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A B S T R A C T

The most critical question for sustainability research is how to facilitate transformative change. Yet, the aca-
demic scope of historical commons’ research is limited to institutional design and environmental sustainability.
In this paper we argue for a transformative research agenda for historical commons focused on the study of
processes building humans and more-than-human communities. We start by reviewing three commons schools,
namely the mainstream and critical institutionalism and the community economies collective, and assess how
these relate to sustainability and to theories on agency, community and change. We then define a research
agenda taking a political and critical ontology of the community economies collective, and a phenomenological
epistemology of critical institutionalism. We follow by characterising the underlying practices building humans
and more-than human communities by showing three ideal stages of commoning found in our empirical cases in
the north-western Iberian Peninsula (Spain and Portugal). Finally, we end by presenting a guiding framework for
analysing processes of building communities in historical commons. In conclusion, we encourage further ex-
ploration of underlying practices that widen humans’ interdependency and inter-being and call for action-re-
search projects and experimental methods that promote transformative encounters between humans and nature.
Our framework is a first attempt to inspire researchers of historical commons to actively engage in unravelling
the full potential of historical commons as sites of transformation.

1. Introduction

Historical commons, referring to the familiar commons of history
revolving around multifunctional plots of land, with arable land,
grasslands, shrublands or/and woodlands, or with other natural re-
sources, such as water or fisheries have inspired much of the con-
temporary research in commons. However, while other types of com-
mons such as social, business or digital commons (see Bollier, 2014:
133) have transcended Ostrom’s views of what commons mean and
serve for, – e.g. Time Banks (Diprose, 2016), Ecovillages (Esteves,
2016), Community Supported Agriculture (Vivero Pol, 2015), or open
source software projects (Barron, 2013; Bradley, 2015) – historical
commons research seems to remain anchored to a scope of ecosystem
management which defines commons as a collective property system or
even as common-pool resource systems (Alló and Loureiro, 2016;
Caballero, 2015; Domínguez García et al., 2014; Gómez-Vázquez et al.,

2009; Grupo dos Comúns, 2006; Lopes, 2008; Marey-Pérez et al., 2010).
A transformative research agenda requires that historical commons’
research go beyond ecosystem management and be studied under the
lens of larger sustainability transformations (Blythe et al., 2018; Göpel,
2016; O’Brien and Sygna, 2013; Popa et al., 2015).

The UNEP (2012), among others (see Göpel, 2016; O’Brien and
Sygna, 2013), has claimed that sustainability transformation is beyond
rules and incentives, and that only a change of human systems of
meaning, mindsets, worldviews and subjectivities can bring the scale of
change needed for the so-called Anthropocene. Capra and Mattei
(2015), Gibson-Graham and Roelvink (2010), Haraway (2010) and
Rauschmayer (2017), among others, argue that the key worldview
deeply responsible of the Anthropocene is the belief that humans are
autonomous individuals, separated from each other, as well as from
nature and other conditions of their existence. Challenging this
worldview implies questioning the “deeply embedded premises of our
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[economic and political] systems” (Bollier, 2014: 147). Any manage-
ment or governance intervention that does not challenge this under-
lying subjectivity will continue reproducing the ‘business-as-usual’
system (Göpel, 2016). We see commoning as one way to challenge this
system.

Commoning strengthens and widens the sociality of human beings
among themselves and with other non-humans and nature (Parra and
Walsh, 2016), enhancing humans to feel and behave collectively in an
inter-related way with other human (Fournier, 2013; Sandström et al.,
2017) and non-human species (Bresnihan, 2015; Gibson-Graham et al.,
2016b). This subjectivity has been referred to as “inter-being”
(Rauschmayer, 2017). When nurturing inter-dependency, humans form
communities of humans and non-humans (Gibson-Graham et al.,
2016b; Singh, 2018). To our knowledge there are few studies exploring
changes in subjectivities in historical commons (Agrawal, 2005;
Nightingale, 2011; Sandström et al., 2017; Singh, 2018, 2013), despite
the fact that it is the cornerstone for any sustainability transformation.
In most research on historical commons, cohesive communities are seen
as a “tool” or incentive to achieve environmental and social sustain-
ability. Instead, in this paper communities are seen as both the “tool”
and the “objective” of environmental and social sustainability. To build
communities is an end in itself, which, as seen above, relates to a
subjectivity of inter-being and thus has transformational potential. As
stated by Stephen Gudeman: ‘[W]ithout a commons, there is no com-
munity; without a community, there is no commons’ (Gudeman
(2001:27) in Gibson-Graham et al., 2016a: 196). Yet, to our knowledge,
there is a lack of comprehensive descriptions of the underlying pat-
terned practices that describe human and more-than-human commu-
nities. Without a more explicit characterization of communities, it is
difficult to critically assess how and to what extent commoning man-
ages or not to build these communities.

This paper explores theories on commons and sustainability to de-
fine a transformative research agenda for historical commons. The
paper theoretically and empirically explores the role of historical
commons in creating human and more-than-human communities and
describes the practices behind them. Our main argument is that by
studying processes of challenging the dominant subjectivities of sepa-
rateness, we can go beyond informing ecosystem management in his-
torical commons. This type of research can potentially strengthen em-
bryonic communities and promote the creation of new ones (Gibson-
Graham et al., 2016a).

The following section starts by reviewing three commons schools –
the mainstream institutionalism (MI), the critical institutionalism (CI)
and the community economies collective (CEC) – exploring how these
three schools understand commons in relation to sustainability, and the
theories on agency and community used to look at commons dynamics.
From this literature review, we conclude that a transformative research
agenda for historical commons needs a CEC ontology and a CI episte-
mology. In order to do so, a view of agency as relational and institutions
as patterned practices needs to be adopted. Section three mobilizes
empirical material generated as part of an EU Horizon 2020 Marie Curie
ITN project SUSPLACE (April 2016–March 2019). We use data from
historical commons located in Northern Portugal and North-western
Spain to illustrate and substantiate our theoretical arguments, notably
to characterize human and more-than-human communities based on
underlying commoning practices. Section four builds upon this char-
acterization of communities to build a framework to guide the task of
critically studying processes of building human and more-than-human
communities. This framework gives an original commoning definition
for historical commons and highlights important practices building
communities. In the conclusion section, we argue that our framework
can enhance a critical and potentially transformative research agenda
in historical commons, and we call for empirical studies that further
expand our knowledge on the type of practices involved in building
human and more-than-human communities and of experimental
methods that promote them.

