refer to children).  
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Cool carries a certain insouciance. Is it because, as Marley tells me “people like getting 

wasted because they’re miserable in their lives”? Not quite. Certain social expectations of 

a certain way to party at a certain age might have something to do with it. Not only. As we 

have seen in Chapter 12, alcohol in Les Grands Voisins is a tricky subject. Not always 

cool.  

On a chilly November afternoon, I share a slice of cake with a regular volunteer over a cup of 

tea and hot chocolate. He tells me people here are “cool, nice, open”, ready to listen, challenge 

discrimination and recognise hardship, so “of course it’s going to work, the project can only 

work”. But this detachment, Kim tells me can also be used as “an alibi”: ‘Hang on, here it’s 

like this, we’re great, friendly, come on, you have to feel it, you’ve got to be cool, you got to 

relax and be friends with everyone!’ “This is a great project and people are amazing” she 

continues “but it’s still Paris, France 2017” where women are regularly subjected to sexual 

harassment and violence. 

There is a certain openness to people “being cool”, a gentle detachment that produces 

possibilities, and the informality and spontaneity that characterises commoning projects.  

October 2017, I continue my walk around the site, embracing the invitation in Les Grands 

Voisins to get involved in anything I see happening. I walk past the old greenhouse and the 

gate is open this time. I go in and approach a group of people around a long table, repotting 

seedlings. I introduce myself and ask if I can join in and record sounds for a mémoire sonore. 

We chat, we talk about Bruno Latour’s new book, someone heard him on the radio recently. 

My brief fieldnotes read “two volunteers, not from the site, Les Grands Voisins it’s cool”. 

Cool in the way Dominique describes it? ‘You can tell it’s an old hospital, it has bad signage 

like a hospital. It’s full of life. There are lots of people around. It’s neither squatted nor 

deserted. People are using the space. It’s cool. It seems nice even though it’s not all clean, not 

impeccable, not new.’ 

Kim also likes the messy qualities of the space. This makes the Trocshop feel like it doesn’t 

belong to anyone; “you’re not scared of messing things up, scared of touching or breaking 

something”. There are hand-cut leaves falling from the ceiling as decorations, a cardboard 

giraffe, a world map on the wall which serves as a starting point for conversations. “I don’t 

know why the space allows for this openness, people are more relaxed! It’s nice…it’s easy to 

speak and meet someone, that kind of stuff… it’s cool”.  

Informality invites dialogue, attention to bodies in the space, signs, buildings, mess, dirt, 

loosening the earth from the seedlings’ roots. There is a cool quality to this kind of 

attention and care, a deliberate use of every space, and welcoming of projects and ideas. 

Looking at the collective vegetable patch, Kim tells me "that’s another cool thing, nothing 

is lost here". Practices that people admire and find inspiration from in Les Grands Voisins 
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– this is echoed in the activities that take place in The Common House – are attached to 

people and groups that are committed and attempt and “fail” to be consistent between 

their commitments and what they do. Cool marks the tepid temperature of an affective 

involvement with a space that is at times amazing, unusual, discomforting and full of 

playful wonder.  

While ‘cool’ is often used as a figure of speech, adopted even in French as an everyday 

expression that isn’t necessarily related to specific affective experiences, it captures 

something about the kinds of ineffable affects that I am interested in exploring in this 

chapter. In this section I have woven ethnographic accounts through the different ways in 

which places, atmospheres, practices and groups of people are felt to be cool. This 

feeling, sense, style or phenomena is felt in relation to stylistic or formal characteristics of 

commoning practices – the colours used, the posters on the walls, ways of organising 

and relative messiness – more importantly, practices that people can get involved in, 

creative practices that don’t separate acts of doing and thinking – creating a mémoire 

sonore, music, art, theatre, banner-making, construction and communal living, eco-builds, 

sweat lodges.   

The different ways in which cool is experienced makes visible the fact that people have 

different ways of relating to commoning projects (see Chapter 13). Cool experiences 

allude to affective experiences that are slippery in their definitions. Perhaps this is also 

related to the very diverse interpretations of ‘cool’ in popular culture and discourse, 

originally used in the 1920s to refer to “an attitude, which originally expressed resistance 

to subjugation and humiliation, [the term] has been expropriated by the mass media and 

advertising industry during the ‘80s and ‘90s” (Poutain & Robins, 2001, p.12). 

There is something about the “cool” of commoning projects that points to an inherent 

materiality and attention to collective practices. This is evident for instance in the fact that 

“cool” is not just used to qualify people, but also spaces, atmospheres and practices. 

When it is felt in relation to people, it is never explicitly used with reference to individuals, 

in contrast to how ‘cool’ is typically examined in cultural studies (see Dinerstein, 2017). 

In the context of commoning projects, cool is also tied to political and ethical contexts. It 

can refer to a kind of desire, an attraction without envy or perhaps a creative exuberance. 

Why is it that when someone qualifies something as “cool” I don’t feel the urge to further 

explain in my fieldnotes? There is a kind of contentedness with the fuzziness of the 

thought in its relation to practices and experiences. Cool points to practices and affective 

experiences that maintain an ambivalence, that resist fixing.  
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“OH MAIS C’EST MAGIQUE!” 

A postcard from the Face Cachée project reads: Pourquoi il n’y a pas de rivière aux Grands 

Voisins ? 

  
There are so many ideas flying around, so many weirdoes, people, dreamers and utopian 

thinkers. Sorry leftists. Or just plain crazy. Sometimes it gets out of control. 

We could push at the limits a little more. Go a little bit further. We could go a lot, a LOT 

further.  

But it’s, it’s… it’s something completely utopian here! 

It’s a hippie village, we can do what we like, it’s cool! (Did you hear? He’s not crazy. He 

knows where he is. But he can’t get out.) 

No. We aren’t making something amazing. 

Yes. We are living something amazing. It is quite amazing to live this, this thing that you 

dreamt of and now you see it as a possible reality! 

Every time I arrive, every day I look at the beehives, every morning… I love bees. I love street 

art. I love photography. I love spending time with people. I love helping out. I love that… 

Let’s not run after false utopias. Let’s reduce this distance between these utopias and what 

we’re actually living. 

Why isn’t there a river in Les Grands Voisins?  

I don’t know the details of who formulated the question but can make sense of it through 

my experience of the project. Above, I put the postcard in conversation with excerpts from 

interviews and fieldnotes that echo its question. Members of Yes We Camp tended to 

frame the project as an “utopie concrète”, making materially manifest imaginaries of 

“better ways to live in European cities”. Dominique talks of utopia as both pejorative 

dreaminess and new experiences, grounding it in his love for bees. The (un)realistic 

question “pourquoi il n’y a pas de rivière aux Grands Voisins?” is about wonder and 

amazement, dreams and imagination that slip from wonder to suspicion; and not all are 

able to cultivate such imaginaries. Rejecting the idea of utopia, Marley talks instead of 

‘inscribing other possibles’ : “l’enjeu c’est quand même être un démonstrateur des 
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possibles…nouveau, différent, économe, ce que tu veux… donc c’est de créer, c’est 

d’inscrire plutôt parce que créer (ça existe) mais inscrire des nouveaux, des nouveaux 

possibles sociétaux et sociales". What kind of a mark can be left in three years though, 

we wonder?  

The feeling of ‘something magical’ was quite specific to the experience in Les Grands 

Voisins, cultivated by the presence of artists and organisations that included arts in their 

practice on site, as well as a wilful desire to insert playfulness and imagination into the 

physical space. 

"It’s funny" Kim tells me “everyone who’s been working here for a while, at least those with 

whom I’ve spoken about this…they imitate really well people who discover Les Grands 

Voisins because everyone has the same reaction, and everyone says ‘oh mon dieu mais c’est 

magique ! mais c’est incroyable !’ le word ‘magic’ comes up all the time and even at my 

interview for this job I remember saying ‘yeah it’s a magical place!’ …yeaaah hahaha and 

now that I hear everyone saying that” she smiles at the thought “because everyone who’s been 

working here for a while…they’re almost blasééeee, actually no they’re not blasé about the 

project…” 

For whom is the project magical? and is this feeling even worth paying attention to? What 

is it about the project that generates this feeling? 

It’s an atypical space because it was built as an atypical space. Not just because it’s in an old 

hospital. There are giant games everywhere. There is a glitter machine. There is a machine 

where you pedal and it creates giant bubbles. There are painted canoes on wheels. There is a 

pulley system to take drinks up from the bar to rooms in the building. For Kim “it’s like a 

large playground for adults” where we can recover the power of imagination and creativity 

“c’est un lieu où on a mis beaucoup de fantaisie”;4 but she feels like that’s not the only thing 

that creates this magical feeling. There is something about the unusual bringing together of 

people, even though imperfectly, that creates something out of the ordinary, something that 

you don’t expect in a typical Parisian space. Returning to the bees, for Noe they are friends, 

for Dominique “’fin l’abeille pour moi c’est magique quoi…" they are magical.  

This fantaisie is an invitation to create, materials, friends, relations. Les choses insolites, 

off-beat moments, create a sense of magic, admiration, wonder, joy and connection to 

wider collective endeavours (both temporally and spatially). Magic can also “wear off”. 

One cannot be in a constant state of wonder and amazement (recall with ATTENTION! to 

cynicism in Chapter 12). People who become involved in commoning projects know full 

 
4 “fantaisie” encompasses imagination, creativity and the fantastical dimensions that are often characteristic of 
children’s play. It is closer to the word ‘fantastical’ in English, though not quite as intensely otherworldly as the 
English meaning. 
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well that it is never a complete “utopia”. There is work to do, always possible to push 

things further and constantly question. Yet, there is something about magic, about cool, 

about their relationship to urgency and discomfort that evoke wonder. It is not a stable 

state of being (individually or collectively). They are slippery affects. Affects that invite a 

resistance to explanation, that do not allow staying enchanted.  

ENCHANTMENT ISN’T COOL  

Many things in Les Grands Voisins invite acts of creativity, stimulate the imagination. 

Members of The Common House cultivate attention to the difficulties and joy in everyday 

practices and incorporate commitments to “living otherwise” in concrete environments. 

Music abounds, commoning practices have magic, they must enchant!  

* 

ENCHANTMENT (N) 
THE ACT OF ENCHANTING . AN ENCHANTED STATE . THE USE OF MAGIC ARTS . A MAGIC SPELL . CHARM . 
ATTRACTION. 5 

In a recent book titled Re-enchanting the world: Feminism and the politics of the 

commons, Federici (2019) re-reads a part of her substantial body of work on feminism, 

commons and cooperative practices, focusing on how these contribute to an ongoing 

cultivation of collective imaginaries. For Federici, such projects enact and embody ways 

of “reconstructing our lives around a commoning of our relations with others” which she 

asserts is a way of “re-enchanting the world” (p.8). In this section, I examine the 

dissonant echoes of Bennet’s “enchanted materialism” (2001) and Federici’s Marxist 

(eco)feminist perspective to explain why I resist the lens of enchantment as a way of 

articulating ineffable affects. I wobble on the edges of spirituality, to then fall into poetics.  

The notion of enchantment as a quality of material relations has been popularised by the 

political theorist and philosopher Jane Bennett with The enchantment of modern life 

(2001). In the book, Bennett develops what she describes as a “quasi-pagan model of 

enchantment” (p.12) that she hopes “pushes back” at Euro-centric ideas of enchantment 

connected to a divine will. For Federici (2019), the notion of enchantment (implicitly) 

comes from decades of engaging with activist struggles – from Native American and First 

Nations activists in North America (for instance the protest at Standing Rock in 2016) to 

feminist and Indigenous organisations across Central and South America and women’s 

movements in parts of Africa – that involve “reconstructing our lives around a commoning 

of our relations with others, including animals, waters, plants, and mountains” (p.8).6 

Although they come from very different genealogies and political positions, both Bennett 

 
5 From The Chambers Dictionary (1993) and Chambers 21st Century Dictionary (2003). 
6 Although in the title of the book, “re-enchantment” it only appears in the foreword, introduction and last chapter, the 
latter a re-print from a chapter in an edited book published in 2015. 
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and Federici’s versions of enchantment are focused on relations with and to “the natural 

world” (Bennett, 2001, p.169) that define enchantment as “a stubborn attachment to life 

[emphasis added]” (p.159). Federici suggests that “the large-scale construction of robots 

will certainly destroy” relations to “nature”, ignoring decades of feminist queer scholarship 

and the politics of Haraway’s cyborg manifesto (1991).7 Bennett does, in contrast, 

recognise that we cannot ignore relations with technology, and develops a careful 

materialist genealogy from science and technology studies to help her “augment a 

Thoreau-like attachment to the Wild with technological enchantments” and “think about 

material complexity as a site of enchantment” (2001, p.14).8  

Bennett’s articulation of enchantment is helpful to deepen and critique the sense of 

relation to bodies in other times and places that Federici refers to. Bennett argues that 

affects such as enchantment can “nurture the spirit of generosity [emphasis added] that 

must suffuse ethical codes” (2001, p.3).9 In her later book Vibrant Matter (2010), Bennet 

draws more explicitly on Spinozist monist philosophy to articulate this “spirit” as 

“vibrancy”, which she describes as “an active, earthy, not-quite-human capaciousness” 

(p.3). Although Bennett is working to resist the discourse of a secular and disenchanted 

modernity, feminist Indigenous scholar Angela Willey (2016) argues that her “vibrancy” 

paradoxically secularises scholarship that was always intertwined with religious/spiritual 

traditions. For instance, she argues that the genealogy of Spinozist monism cannot be 

extracted from the deeply religious context in which he wrote, and that “the meaning of 

the pretense to enlightened secularism here and now is not what it was in Europe 300+ 

years ago” (p.999). Furthermore, Bennett’s ontological project assumes a kind of 

universal relevance of ‘enchanted materialism’ as a philosophical project that ignores any 

reference to Indigenous knowledges (see Todd, 2016). These critiques draw attention to 

the Euro-centric nature of Bennett’s definition of enchantment that reject all things 

spiritual (though her mention of “spirit” perhaps betrays this inescapable relation).10  

Not enchantment then? Yet… there is something spirit-full about commoning projects. Let 

us now consider this “something”. 

 
7 Drawing on a critique of the argument that the Arab Spring was brought on by social media, Federici (2019) 
argues that movements are strongest in societies that are less “developed” in terms of information technology. 
Notwithstanding research that might contest such a claim, her argument is based on an essentialising ecofeminism 
that pits a material understanding of human needs against a perceived “insistence on the discursive construction of 
the body” (p.190). For Federici, such an insistence leads us to “lose sight” of human needs (“our need for the sun, 
the wind, the sky, the need for touching, smelling, sleeping, making love, and being in the open air, instead of being 
surrounded by closed walls”), needs that are biologically and universally “sedimented” in our bodies through 
“millions of years of evolutionary development in close relation with nature” (2019, p.190). 
8 Bennett (2001) makes reference to Haraway’s writing on the cyborg (1991) but uses more specifically Latour’s 
actor-network theory (see 1996), and Prigogine and Stengers’ thinking with chaos theory.  
9 Note that Bennett’s wider project is to develop a different ontological understanding relations between humans and 
the world, one that “can inspire a greater sense of the extent to which all bodies are kin in the sense of  inextricably 
enmeshed in a dense network of relations” (2010, p.13). 
10 Braidotti (2006) makes the spirituality of Bennett’s vibrant materialism explicit: she draws on Bennett to elaborate 
a philosophical “brand of 'enchanted materialism' [that] strikes an alliance with the productive force of zoe - or life in 
its inhuman aspects” (p.97) and that requires “a spiritual bond to our eco-sphere” (p.270). 
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* 

In his outline of the characteristics of the commons, Linebaugh asserts that the commons 

“have always had a spiritual significance” (2014, p.13). For Linebaugh, such spirituality is 

visible in practices of sharing food that characterise historical commoning activities and 

Indigenous practices. Clare Blencowe takes up this wager to write on the spirituality of 

the commons (2015) and spiritual activism (2016). She examines the implications of such 

an assertion, tracing the link between commoning and the sense of being in relation to a 

wider collective force, or “spirit” (2015, p.193). For Blencowe, the spirituality of the 

commons is about “the experience of material interdependence, in which people might be 

dependent on objects, creatures, land or ecologies as much as on other people” (p.188). 

