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  Foreword


  Vandana Shiva


  THE COMMONS:

  THE GROUND OF DEMOCRACY AND SUSTENANCE


  The very notion of the commons implies a resource that is vital to our collective well-being and sustenance that is owned, managed, and used by the community. A commons
  embodies social relations based on democratic participation, interdependence and cooperation. There are clear rules and principles; there are systems of decision-making. Decisions about what crops
  to sow, how many cattle will graze, which trees will be cut, which streams will irrigate which field at what time, are made jointly and democratically by the members of the community. A democratic
  form of governance is what made, and makes, a commons a commons. This was as true of England in the late eighteenth century as it is of regions where community control of the commons is still the
  method of governance and ownership. More importantly, the commons are vital to our common future and the creation of Earth Democracy in which the rights to sustenance of all species and all people
  are protected.


  The false thesis of the Tragedy of the Commons was constructed to make privatisation and commodification of the commons look inevitable. In fact the real tragedy is the enclosure
  and privatisation of the commons. The privatisation of the biodiversity commons has led to the disappearance of species and diversity. The privatisation and commodification of the water commons has
  led to pollution and depletion of our precious water resources. The privatisation and pollution of the atmospheric commons has given us climate chaos, and false solutions like emissions trading
  that have not contributed to the reduction of Greenhouse gases.


  Most sustainable cultures, in all their diversity, view the earth as terra mater (mother earth). They gratefully receive natures gifts and return the debt through ecologically
  sustainable lifestyles and earth-centered cosmologies. The colonial construct of the passivity of the earth, and the consequent creation of the colonial category of land as terra nullius
  (empty land), served two purposes: it denied the existence and prior rights of original inhabitants, and it obscured the regenerative capacity and processes of the earth. It therefore allowed the
  emergence of private property from enclosures of the commons, and allowed non-sustainable use of resources to be considered development and progress. For the privateer
  and the coloniser, enclosure was improvement.


  In Australia, the colonisers justified the total appropriation of land and its natural resources by declaring the entire continent of Australia to be terra nullius  uninhabited. This
  declaration established a simple path to privatising the commons, because as far as the colonisers were concerned, there were no commons. The decimation of indigenous peoples everywhere was
  justified morally on the grounds that they were not really human; and that they were part of the fauna. As John Pilger has observed, the Encyclopedia Britannica appeared to be in no doubt
  about this in the context of Australia: Man in Australia is an animal of prey. More ferocious than the lynx, the leopard, or the hyena, he devours his own people.1 In another Australian textbook, Triumph in the Tropics, Australian aborigines were equated with their half wild dogs. Being animals, the original Australians and
  Americans, and the Africans and Asians, possessed no rights as human beings. Their lands could be usurped as terra nullius  lands empty of people, vacant, waste,
  and unused. The morality of the missions justified the military takeover of resources all over the world to serve imperial markets. European men were thus able to describe their
  invasions as discoveries, piracy and theft as trade, and extermination and enslavement as their civilising mission.


  Similarly, in the American colonies the takeover of native resources was justified on the ground that indigenous people did not improve their land. As John Winthrop, first governor
  of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, wrote in 1669:


  
    
      
        Natives in New England, they enclose no land, neither have they any settled habitation, nor any tame cattle to improve the land by soe have nor other but a Natural Right
        to those countries. Soe as if we leave them sufficient for their use, we may lawfully take the rest.2

      

    

  


  As I wrote in my book Biopiracy, the logic of empty lands is now being expanded to empty life.3 Terra nullius
  is now used to appropriate biodiversity from the original owners and innovators by defining their seeds, medicinal plants, and medical knowledge as nature, and treating the tools of genetic
  engineering as the only path to improvement. By disregarding nonmarket use, authorities free themselves to enclose rivers through Indias River Linking Project and to enclose
  groundwater for bottled water and soft drinks by corporations like Coca-Cola and Pepsi.


  The enclosure of biodiversity and knowledge is the final step in a series of enclosures that began with the rise of colonialism. Land and forests were the first resources to be
  enclosed and converted from commons to commodities. Later, water resources were enclosed through dams, groundwater mining and privatisation schemes. Now it is the turn
  of biodiversity and knowledge to be enclosed through intellectual property rights.


  As Giovanna Ricoveri explores in this book, the destruction of commons was essential for the industrial revolution, to provide a supply of natural resources for raw material to industry. A
  life-support system can be shared; it cannot be owned as private property or exploited for private profit. The commons, therefore, had to be privatised, and peoples sustenance based in these
  commons had to be appropriated, to feed the engine of industrial progress and capital accumulation.


  Within indigenous communities, despite some innovations being first introduced by individuals, innovation is seen as social and collective phenomena and results of innovation are freely
  available to anyone who wants to use them. Consequently, not only the biodiversity but its utilisation has also been in the commons, being freely exchanged both within and between communities.
  Common resource knowledge based innovations have been passed on over centuries to new generations and adopted for newer uses, and these innovations have over time been absorbed into the common pool
  of knowledge about the resource. This common pool of knowledge has contributed immeasurably to the vast agricultural and medicinal plant diversity that exists today. Thus, the concept of individual
  property rights to either the resource or to knowledge remains alien to the local community. This undoubtedly exacerbates the usurpation of the knowledge of indigenous people with
  serious consequences for them and for biodiversity conservation.


  Intellectual Property Rights applied to biodiversity result in the biopiracy of indigenous resources and knowledge. Biopiracy is the enclosure of centuries of collective,
  cumulative innovation. It is simultaneously an extinction of indigenous rights to biodiversity and knowledge as commons. Above all, it is the destruction of the freedom that is created by the
  commons.


  Today we have to look beyond the state and the market place to protect peoples rights and deepen democracy. Empowering the community with rights would enable the recovery of commons
  again. Commons are resources shaped, managed and utilised through community control. In the commons, no one can be excluded. The commons cannot be monopolised by the economically powerful citizen
  or corporation, or by the politically powerful state.


  The Eurocentric concept of property views only capital investment as investment, and hence treats returns on capital investment as the only right that needs protection. Non-western indigenous
  communities and cultures recognize that investment can also be of labour or of care and nurturance. Rights in such cultural systems protect investments beyond capital. They protect the culture of
  conservation and the culture of caring and sharing.


  There are major differences between ownership of resources shaped in Europe during the enclosures movement and during colonial takeover, and ownership, as it has been practiced by
  tribal people and farmers throughout history across diverse societies. The former is based on ownership as private property, based on concepts of returns on investment for profits. The latter is
  based on entitlements through usufruct rights, based on concepts of return on labour to provide for ourselves, our children, our families, our communities. Usufruct rights can be privately held or
  held in common. When held in common, they define common property.


  Equity is built into usufruct rights since ownership is based on returns on labour. The poor have survived in India in spite of having no access to capital because they have had guaranteed
  access to the resource base needed for sustenance  common pastures, water, and biodiversity. Sustainability and justice is built into usufructuary rights since there are physical limits on
  how much one can labour and hence there are limits on returns on investment of labour and return on investment. Inequity is built into private property based on ownership of capital since there is
  no limit on how much capital one can own and control and invest. Today, the economy of financial capital has become a virtual economy  60 times larger than the
  real economy of goods and services produced in the world. $1 trillion moves around daily in the global economy, and this virtual economy grows exponentially, generating unprecedented
  inequality.


  Because of the inherently inequitable nature of ownership through capital, ceilings have been put on ownership through capital, to ensure equity. Land reform laws such as
  land ceilings are an instrument for limiting monopoly control over resources. Land to the tiller policies such as operation Bargha in West Bengal, are examples of
  re-introducing juridical concepts of ownership based on return on labour, rather than a return on capital. Not only are juridical systems based on usufruct more equitable, they are also more
  sustainable since usufruct ownership means resources are held in trust for future generations, so that the rights of future generations are not undermined for short term profits.


  Over the past 30 years, I have tried to define and defend the commons on which our life and democracy depends. As earth citizens, we have a duty to protect the vital ecological resources and
  processes of this fragile planet. We also have equal rights to share the gifts nature gives for free  the air, water, biodiversity. That is why these must be held in common  through
  common responsibility and common rights. Democracy in the final analysis is an earth democracy and an earth democracy is rooted in the commons.


  Recovery of the commons is vital to our freedom and survival. Recovery of the commons is the building of Earth Democracy.


  


  Introduction to the Italian edition

  Will the commons save the world?


  At the beginning of the third millennium, the profit frontiers moved to the commons and to public goods. These form a consolidated heritage of natural goods, infrastructures
  and services the value of which has gradually increased, thanks to the work, skills and savings of local populations. It is a collective wealth that is very appetising for large multinationals and
  financial institutions. The commons do not belong purely to the past, and do not affect only the poor in the countries of the Global South, but are a reality that is coveted by
  capital and finance worldwide today.


  The concept of the commons has undergone profound changes over time. On the one hand it has been expanded so much that it has become a term currently used to indicate the goods and
  services to which everyone should have access: food, water, medicines, energy, health, education, public spaces. To emphasise the collective nature of these goods and services, many of which are
  also considered human rights, social movements of the North have so far demanded that they are publicly owned and managed; in other words, by the State. The assumption that public and State are the
  same thing, which is typical of the legal culture of countries with a Napoleonic tradition, is finally being questioned. In fact, it is evident that the State no longer carries out the function of
  an honest broker between business and citizens, as it now sides with multinationals and high finance.


  The concept of the commons has, on the other hand, been restricted so that nature-related commons have lost relevance, even though they exist in many parts of the Global South, where a third of
  the world population lives in rural areas and nearby forests, dependent for their own sustenance on free access to natural resources. In Western culture, which has been extended to the South, people are convinced that the market is able to produce goods and services essential to life, and that this is a positive step forward, as commons represent
  an obstacle to modernisation. This is also true in countries governed by the common law such as Great Britain, where words such as community are still much-used while not implying any
  collective ownership. The commons have therefore suffered from the same curse that marginalised and destroyed the peasants and peasant agriculture at the beginning of the modern age. Despite this,
  the commons and communities still exist in the countries of the North, although in new forms, within the ecological and peasant movements. But they are neither perceived nor recognised as such by
  the dominant culture.


  In 2009 the Nobel Prize in Economics was awarded to Elinor Ostrom, the US scholar of the commons, teaching at the University of Indiana, which gave a clear indication of the dynamism and
  topicality of the commons. Ostrom very effectively summarised the contribution of her thought:


  
    
      
        The central question in this study is how principals who are in an interdependent situation can organize and govern themselves to obtain continuing joint benefits when
        all face temptations to free-ride, shirk, or otherwise act opportunistically.1

      

    

  


  To tackle the theme of nature-related material commons today, at the height of neoliberal globalisation and its crises, is simultaneously easy and difficult. It is easy because
  the crisis of capitalism and its dogmas (the free market, labour productivity and international competition, among others) fosters a re-proposal of the commons, reviewed and updated, as an
  alternative model for social and cultural organisation, in opposition to that of the invisible hand and the capitalistic market. It is difficult, however, because the economic and cultural dominion
  conquered by the capitalistic market has deeply penetrated all aspects of society, eliminating not only knowledge of other ways of thinking and doing but also the perception of possible
  alternatives that, if they were taken into consideration, would open up many other paths. Thus the habit of thinking and doing in terms of monocultures of the mind has been
  legitimised:


  
    
      
        Monocultures of the mind make diversity disappear from perception, and consequently from the world. The disappearance of diversity is also a disappearance of
        alternatives, and gives rise to the TINA (there is no alternative) syndrome. How often in contemporary times total uprooting of nature, technology, communities and entire civilization is
        justified on the grounds that there is no alternative. Alternatives exist but are excluded. Their inclusion requires a context of diversity.2

      

    

  


  The following text is exclusively concerned with the nature-related material commons (those linked to the vital elements of Empedocles  water, air, earth and fire),
  considered here to be the priority from the viewpoint of building an alternative to the domination of the capitalist market as opposed to all the other commons: cultural, social and digital. The
  thesis and the proposal of this book is that defending the commons (where they still exist) and re-proposing them (where they have been cast aside) is not simply a question of the fair distribution
  of resources, but it is the soundest possible response to the destructive forces of the system. It is, however, a partial response; but in the present phase of the crisis of the dominant model, it
  could become the key for the construction of an alternative society and development to that based on commodities and the market.


  If this proposal is to be taken into consideration, much will have to change, starting with the way in which politics operates. Politics should be understood also as political
  ecology in the sense of taking into account the physical limits of the natural resources on which the wealth of nations depends and an a priori evaluation of what could be the ecological and
  social consequences of the choices to be made. Politics should also become horizontal, setting up a system of constant interaction between the administrators and the administered, the
  governors and the governed, in forms appropriate for the territorial scale of such decisions, from local to international. It is also necessary to recognise that under neoliberal globalisation
  representative democracy is no longer able to carry out this function on its own and it ends up handing a blank cheque to the governors.


  Another reason underlying the proposals put forward here concerns the present meaning of individual human rights which, starting with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, has
  replaced common rights, rather than being integrated with them. The establishment of human rights, which was a fundamental advance in peoples lives, is now fiercely undermined by the rebirth
  of nationalisms and exploding wars for oil and resources, often trumpeted as religious wars. One might well wonder what value can be attached to Charters of Rights, approved or proposed in various
  international forums, including the European one, in the present historical stage that is marked by social exclusion, as has been powerfully argued by the Portuguese sociologist Boaventura de Sousa
  Santos.3


  


  Introduction to the English edition

  The enclosure of nature and the social movements


  The challenges of the twenty-first century  destruction, privatisation and commodification of nature, economic and financial crisis and the erosion of democracy
   have become even more evident during the last few years since my book Beni comuni vs merci was published by Jaca Book in Italy in September 2010. In this introduction to the
  English edition, written in September 2012, I will discuss first how the challenges just mentioned have deepened in the last few years; second, the present world financial crisis and the policies
  chosen by governments to get out of it; third, the world social and ecological movements and their role to build the alternative while defending their living conditions and the
  environment.


  THE ESCALATION OF NATURES CONSUMPTION


  The relationship between human beings and nature remained within compatible limits for millennia  up until the rise of consumer society. This relationship then gradually
  deteriorated, and only recently the pressure on natural resources has become so intense and rapid that it is endangering the survival of life on the planet. We are destroying the support systems of
  life on earth and the responsibility falls on all  or almost all  of us, human beings. Some resources are already exhausted, such as cheap oil, while other vital elements such as
  biodiversity have deteriorated to a level that is incompatible with the natural cycles. Above all, we are faced with a reduction in the capacity of natural systems to regenerate themselves to the
  same extent and within the same period of time that we draw on them, to support our impact and absorb our waste. The effects of overtaking these limits are absolutely dramatic
  when we consider the wounds that are being inflicted on nature, which in the end hit people and all living organisms. The effects are apparent when water courses are altered by the cementing of the
  banks of a river or, worse still, the coastlines of the ocean are cemented over, increasing the destructive effects of a natural hurricane. In a few cases there are terrible consequences such as
  the genetic mutations that occur from accidents at nuclear plants or the emptying into water courses of waste containing heavy metals and residues from extractive and industrial processes.


  The ecological disasters produced by this development model and its effects are well documented in the literature and have for a long time been denounced by authoritative sources, showing that
  preventing disasters will cost much less than paying for future damages.1 Yet nothing has been done to reverse the trend that indeed becomes increasingly
  intense year after year. The explanation is simple: these disasters are to the advantage of some. They are serving those who decide the destiny of the world and who can enrich themselves at the
  expense of nature and human beings, privatizing the wealth and socializing the poverty, as Evo Morales, of American Indian heritage, has described it. The destruction of the planet is
  not written in stone; it is caused by particular economic policies being adopted to the exclusion of environmental policies that relate ecological questions closely to power and its concentration
  into the hands of a few hundred people, far from the places where the global majority of the population live.