2. Historical commons and commons theories

2.1. The sustainability problem of the commons

Historical commons existed in Europe since the Middle Ages, a
period when many territories had lands that were used or managed by
communities (Bravo and De Moor, 2008; Lopes, 2014). Historical
commons, also referred to as common lands when involving land held
in common, provided specific communities with the natural resources
they needed to make their living (De Moor, 2011). These rights started
to be abolished at the end of the 18th century, when ideas of the In-
dustrial Revolution and the virtues of private property permeated the
organization and legislation of the territory (Bravo and De Moor, 2008).
Only a few historical commons remain till present day and these are
formally regulated through legal frames instituted during the 20th
century. Beyond customary rights, legal frames suggest specific rights
and duties for using and benefiting from these lands as a community
(e.g. Bryden and Geisler, 2007; Caballero, 2015; Kluvánková-Oravská
and Chobotová, 2006; Mantescu and Vasile, 2009; Paletto et al., 2012;
Premrl et al., 2015).

Most research in historical commons makes use of the theories
within mainstream institutionalism (MI) and critical institutionalism
(CI). For both MI and CI, commons’ resource systems are defined as
collective property rights regimes (Table 1), resource systems where
communities have the power to exclude outsiders from the use of the
resource system (Table 1). Elinor Ostrom was the first to define these as
different from an open access system where excludability is absent or
very difficult (Schlager and Ostrom, 1992). Although MI and CI differ
substantially in their theories on agency and communities (see Section
2.2), they both rely on studying the management of ecosystems – and
their inner working and outcomes in terms of environmental sustain-
ability or community well-being (e.g. Ostrom, 2005; Cleaver, 2012; Arts
et al., 2013; Mcginnis, 2014).

MI seeks to provide answers for sustainable ecosystem management,
highlighting that unspecified or ill-designed institutions (in regard to
elements such as access or use and management) are the main problems
for sustainable management (Table 1). Thus, MI research results in
principles that guide institutional crafting for balancing humans’ ten-
dency to maximize individual material gains, reduce uncertainty and
foster reciprocity and trust for the sustainable management of ecosys-
tems (Cox et al., 2010; Ostrom, 1990) (Table 1). In parallel to the de-
velopment of MI, CI was born as an alternative claiming that institu-
tions cannot be strategically redesigned (Cleaver, 2012; de Koning and
Cleaver, 2012; Hall et al., 2013). Instead, CI research shows the variety
of outcomes delivered by institutions looking at historical political-
economic contexts, larger socio-political dynamics and invisible work-
ings of power affecting access to resources (Table 1) (e.g. Cleaver and
De Koning, 2015; Cleaver and Franks, 2005; de Koning and Cleaver,
2012; Ribot and Peluso, 2009).

Later on, and influenced by the advances of resilience thinking and
social-ecological systems (i.e. Folke, 2006; Olsson et al., 2006; Walker
et al., 2009), MI engaged with the study of the dynamics of social-
ecological systems (Ostrom, 2009). The focus remained on ecosystem
management and was criticized for being apolitical (Diprose, 2015;
Kaika, 2017), anthropocentric, focused exclusively on human needs and
agency (Herman, 2016), and for not challenging important deep
structures of thought (i.e. the separation between humans and nature)
(Gibson-Graham et al., 2016b).

For the Community Economies Collective (CEC), commons are not
resources systems nor property rights regimes. For the CEC, any ma-
terial or immaterial resource within the environment (such as water,
air, food, etc.) or within the community (such as knowledge, language,
cooperation and information), can potentially be widely used and (re)
produced for the sustenance of life (Bollier and Helfrich, 2012). Thus,
commons are understood better as “commoning”, as a process of ne-
gotiation – or more often a struggle – of access, use, benefit, care, and
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responsibility for the wide and shared benefit of communities (Gibson-
Graham et al., 2016a). The CEC claims that the sustainability problem
lies in the current economic paradigm which, through private property
and individual capital accumulation, encloses the commons that are
essential for humans (Capra and Mattei, 2015; Mattei, 2012). It is
through commoning that resources– either under a private, public or
common property regime– can become a system favouring wealth for
humans and non-humans. Commoning (re)produces a social organiza-
tion system formed by communities of users and producers defining
modes of use, production and circulation of these resources (De Angelis
and Harvie, 2014; Euler, 2018).

Understanding commons as practices of commoning allows for
seeing the commons as something that occurs here and now, anytime
humans voluntarily self-organize to take responsibility and care of
shared resource– e.g. via unpaid housework, volunteering, practices of
neighbourhood associations, etc. – and thus, as something that can be
promoted and strengthened (Bollier, 2016; Euler, 2018; Safri, 2015).
The CEC’s research goal is not to explain but to identify, propose and
strengthen commoning processes through proposing new and wider
relations via action research projects (Table 1) (e.g. Cameron et al.,
2014; Diprose, 2016; Safri, 2015). Through this, the CEC opens a new
research agenda beyond ecosystem management directed to tackling
the underlying reasons of the unsustainability of the Anthropocene
(Gibson-Graham, 1996; Gibson-Graham and Roelvink, 2010).

Commoning for the CEC consists of a “different way of seeing and
being” (Bollier, 2014), and of a “transformative paradigm” (Bollier,
2016) supporting greater participatory control over shared resources
and community life. Thus, the CEC ontology, which understands com-
mons as commoning, transforms commons research into a political and
critical project for promoting sustainability transformations (Jhagroe,
2018; Kemmis et al., 2014a). Looking at processes of commoning is
political and critical. Commoning highlights that any type of resource
can be commoned and any person, including researchers, can partici-
pate in commoning processes; it also defines the unsustainability pro-
blem as the responsibility of an economic-political system that encloses
shared resources via privatization and marketization (Table 1).