Such a sense of interdependence is generated and nurtured through practices of 

growing, eating, preparing food, tasks and skills that require attention and concentration; 

“commoning practices are sources of spirituality” (p.187), akin to the sources of Federici’s 

re-enchantment. 

Although her analysis is historical, she does refer to contemporary commoning practices 

in fishing communities (Bresnihan, 2015) or urban cooperatives (Bresnihan & Byrne, 

2014). In this context, collective practices framed in terms of commons “offer material 

practical sites through which we get outside of ourselves by entering, and sharing, a 

world. To have some-thing in common supplants the need to be common” (p.187) or part 

of a particular group, nation or community. This echoes how Alix describes her 

experience of Les Grands Voisins to me: “we’re all working on a same project, a common 

project, you see we’re working together and we have the same objectives…I mean 

broadly…but I don’t feel connected in that way to everyone… I think…it doesn’t happen in 

common at all…we’re creating something in common but it’s not like we are in common, I 

don’t know, it’s difficult to explain…”11 

In tracing the relationship between the commons and spirituality, Blencowe examines 

texts from the Diggers and Levellers (see Chapter 6) with historical accounts of the 

relationship between the rise of Christian spirit-based practices and the rise of collective 

struggles against displacement and dispossession (through colonialism, slavery and 

privatisation of common land in the UK). She argues that religious and spiritual practices 

based on an idea of spirit or immanent divinity is not a characteristic of such commoning 

practices because of its association with a more “free” idea of divine will. Rather, 

dispossession and displacement create the conditions for a less materially grounded 

sense of relationality to develop: “the association between the Spirit and displaced people 

 
11 I add the emphasis because she is clear in making this distinction although saying it’s difficult to explain : « ça se 
fait pas en commun, du tout…on créer du commun mais on est pas en commun, je sais pas, c’est difficile à 
expliquer… » 
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is not about the Spirit bringing, or even constituting, the movement of liberation – but, 

rather, is something that comes about due to the absence of concrete resources and 

places [emphasis added] in which to manifest the spirituality of the commons” (2015, 

p.194). This is helpful to think about commoning in concrete environments as projects 

that are characterised by movement, dispossession and displacement; where land is 

often concrete, where people come in and out due to the mobilities of skilled labour, the 

violence of forced migration or precarious lives.  

Blencowe warns though that spirituality “is a snare”, that “we can choke on our faith” 

(2015, p.186-187). The national discourse and legal commitment to laïcité (institutional 

secularism) in France has influenced many of us to be weary of religion – in fact there 

was always some kind of tension with the Chapel in Les Grands Voisins, which was 

partially due to the local faith community’s desire to restrict the use of the space to 

religious practices. One can also have too much faith in ideas, becoming entrenched 

ideological positions. This is something that my friends in Paris and London are also 

weary of; Ash and Eliot reminds me there is “an inbuilt fear of communism” among many 

left activist groups in the UK and a desire to create radical politics that don’t become 

“ghettoised and identitarian”.  

Spirituality can be “a lure to investment” and have an “affective grip” (Blencowe, 2015, 

p.186) when detached from collective material experiences. In other words, affective 

experiences that have to do with the “spirit of the common”’ – such as enchantment, 

wonder, generosity or love – might take a life of their own, we might want to hold on to 

them, grip them tight for fear they might vanish. With no physical experience to share, we 

might end up tying such affects to what remains in our reach, creating “concern that 

becomes the desire to control, extract and eliminate as readily as it does that to foster” 

(2015, p.201). This is evident when we take what we are doing too seriously, echoing 

‘doing things seriously without taking ourselves seriously’ in Chapter 12, or imagine that 

commoning practices are somehow inherently ethical or morally superior: “The spirituality 

of the commons might tempt a naïve imagining that commoning is somehow immune 

from corruption, exploitation or entrapment” (2015, p.187).  

Urban commoning projects in concrete environments create the conditions for spiritual 

practices. Yet…I also resist spirituality. Why? Because of the snare, because of its 

association with religion that clashes with the work to challenge dogmatic faith practices 

some groups at The Common House are engaged in, because it invites an unwaveringly 

affirmative and progressive notion of spirituality,12 because in European concrete 

 
12 See for instance Braidotti’s nomadic (2006) and relational (2019) ethics. This positive vitalist spirituality is one 
which Indigenous and Black scholars try to challenge, and that Bennett (2001) tries to incorporate through her 
attention to technology and framing of her work as a ‘weak ontology’. 
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environments it is still “appropriated within the neo/colonial and neoliberal imagination for 

the salvation of the Western/neoliberal Self” (Rhee & Subedi, 2014, p.340). Like Bennett, 

I prefer affective experiences to spirituality, but I articulate the reasons for doing so 

differently:13 not because of a universalising ontology that ignores the ways in which 

spirituality can also be “re/covered” as “space of possibility or recovery for different 

marginalized communities” (Rhee & Subedi, 2014, p.339), but from locating my research 

with commoning projects in concrete environments.  

* 

INEFFABLE (ADJ.) 
NOT ABLE TO BE DESCRIBED WITH WORDS . INEXPRESSABLE.14 

Off-beat. Insolites. Moments. Fantaisie. Cool. Create a sense of magic, admiration, 

wonder, joy and connection to wider collective endeavours. These do not have a tight 

affective hold. The feelings are tempered by mundane practices of the day-to-day 

organisation Les Grands Voisins or The Common House, a cool kind of optimism, 

uncomfortable situations and ongoing responses to urgency. The feelings reappear, echo 

through music, art, design, collective building days, growing food, preparing food, being 

troubled, making manifestos, sharing faith practices, creating campaigns, events… 

Practices that reinvest affective experience “in worldly matters of place – in the ecological 

pragmatics of collaborative property distribution, creation and interconnection” (Willey, 

2016, p.201). Attending to such ineffable affects might be a way of resisting the tale of 

secularisation of European society, one which the Caribbean scholar Sylvia Wynter 

(2003) among others have done much work to challenge.15 

Yes…there is something spirit-full about commoning projects. How to write about such 

affects in a way that goes beyond Eurocentric or essentialising perspectives? That resists 

naming them “enchanting” or “spiritual”? “Cool” and “magic” are not ways of naming 

affects but of playing with their fuzzy contours. They are slippery words that show how 

“the recognition of the existence of somethings radically other, the sure knowledge of 

unknowability” (Blencowe, 2015, p.186) is experienced in multiple ways. A generative 

echo remains, though, from Federici’s quite unexpected and uprooted use of re-

enchantment in relation to commoning practices: she starts and returns to practices. I 

suggest, though, that there is a particular way in which we might orient ourselves towards 

such practices, and to elaborate on this I turn to the poetic.   

 
13 Bennett avoids “spirituality” because she argues it is mobilised where people (erroneously) accept that modern 
life is disenchanted and secularised (2001, p.176). 
14 From The Chambers Dictionary (1993). 
15 Wynter (2003) argues for instance that the idea of ‘modern’ European societies as secular was a way for colonial 
powers to integrate religious/ideological justifications of white superiority into mainstream society through reasoned 
scientific justification.  
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WITH POETICS  

I take the pouch out of my coat pocket where it just about fits. I open the draw 

string and take out the device. Andrea gifted me a mini tripod that I now screw 

into the bottom. If it’s a windy day, I make sure the recorder wears its wig. I plug 

in my headphones and put them on (I used to just point, check the dials and hope 

for the best). I turn on the recorder: surfaces, sounds, harsh, drone-like, surprising, 

where water drains, leaks, people doing things, the friction of clothes as I walk, 

traffic, scrunching leaves, the flight patterns of bees, how best to approach a hive, 

be curious, start conversations, directions matter.  

In November 2017 I meet up with two friends in Les Grands Voisins who are also 

interested in working with sound. They’re full of youthful energy and it motivates 

me. We exchange ideas and agree to share our recordings – they are excited to see 

what I’ve already started, and we develop a collective archiving system. 

Ambiances. Sons Seuls. Entretiens. We identify three categories and give 

ourselves a few more weeks to make some recordings and ‘clean up’ the ones we 

have. One of my friends is an artist in residence until the end of December and is 

keen to make the Mémoire Sonore part of his contribution to the project. We meet 

a few weeks later and decide that we’ll play the sounds through concrete 

cobblestone speakers he makes on site. Our plan is to cover three of them with a 

wooden box, open on one side and with a spray-painted invitation: “Venez écouter 

vos voisins!”. We generate our playlist.  

In October 2018, we share progress on The Common House podcast. We used the 

speaker to play the jingles Robin prepared – it brought laughs and joy to the 

assembly! There was overwhelming support for the second jingle, the ‘funky’ one, 

the fragmented one, the one made from samples of ‘common’ and ‘house’. 

Interesting choice! hearing it again and liking the effect. It’s a bit destabilising, fun 

and playful. After the assembly, I take out the device and headphones and hand 

them over. Ash is so surprised at the effect. “There’s something strange about 

hearing all that detail”. “No filter”. A different filter: washing dishes, pouring tea, 

the squeak of the bathroom door and click of light switches, eating crackers and 

clearing the table, putting away chairs, rolling down blinds…  

Campsite - William - atmosphere Lingerie - Recyclerie Sportive - Mama Pétulia - 

Coralie - KaceKode concert - Recycled Sports - Mölky - le cocotier - quiet 

chicken coop - campsite tarp rain - June - wishing tree - June - Chaufferie 

Lingerie sound check - market stallholders - drops on corrugated metal and beep - 

Maël - Chapelle courtyard bells - seedling workshop - hives - baker - Robin 
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courtyard gate - KaceKode concert - La Retoucherie - campsite - Arielle Trocshop 

- Ateliers Partagés corridor music atmosphere - Lingerie filming action! - Pierre 

Petit and evening atmosphere - Robert and piano - screen-printing workshop bags 

atmosphere - Pôle bidouille drill - Lingerie atmosphere - in front of Chaufferie 

Recording sounds became a way for me to engage with creative and poetic activities in 

both projects, creating a sound archive and initiating a (still in progress) podcast. How 

might such poetic practices relate to the politics and ethics of relations to human and non-

human otherness? Might they be generative for cultivating relational worlds?  

POETICS OF RELATIONS 

Eight months into my fieldwork, I was drawn to Édouard Glissant’s Poétique de la 

Relation (1990) which I came across browsing in one of the independent bookshops I 

liked to visit in Paris. I had developed a habit of looking out for authors that I might not 

have come across while in France, especially anticolonial and feminist writing. His writing 

on the “Poetics of Relation” echoed the persistent presence of creative/cultural/artistic 

practices in my fieldwork. The publication is a collection of essays that marks a shift in 

Glissant’s writing between earlier political and polemic work grounded in Martinique and 

his later more philosophical work with an increasingly global outlook (Bongie, 2009). 

While acknowledging the specific context of coloniality that his writing emerges from, this 

in betweenness of Poétique de la Relation is probably what allowed me to find respectful 

resonances in his writing. Reading in French was also a change from my English-

dominated academic reading/writing and played a part in cultivating an attention to poetic 

form.  

Poétique ~ in Glissant’s work takes several forms. Poétiques is an examination of literary 

form which he uses to develop a decolonial genealogy of French literary criticism, 

challenging linear, euro-centric and development-led ideas of globalisation, the 

spatialization of time: “abolir […] la projection linéaire d’une sensibilité sur les horizons du 

monde, la vectorisation de celui-ci en métropoles et colonies” [to abolish […] the linear 

projection of a sensibility towards the horizons of the world, and its projection into 

metropoles and colonies] (1990, p.44). Poésie is a practice, and poetry’s “circulation and 

action” is not about focusing on “a given people, but the becoming of planet Earth”,16 it 

creates “common places” (p.44). Poetry as a practice is not limited to written words and is 

infused with a certain “way of thinking” (p.44). La pensée poétique is thinking-doing, 

knowledge created through the making of poetry, spoke word, music, literature and other 

cultural practices. La pensée poétique is then a thinking-doing that is located and 

 
16 “la circulation et l’action de la poésie ne conjecturent plus un peuple donné, mais le devenir de la planète Terre. 
C’est là encore un lieu commun, qu’il vaut de répéter." (Glissant, 1990, p.44) 
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grounded, that “preserves particularities” (p.44) while attending to how each particularity 

is in relation. La pensée poétique is fantasy, creativity, knowledge “that needs neither to 

be elucidated nor resorbed… it is fragile and inescapable, obscure and revealing” (p.99). 

Les poètes are those who practise such forms of knowing particular contexts and how 

each context relates to other contexts, and who have “the power to experience the shock 

of an elsewhere” (p.42).17 La poétique is theory and presence, attempting conclusions 

while never conclusive; “cette double portée, d’une théorie qui tâche à conclure, d’une 

présence qui ne conclut (ne présume) de rien." (p.199). This generous wardrobe might 

also have to do with the French language for whom poétique has a wider meaning 

compared to English. In French, the plural form (poétiques) does not grammatically 

change the word and remains an adjective rather than turning into a noun.  

How do poetic things relate to how we nurture ethical relations in concrete environments? 

Glissant’s work is precisely about the poetics, poetry, poetic thought, poets and poetic 

practices that cultivate what he calls la Relation [Relation] (see Chapter 5). They are 

ways to cultivate "an art of imagining and acting" (p.169) that is a necessary part of any 

earthly aesthetic.  

Esthétique de la terre ~ In the chapter Les Ecarts Determinants,18 originally presented at 

the august 1989 Assaupamar meeting in Martinique,19 Glissant argues that inequalities 

and violences brought about in the context of globalised capitalism, migration and 

questions of national identity require “renewing visions and aesthetics of relations to the 

earth” (p.162). The chapter introduces the idea of “an aesthetic of the earth”, bringing the 

politics of ecological relations into conversation with ideas of “otherness”20 central to the 

anticolonial Caribbean scholarsip his work is located in. Esthétique for Glissant is a way 

of describing the patterns, elements (though not definite) and expressions of 

contemporary experiences of the world, or what he calls “chaos-monde”21 (1990, p.108). 

For Glissant, aesthetics allows us to tend towards the feeling of la Relation while knowing 

and accepting we can never understand it, yet always “trying to imagine it” (p.168).  