  Consumerism is one of those political choices that have had dramatic ecological consequences and have produced a shift toward individualism and materialism within Western cultures.
  What future can a society addicted to consumption have? It cannot be said that consumerism has improved the living conditions of the population or made it happier, as shown recently by Tim Jackson
  and other authors. Even in the United States, the leading country of consumerism  says the American historian Susan Strasser (Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash, H. Holt and
  Company, New York NY, 2000)  the reuse of materials was the norm up until the first decades of the twentieth century. Planned obsolescence was decided only in the
  desperate year 1932, at the height of the Great Depression, affirms Giles Slade (Made to Break: Technology and Obsolescence in America, Harvard University Press, Cambridge
  MA, 2007). Only in the 1950s, however, did planned obsolescence reach its full potential, becoming a social and productive model, first in the automobile industry and then in all sectors of
  production. What is absurd is that the increase in consumption  and the withdrawal of the natural resources that are incorporated in these products  was not related to an increase in
  population but to a wrong choice, both ecologically and economically.


  From the 1970s, at the beginning of the period of neoliberal globalisation, Western governments and big multinationals decided to renegotiate the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, which
  had been approved after the Second World War. With the establishment of the World Trade Organization in 1995, the large corporations achieved a further transfer of wealth from the countries of the
  South to their own laboratories in the North, pushing for the patenting of seeds, intellectual property rights on biodiversity and the knowledge of local communities. They also pressed for the
  opening of the agricultural subsistence markets of the countries of the South and for a liberalisation of trade, both of which were supposed to bring enormous advantages for the poor,
  the workers and the environment. But these advantages never materialised and meanwhile a vital resource like biodiversity had been given over to private profit. Here, however, the multinationals
  came up against the world social movements who, at the end of 1999 met at Seattle, where one of the World Trade Organization meetings was taking place. There they launched a new stage of
  contestation and struggle.2


  At the Earth Summit on Sustainable Development, Rio+20, held in Rio de Janeiro in June 2012, 20 years after another important summit on sustainable development, the destruction of
  nature took another step forward which, if implemented, will increase the division between the rights of peoples and the rights of markets, creating tensions that will be difficult to control. The
  green economy, proposed by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)3 as the royal highway to de-carbonise the economy,
  promote sustainable development and eradicate poverty, was nullified by exhausting negotiations about who pays for the green transition, that is, for the investments in renewable
  energies, energy efficiency, sustainable agriculture and the conservation of ecosystems, of biodiversity and water sources. As the governments are all in deficit, it was decided that the banks and
  financial institutions would put up the money  in other words those responsible for the present economic and financial crisis. But the more serious question is that it was not decided how
  the transition was to be carried out and the entry of the banks on the scene is not very reassuring, given their past attitude to natural resources.


  The other pillar of the proposal was the monetarisation of the services provided by natures ecosystems, but it was not passed because of the decisive opposition of civil society
  organisations present in Rio. However it remains on UNEPs agenda. The idea that giving an economic value to the services of the ecosystems would promote private investment for their
  conservation is highly dubious because the ecosystems services are offered freely by nature and their conservation requires respect rather than investments.4 The investments proposed are usually the instrument for taking the ecosystems away from the communities that are their custodians, as has happened with the patenting of
  biodiversity. Instead of joining forces with local inhabitants to protect natural resources from commercial exploitation, so the accusation goes, business is turning nature
  into a commodity and not infrequently driving out the local population.5


  The official approval of the United Nations of the market drift in treating nature is the wrong response to the complicated knots of the great transformation under way. One of the
  knots of this great transformation is the industrialisation of the emerging countries known as the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa). They are all sub-continents  except
  perhaps for South Africa  and they contain huge populations, which are pressing on resources. Over the last few years they have all had very high rates of growth and they all intend to
  become world powers  some already are  according to the model of Western industrial development. But this model  with important differences between
  countries, above all in China where state capitalism reigns6  requires huge amounts of energy and abundant minerals and metals. Fossil fuels,
  minerals and metals are invariably located in areas inhabited by local communities, often indigenous, who are being expropriated and forced to become ecological refugees, sometimes/often to commit
  suicide. Cheap labour, without rights, is also required, but that is easy to find in those countries. In Brazil, for example, the government claims to have achieved a green economy with low
  CO2 impact thanks to the neo-extractive model  as defined by Eduardo Gudynas7  based on mining as well as enormous dams,
  mastodontic hydro-electric installations, cane sugar and genetically modified soya monoculture to produce agrofuels. This model is taking up land that is scarce and fragile, especially in Amazonia,
  and it is fated to damage further still the ecosystems of the forest. The social costs of this kind of development will all fall on the local communities.


  NEOLIBERAL ECONOMICS AND THE ECONOMY OF THE COMMONS


  Planet Earth is on the edge of an abyss through the excessive consumption of the environment both by what is being taken from it and by the refuse, residues and waste that are
  being poured into it. But this crisis is not taken into account in the discussions on the financial crisis that have been going on for five years now and that are intense in Europe, as if there is
  no relationship between the two crises. Indeed, the European governments and the European Commission use the same image of the abyss when they talk about the eurozone countries.8 They are obliged to balance their budgets within one or two years and to reduce the public debt up to 60 per cent of their gross domestic product within 20 years, between
  2012 and 2032, or find themselves out of the eurozone.


  When the financial crisis emerged in the United States, with the default of housing mortgages that had been granted without sufficient guarantees, it was clear from the
  beginning that the cause of the crisis was the bad finance that has now moved to Europe. The cause is not the uncontrolled expenditure of the European governments. It is the mountain of
  accumulated debt of the European banks  including many other players like monetary funds, speculative investments and structured investment vehicles. These are all created by the banks
  themselves in order to subtract from their balance sheets part of the credits already conceded, which enables them to concede still further credits. When the billion debts of these strange
  so-called vehicle funds do not succeed in being renewed, they return to the original banks, reducing them to crisis. What is happening today in the world and in Europe is due to financial
  speculation, whose institutions continue to be protected in spite of their errors. It is a new State capitalism, says the great historian Eric Hobsbawm (different, obviously, from the
  Chinese model).


  There is little discussion, even among the Left except for individual scholars and small groups, of the miracles of shadow banking,9 the existence of
  which remains the domain of specialists, not so much because it is secret but because the received wisdom is that Greece, for example, has lived beyond its means. This is a confusion
  that should be denounced, firstly because the resources called into question are not those on which wealth depends, for they are monetary, reflecting paper wealth, that of finance. Secondly, for
  the consequences that this confusion has produced: through a cosmetic operation, the crisis created by the banks has been presented as the public debt of the states of the countries that are most
  exposed  those of southern Europe, including Italy. And these are being forced to cut pensions, wages, education, health and public employees, bringing about a recession the end of which is
  not in sight.


  This is a recession for which the costs are having to be met by those who have no responsibility, while the banks have been given nearly 5 trillion of public money in five years, between
  Europe and the United States. This is the money from taxpayers and it enables them to continue to do business as usual, that is, to accumulate debts to be charged to the general
  public. The derivatives are 14 times greater than the combined value of all stock trade on all the stock exchanges in the world and nine times greater than the worlds
  gross domestic product, according to the most recent data from the European Investment Bank, at the end of 2011. But no measures of control of the financial system have been put in place, nor has
  there been a division between saving banks and investment banks. The declared motivation for transferring public money to the banks is the need to save millions of jobs which would be
  lost if companies became bankrupt because of the credit crunch on the part of the banks in crisis.10 Those jobs have been lost anyway and now in Europe
  there are 48 million unemployed, while youth unemployment is more than 30 per cent.


  The creation of a single currency, the euro, is certainly one of the complications of the European financial crisis as there is no government that has the necessary instruments to manage the
  mainstream economy, to brake the speculations of the markets as well as defending itself from the strongest governments of Europe, like Germany. This line of argument is correct, but only if it
  remains within a logic and culture that considers the financialisation of the economy as normal. However, it leads to a gradual concentration of decision-making power and destroys the very meaning
  of democracy. It is a logic that uses the financialisation of society to maintain the privileged position of a minority  those at the head of corporations that now, in the US, have the legal
  status of physical persons  and to destroy democracy.


  We are far away from the logic and culture of the commons. We now have two parallel worlds, which speak different languages and pursue the interests of two opposite constituencies. The two
  cultures are based on different premises and values. Nature-related commons are based on sharing and on social bonds and, in their turn, they produce social bonds: their privatisation breaks social
  bonds, undermines social cohesion and contributes to the growth of atomised societies of individual consumers competing with one another for access to scarce resources and commodified
  services. Even worse, it destroys the life support systems while thwarting democracy.


  Managing these essential goods as commons means acting upon alternative values and rules to those that govern the social order of the market. These alternative values and
  rules are in fact an integral part of the commons that are neither privately nor publicly owned but held in common. They involve the self-regulation and self-government of communities; cooperation
  rather than competitiveness; re-unification of production and consumption; the defence of nature and the communitys living conditions. Collective management and self-regulation by a
  community, considered capable to establish its own rules, is therefore very important and, even before that, it is important that there is a community: self-regulation is an element of direct
  democracy that does not exist in the market.


  It is necessary to change course, but this will only prove possible if the values and rules of the social order of the market are challenged, and if such changes obtain a wide enough consensus
  to undermine the received wisdom that has become fossilised over time and taken the place of common sense.11 The dominant model has kept
  none of its promises. It has not solved poverty, it has not eradicated hunger, it has not achieved equality, it has not ensured social justice or real democracy, it has not reduced the North/South
  divide. It has increased world tensions and defended, through warfare, its right to the natural resources of the countries of the South. It has pillaged nature and identified
  prosperity with economic well-being,12 neglecting important elements of prosperity such as a certain security for ones own future, interest in
  the well-being of others around oneself, the sharing of well-being with others, participation in the life of the community. They are values that are key to the paradigm of the commons.


  These thoughts become more meaningful considering that the Left is making the same mistake, as has been noted by various authors, such as Costas Panayotakis when he says: Traditional
  social democracy has historically focussed on progressive reforms, while ignoring the need for autonomous spaces that point beyond the logic of capitalism.13 In Western culture, based on vertical hierarchy and dependency and not on autonomy and self-regulation as happens in the culture of the commons, the
  European Left has not understood that well-being includes extra-market things. Economic well-being is certainly important for the billion people who are living with less than a dollar
  a day, observes Tim Jackson, but not in the same way as for the inhabitants of the rich world, where the needs linked to subsistence are satisfied  although not necessarily in
  the best way  and where the purchase of other consumer goods does not contribute to an increase in material welfare, but in more mass consumption. Mass consumption does not make people
  happier and, at the same time, it accelerates the squandering of natural resources, as mentioned earlier.


  Growth is the political buzzword obsessively repeated by everyone, including those who call themselves left wing and the trade unions, as the solution to the financial crisis. However this
  affirmation will remain a plea of principle while the contents, the instruments and the objectives of growth, remain the same as in the past. As far as the contents are concerned, the calls
  continue for infrastructure, large public works and mature industrial production  those that have created an unsustainable development both ecologically and socially. And, as for the
  instruments, the emphasis is now, more than in the past, on labour productivity, which  as experience teaches us  endangers workers, the community and the environment. Finally, it
  continues to be proclaimed that growth depends on conquering a greater share of the foreign market, without taking into account that this growth does not respond to the real needs of the
  populations of exporting countries but to fabricated wants (as Thorstein Veblen called them). This favours the stronger countries to the detriment of the weaker ones, setting off a
  competitive spiral that causes a permanent state of warfare among peoples.


  The growth that is needed, which could promote the spreading of a different culture to that of the market and closer to that of the commons, should first of all be concerned with the creation of
  new jobs for young people, employed in programmes of environmental public works to rebuild all that has been destroyed. Young, unemployed university graduates have the necessary expertise and there
  would be financial resources to realise such programmes if the public money were not wasted in mastodontic public works or military expenditures, or to pay debts accumulated
  by banks and financial institutions through speculative investments.


  What renders such a strategy futile is not only the lack of money but also the absence of a project for the ecological conversion of the economy which debunks production that no longer responds
  to the needs of a society in transformation, and re-territorialises the markets, giving value to the local, its resources and its potential. This would be a project based on alternative energy
  sources and on the energy efficiency of production (industrial, agricultural and services), and of public buildings and private housing; on sustainable mobility, integrating the different means of
  transport, and on organic agricultural production that has travelled low mileage. Such a project would replace the economies of scale of large installations and huge networks by the principles of
  decentralisation, territorial diffusion and differentiation, of integration between the production of goods and the distribution of services. It would be a project that pays attention to the
  quality of life and the fulfilment of peoples own potential.


  The current governing classes are obviously not interested in such a project: perhaps they do not even possess the cultural baggage necessary to understand it, let alone the necessary technical
  knowledge. There exist, however, experiences, knowledge and new awareness in our social life, although they have no voice, either because of difficulty of access to the media or because they are
  limited to a circumscribed base, territorial or sectorial, that has not succeeded in becoming generalised. For the radical change that is needed, conflict is not enough and it requires the
  contribution of everyone, including the entrepreneurs and especially those working in the institutions, at the local as well as at the national level.


  What is not needed is growth based on the commodification of natural resources or the selling off of the public heritage or the privatisation of the local public services. These are, in fact,
  secretive projects about which little information is obtainable. They put forward disturbing proposals that aim at growth, seeking a transition from the oil economy to a
  bio-economy, based on the manipulation and patenting of plants and micro-organisms. The objective would be to obtain a synthetic DNA: it is a frightening perspective, the consequences of which are
  terrifying although unforeseeable. Life cannot be created by human beings; it is given to us as a gift and cannot be reproduced artificially. The synthetic DNA would be a serious threat not only to
  the humanity of the future but to the future of humanity. Already various multinationals are working on this: Monsanto, Procter & Gamble, Chevron and Basf.14 It is to be hoped that these intentions remain only intentions.


  SOCIAL AND ECOLOGICAL MOVEMENTS


  Social movements is a catch-all expression, which should be defined at least as far as this text is concerned. There is a social and ecological world movement,
  within which there is an unlimited number of subjects, small and large, calling themselves movements, organisations, womens associations, consumers associations, trade unions,
  professionals associations such as bio-architects, local peasants, forestry and fishing communities, non-governmental organisations, single people, groups of people, small enterprises, local
  governments, and so on. Only some of these subjects are grassroots, but all of them are part of the world movement as everybody may decide  and is welcome to do so  to enter the
  struggle aimed at improving his/her living conditions as well as defending the environment. The difference among these various subjects does not rest on the name they choose but on what they fight
  for and how. There are other types of social movements that mobilise the youth and the new generations, dealing with specific issues such as in the case of the students of Occupy or the young
  people of the Indignados. Even these movements are dependent and have an impact on the other more general movement. In Chile, for instance, the movement of Camilla Vallejo (see later) finds its
  roots in the struggle against dams that had taken place previously in that country. All the names cited above will be used here, following as much as possible the choice of
  the movements themselves.


  Social movements  in all their varieties  can be small organisations, composed of only one person, or they can be very large, in which case they are networks of organisations like,
  for example, Via Campesina, which represents some 200 million small and medium agricultural producers, landless peasants, women farmers, indigenous populations, from 150 local and national
  organisations and from some 70 countries on all continents. They include Terra Madre, which was launched by the Slow Food movement and is a network of 5,000 to 6,000 food communities from 150
  countries that meet in Turin every two years. Or the National Alliance of Peoples Movements, an Indian association of progressive movements and organisations which supports the struggle of
  communities for their rights to natural resources, building bridges between the castes, the Adivasi minorities, agricultural and forest labourers, the working poor, committed intellectuals. Or,
  like Friends of the Earth International, composed of environmental organisations in 69 countries, whose chairperson is currently Nnimmo Bassey, a Nigerian environmentalist and poet, winner of the
  2010 Right Livelihood Award, known as the alternative Nobel Prize, and author of To Cook a Continent. In this book he describes the relations between climate change and industrial mining
  in Africa, which he calls the latest stage of Western torture.