2.2. Theorizations on agency and communities

MI developed a theory of agency in which commoners are capable
of self-organizing and devising norms and rules to produce common
goods (Ostrom, 1990). This was revolutionary at a time where other
collective choice theories (e.g. Hardin, 1968; Olson, 1965) portrayed
humans as rational and self-interested, and supported the need for ex-
ternal coercion mechanisms of the market or state. Yet, the MI approach
is still based on rational choice theory: humans are still understood as
seeking to maximize material benefits, yet bounded to available in-
formation and embedded in contexts shaping their individual cost-
benefit calculus (Ostrom, 2005). The rational assumption has normative
and political implications. By not taking historical and broad political
economic contexts into account, MI usually blames local actors and
institutions for undesirable developments, and suggests “institutional
fixes” to communities even if local institutions were not the problem in
the first instance (McCay and Jentoft, 1998). Instead, CI and the CEC
schools look at commoners in relation to social, political and historical
trends of society at large to understand that most of the time com-
moners are victims of larger socio-political struggles over resource en-
closures and development paradigms rather than responsible of re-
source depletion (Gibson-Graham et al., 2016a; Goldman, 1998;
Saunders, 2014). Although both CI and the CEC share this political view
on the commons, they build upon different theoretical grounds for
understanding agency and communities.

Both CI and the CEC schools understand agency as relational. Yet,
while CI looks at how (community) relations drive individuals’ actions,
the CEC focuses on individuals’ processes of becoming via their re-
lationality to others, humans or non-humans. That is, following philo-
sophers such as Bruno Latour, Nancy Jean-Luc, Val Plumwood or
Gilbert Simondon, the CEC looks at processes of co-constitution and co-
becoming arising with the sole experience of being in relation to others
(Diprose, 2016; Gibson-Graham, 2006; Gibson-Graham and Roelvink,
2010; Roelvink and Gibson-Graham, 2009; Singh, 2018). The self is not
seen as an autonomous subject acting in the world, but as a relational
emergence responding to the world (Singh, 2018), questioning the

Table 1
Research within the three schools on commons. The sections highlighted in grey refer to concepts that support a transformative research agenda for historical
commons.
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principle of individuality of Western philosophy (Read, 2015 as cited in
Singh, 2018).

Contrarily, CI acknowledges individuality but provides models of
agency that recognize humans as driven by their relations to others and
thus following ‘emotional’ ‘moral’ or ‘social’ rationalities beyond the
economic (Cleaver and De Koning, 2015; de Koning and Cleaver, 2012;
Whaley, 2018); humans are unconsciously guided by community
norms, moral worldviews, relations of care, power dynamics, emotions
and other physical embodied experiences (Agrawal, 2005; Cleaver,
2012; Lejano and Castro, 2014; Peters, 2004; Singh, 2013). Accord-
ingly, CI also defines communities relationally: that is, built through
social interactions and networks of communication which generate a
community with shared norms, explanations and values (Table 1), and
bring forward a notion of community based on shared identity forming
an ‘integrated whole’ (Durkheim 1964 as cited in McCay and Jentoft,
1998).

The CEC also defines a community relationally yet not based on a
uniform identity. A community is diverse, open and ever-evolving
(Diprose et al., 2017). Membership is not based on identity but on
“appropriate use”, that is, a community involves all those willing to
respect and negotiate the appropriate use of resources for their collec-
tive material and cultural survival (Diprose et al., 2017; Fournier,
2013). As Gibson-Graham (2006: 99) states, “a community involves
those that engage in the ethical negotiations of co-existence for their
economic being-in-common.” The process of building community is
driven by humans’ intrinsic will to build meaningful social relations, yet
this brings forth anxiety, conflict and struggle (Diprose, 2016; Gibson-
Graham et al., 2016a) (Table 1). Negotiations involve humans and non-
humans (see Bresnihan, 2015; Gibson-Graham et al., 2016b). For the
CEC, agency includes the non-human world – e.g. growth, the re-
productive cycle, etc. (Bresnihan, 2015; Ruivenkamp and Hilton,
2012)– and as such, investigates how non-humans indirectly participate
in negotiations via their affects on humans (Bresnihan, 2015; Singh,
2018, 2013). For example, the longer cycles of growth and decay in
trees can link people to the past and the future, fostering the inclusion
of inter-generational responsibility and sustainability concerns in de-
cision-making and management (Herman, 2016).

As stated earlier, we argue that a transformative research agenda for
historical commons needs a CEC ontology, including its approach to
agency and community theorizations. An ontology based on CEC means
accounting for the co-constitutions of the self and the community via
relational processes, including relations to non-humans, which also
involves the effect that relations have to individual’s actions. This on-
tology allows studying commoning as processes of building human and
more-than-human communities. For the CEC, communities are rela-
tional, diverse, human and more-than human. This contrasts with the
legal frames regulating historical commons which pre-define who is
part of a community and its commoning negotiations– i.e. those living
in a particular parish (Caballero, 2015) or municipality (Paletto et al.,
2012), belonging to a genealogic group (Le Tourneau and Beaufort,
2017), or possessing land or other means (e.g. cattle) to use the re-
sources system (Sanchis-Ibor et al., 2017; Sutcliffe et al., 2013). Yet, a
CEC ontology allows to distinguish legal commoners, defined by law,
from those commoners in practice, practicing commoning and forming
communities. Legal commoners need to become commoners (see Singh,
2018), meaning subjects who see the environment and the community
as a commons, and engage in commoning for their cultural and material
survival. The question remains in regard to how exactly this new sub-
jectivity occurs: how can legal commoners come to realize their inter-
dependence or sense of being-in-common with other humans and non-
humans and behave as part of human and more-than-human commu-
nities? In the next section we explore how CI can help answering this
question.

2.3. Critically studying human and more-than-human communities

This section uses CI institutional theory to describe human and
more-than-human communities as built by institutions. The institu-
tional theory of CI is based on practice theory, which understands
tangible practices as the building blocks constituting the social
(Schatzki et al., 2001). For CI, institutions are not external “things”
(structures) affecting behaviour (agency), as portrayed by MI; institu-
tions are instead dynamic and fuzzy assemblages of meaningful prac-
tices (Cleaver, 2012: 45), or practical “ritual mechanisms” (Douglas,
1986), that maintain and recreate social relations. Practices are more
than just actions, but refer to a repeatable set of doings, supported by
particular sayings, or understandings of the world, that create particular
relations (Schatzki et al., 2001 as cited in Kemmis et al., 2014b). Thus,
institutions do not affect commoners but are themselves animated by
commoners’ actions.