  

 
17 “Le pouvoir de ressentir le choc de l’ailleurs est ce qui nomme le poète” is translated by Betsy Wing as: “The 
power to experience the shock of elsewhere is what distinguishes the poet” (Glissant, 1997, p.30 – though I would 
translate it to “the ability to sense the shock of an elsewhere is what makes the poet”. 
18 Wing offers “Distancing, Determining” as the title for this chapter (Glissant, 1997, p.141); I would argue that this 
translation loses the intensely political meaning of écarts that Glissant develops. Écarts can mean distance or an act 
of spacing, but it is an engaged distancing, one that flirts with deviance in the deviation. 
19 Association pour la Sauvegarde du Patrimoine Martiniquais [Society for the Conservation of Martinique Heritage]. 
20 At the time this is in the context questions at the time around ‘who can claim’ Martinique as their territory, the very 
idea of claiming territory and the implications for local expressions of ecological relations and how these connect to 
political economies (e.g. of sugar and banana plantations). 
21 Chaos-monde is not translated in English versions of the text either (for explanation see 1997 translation p.xv). It 
is a term which Glissant creates to resist any idea of universality or a priori values in references to experiences of 
living in global or international contexts (1990, p.108).  
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…a note on aesthetics 

A brief return to the notion of aesthetics. L’esthétique for Glissant is not quite like the 

Kantian concept of aesthetics but an aesthetic: “une esthétique est un art de concevoir, 

d’imaginer, d’agir”22 (1990, p.169), materially-embeded practices that cultivate 

imagination and individual and collective action. His writing brings it closer to what 

decolonial scholarship refers to as aesthesis which focuses on the “material and textual 

forms aesthesis (sensibility) takes” rather than an interest in developing “a theory for 

making sense of the sensible” (Jackson, 2016, p.10). In my experience of living in the UK 

and France, I often witness the ongoing separation between reason and feeling in the 

way in which practices that cultivate ineffable sensibilities are often rationalised; 

meditation, yoga, or other “spiritual” practices are done to the extent that they ‘make 

sense’, that they can be explained either as contributing to wellbeing, beauty, or being 

morally “good”. Thus, rather than introducing a subtly different term which uses the same 

Greek root, I prefer the use of the terms sensing and attending in my own work, as I have 

outlined in Chapter 9, in a way that reinforces the echoes of Glissant’s esthétique. 

 

Glissant’s aesthetic of the earth is purposefully poetic. It invites multiple readings and 

repetitions. It resists definition. It is about generating relations in cities, whether New 

York, Paris or Fort-de-France, “these mazes of corrugated iron and concrete where our 

common future takes its chances” (1990, p.87). It is what Angela Last (2017) describes 

as a geopoetic that “reconsiders not only human-planet relations but the multiple 

asymmetries of such relations” (p.149). It is a generative starting echo for thinking 

through poetic commoning practices. 

POETIC COMMONING PRACTICES 

I examine Glissant’s aesthetics of the earth and how it might be helpful in thinking about 

forms of poetic practices in commoning projects that might contribute to cultivating 

relational imaginaries and sensibilities towards more than human “otherness”. My original 

notes presented these in bullet points yet presenting them in such a way would be 

contrary, I feel, to the politics that Glissant is embedding in his own approach to writing. 

So I present them in poetic prose (mostly using my own translations and where 

necessary using the original French), grounding my reading in experiences from Les 

Grands Voisins and The Common House, weaving in notes from fieldwork and 

juxtaposing the text with the titles of some of the 3,000+ events hosted at The Common 

House between 2014 and 2017 (page numbers below all refer to Glissant, 1990). 

 
22 “an aesthetics is an art of conceiving, of imagining, of acting” 
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The practices of sensing we are attending to are 

aware of politics and of the politics of ecological 

relations. They are not about a "return to earth” 

(p.161), the idea of territory, ownership, or 

traditions that presume a historical rootedness, 

“mais rizhomant dans la connaissance de nos 

cultures” (p.164).23 

Too much? Practices we are attending to 

overwhelm the senses, are overly ornate and 

elaborately expansive in sometimes deviant 

deviations. Their cool can be captured – that’s 

to be expected - yet always only partially until 

the next cool comes (p.109).  

Discomforting at times, “du bouleversement et 

de l’intrusion » (p.165), these are forms of 

trouble and turbulence. This echoes writing 

elsewhere in these pages.  

Threads break, are salvaged and tied together 

again. The kettle in The Common House still 

has a broken spout. The Grands Voisins 

manifesto-in-the-making called for “the 

installation of a global recycling system (if you’re 

not sure, we mean the end of 

overconsumption)”.  

These forms hold apparent contradictions "du 

continu-variable, du discontinue-invariant” 

(p.166), echoing the condition of doing 

something ‘alternative’ in concrete 

environments.  

There is a violence in engaging with thinking-

doing that attempts to step back from the 

...UMS GANZE! ANTI-NATIONAL POLITICS, THE 

HISTORY AND  PERSPECTIVES ON ANTI-

FASCISM IN GERMANY 

STUDENT CLIMATE ACTION BANNER MAKING 

ADDRESSING LACK OF 

REPRESENTATION/INSTITUTIONAL BIAS 

TOWARDS PEOPLE OF COLOUR IN THE ARTS 

70 YEARS OF NAKBA: REFUGEES, RETURN, 

AND INTERNATIONAL SOLIDARITY WITH THE 

PALESTINIAN PEOPLE 

CHILDREN'S BANNER AND ART MAKING ON 

THE SUDANESE REVOLUTION 

COMMON HOUSE WINTER BONANZA! 

ANTIUNIVERSITY: MISOGYNY, PATRIARCHY 

AND MENTAL EXPERIENCE 

AUTONOMOUS TECH FETISH - BODY 

CAPTURE WORKSHOP 

BLACK SCIENTISTS & INVENTORS 

CUPART PRESENTATION: CAN 

MENSTRUATING BE A CREATIVE SOURCE?  

PLAN C PRESENTS: FIRE, LOVE & FREEDOM 

/ AN ALT VALENTINE’S NIGHT 

YOGA RETREAT- THE HEART OF ANARCHY 

RIP LONDON LGBT PRIDE - FUNERAL 

REHEARSAL 

EAST LONDON CAPITALIST PROPAGANDA 

APPRECIATION SOCIETY 

FEMINIST FIGHTBACK FILMCLUB: AUDRE 

LORDE - THE BERLIN YEARS 

GILETS JAUNES EVENT 

MEDITERRANEA + Q&A FILM SCREENING  

FRACK OFF LONDON 

 
23 Here Glissant uses the word ‘rhizome’ as a verb, which would translate as “rhizoming in/within the knowledge of 
our cultures”. Betsy Wing translates this as “to rhizome…throughout our cultures’ understanding” (1997, p.149) yet 
Glissant is not talking about ‘understanding’ (he actually argues against it in the later part of the book), and the 
sense of ‘rhizomant dans’ in the French text gives a sense of propagating ‘throughout’ as well as being nurtured by 
or growing from within. 
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suffering and misery that so many experience 

(p.170). This is a non-violent violence of a tricky 

poetic practice that imagines connections while 

avoiding “the hazardous trap of generalisations” 

(p.170).  

Such sensibilities often seem anachronistic or 

naïve (p.165). I am co-facilitating an assembly 

and prepared some notes about the lunar cycle 

and tides to share. Sitting at Blackfriars station I 

see the river. Tides. SHIT.  

FROM CATHOLIC TO RASTAFARIANISM TO 

ATHEISM A PERSONAL STORY 

LIBERATE TATE MEETING 

LONDON BIRTH GATHERING 

COMMUNITY MASSAGE 

FILM SCREENING LEAVE TO REMAIN 

NA'AMOD: BRITISH JEWS AGAINST 

OCCUPATION 

GREEN ANTI-CAPITALIST FRONT 

LAND JUSTICE NETWORK 

 

Developing what Glissant calls “an aesthetic of the earth”  

calls for constant work, for feeling awkward, for taking risks, imagining new words, 

twisting tongues, affecting bodies, “findings what is feverish in the idea of what surrounds 

us” (or what we call “environment”, “ecology”, “nature”, words that seem inadequate or 

even futile for the worlds we inhabit), “imagining the idea of a love for the earth with fiery 

forces and sweet syrup” while knowing that the very idea is also used to forward 

intolerance and sectarianisms (1990, p.166). 

In the context of commoning, practices that cultivate such forms and feelings cannot be 

separated from the environments they are in (as we have seen in Chapters 12 and 13 

with urgency and discomfort). Poetic elements are certainly woven through some of the 

practices I mention in the other two echoes, yet here I focus on their distinctive qualities: 

they bring together acts of thinking-doing and in fact perform these as inseparable; they 

are an expression of what Blencowe (2015) calls the spirituality that results from 

movement, dispossession and displacement experienced in concrete environments; they 

weave threads between material contexts and ineffable experiences, thus avoiding the 

traps of ideology or essentialising vital ecofeminist returns. It is precisely by being 

grounded that poetic commoning practices can ensure that metaphors – those modes of 

expression that seek relations across contexts – maintain the specification needed for 

them to remain “politically cogent” (Noyes, 2004, p.167).  

In the context of commoning, poetic practices still express a desire to reach towards “a 

world that is held in common” (see The Common House manifesto, Chatper 8), or what 

Glissant calls “the totality” that should/can never be reached or grasped (1990, p.158). 

Focusing on practices orients the directions of this reaching, and makes sure it comes 

from somewhere in particular. In concrete environments, does this mean poetic 

sensibilities are found in the austerity of concrete? In the withering geranium? In 
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discarded furniture and refurbished computers? In seeing an ant crossing a patch of 

moss? In collective construction days and stacks of moveable chairs? In the flooding of 

the metro near the Seine? The weight of distant war? In the fiery beats of a defiant 

drumming band? In screams of pain, clutching hearts and bleeding bodies? Displaced 

migrant camps? Evictions? Concrete towers up in flames? Colourful concrete walls? The 

threat of sexual violence? News of burning bogs and brown city grass? Broken walls? 

The silvery surface of a poisoned river? 24 

Poetic practices, are a way of keeping the spirit-full affects (that are also a snare) 

grounded in acts of making, creating and doing with different combinations of bodies. 

Poetic practices in the context of commoning are also about ensuring making and doing 

are not an end in itself (making project, making things, decision-making, policy-making, 

making a contribution, boundary-making, place-making, making maps, profit-making…) 

by taking the awkward risks of tending towards the ineffable. Poetic commoning 

practices, then, might be expressed as modes of attending, they are the work of making 

and sensing that which is both here and elsewhere.  

In the next three sections – Glitter On A Tip, The Moon, Concrete – I compose with 

commoning practices that evoke ineffable affects and echo Glissant’s aesthetic of the 

earth. The compositions are thus echoes of poetic commoning practices that might be 

generative for cultivating relational worlds in concrete environments. 

 

  

 
24 This section draws on my fieldwork experience and echoes Glissant’s evocative enumeration (1990, p.165) 
provoking the reader to think more widely about what an aesthetic of the earth means, beyond typical associations 
with beauty and wonder, as outlined above. 
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GLITTER ON A TIP 

I enter la Lingerie and join the back of a growing crowd, heads dappled by stage lights. 

Chatter ready for the music to begin. I don’t think I’ve seen this many familiar faces yet at an 

evening event. It is Wednesday, though, when the cultural programming is more voisins-

focused. Tonight les KaceKode are playing.  

Whistling and clamouring cheers welcome musicians onto the stage. Bodies start bouncing as 

hip-hop beats and West-African guitar arpeggios set the tone. After a few songs, I remember 

to take out my recorder. I hold it near my chest but soon find my hands up high and the device 

along with them. I notice my classically trained musician’s ear picking out moments when 

arpeggios and vocals are slightly off-key. It doesn’t matter. The music is radiating joy and 

honest expression.  

Instruments pause. “Allez allez allez !” Miraculeux and Khalifa initiate a call and response 

“come on repeat after me: 

"Aboul maima"  "maima"  

"Aboul maima"  "maima" 

"Aboul maima"  "-----ma" 

Cue music. The singing continues. Instruments pause. The room is effervescent. The singers 

continue “tata biropi tata biropi…” in Wolof then we join in: “tata biropi tata biropi lala la 

lala la lala la Sénégal”. 

KaceKode are “l’orchestre symphonique des Grands Voisins", born from the project. At 

the December Conseil des Voisins a member of the coordination team explains “one of 

the things we’ve tried to do is to create conditions where people can present their art, and 

their music in someone professional standards, so the KaceKode for instance, this 

evening…” then someone yells from the back of the room “What time KaceKode 

playing?” and a chorus replies “vingt heure !” - “OK! That was the question I wanted to 

ask!” everyone laughs as he leaves the room to those continuing organisational 

deliberations. Party vibes echo throughout the project. "Vraiment c’est fou !" says Lou, 

"there is so much joy here, being open to the public also means lots of things are 

programmed and we party a lot, and that makes us want to be here too”. “La dernière fête 

là c’était, c’était très touchant quoi” says Marley “I was with people from the coordination 

team, associations, résidents, I danced a lot with residents, and there’s something 

interesting that happens then…”. “C’est plutôt cool” says Kim “partying brings people 

together”.  

In the Lingerie the call-and-response continues. “Are you ready? You know what to do: 

“Woiyeaah”  “Woiyeaah” 

“Woouuuwo”  “Woouuuwo” 
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* * * 

Do we want to put sparkles on everything here? There’s a little bit of that, a little bit of 

“everything is wonderful”. 

If you ask people why they love Les Grands Voisins, or what makes them sad about the fact 

that it’s finishing, they’re all going to come out with sloppy concepts,25 sloppy in the sense 

that if you really want to go to the bottom of it you’ll realise it’s about a personal need. 

But I don’t want to be too critical, because this is bound to be one of the best personal and 

professional experiences of my life so far.  

Some people here were completely outside of any social life before…and being confronted 

with a place that is hyper socialising, that’s not always easy. Though it has changed some 

people, I think for the better, just to be around this atmosphere. But then when it stops… 

I’m going to invent a strange expression but… it’s a bit like putting glitter on a tip.26 Some 

people don’t like it but at the same time those who are most critical would probably have a 

hard time in a more ‘neutral’ place.  

Well actually it’s a really long process to get out of our person, of individuality. It’s something 

that requires a lot of things… and also social transformation. That’s what places like this are 

about… how do you make a project where, when you enter, no you’re no longer the same 

person when you come out, something happened. Donc Les Grands Voisins ça représente ça. 

It’s this festive fizz. It can sometimes be excluding. People dressed in stylish clothes taking 

over the Lingerie. Some people hate seeing other people’s joy. Though isn’t watching being 

part of it? At the end of the day they are all bodies that are laughing and dancing.  

How you come into something that’s difficult…how you get out of it that’s easy but how we 

enter it’s complicated…so, how about I just talk about myself? That’s easier. 

It’s easy to see the depths of each other’s faults. Jokers that put glitter here and there. Those 

who really take care of social issues and serious stuff. Who take themselves too seriously?  

Sachez qu’on a de la conscience. On est pas que des gens qui sont là pour faire des fêtes ! 

* * * 

 
25 Translated from “concepts vaseux” which literally translates as ‘slimy concepts’, la vase is the muddy silt at the 
bottom of a river, stream or lake. In French ‘vaseux’ said of a concept has the sense of dodgy, poor, somewhere 
between silly and pathetic. I think ‘slop’ best keeps the muddy materiality in its metaphorical use.  
26 Translated from “des paillettes [glitter] sur une déchetterie [on a tip]". The technical translation of déchetterie is a 
household waste recycling centre which could be translated also as ‘dump’ in a North American inflection. I chose 
the English term ‘tip’ as it captures the softer impression that the French word carries, as a place that brings 
together the strange combination of ‘households’ and ‘waste’, and the more poetic alliteration in the original French 
(the double ‘t’). Thanks to Kate for pointing out the multiple evocations the word ‘tip’ brings, adding to its poetic 
potential. 
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Finding joy at the edges, in, at, on the tip, evokes the potential violence of engaging with 

poetic practices when surrounded by suffering and existents conditioned by crises.  