  The crisis we are living at the present is different from all the other ones that have so far been experienced by capitalism. It is much deeper, it is lasting longer and it has upset all of the
  twentieth-century structures, including politics and the political parties as instruments for managing politics, from mediation to democratic participation. From different quarters comes the call
  for the political parties to stand aside so that their role can be taken over by the movements. However, there could be no greater error in seeing the new social movements like the present
  political parties: monolithic, bureaucratic and hierarchical, born and grown up in the context of national states and in an economy and culture that has now been swept away by globalisation. They
  no longer express either the realities of the situation or common feelings. The movements are plural subjects that work through horizontal methods to form consensus. It is
  true that today it is necessary to re-found the terms of democratic participation but this should be done without taking short cuts, using the culture of the commons to re-conquer the spaces that
  have been occupied by the market.


  Fortunately, the social movements do not consider themselves as political parties, nor do they operate in the same way. They have incorporated the culture of the commons because they stem from
  that culture: that of communities based on agriculture, forestry and fisheries who are fighting against the enclosure of the commons upon which they depend for their livelihood. Because their
  objectives are to defend their own living conditions, together with nature, they could not do it in any other way. Nevertheless, the culture of the commons has been systematically denied and
  ridiculed as being primitive and anti-modern over the last few centuries in all countries, above all in the West; but many traces remained. That model is now being forcefully claimed by the
  social movements, through struggles that promote its defence and re-propose it at a time when powerful interests do all they can to appropriate the commons for themselves.15 As in the past (and still today in rural and forest areas in the countries of the Global South), the new commons are resisting the pressure of a
  commodified and globalised society, divided between the 99 per cent and 1 per cent of the population, as Occupy has defined todays social divide.


  The social movements reject delegation  at least in principle  and hierarchical relations. This does not mean that they do not have a leadership structure, especially in the case
  of large organisations such as Via Campesina. It means instead that the leadership structure operates in a different way, that is, as a coordinating body of the network, and that there is not a
  programme to which member organisations are asked to subscribe. The social movements are not traditional organisations in the conventional sense of the term, that is, a group of people whose
  actions are coordinated by a leader. They are self-managed organisations, and they have become stronger during neoliberal globalisation and its crises. They resist and in doing so they create
  alternatives  they do not implement alternatives themselves but clarify a problem and induce authorities to solve that problem. They function in thousands, hundreds of
  thousands and a million ways and places, where problems have emerged. Such problems can be directly linked to the environment, such as the enclosure of land, the requisitioning of water or waste
  disposal, or to social issues such as poverty, unemployment or social exclusion. They are organisations that can last for a long time or just one season, and they are present in many countries in
  all continents, in the North and the South. For the first time in history, they can encounter and get to know each other through the internet.


  Those who are engaged in modern social movements come from all social groups. They include peasants and industrial workers, self-employed workers, young people and students, the unemployed,
  women, indigenous people, scientists and artists, members of local governments and trade unions, and people from the business and academic worlds. Academics are present in a more limited number,
  but they are a minority that has weight because it includes prestigious names and Nobel Laureates. They are people who often work in silence to protect the environment, promote democracy,
  defend human rights and ensure equality between women and men. By so doing they are planting the seeds of peace.16


  Paul Hawken17 has estimated  on the basis of contacts he has made in 1000 conferences he gave round the world over 15 years  that the
  organisations composing this galaxy are at least 1 million, perhaps 2 million, and most of them are small organisations. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that there are no statistics on the
  greatest movement that has ever existed and which is not recognised, as Hawkens book subtitle indicates: How the Largest Movement in the World Came into Being and No One Saw it
  Coming. There is obviously a high rate of replacement in small organisations, but this is not the main reason that they are invisible. The fact is that the values of the market permeate the
  dominant culture and these small movements are hidden by those who hold the levers of power as well as being irrelevant for most citizens who do not know the language and the values of the commons.
  The literature on the grassroots movements is immense, but it is difficult to locate and sum up because the small movements are usually concerned with specific and single
  issues, and precisely for this reason the literature is diffuse.


  The issues taken up by the social movements are extremely diverse, and usually linked to the locality where the environmental problems are being experienced and where people can struggle to
  build alternatives. They cover a vast range of issues that can basically be reduced to the same demand: another way of living that is more just and satisfying. Those who organise and fight have
  understood that living under stress is not just nor satisfying.


  Land and water are today, in the twenty-first century, the main fields of conflict and therefore the principal foci of environmental movements. However there is a difference between the rural
  and forest communities, who are often indigenous in the countries of the South, and who depend on the land for their sustenance, and those in the countries of the North. Pressure on water and land
  exists in both hemispheres but it takes on different forms. In the countries of the South, land is no longer being used just for food production but for the monoculture of transgenic soya and sugar
  cane for the extraction of ethanol, for building huge infrastructures like dams; or it is grabbed (bought or leased) by rich countries of the North as in the case of fertile land, to produce food
  for their people if not biofuels for their cars. Whatever the case, land grabbing is aggravating hunger in the South, and threatening local economies and social bonds in the poor
  countries, especially in Africa. Above all, land serves now for industrial development, in which land has become the main asset, not only for the construction of factories, ports and other
  infrastructures serving industrial developments, but also for the metals, minerals and fossil fuels in the subsoil of the land and forest where local communities live.


  CASE-STUDIES FROM THE SOUTH


  The multinationals are thus in the centre of the maelstrom and the example given below demonstrates the reason. Vale SA (which, up to 2007, was known as
  CVRD  Companhia Vale do Rio Doce) is a private multinational of Brazilian origin and the first world producer and exporter of iron ore. It is also active in telecommunications, information
  technology, electricity, oil, gas, infrastructures, water and waste management, banks, petrochemicals and privatisations. It operates in 38 countries of South America, Asia and Africa and has
  100,000 employees. The social movements participating at the Counter Summit of Rio+20 used it as an example of the behaviour of multinationals in the countries of the South, accusing it of a
  lack of respect for the rights of workers, environmental degradation in the places where it is installed and theft of the land to the detriment of local populations. Jeremias Vunjanhe
  of Justicia Ambiental recounted how, in Mozambique, 1,365 families were being blackmailed because the Vale does not recognise the rights of workers and because it controls the territory, thanks to
  the construction of a railway line. Dario Bossi of the Pastoral Land Commission has denounced the pollution produced by the hydro-electric installation TKCSA (ThyssenKrupp Companhia
  Siderrgica do Atlntico) and by the doubling of the Carajs railway, which is intensifying the environmental impact of the mines in Amazonia. Scott, of the USW (United
  Steelworkers) of Canada, has denounced Vales terrible working conditions, which have been the cause of the biggest strike in the history of the country, lasting 11 months in 2009 and 2010.
  Adelaide, of the Movimiento Xingu Vivo para Siempre, has denounced the privatisation process of the Amazonia, which will be intensified by the addition of the mega hydro-electric plant of Belo
  Monte, the Vale being a member of the construction consortium. Larissa, of the World March of Women, has denounced the increase in prostitution in the areas where the Vale is
  installed.18


  A case of active resistance by social movements comes from Brazil, where the government  first of Lula, and now of Roussef  has started a process of development based on large dams
  and hydro-electric energy as the instrument for achieving the green economy. The large dams were blocked in the 1990s by the protests of the local population and the international environmental
  movement. Now, they have been taken up again on a large scale: 615 have already been constructed in Brazil, almost all in Amazonia. This has submerged 24,000 square
  kilometres of land and 1,500 natural reserves, creating 1 million displaced people, most of whom have received no compensation at all. Another 64 dams are in construction, including that of Belo
  Monte. The MAB (Movimento dos Atingidos por Barrages), a movement to help those affected by dams, is against such development and is supported by 20,000 families who are resisting the Belo Monte
  construction. The strategy of the MAB is an inspiration for all social movements, says Antonio Tricarico, a specialist on international finance:


  
    
      
        To avoid the criminalisation of the resistance, the movement is structured at the local level so that it is rooted in Brazilian society and promotes a broad debate on a
        new energy model... It has forged alliances with the trade unions and the peasant movements in the Workers and Peasants Platform for Energy, which demands a law for the right of all those
        affected to be compensated for the damages they have suffered. The MAB has also created projects to help the population remain in the territory, practising sustainable agriculture and using
        self-produced solar energy.19

      

    

  


  Despite the lack of response from the federal government, the MAB is already preparing its third national meeting, which will be concerned with all the people who have been
  displaced by dams, to be held in March 2013.


  In India, now is the moment of the privatization of mining wealth, says Vandana Shiva in a recent book20 which describes how the
  movements are resisting the assault on the resources of the subsoil, with which the multinationals have declared war against nature and grassroots communities. She recounts, among
  many examples, the movement against Reliance Power (the largest private Indian enterprise) at Dadri and against Reliances Special Economic Zone between Gurgaon and Jhajjar; the movement
  against the Special Economic Zone of Salim (an Indian oil company) at Nandigram; the movement against the bauxite mines of Vedanta (an Indian mining multinational) at Niyamgiri; the movement
  against the steelworks of Tata (automobiles) at Gopalpur; and the movement against the steelworks of Posco (a steel multinational) at Jagatsinghpur. The Indian scholar
  emphasises the specific contradiction of her country, where the disempowerment of the local communities occurs in spite of the powers that the Constitution of India gives them in matters
  of local development, and notwithstanding the recent legislation that has extended and reinforced this power in favour of the autochthonous communities. Indias industrialisation is therefore
  thoroughly undermining the democratic fabric of the country, which is perhaps the most important resource for resisting the offensive of the multinationals.


  MOBILISATION IN EUROPE AND THE AMERICAS


  In the West, particularly in Europe and in the United States, the mobilisation of the more perceptive or affected people continues, but the media does not cover it extensively
  except in some cases of general interest such as the conviction by the Italian Courts of the owners of Eternit, the asbestos multinational, which has been obtained after decades of mobilisation on
  the part of the relatives of the victims. The sentence concerns Eternit in Italy, but it will have an impact everywhere as asbestos is a problem that concerns populations far beyond Italy.


  Mobilisation at the grassroots, either on the part of single individuals or on the part of environmental organisations, is concerned with all the burning issues of the environment, but in
  different ways, according to the situation of different localities and the ecological sensitivity of their inhabitants. There are many themes: the defence of common goods and local public services,
  starting with water; the huge infrastructures that are covering everything with cement; cultural goods and the landscape; the hydrological defence of the soil; genetically modified organisms
  (GMOs); illegal construction; pollution of the rivers; lack of respect for health regulations in the factories; nuclear plants and the disposal of nuclear and toxic waste; energy plants and dioxin;
  pollution from car traffic; oil emissions from tankers that plough the seas and oceans; the drilling of land and seas in search of oil (fracking, tar sands); coal and mineral
  mines; and many others.


  In Western countries the grassroots movements are gradually moving from denunciations to solutions of the problems and in this sense the environmental movement contributes to building
  alternatives that can arise only through trials and errors accumulated over time, even if they are only partial chunks of reality. The transition towns, born in Totnes in Great
  Britain thanks to Rob Hopkins  an Irish permaculture teacher  and then spread in many countries in all continents, are such a case. They aim at building local communities of people
  from all social groups that want to leave fossil-fuel society behind and to contribute to the reduction of climate change. Other examples are the food chains, that is, the direct sale of
  agricultural goods from the producers to the consumers; urban gardens, that enable city dwellers to have fresh fruit and vegetables without chemical additives; the Italian comuni virtuosi
  (virtuous municipalities) that manage to recycle almost everything thanks to the door-to-door collection of all recyclable goods; the initiatives of women in the health sector for first aid and in
  other issues affecting local communities in the countryside and in the cities.


  The positive news in the West is the new urban and student social movements, such as the Indignados in Spain, also called the 15-M or 15 May Movement  the first day that the Indignados
  appeared in Madrid at the Puerta del Sol, and Occupy in the United States and beyond, that first appeared in Zuccotti Park in the heart of the financial district of New York. Both movements erupted
  in 2011, first in Spain and then in the United States, and both immediately got world attention  literally so, as their actions were reproduced in many cities in all continents. They were
  approved by a large proportion of the population in the cities whence they originated, developing from a few hundred youths to thousands and even millions of people of all ages and social
  classes.


  Both movements questioned the dominant system as a whole and not just a part of it, through a precise analysis of the points where the system breaks down. They kept out of existing political
  organisations, which they criticised or appreciated without taking sides, and they refused violence, practising a kind of direct democracy, horizontal and without delegation.
  The human megaphone of Zuccotti Park is a simple but telling example of this new approach to politics. It is realised by people attending a meeting in an open space where the use of a megaphone is
  not allowed because of the noise it would make: speeches are repeated sentence by sentence, row by row, till the last one. It takes time, but it works.


  The two movements have much in common, but there are also differences. What detonated the Indignados was the overall economic crisis of their country, which suddenly exploded after years of an
  economic miracle now redefined as bricks and beach umbrellas, meaning that it was a fragile development blown up by bad finance, depending on tourism and the
  construction industry. The young Spaniards went into the streets to show their discontent, to put it mildly, about the jobs that did not exist, precariousness, schools that were too expensive and
  an uncertain future, with the bitter feeling that they did not count at all. Their conclusion was that all this could happen because there was no real democracy in the system, meaning not that
  there should be more democracy as we know it in the West but rather that there should be another kind of democracy, based on participation and equality, in which it was possible to monitor abuses.
  This democracy does not represent us! they say. It is unjust because it favours the rich; egoistic, because it is maintained by a caste of unscrupulous government leaders; immoral,
  because it uses public money for private purposes.


  As the financial crisis continued to affect Europe and in particular the weaker countries, the Indignados identified a second front for the radical criticism of the system: the banks. Those that
  can pay golden salaries because they steal your money; those that finance the political parties; those that do not pay for their errors and unload them on to you: The banks should pay our
  mortgage, if we pay their debts, they said. After the political elections of the autumn of 2011 and the worsening of the economic and social situation of the country because of the austerity
  measures imposed on the poorer sectors of the country, the responses of the public in the squares of Madrid and Barcelona became massive  it was recently reported on
  Spanish public radio that the movement has so far involved from 6 to 8 million people  and now they also seem to have incorporated the movement of the homeless. All that can be said so far
  is that the Indigados have planted their seeds well.


  What triggered the Occupy movement is similar, but it is concentrated on the specific situation in the United States. The Canadian review Adbusters had for years been inviting young
  Americans to mobilise against the consumer society, but what lit the fuse of Occupy was resentment about the increasing economic inequality that divided the country into the 99 per cent and the 1
  per cent. The slogan was widely taken up: the anger was against the influence of the corporations on political power and the fact that those guilty for causing the financial crisis had remained
  unpunished. All the commentators  academics and journalists  were in agreement that Occupy was the result of decisions taken previously over a period of at least the past 40 years. As
  stated by Paul Krugman, Nobel Laureate in Economics in 2008, the financialisation of the economy is not due to the invisible hand but to the deregulation of the financial sector, decided upon by
  the Federal Reserve Bank with the agreement of the federal government and US Congress.


  The statistics show that the increasing disparity in the distribution of income occurred precisely in the period of abnormal expansion of the financial sector and that the vertiginous growth in
  the salaries of the financial sector had a significant effect on the increase in the income of the richest 1 per cent of the population. The Economist21 pointed out that the disparity of income has been even greater within the richest 0.1 per cent of the population, composed of professionals such as doctors and lawyers, whose
  incomes have remained constant through time as a percentage of the total income of the richest 1 per cent of the population, while the incomes of the financial sector have shot up to the skies.
  According to Krugman, the political and institutional forces have also favoured the inequality of the system in many other ways: they have weakened the trade unions, significantly reduced the taxes
  of the rich and delegitimised the indignation restriction that used to limit the salaries of the top managers. It is astonishing and scandalous that since the
  beginning of the crisis in 2007 the salaries of Wall Street have continued to grow.