In line with Lejano et al. (2018), a view of institutions as practices is
phenomenological: that is, it aspires to describe phenomena of how
‘institutions appear to us’ in their most genuine and faithful way. This
view does not deny the power of strategic discourses and recognizes
precognitive patterns of unconscious actions as shaping social con-
struction (Lejano et al., 2018). This phenomenological approach allows
to bridge otherwise separate fields, CI and the CEC schools, by under-
standing commoning as a process of institutional bricolage (e.g.
Sandström et al., 2017). CI defines institutional emergence and change
as processes of institutional bricolage. Institutional bricolage puts for-
ward that institutions cannot be rationally crafted or designed, as they
are the result of adaptive every-day practices through which actors
creatively piece together different arrangements. Institutions are both
the result of planned or improvised, conscious or unconscious action,
and result from individuals patching together the social, cultural and
political resources available to them based on the logic of dynamic
adaptation (Cleaver and De Koning, 2015; de Koning and Cleaver,
2012).

This paper combines a CEC ontology with a CI epistemology via
understanding agency as relational and institutions as the patterned
practices building commons and communities (see shaded cells in
Table 1). We argue that commoning, as the ongoing set of social
practices, such as negotiation, mutual support, conflict, communication
and experimentation, can be better understood in light of institutional
bricolage. Commoning is not fully strategic nor fully unconscious; it is
driven by moral and social relationalities, but is also shaped by un-
conscious actions that reproduce a certain social order. Institutions
confer stability while they are in permanent change through strategic
behaviours, improvisation and adaptations. By identifying the institu-
tions underlying human and more-than-human communities, re-
searchers can analyse commoning progress. To do so, in the following
section we explore how practices of commoning relate to community
formation.

Commoning has been defined in numerous ways (e.g. Bollier and
Helfrich, 2015; Euler, 2018; Gibson-Graham et al., 2016a; Ruivenkamp
and Hilton, 2012; Swan and Cooper, 2013). For our study, we consider
the three types of commoning practices identified by Fournier (2013):
practices assuring resources are shared in common, are used for the
commons and are producers of the common. We argue that these three
dimensions of commoning practices help characterize the practices
building human and more-than-human communities. First, commoning
is a set of practices that assures that resources are shared in common.
This involves all practices that allow the allocation of common re-
sources to individual members. For example, in the famous commons
case of Maine (USA) (see Schlager et al., 1992), commoning practices
involve negotiating the permitted places to fish and the amount of
catches allowed for each fisherman. Thus, practices within this di-
mension are related to dividing the common pie among individual
appropriators for an equitable and fair access to resources (i.e. decision-
making on rules for individual appropriation and practices of
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appropriation themselves).
A second dimension of commoning includes using resources for the

common (Fournier, 2013), that is, for the community as a whole. For
example, in the urban commons of Can Masdeu (Barcelona) (see
Fournier, 2013), commoning practices involved producing but also
cooking and eating food together; producing and consuming knowledge
and skills (of organic gardening, building techniques, baking and so on)
with the community of residents or, through the free workshops, with
the broader public. Common resources were not allocated individually
but were consumed for the common.

Finally, the third dimension of commoning refers to the production
of resources of the commons. Commoning not only involves the allo-
cation and collective consumption of resources, but most importantly
the production (and reproduction) of commons resources. For example,
Singh (2018) explains that practices in a common land in India– of
patrolling forests, picking up dead and dried wood, etc.– nurtured
commoners’ capacities to act and respond in forests as a community.
These practices produced knowledge of the plants that grew in forests
and their use for subsistence, or of which trees should be grown or
felled for timber, as well as the social relations necessary to take care of
the forests by the joyful experiences with other humans (Fournier,
2013; Singh, 2018). They were producers of resources of the commons.
In other words, by the act of “economic being-in-common“ (Gibson-
Graham, 2006), commoning (re)produces material resources (such as
wood, crops, fish, etc. when (re)planting or respecting periods of closed
fishing) and immaterial resources (such as the networks of solidarity
and reciprocity building a community, its skills, knowledge, etc.).

Commoning, with its three dimensions, can nurture a different
mode of humanity (Plumwood, 2007: 1 as cited in Gibson-Graham and
Roelvink, 2010), a new sociality or a new subjectivity that replaces the
market rationale with the rational of human and more-than-human
communities (Singh, 2018). This logic emerges from practices that
produce a sense of interdependence and being-in-common with the rest
of the world (Duffy et al., 2018; Singh, 2018). Feelings of being-in-
common dim the boundaries between what defines the self, the in-
dividual, and ‘the other’, as other humans or non-humans affect the self
(Haraway, 2010). Thus, analysing and promoting the formation of
communities imply going beyond exploring practices of decision-
making; to do so includes exploring all practices of socialization and
interaction among humans and non-humans– like collective working,
consumption of goods, festivities, etc.– which can support changes in
subjectivities (Bollier, 2016; Fournier, 2013; Linebaugh, 2008;
Sandström et al., 2017).

3. Commoning to build human and more-than-human
communities

This section examines the practices building human and more-than-
human communities, by providing examples from four real historical
commons in the North-western Iberian Peninsula. For this, we draw on
Fournier’s commoning dimensions (practices in common, for the
common, and of the common) considering them as the institutions, as
practices, building communities. We follow Kemmis et al. (2014b,a),
who describe practices as action-though complexes composed by sets of
sayings, doings and relatings to characterize three types of ideal legal
communities: household economy, human interdependent community
and more-than-human community (Table 2). These three types of legal
communities can be understood as three stages of commoning in his-
torical commons. We discuss how each of the three stages relates to
changes in subjectivities, in order to illustrate the transformative effects
of human and more-than-human communities.

3.1. Historical commons at North-western Iberian Peninsula

At the beginning of the 20th century, northwest Spain and the
centre and north of Portugal had one of the largest surfaces of common

lands in Europe. These common surfaces were a remnant of a Germanic
property regime, dating back to the Middle Ages (see Lana, 2013), in
which all neighbours in the parish enjoyed access to resources as long as
they lived in the area. De facto informal rules, decided through com-
munity assemblies, set up the stage of accepted uses. Common lands
were used at a household level and were key for family livelihoods, as a
complement to traditional agricultural activities. The land had a mul-
tifunctional use, with forests, shrublands and pastures, and uses in-
volved family livestock raising and collection of basic goods, such as
firewood for heating and cooking, manure to fertilize cereals fields,
herbs, etc. (Baptista, 2010; Grupo dos Comúns, 2006).