After rhyming to slow reggae, a member of the band introduces the next song and guitars 

return to pentatonic arpeggios. “OK OK! This music… is for the girls…Ariana” deep voices 

near me repeat “c’est pour les filles!” I pick up some lyrics “…ma caramel ma chocolata-a-a, 

ma Niki Minaj eh … le cacao de ma Côte d’Ivoire…Ariana Ariana baby Ariana Ariana 

baby…” The songs are sensual and spark embodied memories I recognise when returning to 

the recordings. The beats bring me back to when Magic System hit the charts in France in 

1999; the first West African band to make such a hit in Europe in decades (Konate, 2002). 

African rhythms (some also originating in Europe) tease bodies in Les Grands Voisins, 

marking the beat to the “made in Grands Voisins” fashion show, the background to a drawing 

session in la Maison des Médecins or the (in)famous spliff corner. Playing from speakers or 

mobile phones, they are often brought to the site by young people living in the Coallia housing 

block, the youth emergency shelter or working as (Service Civique) volunteers. The rhythms 

capture something sensual about the project – and not just the music. Intimate connections 

made and broken. Some people are described as “magicians, open in many ways”. Marley tells 

me those involved are moved by the desire to “do something we love and then something we 

love”.  

Music and parties are also full of desire and sensuality, commoning projects are no 

strangers to the awkward and intrusive politics of intimacy. With friends and comrades at 

The Common House we discuss more openly what kind of intimacy should be nurtured in 

the context of commoning projects, and especially a smaller project like ours. This is 

central to making organising joyful, for capacitating bodies – in Ash’s words “The 

Common House is more about relationships than resource”. Some have experience with 

radical faerie groups and queer collectives where you are expected to build deep, 

spiritual, kinships - here it is different. Though experiences from elsewhere nurture our 

deliberations: “how much do we need to be involved in personal relationships in order to 

be a community?”. These questions echo Povinelli’s writing on the politics of intimacy in 

the US and Australia where social imaginaries and practices are dominated by ideas of 

individual freedom and biological or national/ethnic inheritance (Povinelli, 2006, p.4). We 

greet each other as “friend” and check in. The kind of commoning intimacy we try to build 

is grounded in radical feminist and queer practices of care where long-term relationships 

are understood as central to organising in concrete environments.  

A solid set of relationships throughout a time in London where everyone else seems to move 

in a really alienating city. 
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It’s kind of like a shift from a Freudian way of thinking about relationships (the libidinal urges 

to feed and receive comfort driving things) to Melanie Klein for whom the relationship itself 

has more agency (meeting libidinal needs is part of that but doesn’t take over) 

This includes childcare, opening homes for others to stay, knowing when too much 

intimacy can create conflict that destroys projects or even their possibility. It is a 

challenging commitment to juggling intimate relationships and collective organising. It is 

an awkwardly attached kind of intimacy. It’s an intimacy that attempts to work with the 

politics of concrete environments, something that can perhaps be lost in larger projects, 

or in contexts where gender and sexuality are not seen as issues that need addressing or 

are simply overlooked (see Chapter 12).  

In March 2019, I attend a poetry-writing workshop called Eating The Other by the 

“defiantly queer, unapologetically Black” spoken word artist Subira Wahogo at ONCA 

Gallery in Brighton (ONCA, 2019). As I listen again to Miraculeux’s voice from the CD 

successfully produced with a first round of crowdfunding, I hear the echoes of Subira’s 

words. “Stop fetishizing brown bodies”. “Stop characterising us as food items”. “We are 

not coffee and cream”. “We are not caramel”. “We are not cacao or chocolate” (Wahogo, 

2019). Poetic commoning practices can be entangled in questions of troublesome 

intimacies, and they might also present opportunities to open these up in certainly 

awkward and perhaps intrusive ways. Let us continue this exploration with the KaceKode. 

* * * 

An hour or so into the set someone staggers onto the stage. Glistening grey hair with an 

unsteady step. Not a random someone. It’s Thierry, one of KaceKode’s six vocalists. He 

nearly topples over the front of the stage as his band mates welcome him. A few catch his 

arms and help his hands find the microphone stand. A steady friend in the shimmer of the 

stage. Adrien strums a chord on the guitar. The stand sways. Then cavernous passion creeps 

out of the speakers.  

There is a power in this voice, rough from years living in the streets. Something that’s hard to 

capture in words. Something that shines from a swaying stand with rough abysmal radiance. 

Thierry sings The Pogues, Louis Armstrong and Léo Ferré from a still steady depth. We’re not 

always sure who is going to make the gigs. I remember Pierre telling me other members find 

this stressful sometimes yet it’s amazing, that this guy is up on a stage. There is something 

miraculous about it.  

"What’s interesting is that in the mass of Les Grands Voisins there are people doing things that 

are absolutely extraordinary” Andrea tells me, “do you have any examples?”, “yeah I have 

examples: the band! Have you heard them?” I say yes. We turn to the computer in the corner 

of the office to watch some videos. Click click… we listen… click click… a Tuareg tune… 
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click… “so they will tell you, Adrien and others, that they’ve seen guys recover the light in 

their eyes, guys whose gaze was lost, out there, and who found it again…with music…” we 

turn away from the screen “that’s incredible… completely crazy actually”.  

Initially the group called themselves “les casse-couilles”27 – strong personalities with alcohol 

addiction and housing problems. On a sunny October afternoon, I meet Andrea for the first 

time behind La Lingerie where new benches are being built with wood from the 

deconstruction of the campsite. Adrien stops to chat for a few minutes on his way to 

somewhere and says with a twinkle in his smile "les Sénégalais sont là à fumer leurs pétards 

ça fout le bordel, c’est bien !".28 It’s good to shake things up. 

The band started after Adrien, a luthier who set up his workshop in the early stages of 

Les Grands Voisins, started giving guitar lessons. This is central to the spirit of the 

project, as Lou tells me, people who join share what they can, and for some "it’s music 

lessons every Tuesday evening because you’ve got that drive and that energy and that 

force”. Adrien is also attentive to relations: between musicians and instruments, 

instrument-maker and materials, musicians and instrument-maker. He recognises wood 

by its smell – cedar, maple, walnut – and collects materials for his hand-made guitars. 

“This wood" he shares in a radio interview "is spruce that grows at a specific altitude and 

that was cut eight days after the January full moon, in winter, at night, so that the sap is in 

a specific place…it’s amazing when you select your piece well…see this is wood that is 

made to resonate…listen…the wood is already singing” (U2P, 2019).  

Please listen to Track 9.1  

and then continue reading (1:30). 

 

 

 

I turn the recorder off and step out of the steamy room to the cool air outside. The slow reggae 

beat pours out the open windows to the terrace loud with more and less inebriated voices. 

Les KaceKode brings an unlikely group of music-makers together. Chansons du Sénégal. 

Rock blues. Coupé-décalé Ivoirien. One of the members is also an artist whose 

anthropomorphic fauna illustrates something of this cross-continental encounter; Adrien 

says he learned more about Africa through their music than living four months in Togo 

(laviemanifeste, 2019). 

 
27 Literally translating as “the ball-busters”. 
28 “the Senegalese are there smoking their spliffs, creating havoc, it’s good!” 
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KaceKode is 1980s US hip-hop meets 1990s French rap meets West African 

contemporary music. With them we might discover the politics of zouglou music, born 

with social movements in the streets of Abidjan (Konate, 2002). With them we might 

discover the troublesome politics of coupé-décalé, born in Parisian streets from the Ivory 

Coast diaspora and quickly making roots back in Africa; a politics of what Kohlhagen 

(2005) calls an “ambiguous elsewhere”.29 With them we might discover Senegalese 

“conscious rap” or the group come movement Y’en a Marre that inspired a whole 

generation of youth to vote and question established political power in 2011 (Cissokho, 

2011; Gueye, 2013).30 We might discover connections with 1990s French rap engagé 

(Pavillard & Reboullet, 2019), for some still a decolonising project (Béru, 2008). We might 

discover the punk spirit of The Pogues and the anarchist anthems of Léo Ferré. 

KaceKode’s music making is a poetic commoning practice, cultivated through attention to 

 
29 “L’Europe du coupé-décalé est une Europe africaine. Et l’Afrique du coupé-décalé est une Afrique projetée sur 
cette Europe-là, un lieu où l’ascension économique et sociale est possible et où les sujets s’affirment en tant 
qu’individus" [The Europe of the coupé-décalé is an African Europe. And the Africa of coupé-décalé is an Africa 
projected onto that Europe, a place where economic and social mobility is possible and where people can affirm 
themselves as individuals] (Kohlhagen, 2005, p.104). 
30 “Y’en a marre” is slang for “we’ve had enough”, “we’re fed up” or “enough!”. 
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more than human sociality, to the politics of making relations between here and 

elsewhere.  

Les Grands Voisins spend a lot of energy bringing joy, culture, playfulness, friendship and 

desire, to counterbalance difficult conditions and hellish situations, forget them… if only 

for a while. But “sometimes with all that”, Kim tells me, “we also forget”. 

At the Trocshop, volunteers, residents and sans-papiers living off-site develop friendships. 

“Yesterday Marcele was tired and I asked her ‘what’s up?’ and I mean I’m stupid…” Kim 

tells me “it’s just that we feel like we’re sharing an everyday, but actually our lives have 

nothing to do with each-others… well anyway I was expecting her to say that she had pain 

somewhere, or didn’t sleep well and actually she tells me that… the war, that in Togo it’s a 

mess, that she doesn’t know how her kids are going to get through it, get out of it, that they’re 

constantly doing protests in Paris but that the French government doesn’t give a shit and that 

no messages are ever passed on, and so I’m like… ‘ahhhhh well okay, I’ve got a cold!’” Kim 

laughs, I laugh, Kim continues mocking herself at the painful absurdity of such distant 

realities crashing into an experience “shall we talk about it Marcele? I mean, I have a cold, 

don’t be selfish!”  

When one sings from the heart, sings from steady depths, the pain of here and 

elsewhere, with those who suffer, have suffered, and continue to suffer, then one sings to 

heal not to forget.31 

* * * 

THE MOON  

When the sky is clear above the skyline 

or nestled between two buildings,  

its silverish hue spills into the corners of dimly lit streets  

and into a common imaginary. 

● 

SKIES 

Paying attention to lunar cycles was something that I included in my “sensing pack” as I 

started my fieldwork (recall the fieldwork wheel in Chapter 8). I wasn’t exactly sure what 

role different elements of the pack would take but I knew that working with a lunar 

calendar might be pertinent in and between. Inviting the moon came from various 

orientations and echoes from Part II, including posthuman temporalities (Rossini & 

 
31 Inspired by KaceKode in lavimanifeste production (2019). 
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Toggweiler, 2017) geographies of rhythm (Jones, 2010; Vallee, 2017), the materiality of 

clock time (Bastian, 2017), and work from Mexican ethnoecologists Victor Toledo and 

Narciso Barrera-Bassols (2008). Writing on la memoria biocultural [biocultural memory],32 

Toledo and Barrera-Bassols (2009) argue that any development of ecological knowledge 

needs to include belief systems, which they term kosmos, and which are often linked to 

knowledges and practices of the movements of planets and stars.  

My deliberate attention remains imperfect and partial, still learning to check calendars 

and the sky. I write of the moon in relation to poetic commoning practices because it 

presented itself in my fieldwork with and despite of my efforts.  

 

1 February 2018  (I enter Les Grands Voisins for my first visit in 2018) 

right after full moon.  

Construction has begun. The usual fairy lights that illuminate the area near the entrance are 

gone creating an unusual darkness as I enter from the lamp-lit street. I am struck by a different 

kind of brightness; the buildings and old chimney wear a silken sheen, casting shadows from 

the new construction barriers. I feel a need to draw when I return to my friend’s place 

And I am not the only one to be drawn to the circadian shine, a cosmological rhythm that 

is able to persist in concrete environments. For Marley, this is part of the certainties that 

are central to grounding practices of discomfort (see Chapter 12): “we know that every 

day the night will fall - maybe one day that will stop because something will shoot through 

 
32 The concept is used by Toledo and Barrera-Bassols (2009) to challenge the distinction between ‘nature’ and 
‘culture’, and specifically to discursively and methodologically integrate Indigenous and academic/ecological 
knowledges. A better English translation might be ‘socionatural memory’ in line with writing in feminist (Nightingale, 
2019) and urban (Angelo & Wachsmuth, 2015) political ecology. 
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the cosmos and blow up the sun and we won’t even know it existed there won’t be any 

day and night – but in our reality and until today, life is a succession of days and nights, 

of full moons and black moons. That is a certainty”.  

The moon also made its way into conversations as a way of creating meaning. It is not 

just about its material luminescence but its effects and affects. Earlier on in our 

conversation, the earth’s satellite provides an explanation for Marley’s particular 

approach to liberatory collective practices and resisting “social infantilization” – something 

they believe must be accompanied with the ability to “not get worked up” “that the first 

certainty is that we really don’t know much at all”.  

“This might seem loony but three days ago was a black moon, the black moon is a moment 

when you fall more into the inside of yourself and so all the things that we set aside in our 

day-to-day are going to be more present and so the day after I noticed people were really 

tired and everyone was a bit run down …and I realised later ‘oh yeah it was the black moon 

yesterday’ so I wasn’t pushy and we took a rest.” 

For Marley, invoking the moon is a reminder to follow circadian rhythms, but also a 

reason for approaching collective tasks with more flexibility.  

Back in London, the orb also evokes its empyrean surroundings. “A couple of meetings 

ago, there was a full moon and I remember thinking it was about the full moon” Ash 

laughs as they share the thought “yeah maybe a few meetings ago where I felt it was 

quite tense, but quite productively tense, I felt there was a lot of energy, almost anger – 

maybe anger yeah”. The fire in the firmament echoes in our collective bodies. Sometimes 

there is no clear explanation. As we leave The Common House, Sol pauses “it must be 

something about the moon, or maybe it’s because everyone around me is obsessed 

about the moon at the moment”. 

An ethereal presence? Do our dislocations make us turn to the skies? Perhaps I was also 

lured to the moon as a constant presence in my own movements between Brighton, 

London and Paris. But the meaning-making that accompanies these gestures points to 

how we might resist skyward ascension.  

● 

TIDES   

Please play Track 9.2 (1:30).  

You can continue to read if you wish  

and adjust volume if necessary. 
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On journeys from Brighton to East London I usually take my bicycle on the train. Until the 

summer of 2018 when engineering works were completed at London Bridge station, I arrived 

at Blackfriars bridge. I developed a practice of noticing the height of the river at each arrival 

and departure, though only writing my observations down occasionally (and often when I 

ended up typing notes on the train). 

3.12.17 – notes for assembly: high tide at 13:35. 
8.10.18 – notes on assembly.  Sunny day…I walk across London Bridge to take no.8 
bus…The tide is high. Lots of people (I forgot about that) somehow streets look more 
empty on Sundays with my bicycle or maybe just because I usually come from 
Blackfriars.  
15.01.19 – Arriving at London Bridge, I check the river as I cycle over the bridge. The 
tide is up, by the shape of the water and reflections of the city lights I feel like it might 
be going down. On my cycle back I feel gusts of wind, from in-between tall buildings, it’s 
hard to sense where it’s coming from but usually from up or down river, northerly, 
perhaps moving downriver. Reminds me of Laura Bear’s writing about the special tide in 
the Hooghly river, combination of tide and wind making a large surge.  