  The Occupy movement is the result of all this. It is the response to the sectarian and shameless public policies that have been followed for some time by the United States that often lead it to
  having recourse to war in order to ensure oil and other raw materials for itself. Occupy testifies to the defeat of this policy and to the awakening of some US citizens. It is also the end of the
  American Dream, and it can only be said that it was high time.


  Two more youth movements developed during 2011. Firstly, that of the Chilean students led by Camilla Vallejo, a university geography student. She is a female leader, 24 years old, beautiful,
  determined and communist, who has won the hearts of Chilean students. She has sound arguments that she explains very well and that have created difficulties for Sebastin Pinera, the Chilean
  President. The gross domestic product of Chile has grown fast, thanks to the boom in raw materials, and Camilla claims that part of this should be invested in education because the countrys
  university system has been abandoned and fallen into decay since the fall of the Allende government in 1973.


  The other movement is #Yo Soy 132, which has developed in Mexico City. Enrique Pea Neto, the PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional) presidential candidate who was to become President
  in the elections of 1 July 2012, visited the students of the private and Jesuit Iberoamericana University on 11 May 2012. In his speech he boasted of having organised the repression of San Salvador
  Atenco in 2006, when he was governor of the region and when the police massacred a whole community that protested against the construction of an airport where they lived. The day after the visit to
  the students, Televisa  the main Mexican television channel  accused the students of having been agents provocateurs just because they had dared to contest the would-be President.
  Then, 131 of them showed themselves in a video, with their faces unmasked, giving their names, university membership cards and electoral certificates.


  The video electrified other Mexican universities such as the Universidad Nacional Autnoma de Mxico and the National Autonomous University, the largest on
  the Latin American continent, and the students poured out into the streets and organised themselves. Their movement was spontaneous, without any plan or decision: it made its own rules, and was
  autonomous and independent of any political tendency. It changed the electoral campaign that was underway and showed that it was possible to do politics without being a party. It allied with the
  peasants of Atenco, with the comuneros of Cheran, with the Indigenous National Congress and with some trade unions. Its programme is to change the course of events in the country.


  These new youth movements are light years away from those at the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s because everything has changed since then, and young people  at least
  these young people  seem to have understood in what direction they should move today in the globalised world. We do not know if these movements will last or for how long. The financial
  crisis and the austerity policies are seriously threatening the subsistence of an increasing proportion of the population, and this could prevent the new social movements from fulfilling their
  potential. However, one thing is certain: everything that is happening will leave traces which will be useful in the future, bearing in mind that transition is always a long process and not
  linear.


  The last issue that I would like to raise very briefly is whether these new social movements are also environmental movements. I believe they are, because their values and practices are
  alternative to those of the market. In fact, they are the same as those of the commons  direct democracy, participation in public affairs, social and environmental justice, and earth
  democracy.


  The environment means many different things. One important role is that which nature plays in creating and sustaining life on earth. The question to be asked is, how is it possible to reach a
  sustainable metabolism or man-nature relationship and grant ecological justice in a society where social justice has disappeared? Where social and economic differences between the top layer of the
  population and the vast majority are as great as they have become in finance capitalism? Youth movements question the society of the 1 per cent as opposed to that of the 99
  per cent, and this means that soon they will have to confront environmental problems such as climate change, rising food prices, unemployment and so forth.


  


  1


  What are the commons?


  I start off with the impossible definition of the commons and describe the basic elements that constitute the nature-related commons (water, land, forests,
  pastures, fisheries). I look at a few cases of historical commons, some of which still survive, both in the North and the South. I explain how natural commons are linked to the vital
  elements of Empedocles  water, air, earth, fire  and it is also for this reason that they are important and redefine subsistence in broader terms, as they relate to energy, climate,
  water scarcity, agriculture and ecosystems services. There follow some thoughts on private property which, at least as far as nature-related commons are concerned, is certainly theft.
  Finally I consider the community as the natural and multiform subject of the commons: the owner and the manager  the usufructuary, in fact.


  A KALEIDOSCOPE OF THE COMMONS


  It is not possible and besides it would be a mistake to define the commons precisely and definitively, either those of the past in Medieval Europe or those that still exist in
  the rural and nearby forests in the South. For they vary in time and space to adapt to different situations. It is, however, possible to describe their distinctive characteristics and thus try to
  understand why they can be useful, if properly refashioned in the current context, as an antidote to the crisis of the dominant model of development. In the countries of the North it is a question
  of reconsidering new forms that are appropriate to contemporary reality and this is a different problem from reclaiming the commons, which is the historical objective of the communities in the
  South, whose lives depend directly on access to water, land and forests.1 Still today, in the countries of the South, a third of
  the world population owe their lives to local subsistence economies, which is possible because they have access to natural resources.2 These populations
  or local communities use land, forests and water without owning them, but exercise effective and participatory sovereignty over them. In fact they represent a kind of social and productive
  organisation that is an alternative to that of the market economy.


  The word commons has had several meanings  such as the land, water, pasture, forest, fishing zone and so on that is outside the confines of the land owned by the prince and
  that a local community had the right to use, not for productive purposes but for the subsistence of its families or the right to what the soil brings forth over a particular period, as in
  Anglo-Saxon common law,3 or as in the case of the civil uses (usi civici) in the Italian legal tradition,4 or the predial servitudes like the right of passage through a field. These are the rights to natural goods through which the local community integrates its means of
  subsistence.


  The word community should also be clarified: in the past, it defined the group of people who, together, managed a piece of land or other natural resource; or the authority in the
  village that owned the fertile land and distributed it among the families of the village so that they could use it for their own subsistence. This still exists in many countries, such as Ethiopia
  which is one of the most quoted examples in the studies on the subject.5 It is also to be found in most of the countries of sub-Saharan Africa, in all
  countries of South East Asia, including India and China, and in the Andean countries of Latin America, where there is a strong presence of village communities, often indigenous ones.6 Today the word community indicates a group of people that has a certain degree of cohesion based on common roots and language, interests or ideas and who sometimes
  share the same goals.


  In the 1992 special issue of The Ecologist (at that time a very important journal on ecology) the commons were defined as a system of social relations based on cooperation and
  reciprocal dependency [...] that provide sustenance, security and independence, yet typically do not produce commodities as such, in what many Westerners feel to be a
  paradox.7


  The commons are goods or means of subsistence which are not commodities, and therefore they constitute a social arrangement that is the complete opposite of the one created by the market
  economy. In the capitalist system, goods are no longer use values which satisfy human needs, but exchange values or commodities, which realise themselves through the market exchange.
  Indeed, the market has always existed since the late Stone Age, but its role had remained of secondary relevance in the economic and social life of a community or a population, until modern times
  when profits deriving from the market exchanges have become so important to the point of governing the entire economy and even the society. This is what Karl Polanyi means in The Great
  Transformation, when he affirms that the market economy absorbs the society, thus making it possible for multinationals to govern a country and undermine political democracy.


  The commons have survived through time in spite of repeated attempts of enclosure and privatisation on the part of hegemonic forces. This is because they are flexible and capable of changing to
  meet environmental and technological challenges, or because they express undeniable human rights of self-government and the need for cooperation and social relationships. These aspects of human
  behaviour are different and alternative to those of homo conomicus theorised by the current orthodoxy, and they represent behaviours that modern laws and policies have tried to
  obliterate but have never completely succeeded.


  The commons have the specific characteristic of being and producing goods that are not transformed into commodities, as has just been said. The community cannot alienate a field, although it can
  exchange its produce with other communities. Then to whom do these goods belong? The true answer is that natural goods and ecological services that nature provides gratis should not belong to
  anyone in particular, because they belong to everyone. Those who use a piece of land cannot alienate it as they have only usufruct rights on it, that is, the right of enjoyment and benefit from
  that piece of land, either held in common or titled to someone else. The community (what is now the state or some other public body) is therefore its custodian. As Karl Marx
  put it:


  
    
      
        From the standpoint of a higher economic form of society, private ownership of the globe by single individuals will appear quite as absurd as private ownership of one man
        by another. Even a whole society, a nation, or even all simultaneously existing societies taken together, are not the owners of the globe. They are only its possessors, its usufructuaries
        and, like boni patres familias, they must hand it down to succeeding generations in an improved condition.8

      

    

  


  


  In feudal Europe, the ownership belonged to the feudal lord who also exercised legal powers to resolve any controversies over the commons. In the countries of the South, the ownership of the
  commons belonged to the community, understood as the authority of the village, and this remained the case until the modern states emerged (Spain, Portugal and the British Crown) and private
  individuals began to claim and contend their appropriation. The local communities opposed them and in some cases they managed to save the commons from privatisation. But, up until now, the tendency
  to privatise (enclose) has been distinctly dominant and this partly explains why the commons that still exist  like the common ownership/management of water that survives in many parts of
  the world, or the right to fish and community access to agricultural or forest land  are considered marginal and not very important. They constitute an undesirable remnant of the past,
  something that is no longer useful and better eliminated.


  Throughout history, the commons have provided what is essential for subsistence  food, water, shelter  but subsistence is, of course, a relative concept that is socially
  determined, varying in time and space.9 In Western culture, which has now greatly expanded into the Global South, it is taken for granted that the goods
  required for subsistence  both necessary and superfluous  are provided by the market. The fact that the market cannot supply either air or water and cannot even feed the hungry in the
  world is overlooked. Delegating these functions to the market has adverse effects because the market does not make efficient choices on the allocation of
  natural resources and all efforts to remedy this shortcoming have not prevented either the degradation and waste of resources or the social injustice in access to them.


  This limitation is also evident in Western movements against the privatisation of water, as they tend to confuse water resources with integrated water services. This is a serious simplification
  that weakens the movement and it makes it difficult to maintain both the claim to the universal right for a per capita free ration of a minimum quantity of water, as well as criticism of the way in
  which water scarcity is created by a technological mass consumption society. Water was not scarce when it was managed by local and indigenous communities with traditional techniques to seek,
  collect, conserve and use water, with the collective knowledge that comes from the commitment, ingenuity and work of all members of the community, as Ivan Illich has argued and is discussed later
  in this paragraph. Only occasionally, as for example in Cochabamba in Bolivia in 2000, was the nature of the struggle against the privatisation of water clearly formulated, and this is why that
  battle was successful.10


  The commons are also biological and cultural ecosystems, as nature and culture are two faces of the same reality. They are the basis of life because they supply the essentials for existence,
  such as water, air, food, shelter, fuel and medicines. These are goods that the modern capitalist market can only partially provide and only in the form of commodities to be bought on the
  capitalist market under conditions of price and supply that the consumer has to accept, without any control over the allocation of natural resources or of the prices and quality of the products put
  on the market.


  Although in the past the commons were limited to subsistence, it is quite possible that, in the future, by re-proposing and re-appropriating this historic experience, they could also concern
  natural resources not strictly linked to immediate material subsistence, for example, fossil fuels and minerals. The joint and participatory management of underground resources has in
  fact been recently proposed at the international level by countries of the South, where there is considerable mining, that has a destructive ecological impact on the
  environment and it is highly dangerous for those working in the mines and for the population at large. Destined mainly for export and thus mainly profitable for the multinationals working in this
  sector, mining brings few or no advantages to the local population.


  There is little justification for the distinction between the local commons and the global commons, although it is often highlighted in the literature on the subject. This is because the
  global is always a globalized local, affirms Vandana Shiva.11 The global system that governs the world is not in fact universal in the
  epistemological sense, but rather it is the globalised version of a local tradition  that of mercantile capitalism of European origin  which has been imposed on the world by force and
  with the violence of colonial exploitation. On this point, Shiva says:


  
    
      
        Global environmental problems have been so constructed as to conceal the fact that globalization of the local is responsible for destroying the environment which supports
        the subjugated local peoples. The construction becomes a political tool not only to free the dominant destructive forces operating worldwide from all responsibility but also to shift the
        blame and responsibility for all destruction on the communities that have no global reach.

      

    

  


  The commons are thus local systems that are spatially diverse, even in the same period of time, and precisely for this reason they represent a real alternative (but not the
  only one) to the market paradigm. Their diversity and flexibility enable the best use of the natural resources upon which the commons depend, avoiding their over-exploitation,
  degradation and destruction that is the inevitable consequence of the capitalist system. They can also trigger peoples creativity, intelligence and energy, which are increasingly rare
  resources and absolutely essential for a society that has to become ecologically and socially sustainable.


  The commons are local systems that can be managed effectively only by those who have a precise and detailed knowledge of the area and who know its history, language, culture, vegetation,
  mountains and other physical attributes. But the essential value of this specific knowledge is ignored by the Westerners from the North and the South, so that
  they do not realise the central role that only the people on the spot can play in running and developing a given area or locality. In the eyes of these Westerners the
  specificity of the place is not a value, but a problem. Indeed, it is a danger because it favours the participation of the local communities in decision-making on issues affecting their lives,
  thereby reducing the power and room for manoeuvre of the state as well as the profits of the corporations.


  Contrary to what occurs in the market economy, in the economies based on the commons resources are not seen as being scarce. The needs of the community are not inherently unlimited as they are
  defined by the non-competitive regime that governs the commons: they become so when guided by an external system that is oriented by the growth of the mercantile production of goods and services.
  Resources are certainly limited, but become scarce only with the appearance of homo conomicus, the protagonist of scarcity.


  Ivan Illich, the itinerant philosopher and dissident intellectual, refuses the historicity of basic needs which he considers the most insidious legacy left behind by
  development.


  
    
      
        The needs that the rain dance of development kindled not only justified the spoliation and poisoning of the earth; they also acted at deeper level. They transmogrified
        human nature. They reshaped the mind and senses of homo sapiens into those of homo miserabilis... The transformation occurred over a couple of centuries. During this time
        the root certainly was changed, sometimes called progress, sometimes development, sometimes growth. In this secular process, men claimed to have discovered resources in culture
        and nature  in what had been their commons (italics mine)  and turned them into economic values. The historian of scarcity relates the story... . The post-World War II
        generation witnessed his change of state in human nature from common to needy man. Half of all individuals born on the earth as homo are of this new kind.12

      

    

  


  


  In spite of their local orientation, the commons are not isolated, either in time or space: their social organisation is not static. Commons regimes welcome, feed upon and are fertilised
  by contact, and evolve just like any other social institution.13 Community rights do not develop in isolation. On the
  contrary, they are reinforced thanks to agreements and disagreements within the community and with the external world. This is not the case, however, when the commons are being invaded or
  expropriated and when their access is menaced from outside, as occurs today when seeds, air and other common goods have been reduced to commodities, enclosed and privatised. Ownership rights
  systems are continually being modified, from the commons to private possession and vice versa, according to the decisions of those who benefit from them, as well as to the changes in the
  environmental conditions and social relations. As stated by Paolo Grossi, a jurist and a scholar, now member of the Italian Corte Costituzionale, Nothing prevents the land from which a
  community derives its subsistence, thanks to users rights, from being run as private property over one period and then returning to be run by a community in another
  period.14


  Ivan Illich observed that a general law on the commons has never been written, not only because people were not interested in doing so, seeing that rules and norms had always existed 
  those unwritten ones of common law in the countries of Anglo-Saxon culture and those deriving from customs in other countries  but above all because the commons are very diverse and it would
  be difficult to define them in legal terms.15


  Thus there does not exist, nor can exist, a general law that is valid for all systems of the commons for the very reason  contrary to what is generally believed  that they are open
  local systems, receptive and adaptable to the local whims such as climate, the different attributes of the localities in terms of natural resources, the knowledge of the inhabitants,
  their professionalism  all elements that cannot be defined in law, just as it is impossible to define in law the competence of specialists, as in the case of teachers.