A large part of the production and consumption of resources was
collective. For example, shepherding was organized in a collective
traditional system of vezeiras (in English, “shifts”). Similarly, potato or
corn growing occurred on private land, but harvesting was collectively
organized in exchange for a meal. Thus, although families held the
means to access resources (e.g. land, cattle), collective work and con-
sumption reproduced the networks of communication and social rela-
tions underlying communities. Using Fournier’s classification, practices
to use resources for the commons maintained alive a human inter-
dependent community (see shaded row in Table 2).

The Spanish and Portuguese military regimes (1936–1975 and
1926–1974, respectively) promoted the enclosure of historical com-
mons. The traditional land use was replaced by Maritime pine and
eucalyptus plantations for wood and paper pulp (Rico Boquete, 1995;
Serra et al., 2015), leading to the eviction of peasants from their his-
torical lands. This contributed to a profound rural transformation and a
rural-urban migration also stimulated by the development of new in-
dustries and labour force demand in the country and in Europe (Serra
et al., 2015; Veiras and Soto, 2011). After the military regime, common
lands were devolved to the people and the first Common Land Law was
passed.

This restitution of rights arrived within a transformed context (e.g.
new laws, the opening of rural economies to global markets and
common lands forestation by the military regimes) and at a time when
communities did not have the old relations and capacities of inter-
dependency (Baptista, 2011; Grupo dos Comúns, 2006). As a result,
despite the recognised rights, most communities did not want to take
responsibility of common lands. Due to this, the Common Land law
created the possibility of managing common land in partnership with
the state. In any case (with or without partnership with the state1), the
legal community have to vote for a governing board (with president,
vice-president, treasurer and assembly’s convenor) responsible for
convening and facilitating two annual assemblies gathering all re-
presenting commoners (one per family).

In the case that communities partnered with the state (the majority),
the forestry state service continued exploiting wood as done during the
military regime. Yet, in this case the State share part of the wood rev-
enues with the legal community. The governing board of the commu-
nity is responsible for monitoring the accounts and for informing all
legal commoners of the financial records; all legal commoners decide
through assemblies what to do with the earnings (e.g. some would di-
vide it per household, others would invest it in social infrastructures
such as roads or schools). When commoners accepted total responsi-
bility of the common land, the governing board meet monthly for or-
ganizing different activities, administers the accounts, and convene
representing commoners to assemblies (at least twice per year). At the
assemblies, the governing board informs the commoners of the annual
accounts, while the assembly vote on proposals brought forward by the
governing board.

Below we discuss present-day commoning processes in four

1 In Portugal there is still a third “way” by which the parish government takes
total responsibility of the common land. In this case, commoners don’t have any
power and there is no governing board nor commoners’ assemblies.
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historical commons: Teis (Pontevedra, Spain), Ramallosa (Pontevedra,
Spain), O Carballo (Lugo, Spain) and Ansiães (Porto, Portugal). We
draw attention to these commons because the four started commoning
at different times: that is, they broke the partnership with the state and
started negotiations for taking responsibility and care of their common
lands by themselves. Ramallosa and Teis started commoning during the
90s, O Carballo in 2006 and Ansiães in 2016. Also, the commons are
affected by different rural-urban drivers of change (e.g. urban sprawl
vs. rural abandonment) and have different legal frameworks (Spanish
vs. Portuguese). We base our discussion on fieldwork research con-
ducted from November 2016 to July 2018 and comprised of 61 semi-
structured interviews with commoners, key actors at the regional and
national level of the regional or national common land organizations,
and government representatives from the local and provincial levels.
We use excerpts from these interviews to illustrate three theoretical
stages of commoning in historical commons.

3.2. Processes of building communities: three stages

3.2.1. Resources in common build a household economy
We define a first stage of commoning as characterized by a legal

community formed by individual household economies maintained by
practices to share resources in common. In line with other literature
(e.g. Marey-Pérez et al., 2014; Le Tourneau and Beaufort, 2017), our
cases show how formal laws giving property rights, together with
practices to manage resources in common (e.g. decision-making for
defining uses and rules) are not enough to build communities and as-
sure environmental sustainability. We have seen this to some extent at
O Carballo and Ansiães cases. We describe below the underlying say-
ings, doings and relatings of these two cases.

Many commoners in both cases understand that common lands are
shared resources to be used by households, that is, a common pie to be
divided by households (Table 2), as expressed by a commoner of O
Carballo:

“People participate because they have the right to be part of the
community, but they don’t have a common goal…their goal is I am

in the community because I take advantage of it at the individual level.
That is the problem, and that’s… the key reason why it is so difficult
to manage common lands, it’s key to understand why they don’t
work, because … people don’t come together for a common goal,
they come together because there are some possibilities that I can
take advantage of a resource that exists at an individual level” –
commoner 1 (O Carballo common land, Galicia).

Assemblies and gatherings to organise and divide resource units are
not sufficient to build the necessary community relations and the family
remains the main social sphere of interaction as well as a primary unit
for production and use of resources (e.g. grazing patches divided per
family for production and use, mushroom picking or firewood). In these
types of communities, legal commoners are keen on excluding other
people to use the common land, as this would mean to divide the
‘common pie’ into smaller pieces (Table 2).

In these instances, we found that legal commoners experience
conflictual relations among each other. For example, the case of O
Carballo reveals conflictive and distrustful decision-making and man-
agement. This relates to the fact that the surplus of the common land is
divided into equal parts (by households) in the form of money at the
end of the year. Mistrust stems from the suspicion of unequal benefit
sharing and disagreement about possible economic activities to increase
the size of the pie. In other cases (Ansiães), legal commoners feel a
disinterest to participate in collective activities because their lives are
not linked to the common land. As expressed by a commoner in Ansiães:

“From the year 2000 on, we invested the earnings of the common
land in a group of forest workers …for bush cutting, maintenance of
paths, fire-breaks… and now we have arrived at this situation … do
people need the common lands to live? I cannot say they need it.
Today, their income does not come from the common land. People
today are either retired or working for a company outside the parish
or have a subsidy of some kind. The money that goes into our local
communities is not money from the inside, it's from the outside.
People have stopped depending on the common land as it was
100 years ago. Given the current situation, accelerated depopulation

Table 2
Three stages of commoning in historical commons and a characterisation of underlying practices of human and more-than-human communities.
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is occurring” – commoner 2 (Ansiães common land, North Portugal).