The Thames rises and falls twice a day as it flows through London, a movement that affects 

the waterway as it winds westward, past Kew Gardens, 160km upstream from the river mouth 

to the first lock at Teddington, Twickenham.33 Tides are “ubiquitous phenomena, as all water 

responds to the gravity of the moon” (Jones 2010, p.196) yet the ways in which tides ‘land’ 

are particular to a location. On the 13th May 2018 I prepare for the first assembly I co-

facilitate. I thought it would be a good opportunity to share some of my tidal attentions and so 

write down some notes from tide times websites and the London Rebel History Calendar 

(2018):  

moon is waning – new  moon on Tuesday 
1973 Canvey Island oil armada sails up the Thames 
Tide times. high tide was at 11:52am, 6.8m and at 13:06 will be 6.3m 
50 years since May ‘68 

From moon, to tides, to the river, also a site of contestation against multinational oil 

companies and the ever-expanding reach of fossil fuel economies prioritised over the health of 

local people and environment.34 On my way back to Brighton I sit at Blackfriars station and 

hear the river. I turn my gaze down from the glass-walled platform and realise I forgot to share 

my carefully prepared notes. 

Tides ~~~~~~~~ The Thames!  
● 

 
33 Information from Thames Leisure (n.d.). 
34 I immediately share the photograph of the oil armada – the image for the month of May - with my friend Kate who 
is researching in/with Canvey Island, learning even more through our conversation.  
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FILAMENTS 

I start writing this section with the last full moon of a decade. Attending to the moon might 

be a way to rise above the harshness of concrete environments, its invocation threads 

into poetic practices, finger on keys, pencil on paper, ink on page, weaving through the 

politics of common experience with grey filaments and black dots.  

 

As we sit down for our conversation, I take out my recorder and bundle of things: 

paper, card, coloured pencils, markers, maps... After selecting a sheet of A2 paper 

folded in eight, Marley says “ah I have pens”, and a pencil and a compass. Marley 

draws as we speak, starting with contours in pencil that will later be rubed away. I hear 

the pen’s steady marks as I revisit the recording. The transcript is peppered with dot . 

dot . dot . dot . marking moments of contemplation: the black moon, certainties, “life is 

hard and then you die”, “life is hard and beautiful and then you die” dot . dot . dot . 

marking moments for me to say: “I wanted to push at this a little”.  

The paper unfolds - - - - along with frustrations (“c’est a fucking black and grey letters 

… blablabla”). 

 

 

dot .  

dot . 

dot .  dot . 
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The pen shuts . Clack . with indignation over the insiduous ways in which the acceptance of 

precarious working conditions and managerial approaches still make their ways into the 

project. Circles are slowly filled. Black moons. “You gave me paper, so I was like ‘OK, I’m 

going to play along’”, I laugh, “ouai non mais c’est cool !”. 
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Poetic practices also happen in conversation, where folded paper authorises attending to 

the moon as part of stories about the politics and ethics of relations in Les Grands 

Voisins.  

● 

Oslo. The longest day of the year. 18:49:53 hours. Seconds counted to the rhythm of electrons 

in caesium-133 atoms (adjusted in Norway in the Norwegian Metrology and Accreditation 

Service in Kjeller (22 km north-east of where we are). The summer solstice - in a few hours 

(13:18) - preceding the midsummer celebrations dedicated to St John by a few days. 

Cardiff.  Where is the nearest body of water? It’s (just after) 14:30 and high tide in Cardiff 

Bay: 10.18 meters. Not as high as yesterday. Lower than tomorrow. Waxing quarter moon. 

Filaments from the firmament continue to guide my research. They give me courage to 

invite cosmological attentions into interviews, conferences or events with the help of 

words, objects, sound and images. Another way of accounting for location (see Chapter 

4). The moon appears and reappears in London and Paris; in conversations, in dreams, 

in sketches, tides, or the night sky. Sometimes I initiate these appearances, others not. 

Lunar presences weave through experiences of commoning projects in concrete 

environments. I suggest that these practices of “making present”, these invitations are 

poetic practices. Echoing the techniques of Chapter 9, they offer ways of sensing and 

attending to the here and the elsewhere. To an elsewhere that is always present – across 

continents – yet never quite universal in how it lands. These invitations are practices that 

might seem anachronistic, naïve, or even lure attention away into a solely celestial 

imaginary. Yet…the moon’s presences, as filaments, thread themselves into material 

relations, its effects on bodies of water (human or otherwise), into questions of 

organising, into decisions, into orientations to earthly otherness.  

● 

CONCRETE 

COBBLESTONES  

We’ve been walking and talking for over an hour and Camille and I finally find a spot to sit in 

the cool November sun. We are talking about what the “common” means and the idea of a 

collective. For Camille, the relationship between individual and collective is embedded in the 

way in which chairs were made in Les Grands Voisins: “we made, I don’t know, 200, 300 

chairs in collective workshops, they’re all more or less the same shape but they were never 

made in the same way, it’s quite funny!”  
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We are sat on a concrete ledge with our backs against a concrete building, cracks in the 

concrete pavement separating us from a thinning communal garden outlined with concrete 

bricks. “Look at this little piece of moss for instance” Camille tells me “in a moment an ant is 

going to go by…it would be nice if everyone could observe these kinds of events” a pause to 

take in the autumnal atmosphere. “I mean we can’t focus on not crushing all the ants in our 

lives! … but maybe there’s something like…this piece of moss, rebel piece of moss coming to 

grow in the cracks of the pavement that’s supposed to protect our feet from the mud but there 

is still porosity, porosity we used to have with cobblestones”. 

As I re-listen to the recording, I think of concrete cobblestones that were made on site. 

One of the artists in residence was developing Le Pavé Parisien at the time – “ENCEINTE 

CONNECTÉE EN BÉTON !”  I had picked up the flier somewhere on site. Trained as a sound 

engineer, his project was to make cobblestone speakers made of concrete. At the closing 

festival for the Ateliers Partagés I seek him out and ask whether he’d be interested to 

collaborate on what later became the mémoire sonore project. 
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After asking around, I find Pax in the 

corridor hanging cobblestones from the 

ceiling with hand-woven macramé holders. 

“Come, I have heating!” we enter his 

warmer workspace and he shows me his set-

up for experimenting with the materials. A 

mould with an orange concrete cube is in the 

process of setting. “It’s quite a fun material: 

you can colour it, play with its texture and 

its acoustic properties make for a great 

speaker casing”. He tells me le pavé is a nod 

to May 1968 and his father’s family history 

as stone masons in the Parisian region. We 

discuss the project idea; he has some 

recordings to contribute, mostly quirky 

narratives from unexpected encounters.  

We get excited about working together and the kinds of installations we could make.  

After the closure of the studios, he leaves to develop his product from “Fabriqué à la main 

Aux Grands Voisins” to launch speakers “made in Paris” through a crowdfunding 

campaign out of a DIY-inspired start-up space. I can’t help but wonder whether May ’68 

will echo with the growing clientele. Yet…I learn with these playful practice of working 

with concrete, of attending to its material qualities and discursive connections. 

“I hadn’t released that the streets of Paris were paved following the use of cobblestones during 

protests in May 1968” I tell Camille. "Yes, they took out so many from the streets, to make 

barricades”. Pause. “We need to pay more attention if we want to live through the times of 

time” histories of social movements thread to an earthly elsewhere “that’s quite difficult in a 

temporary project because ecosystems take millennia to form, with animals, earth, soil, air, 

elements, millennia and today we might need to pay attention to that. Maybe that’s also why 

some people feel like outsiders in society today…” Thinking with concrete invites existential 

questions. 

□ 

SURFACES  
Please play Track 9.3 (1:00).  

Continue to read if you wish. 

 

Hear the concrete churning... 
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The second material most used on earth after water, concrete is easily left to builders, 

architects or civil engineers (Forty, 2013). Yet it cements my research environments.  

10.03.18 – London. Grey skies as I arrive. 
I take my bicycle off the train (the back is 
heavier with the new rack and pannier) and 
head off towards Bethnal Green. It’s been a 
couple months since I last cycled this route 
and construction work has shifted. It 
disorients me and when I arrive at Bank I 
pedal up. Sense I need to turn right…Ah, 
Threadneedle street! (It’s written on metal 
plaques adorning stone columns). Turn 
left. A few blocks. Where? I feel more and 
more disoriented. Tall buildings and 
construction work. Look up! The bare 
concrete façade is being gilded in glass 
from the top-down. I am back in Shanghai 
for a moment, but here streets are narrow. 
Stop. Take out my phone. Photo. Consult 
the offline map.   

Cycling in cities is a way to sense surfaces, bumps and cracks on the roads but also 

smooth surfaces of new construction for trading and luxurious consumption.  

3.11.18 – cycle round Bethnal Green with Sol to check out potential new spaces…nothing is 
black and white…”I used to be more / very critical of meanwhile spaces”, of different ways of 
gentrifying “but it’s more complex” … we feel more inspired after cycling around especially 
after seeing Cranbrook estate community garden.  

“Bicycle recces”35 are the best way to go on the lookout for potential new spaces and empty 

buildings in both London and Paris. There is a freedom in getting around by bicycle in a large 

city – though one that is not accessible to all (even physically able residents in Les Grands 

Voisins rely on the metro system to get around and the always insufficient supply of ‘free’ 

tickets). Weaving through shifting construction sites with rugged and smooth surfaces makes 

me think of something I recently read about global sand extraction.  

To make sense of concrete surfaces I felt a need to encounter the material, join the alchemists. 

My friend Katie and her garden became companions for the task: we mix tap water, yellow-

dyed sand from an unknown location and cement. “The perfect consistency for wet concrete is 

chocolate mousse” she tells me. She has been using concrete to make art installations but had 

 
35 ‘Recce’ is a common abbreviation in English for ‘reconnaissance’. 
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never thought of where the sand comes from – until now. Sand used for making concrete is 

rough (not the fine desert sand variety), eroding river banks in India and Sri Lankan sand 

dunes, leading to salt intrusion in the Mekong river Delta, decline in the coasts of Ghana, 

disappearing Indonesian islands and degraded Brazilian marshes (Torres, Brandt, Lear, & Liu, 

2017). We wonder why this one is coloured yellow. I later realise it’s not quite concrete…we 

were missing aggregate. 

 

 
 

□ 

The Common House has been home to many groups struggling against the injustice of 

what Nicholas Thoburn calls London’s “actively manufactured” housing crisis (2018, 

p.614). Concrete Action is one of these groups. It started as an architects’ whistleblowing 

platform for unethical planning and property development as the so-called crisis 

entangled private and state interests in the financialization of the city’s housing market 

and the demolition of council-owned housing under the guise of “regeneration” (Minton, 

2017; The Funambulist, 2015). Council estates such as Robin Hood Gardens were 

referred to by politicians and the media as “concrete monstrosities” (Thoburn, 2018, 

p.619), the very material many of these buildings were made from becoming a reason for 

their demolition. Thoburn points out how the reference to concrete among politicians and 

journalists appearing to defend inhabitants against horrid living environments was in fact 

used to “disguise and disavow what is the real object of hostility, the social form and 

visibility of the working-class estate” (2018, p.619).  



Echoes 

247 
 

Concrete is politically moulded. Precast concrete helped rebuild a post WWII France short 

in money and steel, and thirsty to develop a new state-sponsored industry.36 In the UK, 

post-war builders fabricated “fake” precast blocks to create the illusion of progress and 

rapid construction.37 

Concrete is unevenly inhabited. In Paris, between March and May 2018, 58 emergency 

shelters closed due to funding cuts while over 205,000 homes and many more offices, old 

hospitals or barracks stand empty.38  

Concrete is unevenly cared for. In London, Robin Hood Gardens has been demolished 

while the neighbouring Barbican still stands in good condition.39 (Though a portion of the 

now demolished housing estate is worthy enough to be purchased and displayed by the 

V&A Museum).40 Elsewhere. 

□ 

Rugged. Not considered a noble material, concrete surfaces are often large. An ideal surface 

for street art in Les Grands Voisins: “ça fait une ambiance cool”. The site’s photographer tells 

me they learned to think with large photos thanks to street artist. “It is a different kind of 

practice” to paste larger-than-life images on plain walls. Concrete surfaces welcome painting, 

scratching, pasting, graffiti-making. This “cool atmosphere” can certainly be co-opted into 

spaces for consumption that evacuate politics. Yet…in the mixing and craggy creativity, 

relations extend beyond the surface.  

Smooth. Pumped into cities, the material precipitates shiny surfaces and straight walls. Les 

Grands Voisins is being redeveloped into an ‘écoquartier’ and now in the second phase needs 

to “prefigure” the future neighbourhood. Offices are turned into a shopping gallery with hand-

crafted items at not very accessible prices. Yet… the new development now includes a 

cooperative housing project, less demolition, and more actually affordable housing than were 

in the initial plans…and those involved in the second phase still know how to find and feed 

the cracks.  

□ 

Allowing concrete’s pervasive presence to overwhelm the senses (an intrusion we saw in 

Chapter 12 can be maddening for some) are poetic gestures of commoning practices. 

They are not contradictory to the actions of collectives such as Concrete Action that might 

seem to focus on more narrowly human politics. In fact, welcoming the affective reach of 

material entanglements with concrete – through writing, forum theatre, poetry or spoken 

 
36 Sampled from Forty (2013, p.117).  
37 Sampled from Forty (2013, p.164). 
38 Numbers collated by members of Plateau Urbain involved in the SansToitPasSansNous campaign. 
39 Sampled from Thoburn (2018) and Wiles (2016). 
40 See Victoria & Albert Museum website (V&A, n.d.). 
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word – strengthens and grounds their work. Inviting affective intrusions means taking the 

risk of practising what Glissant refers to as a violent non-violence (1990, p.170), or what 

Retallack (2003) calls the “poethical wager” of doing creative practice when “the whole 

world seemed to be going to hell all around us” (p.44). For Retallack, this wager “is not 

voluntary”, it emerges from affective conditions (here, from concrete environments) and 

“creates a working ethos of attempting – to the utmost – the improbable” (p.62). Taking 

on the risk, or the wager, also invites an “unfolding of question after question” (Dixon et 

al., 2012, p.265): Where does the sand come from? The aggregate? Who/what are 

concrete surfaces in service of? Who/what benefits from the shine of smooth surfaces? 

When is the rugged co-opted? When will it crack? Who/what do the cracks damage, or 

indeed allow? What of the rubble? 

□ 

RUBBLE  

“Rubble exerts positive pressure on human practice and is constitutive of 

the spatiality of living places. But this is a presence defined by 

constellations that are more often than not disregarded in mainstream 

sensibilities.”  

Gordillo, 2014, p.11 

02.02.2018. Just after the full moon.  I am going to the reopening of La Lingerie – turned from 

‘restaurant/café associatif’ into a bar. Walking from Port Royal RER station towards Les 

Grands Voisins, the entrance is still the same even though the construction work is due to 

begin any day. Je tourne à droite pour entrer dans le site et tout est noir. Ça change. My eyes 

take a few seconds to adjust to the darkness. The moonlit red-brick chimney stack of the 

Chaufferie still stands, the distinctive tower that marks Saint-Vincent-de-Paul’s transition 

from a children’s home and hospice to modern maternity hospital (Borjon et al., 2013, p.166). 