  
    
      
        In this and other respects the concept of the commons flies in the face of the modern wisdom that each spot on the globe consists merely of coordinates on a global grid
        laid out by state and market: a uniform field which determines everyones and everythings rights and roles. Commons implies the right of
        local people to define their own grid, their own forms of community respect for watercourses, meadows or paths; to resolve conflicts their own way; to translate what enters their ken into the
        personal terms of their own dialect; to be biased against the rights of outsiders to local resources in ways usually unrecognized in modern laws; to
        treat their home not simply as a location housing transferable goods and chunks of population but as irreplaceable and even to be defended at all costs.16

      

    

  


  THE COMMONS IN ALL THEIR VARIETY


  For the Ancient Romans, earth, water, air, sky, flora and fauna and navigable waterways were all common goods or res communes. This was one of the four categories in
  which the Justinian Code of 534 A.D. classified the commons regime in Roman law. The second category was made up of res nullius or free areas, as uncultivated land that did not belong to
  anyone was then considered. The res privatae was the third category and it concerned the family and the sphere of personal relationships. The fourth category, which was the most important
  for the Romans, was the res publicae which included spaces and public works  buildings, squares and infrastructure  but excluded natural resources.


  In medieval Europe the Prince recognised the right of landless peasants to harvest on his land or the right to cultivate a field on his property to enable peasants to survive. In this
  institutional and social framework, the commons were the prevailing form of social and productive organisation for the mass of the population. In the conditions of over-population and low
  productivity that existed at that time, says Georgescu-Roegen,17 this system made it possible for more people to live than capitalist institutions
  would have done. In England before the industrial revolution, has argued the social historian Edward P. Thompson, the commons were the common land for agricultural use: each family unit had its own
  plot, but their rights were established by customs rather than by legal titles and the same was true of access to land in which to hunt, forage and pasture animals.18


  Everything changed with the industrial revolution, which was based on the privatisation of common land and primitive accumulation. According to Karl Marx, primitive or
  original accumulation means the dissolution of private property based on the labour of its owner, and its whole purpose is to privatise the means of production, so that the exploiting owners can
  make money from the surplus labour of those who, lacking other means, must work for them.


  
    
      
        The so-called primitive accumulation is nothing else than the historical process of divorcing the producer from the means of production. It appears as primitive, because
        it forms the prehistoric stage of capital and of the mode of production corresponding with it.19

      

    

  


  The community was expropriated and common land was enclosed; but the commons did not disappear, even in Europe where people have resisted more than five centuries of
  normalisation. The situation is obviously different in the South, especially in countries where villages are important as in the Andes and elsewhere in Latin America, sub-Saharan
  Africa, South and Southeast Asia, including India and China, the two major emerging Asian countries of the South.


  We cite here a few examples among the many cases that have been reported and studied in the relevant literature.20 Torbel is a village of some 600
  inhabitants in the Valais Canton in Switzerland, where forests, irrigation systems and communication routes  paths and asphalted roads connecting privately and communally owned property
   are all managed as commons. Between the private land and the common land there is the same exchange relationship that exists in a condominium between private spaces (housing) and public
  spaces (courtyards, stairs, cellars, terraces). Then there are the huertas of Valencia and Alicante in Spain, which are irrigated areas around or close to the city, where farmers have the
  right of access to water. In the Spanish huertas that were operating for 600 years until a few decades ago, the peasants who shared water from the same canal elected their own
  representative who acted as an arbiter to resolve any disputes. Access to the river was on a rotational basis and during a drought priority was given to the crops that most
  needed the water. Also worth mentioning are the Rules of Ampezzo in the southern Dolomites of Italy, which are rural codes that still exist, regulating the use of communal lands and rights over
  private land.


  Another Italian example concerns the communal use of water  the resource managed by the community for longer than any other  and it comes from the Po Valley in nineteenth century
  Italy. The construction of a system of agricultural irrigation, made possible by the abundance of water in that region, demanded that each user ceded a few fragments of his own particular
  interest in order to produce everyones agriculture. In fact, all the owners enjoyed the right to the aqueduct which enabled them to cross freely (later, paying a fee) the land
  of other people with irrigation canals to bring water to their own farms.21


  Among the many cases cited from the countries of the South just three examples will be given. One was first seen in Ethiopia, where the fertile land is the property of the village community who
  distributes it to the families in the village, but who could also take it away from them if they did not use it for subsistence.22 The other is in
  northern Philippines, where landless peasants, organised in inter-village associations ruled by customary law, called zanjere or water temples, have implemented irrigation
  systems on private land that is short of water, in exchange for the right to cultivate rice on part of that land. In this way the peasant becomes a landowner, at least partially: He acquires
  a kind of right through his labour  hard labour. The irrigation works that are regularly destroyed during the monsoon period have to be reconstructed up to three or four times a year. One
  zanjera alone requires 40 work days a year and, in a few cases it can be up to 80 work days.


  The third case is still on water temples in Bali, one of the islands of Indonesia, and it is recounted by Jonathan Rowe, a researcher of Worldwatch Institute. It is worthwhile to
  cite it because at the end of the 1960s the Indonesian government abolished the traditional water system based on peasants cooperation, considering it inefficient and outmoded, to install new
  modern water systems devised by international experts of the Green Revolution. The change was a disaster in terms of rice production, and a few years later the
  Government reintroduced the water temples, which are still there.23


  It is important to study such cases because they analyse in detail the institutional and organisational systems that have made a certain experience possible for centuries. To understand the
  relevance of the commons today it is even more important to read the media that have been reporting over the past decade  little and inadequately  on the struggles of the communities
  in the South to reclaim the commons, that is, the basis of their material existence, culture and identity. Often world public opinion is informed only later, when events have assumed such
  proportions as to seem to be almost spontaneous. In Italy, a positive example in this respect is the daily column Terra terra that has been featured for more than 15
  years in the daily newspaper il manifesto, and also the recent website of the documentation centre on environmental conflicts (www.cdca.it).


  These struggles are considered of secondary importance by the mainstream media because they are relatively small-scale and they concern peripheral countries, those that are not considered
  newsworthy. But in fact this is not the case, as can be seen from recent examples which are now in the public domain, assuming national and international importance: the landless
  peasant movement in Brazil struggling for access to land; the women in the Niger delta struggling to stop the extraction of oil; the local communities in Bolivia struggling to stop the
  privatisation of water and gas, and that of the Indians to arrest the construction of large dams and mining of the subsoil resources. These struggles have sometimes succeeded, expressing a movement
  that is spreading throughout the South, led by local communities that are often indigenous, to reclaim the natural resources that they have managed and conserved over centuries.


  In central Mexico,24 hundreds of Zapotec indigenous peasants have become managers  or better still, custodians  of a range of diverse
  forest activities that provide subsistence for the local population and conserve the natural environment. The farmers of Ixtln in Juarez live in forest communities in the mountains of the
  Sierra Norte, and jointly manage 21,000 hectares of oak and pine forest. This is not an isolated case; there are many other Zapotec and Mexican communities that are managing
  similar activities, outside private ownership. In these enterprises, it is compulsory to work for the community (repairing roads, fighting against fires, carrying out municipal police tasks) that
  in this example amount to at least 20 workdays a year. In exchange, members of the community receive healthcare and social assistance, an above-average wage and a pension. The self-management
  forest enterprise of Ixtln employs 280 persons. And this is just one among many examples.


  EMPEDOCLES FOUR ROOTS BETWEEN LOCAL AND GLOBAL


  Resources play a fundamental role in the discourse on the natural commons. But resources is an ambiguous term: it is used indiscriminately for both economic
  assets and natural resources (to the extent that, increasingly, resources have become synonymous with money). The ambiguity is not just semantic, but one of substance.
  The resources in nature are generally alive in that they are capable of organising themselves, whereas economic resources are commodities produced for the world market. The term has
  its origin in the Latin verb surgere, which evokes a spring whose water is constantly spilling on the ground, even if it is used and consumed. The concept highlights the power of natural
  resources to regenerate themselves and is not really applicable to economic resources. Using the terms indiscriminately means that the role nature plays in life on earth is not recognised.


  Understanding this difference helps to appreciate the importance, also symbolic, of the four natural elements essential to life  water, air, earth, fire  which Empedocles, the
  Greek-Sicilian philosopher and scientist from Agrigento, who lived in the fifth century BC, used to describe the world: not four categories of goods or natural resources, but four
  vital elements or bases of life  four primitive matrices, as Anna Marson, an expert on town planning, calls them in her book Archetipi di
  territorio.25 Empedocless classification has stood the test of time and can still help us in realising that the
  commons are important also because they concern and therefore intervene in the natural elements upon whose cycle depends life on the planet Earth. The term commons as used in this
  book refers to the material commons linked to the four vital elements of Empedocles  water, air, earth, fire  which are defined not only in terms of the
  nature-related or local commons, but also in terms of the communities managing them.


  Vital elements or subsistence resources such as land and, in part, water are best governed by local communities for their local character, as shown by Elinor Ostrom in her lifelong studies on
  the commons. The other Empedocles vital resources, such as air and energy, are global in character and thus cannot be managed by communities, which in this case is the entire global community.
  Control of air and energy has, however, become crucial after the industrial revolution and particularly in the last decades. The solution of this problem rests on the ecological conversion of the
  production processes and lifestyles that support the commodification of those natural resources, which is the focus of the social movements all over the world.


  Water in all its different forms, but especially fresh water, supplied by the Great Distiller of salt seawater fed by the sun in the course of its hydrological cycle, is a renewable
  resource. Water distribution is, however, uneven as some parts of the earth have more water than others, either because they are closer to the water basins (rivers, lakes or the sea) or because
  they have rainfalls of higher intensity.


  Water is a natural resource and access to water is an indispensable human right, not just a need.26 This right is, however, rendered
  null and void when the water of rivers is sequestered to create huge dams to produce energy and for the irrigation of monoculture industrial agriculture; when noxious substances are poured into
  rivers, destroying their natural characteristics; when water aquifers and the food chains are contaminated; when virtual water is exported embedded in agricultural and industrial goods; when the
  individual consumption of the West and the elites of the South produces waste; when it is used questionably, as in golf courses; when industrial and agricultural production based on chemical fertiliser use large amounts of energy and water, which provokes the salinisation and evaporation of fresh water; when rain water is not collected in wells, or is lost
  through poor maintenance of the distribution networks and sprinklers rather than drip irrigation;27 when the prevalent use of fossil fuels alters the
  composition of the atmosphere which is compatible with life on earth. Maude Barlow, National Chairperson of the Council of Canadians, and Tony Clark, director of the Polaris Institute, Canada,
  affirm that:


  
    
      
        All existing ecosystems are sustained by water and the hydrological cycle. The people of ancient times and those today who live closer to the forces of nature know that
        to destroy water is to destroy oneself. Only modern advanced culture, driven by the logic of the market and convinced of its own supremacy over nature, no longer respects water.
        The consequences are evident in every corner of the planet: desolate wastes and thirsty cities, humid zones destroyed, polluted water courses and the deaths of children and
        animals.28

      

    

  


  


  Air, understood as atmosphere  that particular layer of gas that surrounds the earth and enables the sun to warm it, ensuring a global average temperature of 15 degrees
  centigrade  is a common good and an indispensable human right. Its enclosure, or appropriation by those most responsible for air pollution, is due to anthropic intervention; for example, the
  great increase of CO2 and other climate-altering gases, the saturation of natural basins (forests, oceans and air) as well as the intensive and prevalent use of fossil energy, the
  energy-devouring nature of all modern technology, the sealing over of the soil with cement, deforestation and the lack of hydrological defences of the soil, the paramount use of the automobile for
  peoples mobility and the transport of goods by road, industrial agriculture and the raising of animals without land, the cutting of forests for timber, the extractive industry, and the
  construction of cities without trees or public spaces.


  All of these factors have contributed to the greenhouse effect, the melting of the glaciers and climate change that is well beyond the capacity of the planet to bear, and which will lead to its
  destruction unless serious, globally integrated efforts are made to halt it. Another equally serious factor is air pollution from modern industrial production that emits
  toxic substances which are lethal for human health. The Fourth Assessment Report on Climate Change (2007) by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change had years ago forecast the serious risks
  and damage for the future of the species, for their means of sustenance and for human society, if global warming was not substantially reduced in a brief period of time. But the destruction is not
  equally distributed:


  
    
      
        In the United States the per capita emissions from fossil fuels is about five times that of the Mexicans and 20 times that of a large part of sub-Saharan Africa [...]
        Most of the world population lives in developing countries and is not particularly responsible for this problem, even if a small, though growing stratum of these populations already has a
        considerable carbon footprint.29

      

    

  


  Even the OECD Environmental Outlook to 2050: The Consequences of Inaction, 15 March 2012, warns about the long-term consequences of the present financial crisis.
  Specifically, the report warns that urban air pollution is said to become the top environmental cause of mortality worldwide by 2050, ahead of dirty water and lack of sanitation. Global biological
  and cultural diversity is projected to decline by a further 10 per cent and global water demand to increase by some 55 per cent.


  Above sea-level land (and subsoil) and submerged land (the oceans and ocean floor), together with the landscape and its artefacts (the constructions through which
  human beings contribute to shape and modify the landscape), constitute an important ensemble of natural resources and diversified commons. There are multiple consequences when these resources are
  subject to heavy anthropic pressure. In the case of above sea-level land, they include the increase in monocultural industrial agriculture which, contrary to what most believe, has in no way helped
  to resolve the problem of hunger in the world. Indeed, it has caused food insecurity, as well as new diseases. Hills are being deforested so that they can no longer hold rainwater and hydrological systems have been destabilised. Agricultural fertility has been undermined increasing desertification.


  The extraction of minerals and fossil fuels has no limits, like the sprawl of cities that devours public space and invades rural land. Pollution of the soil and water tables is also the result
  of mountains of waste. Rainforests have been destroyed to accommodate pasturage and the cultivation of agrofuels and animal feed. As for the oceans, anthropic pressure comes partly from overfishing
  and partly from the maritime transport of fuel and highly polluting substances, which are poured into the sea either from a lack of respect for the international regulations that prohibit the
  washing of tanks in the sea, or through accidents, which are increasingly frequent. With regard to the ocean floor, anthropic pressure takes the form of extraction of fossil fuels and mining, which
  are carried out by operations that are extremely dangerous and polluting of the waters and the coasts.


  
    
      
        At the UN Food and Agriculture Organizations high-level conference on food security, held in early June 2008 in Rome, all debates concentrated on money: who
        produced food commodities, who bought them, who sold them, who used them. The land was the great absent. But land is inhabited by millions of peasants: loved, detested, exposed to the sun,
        hail, rain and snow, sometimes dry and hard as stone, sometimes sodden by flooding. Only the culture and knowledge of the land and its laws will free us from food crises. The land is the
        basis of the main genuine ecological phenomena: in the soil seeds spring up to seek the light of the sun to bring about the process of chlorophyll and photosynthesis, the fundamental
        molecules of vegetal and animal life  amides, sugars, proteins, fats, vitamins and hormones. Through this process carbon dioxide is taken out of the atmosphere, and oxygen is
        reintroduced in the atmosphere.30

      

    

  


  Fire is a source of heat, and therefore of energy, which in the Western world has become a symbol of progress and the supposedly human capacity to dominate nature.
  Energy is essential for life and it is made possible by the role that the sun plays in the chlorophyll and photosynthesis process, and therefore in the manufacture of vegetal biomass
  that absorbs carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. In industrial society energy has become scarce because it depends on fossil sources, and this risks upsetting all cycles of
  the biosphere (carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, phosphorus, sulphur and calcium), causing the degradation of the atmosphere, water and soil, as well as the climate change that is under way. Energy is
  essential for industrial society, but there could be more than enough if it were fuelled by the sun and other renewable resources. Instead, it is fuelled by fossil sources that are limited in
  nature, centralised  geographically found in some ten countries and managed by the same number of multinationals  and emitting huge amounts of CO2 that the oceans and the
  forests are no longer capable of absorbing. Energy is one of the commons and a universal right which, in the present conditions, cannot be honoured.