In these cases, the underlying subjectivity of separateness and in-
dependence among humans and with nature remains unchallenged and
so sustainability outcomes can be questioned. Commoners relate to the
common land for the subsistence of their family unit. They use the
commonland individually, with family means– e.g. cattle and labour –
and sell the common resources to the market. The productive activities
are usually subsidized, so commoners maintain a close relation to the
market and the state.

As a consequence, social relatings are rather individualistic, or
household-based, and market and state dependence dominate over
horizontal relations among community members (Table 2). Activities
organized at a community level are outsourced to payed workers and
limited to industrial-like forestry activities– e.g. tree plantations and
mechanical cleaning of the excess of biomass or opening of paths for
machinery. As a result, sustainability can be considered at risk from a
resilience perspective – e.g. the frequency and intensity of fires in-
creases with large scale monospecific pine and eucalyptus plantations
(Cordero Rivera, 2017), conflicts threaten resource governance and the
continuity of community activities, and livelihoods are very instable
due to market price instability which increases the risk of abandonment
and emigration, as shown in the following:

“Everybody tells you that there are subsidies of one thing or another,
but there is little real help. No one feels supported… Prices are very
bad and, getting worse and then I don’t know… For example, here
there is no increase of prices of agricultural products, so the prices of
what we produce does not increase …There are the same prices as
25 or 30 years ago, but costs do increase every year, I have to adapt,
but I adapt very badly” – commoner 3 (O Carballo common land,
Galicia).

3.2.2. Resources for the commons build an interdependent human
community

We define a second stage of commoning as characterized by a legal
community forming an interdependent human community. This com-
munity structure is maintained when practices to use resources for the
common dominate. We found that Ramallosa and, to some extent, O
Carballo, had this structure. Beyond dividing the common land’s eco-
nomic surplus between households (O Carballo) or outsourcing collec-
tive work to payed workers (Ansiães), an interdependent human com-
munity involves a direct and more collective self-consumption of
resources. In these cases, a multifunctional use of forests starts repla-
cing monocultures, bringing back the model of the past, and replacing
the industrial forestry model promoted by the state since the military
regime. For example, the Ramallosa common land was covered by
Eucalyptus plantations to supply the paper pulp industry. When legal
commoners regained control, commoning involved recreating a multi-
functional use of forests for the neighbours, as stated by an interviewee:

“We reduced the eucalyptus, we increased the hardwoods and pine,
we took a step towards the use of the resin and the fruits of the
common land, to maintain the honey, the mushrooms. There was an
evolution from when the common land belonged to the state who
cut the wood with roads and tracks, but we are on the path of a
multifunctional common land. – commoner 4 (Ramallosa common
land, Galicia).

In these cases, beyond general assemblies, the doings involved col-
lective consumption of produced resources, as well as other social
gatherings such as festivities and recreational activities in forests. For
example, both Ramallosa and O Carballo started to organize an annual
“Commoner’s day”, in which all commoners celebrated their belonging
to the community and to the forest by being together with each other
and the forest, by eating and dancing on the common land. In terms of
sayings, commoners approach resources in their capacity to satisfy

community needs, both material and cultural (Table 2). Practices of
being together maintained networks of communication among com-
munity members, and generated the necessary interdependence, re-
ciprocity and solidarity to manage resources in common. Thus, inter-
dependent relatings between humans and nature dominated these cases,
as shown below:

“We first promoted wood as an advantage for the neighbours.
Everyone had the right to take a tractor full of firewood every year
for their personal use. Honey production was understood as a pro-
duct for the neighbours, not for sale, but we share all the honey we
produce each year between us. Sometimes we have two kilos each,
sometimes one… This creates a link, that is, people are thinking: I'm
interested in the common land, because I benefit from it … there's a
relationship. After this we make popular festivals in the common
land to enhance this feeling with the nature” – commoner 4
(Ramallosa common land, Galicia).

Although these communities still depend on markets, e.g. for selling
wood or rents from leasing land for other productive uses, we consider
multifunctionality as “an evolution” or change of paradigm and sub-
jectivity: a change from an intensive forestry model to a model based on
interdependent human communities that use multifunctional ecosys-
tems to satisfy their needs. Furthermore, even though the law only
recognises those officially living in the parish as legal commoners, and
thus potential beneficiaries, we found that communities in these cases
were keen to ‘open’ their common land to outsiders for trainings, social
events, mushroom picking and recreation. These ‘openings’ came along
with the creation of associations related to, but independent of, the
common land formal organization. For example, O Carballo created a
socio-cultural association to bypass the legal regulations to include
activities beyond forestry activities and people beyond the parish in-
habitants, as expressed by a member of O Carballo:

“There were certain things that we started to value, that were no
longer directly related to the common land, right? There were cultural
things and things that escaped a bit of the main goal of the management
of the common land. So, we created a parallel cultural association, with
a special connection with the theme of the common land […] and
nowadays we have more members from outside the parish than from
the parish” – commoner 5 (O Carballo common land).