It’s calm and quiet. The synthetic red Christmas tree is still in front of the Trocshop. I enter 

the bar. My notes read:  

no lights – hipsterized - wow the space - le béton est vide - less tables - acoustique de 
hangar - bar le long du mur - behind the bar - bien cachés - orange, red and yellow – 
geometrical shapes 

I knew that they had started working on the bar in early January and was surprised by the 

transformation. There is a DJ playing music and low lighting, I gravitate to the back of the 

room and in a noisy corner start speaking with familiar and tired bodies. I quickly learn they 

are part of the Collectif Gros Gravats (Rubble Collective) that “formed” (from members of 

Yes We Camp) in January 2018 to transform the community-run restaurant into a new 
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evening-only venue. They had been clearing construction mess until minutes before the doors 

opened to the public. Two of us talk for a while – my interlocutor’s heart is heavy, and mind is 

full of questions. I wonder if my role as somewhat-familiar-faced researcher invites intense 

introspection or whether it’s the time of night and exhaustion, or both. I note words and 

phrases on my phone as I take the bus back ‘home’: 

Argent . faire pour les autres. manger à 16h . les copains . copains . les copains . faire des 
bars et vendre des bières . on fait plus pour les autres . on oublie ses copains . ça fait 
dégueuler . vendre des bières à ses copains . des débiles . des bénévoles . mais c’est ni cool ni 
pas cool . il en faut pour faire vivre les petits projets . ville anthropocène . les pierres sont là 
depuis le 19eme siècle, à ce moment-là la relation était importante . plus maintenant . le 

passé+présent+futur. mais quels futurs ? quelles limites ? quelles sont les limites ? « collectif 

gros gravats » . t’as vu l’expo ? c’est une bonne blague. 

“On oublie ses copains” – The collective was formed of friends, who had worked together 

before. They worked against the clock to make sure the bar opened in good time to keep 

money flowing in. Flowing to support those working on the second phase of Les Grands 

Voisins as well as the setting up of new projects. But it’s disgusting, they lost sight of 

promises of care they had made to themselves, of having lunch breaks and not letting 

efficiency take over. “We no longer do things for each other. We forget our friends”. 

Sucked into the work of demolishing, bodies became rubble. I learn that the name Rubble 

Collective was adopted ironically. Many of those involved in the construction work had a 

background in art and design, a critical study of relations to materials, so even as rubble 

took over some members sustained attention with the uncomfortable intimacy of their 

surrounds. 

“T’as vu l’expo?” –– A paper stuck to a wooden board with orange tape sits in front of 

large pieces of rubble and reads “Vie de Chantier 41 – The last exhibition by the Rubble 

Collective”. A dry and intensely unmoving display of concrete, screws and construction 

site rubbish arranged in a grid of test tubes. There are some photographs of ‘before’ the 

works and sculptural rubble glove with spray foam fingers. Other explanatory panels 

include notes on ‘rubble’ and ‘construction site’. As I walk around what used to be the 

‘little living room’ I seem to be one of only a few attempting to read in the dimmed light.  

“Ville Anthropocene” –– If this is the site of an Anthropocene city then how is this relation 

to a geological epoch made manifest? Charlie points to one of the photographs from the 

historic study of the hospital telling me it revealed which walls were not structural, which 

ones were stone, and which ones filled in later with concrete blocks. I ask Charlie about 

the stones. “The stones are here since the 19th century, they were important then, not 

 
41 [Construction Site Life] 
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anymore, people don’t give a shit”. Still, these stones absent presence led to the intense 

proximity with concrete and to the collective joining the aggregate.  

“C’est une bonne blague !” –– Those of us in the corner of the room ask uncomfortable 

questions like “what are the limits?” in our collective projects (in terms of care, money, 

power, desire, friendship…). If the exhibition was a joke it was too obscure for some. 

□ 
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INVITING POETIC PRACTICES  

When was the last time you saw concrete? 

Today is a new moon 

Tide is rising swiftly, high around 2:07pm under London Bridge. 

Why isn’t there a river in Les Grands Voisins? 

In this chapter I turn to affective experiences in commoning projects that relate to 

something spirit-full, “cool” and perhaps a little magic that comes and goes. These 

affective experiences relate to writing on enchantment and spirituality of the commons 

(that Blencowe shows us result from disconnection and displacement), topics seldom if at 

all written about in scholarship on urban commoning. I show how performing such 

affective experiences through poetic commoning practices can cultivate relations that 

might be deemed incompatible with critical activism and rational thinking. Indeed, such 

practices can tether potentially volatile, ineffable, affects to everyday practices, to the 

crummy, messy, contradictory, imperfect, realities of concrete environments. 

Glissant’s writing on the poetics of what he calls la Relation [Relation] with a capital ‘R’ 

(1990, 1997) is a kind of writing on the poetic aspects of relational ethics. His work 

echoes in this chapter as a guide to identifying poetic commoning practices while at the 

same time defying us (me and you, the reader) to resist the desire to comprehend; 

practices that resist celebrations of “superficial beauty and a rootedness tied to 

essentialisms” (Last, 2017, p.161). The fragmented and partially-poetic style of the last 

three sections – Glitter On A Tip, The Moon, Concrete – is an attempt to incarnate this. It 

means taking the risk that the reader might lose the thread at some points, but hopefully 

find them again. Glissant (1990) reminds us that practising what he calls “an aesthetic of 

the earth” provides ways to re-imagine material relations within and beyond specific sites 

to the “here” and the “elsewhere”. Subaltern struggles and Indigenous movements also 

remind us that their knowledges have never just been rooted in a land or a place; they 

always cultivate what Leanne Simpson refers to as “internationalism” (2017a, p.57). 

Imaginaries and acts of solidarity are not stopped by institutional structures or nation-

states and inviting poetic practices into commoning, and poetic commoning practices into 

concrete environments might be a way of grounding the emancipatory potential of spirit-

full affects. Doing these things requires constant work, taking risks, feeling awkward 

(reminding us of discomfort, see Chapter 12), twisting tongues (as I have invited French 

into this manuscript), and trying to find “what is feverish” (Glissant, 1990, p.166) in the 

idea of relational worlds by grounding big questions in concrete environments. The 

samples that punctuate this thesis are also echoes of my imperfect and ongoing attempts 

at doing this work.   
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PART V – RESONANCES  

 

 

 

 

 

~ 

Please play Track 10. When the cello plays a sustained note  

please revisit the sample — earthbound — on pages 31-32. 

 

 

 

 

~ 
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15 |  CONSONANCES AND DISSONANCES   

The seeds of this thesis that I mention in the Preface were nourished by Sources (Part I), 

Orientations (Part II) and Locations (Part III), grounding them in multi-sited ethnographic 

research and commoning practices in Les Grands Voisins, The Common House, Paris, 

London and their in-betweens (Chapters 2 and 8). These locations inhabit the troubled 

grounds of environments bound up in practices of extraction and exploitation, where 

relations to land have either been severed by layers of concrete and tarmac, or become 

virtually rooted in toxic ideas of national and cultural identity.  

The echoes of this ethnographic research offer some responses to the questions that 

guide this work: What can we learn from practices of urban commoning in terms of 

cultivating relational worlds in concrete environments? How might collective affective 

experiences cultivate ethical relationalities? How might attending to the affects and 

practices of commoning projects help us (re)define what is ethical? How do questions of 

positionality and authorship shape the researcher’s own response-abilities? These 

responses include embracing discomforts (Chapter 12), reclaiming urgency (Chapter 13), 

inviting poetic practices (Chapter 14), tools for respectfully engaging with different 

knowledges, and a careful approach to composition.  

In this last chapter, I would like to invite the reader to consider how the preceding 

chapters resonate with the questions that guide this thesis, with each other across the 

different Parts (I, II, III, IV), and with the wider contexts of concrete environments. I 

started my research in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis and write its final pages in 

June 2020, five months after COVID-19 was declared a Public Health Emergency of 

International Concern by the World Health Organisation. The political ecologies of the 

SARS-CoV-2 virus have led to unprecedented effects on (more than human) social 

relations; another iteration in ongoing crises that alternative social projects strive to 

respond to.  

I explore such resonances through a deliberately provocative juxtaposition of 

consonances (˄top     ) and dissonances (     ˅bottom). Through (re)engaging with the 

echoes of troubling affects (Part IV), and (re)opening books, files, boxes and 

conversations, I write resonances that are more and less audible. I do not expect the 

reader to agree with the ordering, though hope it offers openings for further investigations 

and critical engagements. The consonances and dissonances in the following pages can 

either be read one after the other (in either order) or perhaps more awkwardly alongside 

each other as you turn from page to page (apologies for those reading on a 

screen, the horizontal reading does not work quite as well as paragraph 

do sometimes continue across pages within  ^top and ˅bottom sections). 
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The echoes of Discomfort, Urgencies and Enchantment Isn’t Cool were more and 

less immediately audible. As I outline in Chapter 10, discomforting affects were 

some of the first to emerge, clarifying the focus I would take in the thesis: 

materialising the intention stated in Chapter 1 of “staying with the trouble” 

(Haraway, 2016). The affective experiences I analyse in Chapters 12, 13 and 14 

are troubling affects: they can enhance “that which is stultifying, depleting, 

disempowering, individualizing and isolating” (Montgomery & bergman, 2017, p.54) 

when cohabiting in concrete environments. Yet, they also have generative 

potential when experienced in collective contexts that are grounded in a more than 

human understanding of sociality. 

Examining commoning practices was my way to ground quite broad questions of 

“cultivating relational worlds”. This was a deliberate move to focus on collective 

action and more than human relations, to place my analytical “frame” on what I 

later learned to call phenomena with material feminist scholars (see Chapter 5). 

However, I did not necessarily plan to articulate my analysis in terms of 

affects/affective experiences and how they relate to practices, as I ended up doing 

in the sections on Practising Discomfort (Chapter 12), Practising Urgencies 

(Chapter 13) and the poetic sections Glitter On A Tip, The Moon and Concrete 

(Chapter 14) 

˄ consonances 
dissonances ˅ 

The echoes of Discomfort, Urgencies and Enchantment Isn’t Cool offer new insights 

into ways of conceptualising collective affects in relation to commoning projects. 

Identifying these has come from working with many materials and a commitment to 

respectful engagement with the politics and practices of all those involved in Les 

Grands Voisins or The Common House. Nevertheless, the words and conceptual 

work that I compose in the thesis might be slightly awry from collective projects; for 

instance, some may not wish to reclaim urgency, whether discursively or otherwise. 

~ 

The echoes have glitches and absences where waves clashed or didn’t quite make 

it through to the page, keyboard or screen. Some of these have accompanied me 

throughout the journey. I have only recently begun to grapple with others. I want to 

attend to those that trouble me, that do not quite resonate with the narrative that 

completing a thesis required.  
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Identifying collective affective practices recently led me to Margaret Wetherell’s 

(2012, 2015) work that brings together scholarship on affect and emotion with 

research in social psychology. The resonances with her work help me articulate 

the importance of this focus. For instance, in her analysis of Sara Ahmed’s writing, 

Wetherell (2015) argues that focusing on “affective practice” as the unit of analysis 

allows relationality to “re-appear” – contrasting it to Ahmed’s “circulating emotion” 

(p.160). This emphasises why it is crucial to theorise with doing (here, material and 

discursive practices of commoning) to ensure relational worldings remain audible. 

What is more, maintaining the emphasis on practices has been a way to tease out 

the threads of entangled commoning by examining how relations are cultivated 

through juxtapositions, the making and unmaking of boundaries, inclusions and 

“constitutive exclusions” (Barad, 2007, p.93). Such dis-entanglements require 

attending to different more than human agencies and phenomena, thus not getting 

caught up in an all-too-human understanding of sociality. 

Coming back to the three echoes: how do embracing discomforts, reclaiming 

urgency, or inviting poetic practices resonate with each other in terms of cultivating 

relational worlds? 

˄ consonances 
dissonances ˅ 

Bringing together research on affect, emotion and social psychology, Margaret 

Wetherell’s (2008, 2015) writing on affective practices draws attention to a glitch in 

my theorising on affect. I have not explicitly addressed what Wetherell (2015) 

considers the non-trivial “social psychological choices” (p.161) one makes when 

studying affect as experiences that involve “practical human relational work” 

(p.159). This is not because I have not considered them; it is part of a deliberate 

move during my research journey I mention in Chapter 4 away from concepts of 

collective subjectivity, one that allowed me to orient myself more fully to theorising 

with affect and material feminist and Indigenous and anticolonial scholarship on 

relationality and relational ethics (see Part II).  

As we have seen in Chapter 5, decentring human agency does not, however, 

decentre questions of different accountabilities, so eschewing questions of 

subjectivity altogether may still be inadequate (see Dunst & Edwards, 2011; 

Nightingale, 2019). Continuing to focus on subjectivity, however, grated against my 

commitment and ability to make sense of and investigate more than human 

commoning, both in my own analyses and in my reading of work attempting to 

expand the notion of the collective in emancipatory projects.  
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This thesis is guided by the notion that cultivating relational worlds requires 

enacting relational ethics, and that such attention to relationality requires an 

“attentiveness to existing power asymmetries” (Barad 2007, p.219) among humans 

and in relation to more than human assemblages (see Chapter 5). In fact, what 

guided me towards alternative social projects is their (often implicit) “ethos of 

collective responsibility and care towards the world” (Dawney, 2013a, p.34). 

Another notion that guides the thesis is that such collective responsibility is not 

equally distributed nor the result of individual will; relational ethics also requires 

understanding responsibility as the “ability to respond” (Barad, 2007, p.392), 

configurations of agency that are determined by particular assemblages of 

materials, substances, bodies, events, discourses, feelings or knowledges. 

The affective practices that I attend to emerge from the particular contexts of Les 

Grands Voisins and The Common House, but also of my reading of these projects 

through the wider context of concrete environments. As such, while I do not seek 

to make any generalisations from this research, I do think that it can have 

relevance beyond the particular projects I have been learning with. 

˄ consonances 
dissonances ˅ 

Introducing the notion of subjects, subjectivity and subjectivation brought additional 

layers of theorising that tended to return the analytical focus to human individuals 

and collectives, for instance: identifying where affects become conscious through 

pre-subjective or precognitive processes, theorising subjectivity and subjectivation 

as mediators between social and embodied experiences (Protevi, 2009; Dawney, 

2013), or examining at what point individuals come into being with capacities for 

individual and collective responses with concepts of pre-individuation, individuation 

and trans-individuation (McCormack, 2003; Dunst & Edwards, 2011; Grosz, 2012).  

Such theoretical layers made it difficult for me to respectfully engage with material 

feminist, Indigenous and anticolonial modes of thinking-and-doing outlined in 

Chapter 5. It is then through omission that I express a social psychological 

understanding of affect that refuses the idea of universal basic emotions and avoids 

the danger of badly translating social psychological research on collectives in ways 

that disassociate collective practices from their social and political contexts. 

Other omissions are perhaps not as reasoned. Reading a near final version of the 

thesis, a friend from The Common House wonders about absences in relation to 

race and racism; ones that betray my own unease and analytical limitations.   
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Part IV of this thesis is called echoes precisely because it brings together 

experiences located with two projects and two cities (Chapters 2 and 8), with 

theoretical, philosophical and political sources (Part I) and orientations (Parts II). In 

this thesis, I offer learning with two commoning projects as a way to examine what 

relational ethics might entail in different concrete environments. This is an 

analytical move that involves the provocative and careful ‘jumping of scales’ 

mentioned in Chapter 8. I suggest that attending to troubling affective resonances, 

atmospheres and experiences, can help identify orientations towards collective 

practices that might be generative in other sites. Sites that redefine urban nature, 

are austere, full of cracks, involve alchemy and always earthbound; sites in Europe 

or elsewhere, where settler colonialism has/and/or continues to emerge. 