  As Georgescu-Roegen observed, Terrestrial resources of energy and materials are irrevocably used up and the harmful effects of pollution on the environment accumulate.31


  Beyond the dissipation of energy, in fact, there is a dissipation of matter. Complete recycling being impossible, even in a steady state the transactions between the
  economic process and the environment must necessarily consist of some available matter as well in order to compensate for the matter dissipated continuously and irrevocably.32


  MOTHER NATURE AND THE ECOSYSTEM SERVICES


  The commons are the basis of our life in a physical sense: no one can live decently without food, fuel, medicines and shelter. These are also important in a social and cultural
  sense because the common management of natural resources and of territory determines a social system based on cooperation and solidarity, which are decisive factors for the identity both of the
  community and of peoples, as well as for environmental and cultural sustainability  ways of thinking and living, food habits and social relationships.


  We all depend on nature, and this is true not only for people who are still living at a subsistence level (a third of the worlds population) but also for industrial society where the
  population no longer perceives its dependency on natural resources. In the countries of the North, the production of goods and services would be halted if natural resources
  were lacking, given that the production of commodities starts with the extraction, often irreversible, of natural goods. These are plentiful, but not without limits.


  Nature is, however, much more than a reserve of inanimate inputs at the disposal of the corporations and the market economy. It is not a machine of assembled parts, whose pieces can be
  substituted one at a time when they do not function without taking into account what happens in the other parts of the system, because in nature and biology everything is interdependent. Nature
  makes life possible through processes of the recycling of matter and of energy, transforming inorganic matter into living matter, thanks to photosynthesis. The capacity of plants to capture solar
  energy through a life process is something that no laboratory has ever succeeded in reproducing.


  Renewable resources  such as vegetal and animal biomass, forests, biodiversity and water  are able to regenerate and self-manage because they use endosomatic or metabolic energy
  and internal resources based on their own autonomous life. In nature and in biology, development is never a process guided from outside, and this is the foundation of ecological sustainability. In
  mainstream contemporary economies, on the other hand, all living systems, especially society and culture, depend on fossil energy and other external inputs, and they are highly complex yet fragile
  because of their dependency.


  The capacity of natural bodies to self-organise, which underpins the commons, only increases their relevance. They are not only based on resources that determine the creation of life on earth,
  they also promote the formation of an autonomous culture in which the species play a role in the cycle of life. Local communities can decide on what they consider to be their real development, as
  there is only real development when people exercise their own rights. Cultures based on ecological sustainability conceive the earth as Mother Earth, the Pachamama of the South American Indians,
  while cultures based on the market economy have a colonial attitude towards the earth, which is seen as a passive element and res nullius
  (nobodys land), neglecting the importance of its regenerative processes and denying the role and rights of native and indigenous populations.


  Another strength of local commons is the ecosystemic character of natural resources, which are linked by the inter-connections and complementarity of the natural elements that together define
  the natural and social processes of the reproduction of society. The ecosystemic character of natural resources and the commons are no longer even perceived in the present culture, which takes
  nature for granted and believes it can be controlled to the extent that it is no longer taken into account. The importance of this can only be understood by analysing the actual functioning of
  simple ecosystems.


  The most frequent example cited in the literature concerns woods and forests, the types of ecosystems from which the poor have always drawn their sustenance in all epochs. Even in the United
  States, plantation slaves survived in similar ways: collecting food, straw and other subsistence items from the land of their owners. Wolfgang Sachs describes it as follows:


  
    
      
        From an economic viewpoint a forest supplies timber, but a forest is much more than that. It is a reservoir of water, especially in the mountains: without a forest water
        immediately disappears. It collects and filters the water and makes it percolate into the earth. And silently it performs other services: springs are formed from the water and without the
        mountain forests we would have no rivers, or even any agriculture in the valleys. Forests defend the soil and protect us from landslides and erosion. Trees breathe and produce oxygen,
        absorbing CO2. There are large and small animals in the forests which are a habitat or an ecosystemic niche for fauna. Forests play an important role in climatic equilibrium. They
        are beautiful and aesthetically very pleasing to people.33

      

    

  


  The value of services provided by natural ecosystems cannot be measured, but US researchers who have tried to do so maintain that it is greater than the world GDP.34 The natural commons are thus a second or parallel economy that works silently and freely at the service of the commons, unlike the market that makes much noise
  and churns out money. This is another positive aspect of the commons that reinforces their contribution to the welfare of society.


  Not all the metabolic processes of ecosystems are understood scientifically and some of them are in fact unforeseeable. Natures dynamics are not necessarily linear: once a threshold or a
  point of no return is reached, the ecosystems search for a new balance. An even more serious problem is human interference which increasingly  with the advance of development
   alters the invisible networks that connect up the elements of an ecosystem and constitute its equilibrium. If an ecosystem is upset from the outside, it can cause irreparable damage to
  nature and living elements. Very often the damage is only discovered when the situation is already irretrievably altered, as in the case of DDT or asbestos. In other cases the damage is recognised,
  such as with car traffic, but there is not enough conviction or political will to reverse the process.


  Sometimes the damage concerns the original matrix for the production of resources; that is, the most important ecosystems and biomes (groups and ecosystems with a relatively
  similar typology), because they can involve huge amounts of biomass and therefore have a greater impact on the ecological dynamics of the biosphere. This is the case of the rainforests, the 28
  largest lakes in the world,35 including Lake Baikal in Siberian Russia, Lake Tanganyika, which straddles four countries in East Africa, and Lake
  Superior, on the border between Canada and the United States), which together contain 85 per cent of the total lake water on the planet.


  
    
      
        The Amazon forest is not a collection of timber that can be used in a wide variety of industries, nor is it a territory in which millions of cattle can be raised (and, in
        fact, are raised to sustain the diet of Western consumers). It is the space in which oxygen is generated for the earth system, the fount of humidity that calms the climate, the deposit of
        carbon that captures other carbon from the atmosphere, the protector of the soil from erosion, the origin of the formation of underground and surface water, the home of an incomparable animal
        and vegetal biodiversity which has no price and should not have one. The continuation of development threatens this throbbing heart of the planet and once it is destroyed no
        technology, no reforestation will be able to replace it. Nor can it restore all the equilibria that, if they disappear, can ever be recreated. Nature is indeed
        invincible, an ensemble of equilibria.36

      

    

  


  THE TRAGEDY OF THE COMMONS


  For many economists, the commons are tragic by definition, in that they are exposed, so they say, to irresponsible use. This conviction was
  legitimised by the US biologist Garrett Hardin in his famous essay published in the journal Science in 1968.37 To support his
  opinion, Hardin gave the example of a pasture that would be ruined because of the rational behaviour  that is, economic behaviour in the sense of subordinating everything for
  profit  of shepherds who would increase the number of sheep to be pastured in that field to such an extent that the field would become overgrazed. According to Hardin, commons are not only
  open to all (open access) but they are also unregulated, that is, outside of any institutional arrangement. Common property  replied some economists already in 1975  is not
  everybodys property,38 adding that to describe unowned resources as common property is contrary to any evidence. Hardin was, in fact,
  convinced that the quality and fertility of the English soil and forests would have been destroyed due to overexploitation during the industrial revolution if they had been managed by local
  communities. He forgot to consider that English soil and forests  enclosed during the industrial revolution  had been managed by village communities for centuries in the process of
  original accumulation according to precise rules without any prejudice to their integrity.


  OWNERSHIP: COMMON/COLLECTIVE, PUBLIC/STATE, PRIVATE


  A specific characteristic of the commons that is difficult to accept in Western culture is the collective ownership of the common goods over which the community exercises its
  right, which cannot be alienated for the very reason that the community benefits from its produce, but does not own it in any of the forms as laid down in Western legal
  systems, either state, public or private or cooperative. The problem above all concerns the meaning of the adjective public, which has been annulled and reduced to that of
  state, whereas the two concepts are different, as our Roman ancestors understood very well and as, still today, do the local communities. When the market subsumes society, the actors
  on the scene are reduced to state and market, cancelling the Romans res publica (all that concerns the community and cannot be privatised) both in the ancestral sense of the commons
  as well as in the modern sense of the democratic dialectics, active citizenship and non-mercantile social relationships.


  Natural resources are not the work of human beings. People inherited them from the generations who have preceded them and should leave them as the heritage for future generations in more or less
  the same state in which they found them. Thus they should not be owned by anyone: the community only has usufruct, meaning that the state (or any other public institution) should only be the
  custodian.


  With the advance of modernity and the abrogation of the commons  in fact and in law  natural resources have been privatised or become the property of the state, which
  has virtually privatised them by allowing them to be managed by private subjects such as corporations. The discussion has thus moved to the relationship between state and private, cutting out the
  people to whom those resources belong.


  It has also become increasingly evident that the distinction between public and private that characterises the Napoleonic code is not as clear as it would seem. Public and private often
  intersect, as in squares and other public spaces in cities. Or they alternate in the course of a resource life, for example a wood, according to the use that can vary during its lifetime.
  Historians like Edward P. Thompson and jurists like Paolo Grossi have shown that individual ownership of land belongs to a limited and recent period of human history, while the collective ownership
  of land is the original form of appropriation of a territory in which the collective dimension prevails over the individual.


  In Western culture, the idea that nature  like individuals, communities, peoples and even corporations  owns the right to protect itself appears strange,
  while it appears reasonable that in the United States corporations are granted the same rights as people, thanks to the 1886 Supreme Court Decision in the Santa Clara County v Southern Pacific
  Railroad case, so that corporations become natural persons.


  Nature is nobodys property and natural commons cannot be governed by decree because they are self-ruled by communities in over 1000 arrangements, as has been argued earlier in this
  chapter. The polycentric governance of complex economic systems, advocated by Elinor Ostrom in her Nobel Prize acceptance speech in 2009,39 refers to economic and social governance of natural resources, not to their ownership.


  The binary logic of public/private ownership cannot therefore be broken by introducing the common property in the Civil Code as a third form of property. In this context, the recent
  international debate among legal experts, trying to escape from the binary logic of ownership, seems inadequate to solve a problem which goes far beyond the realm of property.


  THE COMMUNITY, YESTERDAY AND TODAY: A CONTROVERSIAL CONCEPT


  The community is the name given to the collective body that self-governs the commons, which has taken on different names and connotations in various places and periods. It is
  up to the members of the community (the commoners in the common law tradition; the communists in the historical documents concerning Italian civic uses) to decide on maintenance work, the
  improvement of the resources under their control and the use to which those resources should be put: what to grow, how many cattle should be raised in a pasture, what trees need to be pruned, what
  fields irrigated in what period and with what equipment, on the basis of principles and rules codified in law or by custom.


  Elinor Ostrom has thus formulated the criteria for the self-management of a community: the right to self-organisation of the users, or at least a guarantee of
  non-interference; clearly defined borders of the resource; clear criteria of access for the users; the right to change the rules over time; rules of usage that are tolerable for the system and
  conserve the environment in order to take into account margins of error; clear and easily applicable rules of use; the monitoring and punishment of infringements; fair distribution
  (even if not necessarily egalitarian) of the rights of use and decision-making powers; rapid, effective and cheap methods to resolve conflicts; pyramidal institutions for managing large and complex
  systems.40


  The community is the exact opposite of the market in the sense that it gives no value to the abstract dimension of mercantile relationships through commodities, but rather to the concrete
  dimensions of interpersonal relationships that correspond to the need for communication and socialisation which are inherent in human beings and are achieved in the commons economics, governed by
  reciprocity and gratuitousness. In fact, the community and the commons come long before the individual, who is a modern construction of the Renaissance and sixteenth-century Europe, linked to
  individual freedom and ownership individualism. The community expresses the unsuppressible need of individuals who live and develop their full biological and social potential only in relation to
  others.


  Nonetheless, the community remains a controversial concept  in fact, it could be said that it does not have a good reputation in the dominant culture of the North and South, which is
  mechanistic and strongly conditioned by the values and ideals of modernisation. This is apparently less true in countries like Great Britain, still ruled by common law. Here, the word community
  does not have such a negative reputation and it is often used in a loose sense, to indicate small groups of local people sharing some common interest without any economic governance of the natural
  resources of the locality in which they live. It can be added that this type of local community has not even the awareness that self-rule is a necessity to achieve real democracy in a time of
  neoliberal globalisation.


  In general, it can be said that the community has become a symbol of everything that is pre-modern, an archaic symbol that prevents the free play of relationships without
  the conditioning that comes out of all that is rooted in the past. Because of these prejudices, contemporary culture has conceived a unilateral vision of the community, based on blood relations and
  free from tensions and conflicts. It has thus ignored other more realistic and positive accretions that stress the rootedness of the community in a locality, its capacity to use natural resources
  sustainably and its willingness to open up to the world, strong in its identity and able  if helped to do so  to overcome selfish and corporatist tendencies.41


  More time had to pass and other experiences were needed to undergo before it became possible  indeed, necessary  to question these prejudices. In the present crisis of capitalism,
  the community could become the frontline in defence of the territory to optimise the regime of water courses and to promote agroecology and peasant agriculture. It could also become a tool for the
  democratic participation of the population in making decisions that affect them. The modern community must not, however, be seen as an administrative extension of the central state to overcome
  bureaucratic centralism and de-legitimisation, but as an instrument of horizontal democracy, which restores the sovereignty of the state and democracy itself.


  In the globalisation of multinationals, delegated democracy is no longer enough and it must be integrated into new forms of direct democracy. However, it is clear that the climate of social
  disaggregation that prevails today does not promote such developments, although they are necessary.


  The question is posed differently in the countries of the South, where there is still a holistic vision of the world and nature is considered sacred (Pachamama). In India, for example,


  
    
      
        the Constitution recognises the Panchayat  the council of about five members that govern each Indian village  as the basic organisation of self-government
        and democratic functioning at the level of the community. [...] Indigenous self-determination, sustainable agriculture and democratic pluralism are based  at least in principle 
        on the self-government of the community.42
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  The decline of the commons


  In this chapter, I briefly analyse the key passages of the European historical process that delegitimised the commons in the transition from the Middle Ages to Modernity:
  the industrial revolution, mechanistic scientific reductionism, the death of nature after the Renaissance, the emergence of political economy and the invisible hand.
  These European events had long-lasting consequences which have been extended to the whole world, well beyond Europe: the theft of the rights and means of subsistence of local
  populations, the cancellation of the community, the market economy and industrialisation, colonialism and racism and, in the West, the removal of the natural world from the human
  horizon. The commons have been enclosed, both from the theoretical viewpoint, with the formalisation of philosophical and economic theories that legitimise the privileges of the hegemonic classes,
  as well as from the legal-institutional viewpoint, in the sense that modern law has recorded these changes and translated them into legislation.


  THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION BETWEEN THE FIRST AND SECOND PRIMITIVE ACCUMULATION


  The social, economic and institutional order, which had been the norm during the European Middle Ages, became an obstacle to the free play of capitalist market forces which
  were then in gestation. The free market, or invisible hand, was based on the assumption of the homo conomicus, the atomisation of society and the de-structuring of the
  identity of the community, so that people were obliged to present themselves individually on the market, either as waged labourers or as consumers. In this context, the
  enterprises gradually became oligarchic (the new corporations), protected as individual and collective subjects from the policies and laws of the modern states. The commons then underwent the same
  fate as suffered by peasant agriculture at the beginning of the twentieth century, when it became an encumbrance and gave way to industrial agriculture, needed to free the world from
  hunger. We now know what has actually happened: world hunger continues to grow although the amount of food produced is greater than global needs, the number of obese people, including
  children, is increasing, the land is losing fertility and desertification has increased; biodiversity has become at risk.