Thus, we found that when practices maintaining resources for the
common dominate, inter-dependency among members of the legal
community is strengthened reducing the individualistic relations, as
shown below:

“If I tell the truth, I was a bit of a loner, an individualist. Since I
came to be part of the common land I have learned a lot. […] it has
modified me, my personality. It has made me more concerned about
people in general, and to do things that benefit my surroundings. When
I first came it wasn't exactly like that. Because the world you live in
doesn't exactly orient you to worry about your village, a place where
you don't have your loved ones. So, the fact of entering the common
land like this allows me to try to understand the significance of the
community, and talk to people; one ends up having a relationship with
people one barely knew– commoner 1 (O Carballo common land)

3.2.3. Resources of the commons build a more-than-human community
Commoning can also create more-than-human communities when

practices to produce resources of the common dominate, as we found in
Teis. Practices to produce resources “of the commons” include the re-
generation and care of ecosystems and communities. Alternatively
stated, the doings include regeneration through caring for others, our-
selves and the environment (Euler, 2018; Tronto and Fisher, 1990)
(Table 2). Teis’ common lands’ activities are focused on regenerating
native forest ecosystems via removing invasive species and planting
native flora. Beyond allowing the regeneration of habitats for native
flora and fauna, the forest is considered a “regeneration site” for hu-
mans as well. Commoners believe that humans can “heal” only if they
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reconnect with their culture and with ecological processes; they pro-
mote this reconnection via educational activities, guided visits and the
collaboration with a drug treatment and social reintegration centre, as
expressed in the following:

[Name of a worker of the common land] came from [a drug treat-
ment and social reintegration centre] and now this guy has been so-
cially reinserted. I know he's a person who has been a drug addict, has
tried everything but now he doesn’t relapse … he is like a consolidated
area without acacias [an invasive tree], it does not matter if you
abandon it, it works by itself, it regenerates itself. The common land has
helped many people to get ahead, and the nature aspect is the most
spectacular, to see how an area regenerates itself, once you have re-
moved the acacias…to see the birth of the little cherry trees around
here and … the fauna comes along, spontaneously, they come from
other places, they recolonize, that is the incredible thing! – commoner 6
(Teis common land)

We found that when focusing on regeneration, a new subjectivity
emerged where the boundaries between humans and nature are
blurred, a subjectivity of inter-being (Rauschmayer, 2017). Commoners
become nature and feel that they belong to the common land, with its
fauna and flora altogether, related and linked:

I break duality, I am nature, from the moment I hear “nature and us
is not the same” I think this is a misappropriation. We are nature.
Between me and an oak there is no difference, do you understand? The
pure interdependence, I exist because that oak exists, myself does not
end where my skin ends, that is a lie. So those oxygen molecules that
enter your nostrils, are you or not? … and the water of your blood?
When that water is running through the rivers, is it not that same water
as the 75% of water that forms your body?” – commoner 7 (Teis
common land, Galicia)

Thus, we found that when commoning focuses on practices for the
(re)production of the common (regeneration and care), it generates
communities that are more-than-human. We see this change of sub-
jectivity as transformative, as it challenges the logics of separateness
and monetary relationships between humans and nature. The Teis case
shows that this new subjectivity of inter-being brings forward new
avenues for collective actions beyond sustainable ecosystem manage-
ment: “we want to demonstrate that we can turn around the disastrous
forest policies of the last 70 years” (commoner 7, Teis case). Here
commoner 7 is referring to the regeneration of forests and communities
that not only conserves the ecosystem, but is also intentioned to chal-
lenge the policies responsible for the expansion of (exotic and un-
managed) forest tree plantations, which have increased fire frequency,
and eroded local culture and biodiversity (Cidrás et al., 2018; Serra
et al., 2015). Commoner 7 states:

I believe that we [the Galicians] are very fortunate because within a
hurricane of dehumanized capitalism, etc., here people gather, they
make joint decisions, with a property system without a clear line of
which square metre belongs to one or belongs to another but everything
belongs to everyone, and that property is open, you can become a
commoner, it is an incredible concept nowadays…And beyond that, it is
more, it is about the forest, because if the native forest survives, we will
survive – commoner 7 (Teis common land, Galicia).

4. A research agenda to critically study human and more-than-
human communities

The liberal reform of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has
been responsible for the enclosures of common lands in Europe– e.g. the
privatization or nationalization (Pemán and De Moor, 2013) – and for
the commodification of common lands’ resources – e.g. via the expan-
sion of the belief that nature, knowledge, or other resources that were
key for the material and cultural survival of communities can and
should be trade for capital accumulation (Caffentzis and Federici, 2014;
Capra and Mattei, 2015; Fournier, 2013). Thus, although some common
lands have been devolved to local communities and even regulated by

laws (Bravo and De Moor, 2008), many lack the practices sustaining
human and more-than-human communities (e.g. García Quiroga, 2013;
Grupo dos Comúns, 2006; Marey-Pérez et al., 2014, 2010). Forming
communities, we argue, de-commodifies commons lands’ resources “in
the mind of people” (Fournier, 2013). As such this paper engages with
the task of defining a research agenda and guiding framework for
tackling what we think is an important challenge of today’s historical
commons: to understand and promote how legal commoners can start to
feel and behave as part of human and more-than-human communities.

4.1. A research agenda

We call for embracing a CEC ontology to take a critical and political
stance, and a CI epistemology that follows practices of institutional
bricolage. The scale, rate and intensity of humans’ impact on the planet
urges for research into the historical commons to bring not only lessons
for ecosystem management but also to engage with the systemic and
cross-sectoral debate about transformations (Blythe et al., 2018; Göpel,
2016; O’Brien and Sygna, 2013; Popa et al., 2015). Researchers sup-
porting transformations need a critical stance to produce knowledge
counteracting hegemonic discourses and practices (Jhagroe, 2018). By
studying how commoning processes manage to replace dominant logics
of separateness to logics of human and more-than human communities,
researchers can unveil and challenge the underlying reasons of the
Anthropocene (Gibson-Graham and Roelvink, 2010). Our research
agenda calls for critical action research projects (Jhagroe, 2018;
Kemmis et al., 2014a) with an explicit normative positioning: pro-
moting those sayings, doings and relatings underlying human and more-
than-human communities (Table 2). This way, researchers, together
with communities, can propose and devise ways to strengthen practices
conducive to building more-than-human communities (Table 2).

Such a research agenda can benefit from a CI epistemology to cri-
tically understand commoning practices and outcomes in light of in-
stitutional bricolage (Cleaver, 2012). Commoning cannot change
dominant practices strategically without critically taking into account
the path-dependencies and history of the system. Commoners can be
understood as “bricoleurs” who build on available resources (both
material and immaterial) and recombine them in novel ways through
the logic of dynamic adaptation and improvisation. As “bricoleurs”,
commoners aggregate, alter and articulate laws and other resources at
hand (see De Koning and Cleaver, 2012). This implies that path-de-
pendency and change co-exist, or in other words, that change always
contains some degree of path dependency. Bricolage allows to critically
explore path-dependency and change, and can be used by commoners
and researchers as a heuristic to reflect upon commoning processes
(Olsson et al., 2017). Commoning, as a bricolage process, tries to ac-
tively break from the path-dependence of the system.