Examining questions of ethics and emancipatory politics through attention to affect 

certainly has resonances of Spinozist thought (Gatens & Lloyd, 1999; Hardt & 

Negri, 2004; Williams, 2007; Ruddick, 2010). It also resonates with Montgomery 

and bergman’s writing on Joyful Militancy (2017) which draws on Spinozist and 

autonomous scholarship and conversations with Indigenous, Black, anarchist and 

radical scholars-friends-comrades. 

˄ consonances 
dissonances ˅ 

Aren’t the résidents in Les Grands Voisins often visibly and audibly “other” and 

subject to “othering”? Doesn’t structural racism show in the mere fact that the local 

authority of the 14th arrondissement did not want Association Aurore to open a day 

centre for migrants in Spring 2018 as the second phase of the project was starting? 

Doesn’t it matter that most of the people involved in coordinating and organising in 

The Common House and Les Grands Voisins are white, middle-class and formally 

educated, often to graduate level? Doesn’t it matter that creating an ‘infrastructure 

for radical left organising’ still clangs with practices that engage with local and wider 

“communities” in Paris and London? 

These questions demand sustained attention as current crises and their entangled 

temporalities lead to enhanced cynicism, and make identitarian and structurally 

racist political practices all the more visible; for instance, with the rise in far-right 

environmentalism (Gorostiza, 2020). These questions remind us to consider what 

might be “lost in the jump” between scales (Hollin et al., 2017, p.925), when insights 

come from learning with specific sites. Hearing ‘embracing discomfort’, ‘reclaiming 

urgencies’ or ‘inviting poetic practices’ as transposable slogans brings the danger of 

these becoming rigid or essentialising when detached from concrete contexts.   
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From these conversations, they define ethics not as “individualized set of fixed 

principles (as in consumer ethics or personal ethics) but instead a capacity to be 

attuned to [emphasis added] the situation, to be immersed in it, and to create 

something emergent [emphasis added] out of the existing conditions” (p.202). I 

highlight two aspects of their sentence to emphasise how examining and 

composing affective practices has generative potential: they nurture capacities to 

“attune to”, what I refer to in this thesis as sensing and attending, and emphasise 

the differential response-abilities that relational ethics entail.  

In Chapters 12 and 13, I mention that discomforting resonances and urgent 

atmospheres can be generative when embracing collective feelings of unease and 

sowing temporal sensibilities. ATTENTION! In fact, in the section in Chapter 12 

with this title shows how the lack of sense-abilities among individuals and 

collectives can lead to destructive and dangerous relations. 

˄ consonances 
dissonances ˅ 

Violent and destructive material relations can also be “difficult to reverse, especially 

if they are instantiated through vast socio-technical networks” (Hollin et al., 2017, 

p.935). The COVID-19 pandemic makes such relations apparent, for instance with 

the suspension of scrutiny for extractive industries (Bainton, Owen & Kemp, 2020), 

or the intensification of existing struggles for environmental justice between 

Indigenous peoples and mining, oil, and gas companies (Bernauer & Slowey, 2020; 

Milanez & Vida, 2020). Indeed, the potential for cultivating emancipatory affective 

relations through awkwardly uneven response-abilities might already be foreclosed.  

The diffractive composition in the thesis also hints at dissonances in my relations 

with both projects and of those involved in the projects with this research. What 

happens when I frame my research with the terms of commoning, a word that is not 

directly translatable in French? My own creative practices have also been geared 

towards an anglophone reader though thinking-and-doing with multiple languages 

has influenced my research in more ways that I have probably accounted for (or 

able to at this moment). It will also be an ongoing commitment to connect the 

projects beyond conversations on either side of the Channel; perhaps one that will 

never be “achieved”. What does this say about the different politics of organising 

and urban planning in Paris and London, France and the UK? What implications 

does this have for nurturing practices that generate collective and differential 

capacities to respond in such places? How might embracing discomfort, reclaiming 

urgency or inviting poetic practices in fact differ in different contexts?  
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One way to cultivate such sense-abilities is to ensure discomfort and urgency are 

experienced as collective affects or common notions rather than individual 

emotions: meetings or assemblies provide spaces for such feelings to be openly 

discussed and imperfectly addressed, unsettling perspectives shared through 

friendship and partial intimacies, practices of repair and care that involve other 

bodies and existents that might not be easy to relate with, sharing and learning 

histories of commoning and resistance, finding these in murals, conversations or 

cobbled stones, being immersed in unsettling juxtapositions. These are some of 

the ways in which affects are collectively experienced in commoning projects, and 

which can be learned from beyond these particular contexts. 

In Chapter 12, I also mention the connection between cultivating the sensibilities 

that allow for discomfort to be generative and the concept of vulnerability: the 

absence of vulnerability can lead to wilful ignorance and violence (Gilson, 2011; 

Tuana, 2008) while the awkwardness of “a mutual vulnerability and a sense of 

disconcertion” (Lorimer, 2014, p.196) can lead to discomfort that is generative of 

ethical (more than human) relationality. The link between vulnerability and 

response-ability has taken on new meanings in the context of the recent COVID-19 

pandemic that I can only begin to articulate in saying it is perhaps a connection 

that warrants further attention.  

˄ consonances 
dissonances ˅ 

I have alluded in Chapter 13 to how the intensity required to cultivate cracks can 

become exclusive to young and often privileged bodies, thus making 

intergenerational solidarity difficult. Une déchirure trop vaste, cracks too deep 

where nurturing sensibilities to multiple temporalities and the thick “now” or urgency 

is just too exhausting. Cracks mined by centuries of violence, colonialism, racism-

come-structural and dispossession that lead to a socialised invulnerability that 

cannot allow discomfort to be generative, where the ATTENTION! called for in 

Chapter 12 becomes inaudible. Also, what does this say about the way in which my 

learning has also changed practices in The Common House and Les Grands 

Voisins? I have included this in the thesis, in my role in the projects in Chapter 8, 

my participation in events such as the manifesto writing or campaigns in Chapter 

13, or collaboration in the mémoire sonore project in Chapter 14. Some readers 

may find these mentions too brief, betraying ambivalence and uncertainty towards 

my own actions, or a dissatisfaction with my lack of courage to embrace discomfort, 

or a feeling that I am already too present in the text in other ways.  
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A second way to cultivate sense-abilities is through inviting poetic practices into 

collective projects. In Chapter 14, I show how poetic commoning practices nurture 

the ability to sense and attend and draw on the politics and ethics of entangled 

commoning in concrete environments. Chapters 12 and 13 thus act as 

companions to the creative practices performed in Chapter 14. Such poetic 

practices embrace discomforts and attend to complex spatio-temporal relations 

that might be reclaimed through collective practices in response to urgent rhythms 

of crises. Anticolonial and feminist writing provide helpful echoes for such poetic 

commoning practices: in Glissant’s poetics of the earth – or geopoetics (Last, 

2017) – and Retallack’s (2003) poethical attitude. 

In order to write about practices of sensing and attending, it seems evident that as 

researcher and writer, I also had to develop such capacities: I did this through the 

techniques described in Chapter 9 and collaborations that have accompanied my 

research journey (see Preface). While the linearity and necessarily methodical 

narrative of the thesis suggests a stepwise process and apparent proficiency from 

my part, the visual outline of my thesis in the Preface along with these resonances 

should act as a reminder of the more emergent and messy quality of the research 

process. In fact, hearing and composing echoes was essential for me to clarify and 

present my fieldwork techniques (Chapter 9) and compositional approach to 

analysis (Chapter 10). I have also tried to compose in Chapter 14 in a way that 

dispels any notion of mastery from my part, whether it be in my sound recordings, 

sketching or attention to lunar cycles. 

˄ consonances 
dissonances ˅ 

This is a necessary presence on the page, given my commitment to locating and 

situating knowledge and knowledge-making practices (see Chapter 4), one that is 

required for respectfully engaging with non-Euro-centric knowledges (see Chapter 

3). This engagement has been and remains awkward and unsettling; and so it 

should. If I mention scholars as Indigenous or Black, does this presuppose that the 

“default” is white, or is it part of a respectful politic of recognition? Perhaps it is a 

way to resist the regionalism that might result in attempting to write other versions 

of “Western” knowledges; a citational version of the “internationalism” Leanne 

Simpson (2017a) refers to?  
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Attending to discomfort, urgency and ineffable affects are also ways of reckoning 

with the difficulties of enacting, practising or recovering more than human ethical 

relations in concrete environments, particularly in the context of Western Europe. I 

have sought to respectfully engage with non-Euro-centric place-thought in the task 

of imagining other versions of “Western knowledges”, perhaps to allow me to read 

European scholarship and practices that orient and locate my work differently, 

perhaps with more animation and discernment. These are practices of learning 

with, of seeking affinity that take place in multiple directions: as Yellowknives Dene 

scholar Glen Coulthard reminds us, knowledges “within non-Indigenous settler 

traditions” have also “suffered their own erasure” (Montgomery & bergman, 2017, 

p.117). Such knowledges wiggle into entangled commoning scholarship and 

practice, material feminist writing, more than human geographies and geopoetics, 

in ways that cannot always be traced or fit within scholarly genealogies. These are 

resonances to continue to listen out for. 

˄ consonances 
dissonances ˅ 

In his interview with Nick Montgomery and carla bergman (2017), Yellowknives 

Dene scholar Glen Coulthard reminds us that “exploring affinities between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous traditions and forms of life raises a lot of questions” 

(p.118). Questions about appropriation, identity, and the “deep ambivalence to the 

recovery of non-Indigenous traditions or the creation of new alternatives, especially 

those that involve direct connections to land” (p.118). In Chapter 14, I take 

guidance from Édouard Glissant whose perspective echoes with feminist writers 

that have been concerned with the dangers of both dogged rootedness and 

untethered nomadism. Caren Kaplan (2005 [1996]) reminds us to approach 

“location as an ‘axis’ rather than a place” (p.183) to imagine, and I would add 

practice, the contradictory, ambivalent and complex kinds of situatedness that 

concrete environments require. Why not turn to spiritual ecofeminism and the 

recovery of Celtic or pre-Christian traditions of connection to seasons, beings and 

landscapes that echo in some of the movements I mention in Chapters 2 and 6? 

How to engage with environmental movements such as Extinction Rebellion where 

such engagements are perhaps more readily embraced, sometimes leading to 

excluding and exclusive practices, though often with the most emancipatory 

intentions? Engaging with non-Euro-centric traditions also raises questions about 

the very idea of the commoning: if “attempts to ‘reclaim the commons’ can erase 

Indigenous presence” in settler colonial contexts (Montgomery & bergman, 2017, 

p.118), what of such practices and projects in European concrete environments?  
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Concrete is a curious material. It has been an awkward companion and one which 

I expect will continue to lead me to “unexpected collaborations and combinations” 

(Haraway, 2016, p.4); perhaps not piles of hot compost but of silica or toxic 

alchemy, echoes of other earthly tears and ongoing resistance. I am grateful to 

friends and collaborators in The Common House and Les Grands Voisins with 

whom I have shared my thinking and processing along the way, especially as the 

“final” stages of bringing everything together. The samples that punctuate the 

thesis and elaboration of concrete environments in Chapter 1, for instance, form 

part of my ongoing engagement with the Concrete Action collective based in 

London. Friends in the collective have shared how this work provides a way of 

articulating the reasons why they are doing tremendous work gathering and 

analysing huge amounts of data from planning databases and calling out the 

exploitative profit-driven construction and “regeneration” practices in the UK’s 

capital. This is one of what I expect and hope will be numerous ongoing 

conversations about how to share this work, as a coming together of helpful 

provocations for commoning projects and collective endeavours that seek to 

cultivate more than human relational ethics in concrete environments. 

˄ consonances 
dissonances ˅ 

Concrete is a curious material. It solicits attention and energies often unevenly 

supplied (see Chapter 14). In Paris and London concrete is part of environments 

that attract desires of material and affective possession (nice flats, beautiful places, 

cool neighbourhoods, successful careers…), that feed defeatist notions of “human 

nature” as individualistic and egotistical and feelings of individual guilt and duty – all 

present and mentioned to me in my learning with The Common House and Les 

Grands Voisins. I have focused on how unsettling affects of concrete environments 

might be generative for cultivating ethical relations within the “cracks”. But cracks 

under too much pressure turn concrete to rubble…not always as playfully 

recuperated as in Les Grands Voisins (see Chapter 14). Rubble is also the after 

effect of destroyed existents, the echoes of wars waged at a distance yet whose 

destruction spreads beyond borders, the echoes of violence perpetrated nearby 

towards those who inhabit the undercommons and/or those disregarded other than 

humans relations. “Les gens s’en foutent de la pierre de y’a 100 ans, on s’en fou”. If 

rubble draws attention to “places that were negated to create the geographies of 

the present” (Gordillo, 2014, p.11) then perhaps more attention must be paid to 

such negations. Will attempting to cultivate relational worlds in the cracks of 

concrete environments ever be emancipatory (enough)? 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1 – USE OF TYPEFACE AND FONT 

As I mention in the Preface, all the typefaces used in this thesis are open source, and in 

more detail below. (Note that I made the choice to not purchase fonts for this project, 

though supporting artists working on the politics of typeface may be something to 

consider in the future).  

Technical note: a typeface, also known as a font family, is the overall design of a lettering 

style. A typeface can include variations in font such as bold, italics, condensed, 

capitalisation etc. A font is the specific version of a typeface that is being used. 

~ 

I use the open source Liberation font families under SIL Open Font License, metrically 

compatible with standard Microsoft Office fonts (e.g. Arial, Times New Roman or Courier 

New), for the following:  

- regular text is in Liberation Sans 

- ethnographic narrative is in Liberation Serif 

- quote from interviews are in dark grey and Liberation Serif Italics 

- EXCERPT FROM DOCUMENTS ARE A BROWN AND SMALL CAPS VERSION OF LIBERATION SANS 

- notes for the reader are in grey Liberation Mono 

The text from fieldnotes is Grundschrift, a typeface designed by Christian Urff, imitating the 
simplified form of handwriting adopted by the German School Teachers’ Union in 2011 for 
learning to write. It is one of the clearer open source handwriting typefaces available and has a 
provocative connection to formal education. 

Grundschrift is available to download on the open source Font Library repository: 

https://fontlibrary.org/en/font/grundschrift. 

The title, five PARTS and five SAMPLES are in Infini, a typeface designed by Sandrine Nugue 

which I came across with Les Grands Voisins. It is one of the three typefaces used for 

communications in the project and chosen because its spirit resonated with that of the 

project: it was commissioned by the French Centre National des Arts Plastiques (CNAP) 

[National Centre for Fine Arts] to raise awareness of the craft involved in designing and 

typesetting: described as a ‘design for the future’ that also draws on the histories of 

Western typography. The text below is an excerpt from a message on Slack from the team 

of designers in Les Grands Voisins which explains their choice, and also shares other 
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typefaces designed specifically for the project. I have not used the other typefaces as 

these were less easy to read.  