  From the fifteenth century until the middle of the nineteenth century, England and Wales underwent the enclosure period, the process in which the common rights of the poor on the
  land of the lords and nobles were cancelled and yielded to private property as we know it today.1 The poor were denied access to the common lands and the
  open fields, which were private property during the sowing and harvesting periods, but open to the rural poor during the rest of the year. Landless peasants were then forced to either work in the
  fields for a miserable wage that was insufficient for survival, or to abandon the fields and enter the workforce of the budding manufacturing textile and metallurgical industries.


  There were two key factors at the basis of the industrial revolution. The first was the enclosure of English common lands, which was described by Karl Marx as the mystery of primitive
  accumulation:


  
    
      
        an accumulation which is not the result of the capitalistic mode of production but its starting point [...] The expropriation of the rural producer, of the peasant from
        the soil, is the basis of the whole process [...] In actual history, it is notorious that conquest, enslavement, robbery, murder, briefly force, play the great part. [...] As a matter of
        fact, the methods of primitive accumulation are anything but idyllic.2

      

    

  


  The second was the Atlantic slave trade, the colonisation of the Americas and the enclosure of the land, resources and rights of indigenous peoples (even to the point of
  exterminating them).


  The enclosure of the common lands in England destroyed both the cottagers and the landless peasants who lived thanks to the usage rights on the common lands as well as the
  small landowners of the village (the yeomen), whose possessions were small and scattered over the territory. They did not have the means to consolidate their property, thereby augmenting its size,
  introducing innovations and increasing its yields. Their land was therefore enclosed by the big landowners: between 1750 and 1840 cereal production doubled, the size of the farms almost tripled
  (from 65 acres to 10050 acres, on average), the price of grain doubled and that of the rents increased by 150 per cent.3


  The enclosures were imposed with violence and the forced dislocation of the population, but also through the force of the law. Between 1770 and 1830, 3,280 enclosure bills were
  passed, privatising more than 6 million acres of common land  fields, pastures, wetlands, forests and free spaces. During the same period of time, another 6 million acres of common land was
  enclosed through initiatives that were not authorised by parliament, enclosing more than half of all the cultivated land in England at that time. Marx ironically commented on the use of the
  enclosure bills: What was more decisive in this case was the opportunity which makes the thief; the more or less plausible legalistic subterfuges of the big landlords to justify their
  appropriation.4


  In less than a century, England saw the end of a world that had been based on the community of the village, which was highly self-sufficient and autonomous vis--vis the market, with a
  system of local exchanges, a rich heritage of skills and knowledge, customs and traditions that were alien to mercantile haggling. The enclosure of common land functioned like the keystone in an
  arch: it did not form the whole structure of the arch, but everything falls when the keystone is missing. All the forces that first resisted, observed George Sturt, a historian of
  English village life, began to cede and gradually the construction toppled.5 People who no longer had the means to survive, no shelter or
  subsistence, or security or professional skills suitable in the new market, were forced to become agricultural labourers or beggars, or to emigrate to the industrial cities to become part of the mass of proletarians at the disposal of the nascent manufacturing industry.


  Karl Polanyi, author of The Great Transformation, described it as follows:


  
    
      
        Enclosures have appropriately been called a revolution of the rich against the poor. The lords and nobles were upsetting the social order, breaking down ancient law and
        custom [...] They were literally robbing the poor of their share in the common, tearing down the houses which, by the hitherto unbreakable force of custom, the poor had long regarded
        as theirs and their heirs. The fabric of society was being disrupted; desolate villages and the ruins of human dwellings testified to the fierceness with which the revolution raged,
        endangering the defences of the country, wasting its towns, decimating its population, turning its over-burdened soil into dust, harassing its people and turning them from decent husbandmen
        into a mob of beggars and thieves.6

      

    

  


  


  The transformation was violent and pregnant with consequences. To fully understand this historical passage, which brought about the cancellation of the commons, Polanyi asked himself about this
  Satanic Mill7 that grounded men into masses, and what was the mechanism by which the old social fabric was destroyed and a new
  integration of man and nature so unsuccessfully attempted.8 Polanyi maintained that the answer to the first question was the disembedding of the
  economy from society, which produced the commercialisation and commodification of all aspects of life, and hence the reduction of human beings to numbers, one person equal to all the others. These
  are the premises on which industrial society and mass consumption, developed over the course of the following two centuries, found a theoretical base and a social justification.


  To the second question, whether the price paid by the people on the altar of the enclosures was in fact inevitable, Polanyi considers that it was not. The upsetting of social life brought about
  by the improvement of the means of production could have been avoided, slowing down the rhythm of the transition from feudalism to modernity. The incapacity of the liberal state to manage wisely
  and with long-sightedness the transition of one social order to another meant that the burden fell upon the rural population. It should need no elaboration that a
  process of undirected change, the pace of which is deemed too fast, should be slowed down, if possible, so as to safeguard the welfare of the community. The failure of liberal philosophy has
  resulted in the household truths of traditional statesmanship, often merely reflecting the teachings of a social philosophy inherited from the ancients... [being] erased.9


  The European colonisation of the Americas, which started with the conquests of Christopher Columbus in 1492, is a second original or primitive accumulation in the Marxist sense of
  being the point of departure  and not of arrival  of the mode of capitalist production. The colonisation of the Americas and the exploitation of the agricultural and mining potential
  of the American colonies were rendered possible by the work of African slaves, transported to the Americas by English ships that left from the ports of England for the African coasts, from whence
  they then set sail for the new colonies, full of people in chains: this was one of the necessary conditions for the success of the European industrial revolution. In fact, the colonisation of the
  Americas had made it possible to enclose the land and resources outside national borders, which was still more odious as it was supported by the slave trade and the genocide of
  indigenous peoples.


  In the subsistence economies of that time, no great Power had a surplus of population and sufficient means of subsistence within its own boundaries, to devote to the great leap of
  industrialisation. To do so, according to US historian Alfred Crosby, a great Power of that time would have had to increase its productivity before and not after the industrial revolution,
  in order to dispose of a surplus of population and means of subsistence beyond that necessary to feed its current population. No society in that era met these conditions, but Western Europe
  succeeded in making the leap because it had ploughed the oceans and taken the necessary resources (food, raw materials and silver for international trade) in the colonies, or off-shore
  possessions.10


  The Europeans of that time had been farmers and pastoralists for centuries, according to Crosby, and they therefore brought to the West Indies and the Americas plants and
  animals that were suitable for the local environment. Sugar cane was one of the resources that the Europeans cultivated in the Brazilian plantations (monoculture) and in those of the West Indies,
  transforming it into a vastly profitable business and a source of calories for the European population part of whom, freed from subsistence production, emigrated to the colonies where they expanded
  the market for the products of English manufacturing industries. From the colonies, the Europeans returned with agricultural products suitable for European conditions: potatoes, maize, cotton,
  timber and construction materials. The Atlantic trade, that which Giorgio Pietrostefani, an expert on African slavery, has called the Black Shoah, highlights the dark side of progress which, in
  this case, presented itself in the extreme form of trade in human beings.


  
    
      
        The singularity of the Atlantic slave trade does not so much derive from the role it played in providing slave labour in the American colonies. It derives much more from
        the role it played giving a formidable impetus to the industrial and social transformation in the Old World [...] The African slave was the cog, the flywheel of that complex mercantile system
        known as the Atlantic Triangle, a magic triangle, a sorcery.11

      

    

  


  


  It was colonialism that enabled what we call the capitalist economic system to forge ahead and consolidate itself, as was acknowledged by Marx himself. This system, based on the sorcery of the
  enrichment of Europe through slave production in the Americas provided by the Atlantic Triangle and similar operations in the rest of the world, has been practised by the imperial powers ever
  since. Western colonialism in Africa, at first European and then also North American, has taken new forms as racism and economic exploitation, as noticed by Hosea Jaffe an expert of African
  studies.12 The wars that have been waged and continue to be waged over the last few years  from Iraq to Serbia, from Afghanistan to Iraq 
  show the incapacity of the current imperialist powers to maintain economic control over countries and regions, without military intervention. These are wars against peoples and against nature,
  against the commons of entire regions, veritable chemical and ecological, as well as human, disasters.


  SCIENTIFIC REDUCTIONISM AND THE DEATH OF NATURE


  The scientific revolution of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was based on the inductive method as relates to knowledge about nature, which was defined as scientific in
  a narrow sense, that of being based on empirical observations of natural phenomena. This developed into a mutually re-enforcing relationship with a new mechanistic conception of nature and science,
  which has destroyed the social metabolism governed by the natural laws of life.13 In the organic conception of nature, Earth was seen according to two
  different visions or metaphors: as Mother Earth, a benevolent foster-mother that provides for the needs of human beings, and as an antagonistic and uncontrollable force that could give rise to
  violence, tempests, drought and chaos. The first vision gradually disappeared, with the success of the scientific revolution and its mechanistic and rationalising approach to nature. The second,
  that of nature as disorder, was overtaken by the modern idea of knowledge and domination of nature, theorised by the European philosophers (Italians, English, Scottish and French),
  the fathers of the new science.


  The organic conception of nature had survived for centuries in Greek civilisation, and also in the more pragmatic and secular Roman civilisation, with a heavier environmental impact. Various
  Roman authors, such as Ovid, Seneca and Pliny the Elder, did in fact deplore mining activities as an abuse of Mother Earth; Pliny maintained that the earthquakes expressed the indignation of the
  earth at being violated. After the fall of the Roman Empire, in the medieval era, the organic man-nature relationship had become the central axis of the social and agricultural life based on the
  peasant family, its villages and agricultural communities. But it was swept away in the passing of the medieval era to modernity.


  The new mechanistic vision of nature of which Galileo (15641642) and Newton (16421727) were the most important exponents, even if they were not
  chronologically the first, reduced natural phenomena to mathematical laws and relations, preparing the way for a science that considers the physical world as a territory to be dominated and
  manipulated. All of the major European philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries could be considered to have contributed to this  notwithstanding their many merits.
  Ren Descartes (15961650) and Francis Bacon (15611626) belong to this category. They vivisected nature, sub-dividing it into separate mechanical
  elements, in complete contrast with the preceding holistic vision of nature. The knowledge of nature thus became a useful instrument for dominating and exploiting it for economic ends. In this
  context, the co-evolutionary relationships that the local communities had had with nature lost their raisons dtre. Nature can be commanded only by obeying it, was how
  Bacon revealed the objective of the new science that consisted of knowing nature in order to command it, not to respect it.


  The new mechanistic vision of nature reflected the economic expansion of the period and responded to the requirements of the new technologies that changed the natural cycles through mineral
  extraction, land reclamation, deforestation and the opening up of new territories to cultivation. The new images of ownership and dominion over nature functioned as cultural authorization to
  pillage nature, says Carolyn Merchant, the eco-feminist scientist who interpreted the death of nature as a project  that has been realised  of violence against
  women.14


  This new conception eliminated the animistic and organic assumptions about nature, substituting them for atoms, dead particles, moved by external forces. The vital elements of
  Empedocles  water, air, earth and fire  became resources seen as an unlimited deposit of useful things, inanimate objects, inputs for industrial production, and it is
  this transformation of nature that Merchant defines as the death of nature. This framework dominated for several centuries, until the ecological critique of capitalism showed the
  limits of a mechanistic vision of the world that destroys the basis of survival.


  The progressive conception of scientific evolution, accepted uncritically in the West and imposed on the peoples of the South, almost always with the
  agreement of the local elites in power, is therefore a negative consequence of the scientific revolution of the European seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Considered by most historians as a
  period of great intellectual openness, the scientific revolution has now, too, been questioned, both for its theoretical presuppositions and for the disastrous outcomes regarding environmental
  sustainability, food sovereignty and happiness.


  Another pillar of European thought of the time, contributing to the prevailing logic of completion, came from political theory. The Leviathan of Thomas Hobbes (15881679) was seen
  as the constitutive act of the modern state, whose authority is restricted by the freedom that citizens, by depriving themselves, are disposed to delegate to it. For Hobbes freedom was in fact a
  right of the citizen, not a duty of the state, and precisely for this reason did the latter become a leviathan, that is, a monster, even if it is necessary, that mortal god to which we owe,
  under the immortal God, our peace and defence. The state is therefore the price to be paid to overcome permanent warfare among human beings (bellum omnium contra omnes): precisely
  because everyone has the same rights, people must fight one against the other (homo homini lupus) to affirm their rights. This is so, according to Hobbes, because human beings are ruled by
  competition, aggressiveness and egoism. For all these reasons, said Hobbes, the commons cannot be managed by the community but must be conquered through struggle. Hobbes was therefore intrinsically
  and explicitly against the commons, like all the European philosophers of that era.


  The social Darwinism of modern times, of which Hobbes was a precursor, is based on a unilateral and therefore false vision about the nature of mankind, but it was useful to justify the
  exploitation by man over nature, by man over man, by man over woman, by the powerful over the weak. Recent studies15 have shown that extreme situations
  bring forth qualities such as altruism, solidarity, courage and generosity  just the contrary of what Hobbes believed. Extreme situations make it possible to reinvent a different society
  that contests the legitimacy of authoritarian power and the expropriation of the imaginary. In disasters people are forced  and allowed  to experiment with
  reciprocal assistance, doing things together, organising forms of local autonomy, control and power from below. They become able to extricate themselves from the authoritarianism of national and
  transnational power, enabling the solidarity and cooperation that distinguish the culture of commons to re-emerge. This happened in Europe during the Second World War, and it happens today
  everywhere when there are natural disasters such as floods or earthquakes.


  THE INVISIBLE HAND AND HOMO CONOMICUS


  Another pillar of the European philosophical thought that legitimised the logic of the market as opposed to that of the commons concerns modern economic science,
  formulated at the end of the eighteenth century as a branch of ethics to support the animal spirits of the industrial revolution. It started as political economy, but it soon changed through
  a genetic mutation that structured it according to the model of the exact sciences, says Giorgio Ruffolo, an economist and left intellectual.16


  While this genetic mutation came about gradually with the contributions of other schools of economic thought, the premises were already present in classical political economy, particularly the
  reduction of society to a market society, the invisible hand and that of the human being as homo conomicus. This expression formulated by John Stuart Mill
  (180673) to give a scientific vision of the social sciences, is an essential element in political economy as science.


  Adam Smith (172390), the first of the classical economists, was aware of the human dimension of individual behaviour, as can be seen in his Theory of Moral Sentiments, published
  in 1759, years before the Wealth of Nations, which came out in 1776. In the second text, which has had greater success and decisive impact, the perspective is turned upside down: the real
  man disappears and the abstract and rational one emerges, who represents man in general. Thus the separation between reality and abstraction took place and impoverished
  economic science from that time to the present day.


  In a very famous passage from Wealth of Nations, Smith states:


  
    
      
        It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own self-interest. We address ourselves
        not to their humanity but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their advantages.

      

    

  


  Basing itself mainly on the individualistic and egoistical model of economic man, economics expelled from its field the behaviour to be found in interdependent relationships
  such as needs, and that determined by non-economic motivations such as interpersonal and community relationships.


  The spontaneous regulation of trade, known by the metaphor of the invisible hand played a determining role in the destruction of collective ties and the social pulverisation that
  arises from the non regulated international market. The metaphor is given its scientific basis in the theory of the division and specialisation of labour and in the
  increase of labour productivity. But it has also had an ideological motivation, consistent with the claimed superiority of free trade vis--vis protectionism, which had been the banner of
  the mercantilists. The superiority of the free market in fact expressed the interests of the freedom, profit and private accumulation that characterised the new phase opened up by the industrial
  revolution.


  Another aspect of the classical political economy relevant in this context is the theory of comparative advantage of David Ricardo (17721823), according to which each country should trade
  in what it produces at least cost. All these theories have been challenged in the last decades from various viewpoints but above all from the environmental one: the productive specialisation of
  each country does not depend only on labour, but also on natural resources, starting with land, and this leads inevitably to the over-exploitation and exhaustion of natural resources, transforming
  the advantages into costs. Another critique concerns the claimed superiority of free trade as opposed to protectionism: this can be the case if the actors operating in the
  international market all have the same bargaining power. As this never happens, competition between them is always disguised and destined to render the advantages of free trade in vain. A certain
  amount of protectionism can therefore be justified, contrary to the view of mainstream economic theory.