4.2. The guiding framework

This section puts forward a guiding framework to study commoning
as processes of bricolage. The framework provides an original com-
moning definition allowing critical explorations of commoning prac-
tices, proposes and defines three idealized stages of commoning and
puts forward a hypothesis on how changes in subjectivities occur which
portray historical commons as potential sites for nurturing transfor-
mation (Fig. 1).

Commoning is defined as practices organized by a distinct
project. We have followed Kemmis et al.’s (2014b, a) characterization
of practices, as formed by sayings, doings and relatings, to describe three
stages of commoning in historical commons. Kemmis et al. (2014b,a)
define a practice as a form of socially established cooperative human
activity in which actions and activities (doings) are comprehensible in
terms of characteristic discourses (sayings), whereby people and objects
involved are distributed in characteristic relationships (relatings), and
when this complex of sayings, doings and relatings ‘hangs together’ in a
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distinctive project (Kemmis et al., 2014b,a: 31). The project of a practice
is whatever people answer to the question “what are you doing?”
(Kemmis et al., 2014b: 31). This quality of ‘hanging together’ in a
project is crucial for identifying the distinctiveness of particular kinds of
practices (Kemmis et al., 2014b,a; 31). Following Kemmis et al.
(2014b,a) and others, we define commoning as a type of practice
composed by practices to share resources in, for and of the common
(Fournier, 2013), with a distinctive project. This project is enhancing
inter-dependency, creating an economy to satisfy community needs
(human or/and more-than-human) and engaging in the ethical process
of inclusively negotiating co-existence. Bearing this in mind, we define
commoning in historical commons as the process by which members of
the legal community voluntarily engage in practices to share resources
in common, using them for the common, and/or producing resources of
the common.

Contrarily to other definitions (e.g. Graham-Gibson, 2016; Bollier,
2016), we separate the elements of commoning practices (sayings, do-
ings and relatings) to the project of the practice. As such, commoning
practices (in, for and of) can be critically explored: are commoning
practices reasonable and conducive to the intended and normative
project? (see Kemmis et al., 2014a). Guiding questions to critically
analyse commoning include: Which projects do legal commoners have?
Which sayings, doings and relatings are organized around the different
projects?

Three stages of commoning. Following Fournier (2013) the fra-
mework provides a model representing three stages of commoning in
historical commons (Fig. 1). Each stage is dominated by specific prac-
tices defined by specific sayings, doings, and relatings, which are de-
scribed in Table 2. The last stage is when legal communities build a
more-than-human community, which challenges deeply the current
subjectivity of separateness of the Anthropocene by bringing humans
together with nature through negotiations of co-existence. This three-
stage model is an ideal one. In a real legal community, assemblages of
different commoning practices (in, of and for the common) co-exist, and
show contradictory aims and effects. Thus, within a legal community
there are constellations of different types of communities (household-
based, interdependent human or more-than human). Yet, the ideal
three stage model in Fig. 1 serves to compare the practices found in the
legal community (the dominant sayings, doings and relatings) and criti-
cally assess how the commoning-community– i.e. the community re-
lationally built through commoning negotiations (Fournier, 2013;
Gibson-Graham et al., 2016a)– can practice bricolage to change

dominant practices.
Historical commons as sites of transformation. In line with

Singh, (2018), we define this type of property as “sites of transforma-
tion”: places to cultivate more sustainable socio-economic paradigms,
human-nature relations and subjectivities. Following the logic of bri-
colage, Fig. 1 assumes that legal communities are likely to evolve from
the stage of household economies to human interdependent, and only
then can they evolve to more-than-human communities (Fig. 1). For
example, general assemblies to decide rules (resources in common), as
well as collective consumption of resources (resources for the common)
activate networks among the legal community. Only then can a legal
community start forming an interdependent community (new relatings).
Thereafter, through encounters with non-humans in collective work or
other practices of being-in-common, the commoning-community can
start feeling part of nature (Singh, 2018) (new sayings).

Following Fig. 1, researchers and commoners seeking transforma-
tions in a legal community dominated by household economies will
have to firstly promote practices for the commons (encounters between
humans, beyond decision making). Only when a human interdependent
community is created, can one aim for including non-humans by pro-
moting and strengthening practices of the common. Although it is out of
the scope of this paper, we propose that ways to support this evolution
as a researcher is to bring relations to other humans and non-humans to
the fore of discussion and reflection, through mapping or other meth-
odological devices (e.g. Duffy et al., 2018; Safri, 2015; Singh, 2018,
2013; Wright, 2015).

5. Conclusion

The study of historical commons has mainly looked at practices of
decision-making to manage and use sustainable ecosystems (practices
to share resources in common). However, we argue that the kind of
contemporary challenges brought by the so-called era of the
Anthropocene need a radical approach to commons research that goes
beyond institutions and environmental sustainability. Humans need to
re-connect to the biosphere (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013) and to learn to
take non-humans into account when deciding future social develop-
ments (Gibson-Graham et al., 2016b). Hence, new socio-economic
paradigms based on logics of inter-dependence and inter-being have to
be nurtured (Gibson-Graham and Roelvink, 2010; Göpel, 2016;
Rauschmayer, 2017). We believe that historical legalised commons can
be sites for nurturing this type of transformation.

We have defined a research agenda building on a CEC ontology and
a CI epistemology which focuses on the question: how does commoning
build (or not) human and more-than human communities? And how
can researchers support a process of (re)building communities that ends
up including the more-than human world? For this, we provided a
guiding framework for helping researchers implementing a critical and
potentially transformative research agenda in historical commons. Our
framework helps to further understand the type of practices involved in
building human and more-than-human communities and thus, allowing
transformative changes in subjectivities. Yet, we also call for action-
research projects with experimental research methods that can enable
transformative encounters between humans and non-humans. Only
then can researchers of historical commons participate in challenging
the deep structures of the Anthropocene. We hope our framework helps
or inspires other researchers to go beyond institutional designs for en-
vironmental sustainability and helps historical commons to achieve
their full potential as sites of transformation.
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