Infini is available to download for free on the “Graphisme en France" website hosted by 
the CNAP: http://www.cnap.graphismeenfrance.fr/infini/en/. The page also includes more 
information about the CNAP-sponsored project. 

Text from Yes We Camp designers involved in Les Grands Voisins at the end of the first 
phase, sharing their choice of open source typeface and own designs created during the 
project: 

*** BONJOUR À TOUS *** 

*** CADEAUX D'AUTOMNE À TOUS LES VOISINS ! *** 

:SUNGLASSES::NERD_FACE: 

VOICI LES POLICES UTILISEES DEPUIS 2 ANS SUR LE PROJET DES GRANDS VOISINS. L'IDEE DE DEPART 

ETAIT DE N'UTILISER QUE DES POLICES LIBRES DE DROITS OU DE LES DESSINER NOUS-MEME, POUR 

COMMUNIQUER SUR LE PROJET. C'EST CHOSE FAITE ! VOUS POUVEZ LES INSTALLER SUR VOS 

ORDINATEURS ET LES UTILISER COMME BON VOUS SEMBLE. 

— LA GRANDE ZIZINE : DESSINEE A PARTIR DE L'ENSEIGNE DE L'HOPITAL "MEDECINE DU TRAVAIL", 
CETTE POLICE EST PLUTOT DESTINEE A DU GROS TITRAGE POUR DE LA SIGNALETIQUE OU AFFICHAGE 

GRAND FORMAT. CETTE POLICE CONTIENT AUSSI TOUT UN TAS DE PICTOGRAMMES EN RAPPORT AVEC LA 

SIGNALETIQUE ET L'ESPACE DES GRANDS VOISINS (SYMBOLES DES LIEUX, LOGOS DU PROJET ET DES 

STRUCTURES PILOTES EN FONT EGALEMENT PARTIE ^^). VOUS LES TROUVEREZ DANS L'OUTIL "GLYPHES" 
DE VOS LOGICIELS ADOBE ! 

— LA PETITE ZIZINE : DESSINEE A LA MAIN, CETTE POLICE CONTIENT PLUSIEURS VERSIONS D'UNE MEME 

LETTRE, ET SE RAPPROCHE DU LETTRAGE DU LOGOTYPE DES GRANDS VOISINS. COMME SI LES AFFICHES 

AVAIENT ETE CREEES AU MARQUEUR, DIRECTEMENT SUR LA PAPIER, CETTE POLICE SE VEUT JOYEUSE, 
CONVIVIALE ET MOBILE ! ELLE CONTIENT EGALEMENT DANS SES GLYPHES LE LOGO DES GRANDS VOISINS 

AINSI QUE D'AUTRES PETITES SURPRISES POUR AGREMENTER VOS VISUELS :WINK: 

— L'INFINI : DESSINEE PAR LA TYPOGRAPHE SANDRINE NUGUE, CETTE POLICE DE CARACTERE AU NOM 

TRES EVOCATEUR PAR RAPPORT AU PROJET DES GRANDS VOISINS NOUS A PLU POUR SON DESSIN A LA 

FOIS HISTORIQUE ET CONTEMPORAIN. ELLE EST EN LIBRE TELECHARGEMENT SUR INTERNET (PROJET 

FINANCE PAR LE CNAP ET LE MINISTERE DE LA CULTURE). POUR EN SAVOIR PLUS SUR LA POLICE, PAR ICI 

—> HTTP://WWW.CNAP.GRAPHISMEENFRANCE.FR/INFINI/INFORMATIONS 

— BONUS : LA BIBLIOTHÈQUE DE PICTOGRAMMES DES GRANDS VOISINS. 

CE FICHIER CONSTITUE LA LANGUE VISUELLE DES GRANDS VOISINS (QUE VOUS AVEZ PU VOIR SUR LES 

LETTRES DES VOISINS NOTAMMENT) ET A ETE AGREMENTE DEPUIS 2 ANS AU FIL DES EVENEMENTS. VOUS 

POUVEZ L'OUVRIR SUR ILLUSTRATOR ET COPIER-COLLER LES SYMBOLES QUI VOUS INTERESSENT POUR 

VOS DOCUMENTS ET VISUELS ! 

:HERB::THE_HORNS: 

CHALEUREUSEMENT, 

LES GRAPHISTES DE YES WE CAMP 
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APPENDIX 2 – PROJECT INFORMATION SHEETS 

Below, project information sheets for ethnographic interviews in English and French (I), 

and information sheet for group activities (G).  

Project Information Sheet    (I) 
 
Title:  Nurturing collective ethical politics: re-imagining urban 

commoning practices through human non-human relations 

My name is Elona Hoover and I am sharing this information as part of my invitation for you to take 
part in my doctoral research project at the University of Brighton. This purpose is for you to 
understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please get in touch with me if 
there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information.  

Take your time to decide whether or not you wish to take part,  
and remember your decision is not final. 

What is the purpose of the research? The purpose of the research is to explore how practices in 
projects of make urban commons – or ‘commoning’– can nurture our ability to take collective 
responsibility for people and planet. In particular, I am interested in exploring how relationships and 
interactions between people, natural, built and virtual environments within such projects might 
nurture different ways of being in the world. 
 
Why me? You are actively involved in a collective that is engaged in urban ‘commoning’. 
 
Do I have to take part? No. It is up to you to decide whether you’d like to take part. If you do, you 
will be given a copy of this form and asked to sign a consent form. You are free to withdraw at any 
time and without giving a reason. If, as a member of the collective, you decided to withdraw or not 
take part this will not affect your membership to your group or ability to take part in regular activities.  
 
What will happen if I take part?  
You will be invited to take part in ongoing conversations, that will hopefully take the form of a 
longitudinal interview, about your experiences of taking part in ‘practices of commoning’.  
 
The interviews will involve listening and making things as well as speaking. These will take place 
over the course of 8 months, from November 2017 to June 2018. We will agree the timing and 
frequency, but I would estimate between 2-10 hours over the course of eight months. 

 
I know it is difficult to commit to such a long period of time, so I would encourage you to take part 
and see how much you are able to commit to, we can revisit this at any time. We may end up 
speaking only once or twice, or you may wish to share this commitment with someone else. That’s 
also fine. 

The ethnographic interviews will be audio recorded, and may also include taking photographs, or 
making audio recordings together. You can choose whether you want to be recognisable in any such 
recordings. 
 
Expenses: Travel expenses can be reimbursed if we are meeting in addition to your usual activities 
with the collective. 
 
What are the possible disadvantages or risks of taking part? I’d like to hear from you, but it is 
unlikely to be anything other than feeling uncomfortable with certain topics of conversation, or 
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unusual activities during the interviews (e.g. drawing, or making things). I would encourage you to 
embrace such discomfort, and perhaps see it as a necessary part of making commons.  
 
What are the possible benefits of taking part? Some potential benefits include reflecting on your 
relations to others, and reflecting on your practice as a group, exploring new practices or skills, 
having fun. We may identify further benefits together as the research progresses. 
 
What will happen if I don’t want to carry on? You are free to withdraw at any time and without 
giving a reason. If you choose to withdraw after having started, I will not use any of our conversations 
for my research. However, some of our conversations may be influenced my own thinking, and I will 
check with you whether I should be aware of any specific aspects, and try to limit referring to these 
in my research.  
 
What will happen to the research findings? The research will be used in the publication and 
dissemination of my doctoral thesis at the University of Brighton (e.g. at conferences, in non-
academic and academic articles). If you agree to take part, you will have the option of being named 
in the research or not. 
 
Will information from the research be kept confidential? All information from the project will be 
stored in secure cabinets, password-protected server at the University of Brighton and password 
protected hard drive. Identifiable data will be accessible by myself and my supervisors. Data will be 
shared with yourself and other project collaborators in the process of analysis, and in any 
publications and project dissemination, and you can choose to be named or not. Limits to 
confidentiality: if you disclose that you or anyone else is at risk of harm, then I may have to share 
this information with relevant parties in order to seek advice and help. 
 
Contact Details: For any further information about the research, please feel free to contact me 
directly. Email: E.Hoover1@uni.brighton.ac.uk  Telephone: +44(0)7722177737 
 
If you have any concerns or complaints about the research, please contact the School of 
Environment and Technology, Cockcroft Building, University of Brighton, BN2 4GJ: 
Email: entec@brighton.ac.uk   Telephone: +44(0)1273 644644 

 

 
 
FICHE D’INFORMATION      (I) 
Intitulé du projet:  La fabrique du commun en milieu urbain : 

comment soutenir une politique du collectif au-delà 
de l’humain ? 

Votre participation se fera dans le cadre d’une thèse en géographie humaine que je mène à 
l’Université de Brighton. Ces entretiens dans la durée forment partie d’une recherche 
ethnographique sur le site des Grands Voisins.  

Je vous fais part de cette fiche pour que vous ayez toutes les informations nécessaires par rapport 
au projet et votre participation.  

Quels sont les objectifs du projet ? L’objectif de mon projet est de comprendre de quelles façons 
les relations au sein des espaces de mixité en milieu urbain peuvent favoriser des pratiques et 
politiques du collectif. Je m’intéresse particulièrement aux relations que l’on peut avoir avec ‘l’autre’ 
– aussi bien avec d’autres personnes que d’autres choses ou corps - et l’impact que ces relations 
peuvent avoir sur notre façon de comprendre et de prendre action pour le collectif ou le ‘commun’. 
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Est-ce que je peux me retirer du projet ? Vous pouvez arrêter à tout moment.  
 
Qu’est-ce que je vais faire ? Je vais vous inviter à dialoguer avec moi au cours de mes visites aux 
Grands Voisins – (tous les mois/2 mois), entre Novembre 2017 et Juillet 2018. Dans l’idéal, les 
entretiens se feront dans la durée, avec les premiers aux Grands Voisins (avant le 31 décembre 
2017). Nous pourrons décider ensemble du lieu de rencontre pour les entretiens suivants.  
Cependant, si vous ne pouvez pas faire dans la durée (ou ne savez pas si ce sera possible), c’est 
pas grave – nous pouvons commencer par un entretien et voir pour la suite. 

Les entretiens se feront de manière informelle, par exemple en marchant sur le site, ou ‘hors murs’. 
Ils prendront entre 1-2 heures, suivant si je vous accompagne dans vos activités, par exemple. Si 
vous le faites dans la durée, ça reviendra à entre 8 et 12 heures d’entretiens au cours des 8-9 mois 
de recherche. 

 
Frais : Je me déplacerais vers vous tant que possible, si vous devez faire un déplacement spécial 
pour me rencontrer, je rembourserais vos frais de transport au sein de Paris. 
  
Et si je préfère ne pas continuer ? Vous pouvez arrêter à n’importe quel moment. Si vous voulez 
vous retirer complètement, je n’utiliserais pas nos conversations dans mes recherches. Cependant, 
nos conversations auront influencé ma pensée, et certaines réflexions seront difficiles à supprimer.  
 
Comment les résultats seront-ils partagés ? Les résultats formeront partie de ma thèse, et vous 
aurez l’option d’être nommé/e ou pas dans la forme construite (en anglais). J’ai aussi l’intention de 
partager une forme réduite pour contribuer à la restitution du projet des Grands Voisins, mais je 
vérifierais avec vous quel format serait le plus approprié.  
 
Confidentialité. Tous les entretiens en forme ‘brut’ seront gardés de manière confidentielle. 
L’information identifiable pourra être vue par moi-même ainsi que mes directeurs de thèse à 
l’université de Brighton. Je partagerais les données de nos entretiens avec vous directement si vous 
le souhaitez, ainsi que la forme construite. Limites à la confidentialité : je devrai rompre l’accord de 
confidentialité si je comprends vous ou une autre personne est mis/e en danger. 
 
Coordonnées : n’hésitez pas à me joindre – Elona Hoover – si vous avez des questions : 
E.Hoover1@uni.brighton.ac.uk  ou  téléphone: +33(0)6 88 51 24 88 / +44(0)7722177737 (BG et 
whatsapp) 
 
Si vous avez des soucis avec la recherche, veuillez prendre contact avec : School of Environment 
and Technology, Cockcroft Building, University of Brighton, BN2 4GJ: 
Email: entec@brighton.ac.uk  Téléphone: +44(0)1273 644644 

 

 

Project Information Sheet    (G) 
 
Title: Nurturing collective ethical politics: re-imagining commoning practices through human 
non-human relations 
 
My name is Elona Hoover and I am sending you this information to invite you to collaborate in a 
research project that is part of my PhD at the University of Brighton. It is important for you to 
understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please talk to others about the 
project or get in touch with me if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more 
information.  
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What is the purpose of the research? The purpose of the research is to explore how practices 
that make urban commons – or ‘commoning’ practices – can nurture our ability to take collective 
responsibility (for people and planet). I particular, I am interested in collaborating with collectives 
engaged in making urban commons to explore what kinds of interactions between people, natural, 
built and virtual environments might best enable us to create spaces that nurture solidary, ecological 
politics of openness. 
 
Why us? Your collective is actively engaged in making urban commons. 
 
Do I have to take part? No. It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do, you will 
be asked, along with the group, to consent verbally to me taking notes or taking audio recordings 
whenever I am present within group activities. If you decide you do not want to take part I will give 
you the option for me to (i) not record anything, or (ii) not participate in the activities so this will not 
affect your membership to your group or ability to take part in regular activities. If you prefer to speak 
about this beforehand, please get in touch. 
 
What will happen if I take part? You will allow me (Elona Hoover) to attend agreed meetings and 
activities, where I may take notes and/or record group discussions.  
 
What do I have to do? Take part in activities as usual, and make sure to let me or a trusted member 
know if anything makes you uncomfortable. 
 
What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? I’d like to hear from you, but it is 
unlikely to be anything other than what takes place in your usual activities. 
 
What are the possible benefits of taking part? By taking part in regular meetings I will do my best 
to meaningfully contribute, I hope in a positive way. In addition, members of the collective will be 
invited to take part in interviews and workshop activities that might benefit your collective more 
generally by reflecting on your current practices, and collectively exploring new practices or skills 
that might benefit your broader aims…and hopefully, having fun! We may identify further benefits 
together as the research progresses. 
 
What will happen if I don’t want to carry on? You are free to withdraw at any time and without 
giving a reason. If you choose to withdraw after having started, all information that can be directly 
linked to your contribution will not be used, except in the case of group discussions or contributions 
where collective outputs are created and individual contributions are not distinguishable.  
 
What will happen to the research findings? The research will be used in the publication and 
dissemination of my doctoral thesis at the University of Brighton (e.g. at conferences, in non-
academic and academic articles). If you agree to take part, you will have the option of being named 
in the research or not.  
  
Will information from the research be kept confidential? All information from the project will be 
stored in secure cabinets, password-protected server at the University of Brighton and password 
protected hard drive. Identifiable data will be accessible by myself and my supervisors. Data will be 
shared with yourself and other project collaborators in the process of analysis, and in any 
publications and project dissemination, and you can choose to be named or not. Limits to 
confidentiality: if you disclose that you or anyone else is at risk of harm, then I may have to share 
this information with relevant parties in order to seek advice and help. 
 
Contact Details: For any further information about the research, please feel free to contact me 
directly. Email: E.Hoover1@uni.brighton.ac.uk  Telephone: +44(0)7722177737 
 
If you have any concerns or complaints about the research, please contact the School of 
Environment and Technology, Cockcroft Building, University of Brighton, BN2 4GJ: 
Telephone: +44 (0) 1273 644644 
Email: entec@brighton.ac.uk  
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