  Polanyi also has pointed out that trade based on reciprocity and redistribution expresses the relationship between market and society better than mercantile trade. The self-regulating market
  theorised by laissez-faire is indeed a utopia that has never existed in any historical era and cannot exist without annihilating the human and natural substance of society, affirms
  Karl Polanyi, who continues saying that, if it existed, it would have physically destroyed man and transformed his surroundings into a wilderness.17 In mercantilist trade, wrote Polanyi at the beginning of the 1940s, it was always finance that dominated, reducing everything to goods  nature, labour and money. The
  market society does not in fact constitute a natural outcome in the story of human society.


  The economic theory and the social order prevailing today are based on the modern capitalist market, where trade does not take place between real people who sell the fruit of their labour to
  acquire what they need and cannot themselves produce; it is not a market in which the transactions are linked to relationships between people immersed in a society and which are an expression of
  that society. In the modern market, society and social relations disappear to give way to the invisible hand, which is the market in the form of capital, multinationals and financial companies that
  subordinate trade to individual profit and not to the satisfaction of the needs of populations and communities.


  It is no exaggeration to say therefore that multinationals and financial companies create a demand that was inexistent before, giving rise to new needs and new consumption that is often useless
  and always destructive of natural resources, such as when the new needs increase consumerism, or when the new consumption is covered by imports and not by local production. An interesting case,
  which Vandana Shiva called soy imperialism,18 took place in New Delhi in 1998 when mustard oil  used as the
  cooking medium in the Northern Indian belt  was mysteriously adulterated, leading to an epidemic called dropsy. Sales of mustard oil were banned in several states
  of Northern India and substituted with imported soy oil. In a very short period of time, the Indian household and community-level processing of edible oil stopped and edible oil became fully
  industrialised.


  


  3


  The destruction of wealth through commodities


  This chapter is first of all concerned with analysing the present capitalist crisis, its premises and its outcomes. Three main threads of problematic outcomes of capitalist
  development can be identified: the new enclosures of the natural commons, often linked in a circular fashion in the sense that they are both the cause and the effect of one another; colonialism and
  neo-colonialism as a form of economic and cultural enclosure of the South, even in its most recent manifestations such as the structural adjustment programmes; and the development
  strategies imposed on the South by the dominant powers of the North, with the support of the international financial institutions. Finally, I deal with the question of how the
  democratic governments, especially those in the North, have succeeded in obtaining the necessary consensus to govern. They have used the many instruments at their disposal: from lies
  to transversal alliances in which victims and killers are considered as being on the same level, thereby neutralising each other.


  PREMISES AND OUTCOMES OF THE CRISIS: THE WINNERS AND THE LOSERS


  The free market and technological progress are the forces that have changed the face of the world and are redesigning political and environmental geography. They have acquired
  this power because they have transformed the consumption of goods into ideals with which human beings identify themselves, and the myth of economic development as the main road
   if not the only road  towards the wellbeing and the happiness of everyone. Technological progress is an idol, as if the passing from the realm of
  necessities to that of freedom has no limits and the use of the new technologies is always appropriate. The promise of technological progress has been kept only minimally and for just
  a limited strata of the world population: 1 billion in the North  and perhaps fewer as the crisis deepens  and the elites of the South, leaving out the other 5 or 6 billion
  inhabitants of the globe, nearly all of whom live in the South.


  The economic model of really existing socialism, which reigned in Russia and the countries of Eastern Europe after the October Revolution until the fall of the Berlin Wall, has not been
  substantially different from that of the West in the field of ecology and respect for nature, as it, too, was based on heavy industrialisation and the systematic destruction of the environment and
  communities. The driver of development was not, in this case, individual consumption, but state accumulation in order to defeat the challenge of the West. There were important differences between
  the two systems in the fields of social and economic rights, work, women, health, shelter and so forth, but not with regard to the rights of nature.


  To see an acknowledgement of the rights of nature we had to wait until very recent times and look to the South, when two poor countries of Andean America, Ecuador and Bolivia,
  approved a new Constitutional Charter in 2008 and 2009, respectively. It was the first time in history that the rights of nature have been considered constitutional rights and that nature as a
  subject has the legal rights to defend the Pachamama (Mother Earth) and all living creatures. In this context, the local communities are recognised as legal subjects and assigned powers. There is
  still a holistic conception of nature in these countries, while the rights of the indigenous peoples, which have long been crushed, have now obtained important recognition through the Declaration
  on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, approved by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 13 November 2007. It recognises that the Indigenous peoples have the right to the full
  enjoyment, as a collective or as individuals, of all human rights and fundamental freedoms as recognised in the Charter of the United Nations, the Universal Declaration of
  Human Rights and International Human Rights Law.


  Industrial society based on goods consumption and technological progress has had dramatic consequences in the twentieth century: tragic events such as the two world wars, the extermination of
  the Jews in Nazi Germany, the construction of the atomic bomb that was dropped on Japan in August 1945, and the many wars for oil and other natural resources in which the countries of the South are
  richly endowed. Other equally ominous developments have been the generalised use of fossil fuels with high rates of emission of climate-altering gases, the widespread use of chemicals in
  agriculture, the increase of water, air and soil pollution deriving from industrial development and the sealing over of earth surfaces by cement, car traffic, the planned destruction of peasant
  agriculture, and global warming  which is by far the greatest problem.


  Everything is up for discussion again since the crisis of global capitalism, which broke out in 2008 and is now reconfiguring the global geography of the excluded on the one hand and the secure
  on the other hand, accentuating the abyss between them. The crisis, which began with the bursting of a financial bubble in the United States, originated in the crazy overproduction of goods made
  possible by the still crazier technical progress that squanders natural and human resources to satisfy the needs created by the market economy, while leaving pre-existing needs still
  unsatisfied. All this was done with the aim of producing goods for consumers who no longer had the (monetary) income to buy them. Among the goods being over-produced,
  the building of houses (and the credit to finance their purchase) occupied a special place as it was believed that construction was the engine  indeed the flywheel  of
  development in spite of the fact that experience has clearly shown this conviction to be false, ecologically as well as economically. The hyperconstruction of housing in
  Spain, which for years caused people to refer to the Spanish economic miracle  now in crisis, together with the entire economy  is a typical example of this problem.


  Two years after the beginning of the crisis, it is clear that a crisis that started as one of private finance soon morphed into a crisis of public finance, in the sense
  that the banks and the financial intermediaries  restored by public funds  are now trying to read the lesson to governments, telling them to reduce investments and
  social expenditure, which means spewing out all the costs of the crisis onto ordinary people while jobs and wages have become increasingly at risk.1 The
  crisis of four European countries  Portugal, Ireland, Greece and Spain  is a further proof of the arrogance of finance, to which the governments of the European countries are
  submitting themselves. In the United States, the issue is still open, but one may well doubt the outcome: the New York Times of 20 April 2010 reported that Goldman Sachs  which has
  been tried for shareholder fraud  has continued to enrich itself, what it knows how to do best. In the first quarter of 2010, its profits grew by 36 per cent and the yield on
  its shares had almost doubled.


  THE NEW ENCLOSURES IN THE NORTH AND THE SOUTH


  This is the background to the new enclosures of the common goods that the crisis has aggravated, although all of them had emerged earlier with the mass
  consumption society. It was clearly to be expected, however, that the crisis would provoke a further moving of the profit frontiers, eating up the common and the public goods, a consolidated
  inheritance of natural resources, infrastructures and services  the public heritage that is very appetising for multinationals and financial companies, as mentioned in
  the Introduction.


  Mass consumer society devours the planet, stated the 2010 Worldwatch Institutes report, analysing how consumption has favoured the assault on natural resources. In the five
  years from 2005 to 2010, says the report, world consumption increased by 28 per cent and world population by 2.2 per cent. Moreover, 500 million people (about 7 per cent of the world population)
  are responsible (in 2010) for 50 per cent of world greenhouse gas emissions while 3 billion people  the poorest  are responsible for 6 per cent. Between 1950 and 2005, mineral
  extraction increased by six times, oil consumption by eight times and natural gas by 14 times. In 2010, continues the Worldwatch report, Europeans consumed 43 kilograms of
  natural resources per capita, on average; North Americans, 88 kilograms.


  By new enclosures, I refer to the privatisation of Empedocles four vital elements: water, air, land and fire-energy, as discussed in Chapter 1, updated so as to be able to
  analyse the new forms that privatisation has taken in our time. An example of this is climate change, which I consider a new enclosure, although the enclosure is that of the atmosphere, which
  determines the temperature compatible with life on earth. When the composition of the atmosphere is altered, fresh air is no longer granted to everybody; it is instead appropriated
  and privatised by the subjects most responsible for greenhouse gas emissions such as car owners, just to make an example.


  Yet the costs of global warming and climate change are paid for by all of the people of the world, those who own a car as well as those who do not, because air circulates freely. Most of the new
  enclosures, as will be seen below, follow this pattern, of being created in the North and yet falling upon the South, depriving local communities of the right to use and manage water, land and
  biodiversity. This is a burden that can be considered a territorial re-colonisation of the South, finalised to appropriate the Souths natural resources after the first territorial
  colonisation conquered the land and transformed those territories into colonies, that is, properties of the colonising European Powers.


  To clarify, I will describe the new enclosures, grouping them under Empedocles headings: air, water and land.


  


  Air


  Global warming and climate change are the most relevant problems of our time, as life on earth is possible only if the temperature remains around the average value that has been
  kept through centuries, 15 degrees centigrade. Global warming has many causes  mainly greenhouse gas emissions, caused by the generalised use of fossil fuels and by
  deforestation2  and many consequences. The air which was once a common good that everybody could enjoy has now been taken over by the oil,
  coal, mineral, energy, steel and cement companies, as well as by car traffic, all of which use the atmosphere as a private space to get rid of their polluting
  waste, emitting into the atmosphere climate-altering gases that exceed the absorption capacity of the ecosystems.


  The accumulation of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere deriving from the use of fossil fuels has deprived humans and animals of their share of clean, non-polluted air, producing global climatic
  changes of which the poor are the first, innocent victims. It is in fact the poorest, who have contributed the least to the degradation of the atmosphere and the destruction of the capacity of the
  planet to absorb carbon dioxide, who are paying the most for this new enclosure.


  Global warming is a double injustice for the South because its principal cause lies in the emissions that have been accumulated by the industrialised North in the past. But the main victims are
  the most vulnerable populations in the South, who are more affected by rising sea levels, the melting of glaciers, changes in rainfalls, floods, droughts, hurricanes and coastal storms, with direct
  repercussions on food production, water supply and the spread of diseases.


  The negative effects of climate change tend to also manifest themselves in the North, as has been shown by the exceptionally high temperatures experienced in all countries of the North in the
  summer of 2012 and by hurricane Sandy, which devastated the city of New York and the state of New Jersey at the end of October 2012, causing more than 60 deaths and billions of dollars in damage.
  The United States has so far refused to sign the 1997 Kyoto Protocol although it is the country that contributes the most to greenhouse gas emissions. The resistance to control greenhouse gas
  emissions is so widespread that in the 2012 presidential campaign neither candidate even mentioned this problem, although it is becoming clear that climate change contributed to making the storm so
  violent.


  The Kyoto Protocol,3 adopted in 1997 but entered into force in 2005, is an international agreement linked to the United Nations Framework Convention
  on Climate Change, setting binding targets for 37 industrialised countries and the European Community for reducing greenhouse gas emissions to an average of 5.2
  per cent in the period 20082012, against the levels of 1990. Under the treaty, countries should meet their targets through national means or through a market-based mechanism called
  emission trading, or the carbon market. This mechanism allows countries that are not capable of meeting their emission target at home to realise green projects in less
  developed countries, to compensate for their surplus greenhouse emissions. According to this mechanism, those who pollute by emitting carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere
  can buy the rights of someone who pollutes less, determining the enclosure of the atmosphere at a second level, as explained by Larry Lohman, an expert in the field. In
  fact, this market-base mechanism gives gratis ownership rights over the atmosphere to a series of historical polluters, the multinationals and the rich countries.4


  The privatisation of the sky is another of the new enclosures. The space above the Earth is now full of technical instruments to service telephones, television, information technology and
  telecommunications, or it is occupied by vessels in stationary orbit that are fixed over a country and its inhabitants, or by military and civilian planes that emit abundant
  quantities of greenhouse gases. All these activities, sometimes illicit and linked to military secrets, are the source of huge profits for multinationals and governments, who use a free common good
  such as space at the expense of the health and security of populations.5 Of special significance is civilian air traffic which is growing, and could
  increase still further using agrofuels and the expanding construction of airports and air traffic.6 Agrofuels are wrongly considered to have zero
  climatic impact, which is not true at all if the whole production cycle is taken into account, from the cutting down of virgin forests to plant monoculture crops of soya, sugar cane and palm
  oil.


  


  Water


  The construction of big dams in the countries of the South became particularly intense in the post-war period thanks to the activities of the World Bank
  that, in agreement with local governments, insisted that they were essential to provide the energy necessary for agricultural irrigation and industrial development. In actual fact the huge dams
  create serious risks in terms of security and have devastating ecological and social effects both on the environment and on the expropriated rural communities who have been transformed into
  eco-refugees, excluded from political decisions and from the fruit of their own work. The electricity produced by the dams is in fact destined to serve the large agricultural and industrial
  companies, not the peasant agriculture of the villages.


  The number of these enormous dams, those that are at least 15 metres high, rose from little more than 5,000 at the end of the second world war to nearly 50,000 by the end of the twentieth
  century, most of them in the countries of the South (25,000 in China alone). International public opinion began to criticise these dams from the 1980s, as did a very strong popular movement,
  especially in a few countries like India, that struggled against the construction of the Sardar Samovar dam on the river Narmada, where the construction work continues, although at a less intensive
  rate. There is also the Three Gorges dam on the Yangtze river in China  the Great Wall of the twenty-first century  which was inaugurated in 2006 and is not yet finished. It is 185
  metres high, with a reservoir of water stretching back over more than 400 kilometres, the largest in the world. It took 13 years to build, with a cost of some 25 billion. It has already
  submerged 13 large towns and 116 urban centres, with nearly 1 million people becoming refugees. Arundhati Roy made the following observations about her experience of huge dams in India:


  
    
      
        There was a time when everybody loved them  Communists, Capitalists, Christians, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists. There was a time when Big Dams moved men to poetry.
        Not any longer. ... The fact that they do more harm than good is no longer just conjecture. Big Dams are obsolete. Theyre uncool. Theyre undemocratic. Theyre a
        governments way of accumulating authority (deciding who will get how much water and who will grow what and where). Theyre a guaranteed way of taking a farmers wisdom away from him. Theyre a brazen means of taking water, land and irrigation away from the poor and gifting it to the rich. Their reservoirs displace huge populations
        of people leaving them homeless and destitute. Ecologically, theyre in the doghouse. They lay the earth to waste. They cause floods, water-logging, salinity, they spread
        disease.7

      

    

  


  


  The entry of multinationals into the management and distribution of water in almost all countries of the North and the South is relatively recent. The World Bank began to be interested in the
  commodification of water at the beginning of the 1990s and, since then, has been promoting the entry of multinationals in this sector (Suez, Vivendi, Bechtel, Thames, RWE and, lastly, Halliburton).
  According to the World Bank and all partisans of privatisation, the purifying, treatment and distribution of water requires heavy investments and a lot of work, for which reason water should be
  evaluated by the same standard as any commodity. The World Banks position found its legitimacy in GATS (the General Agreement on Trade and Services), which is linked to the World Trade
  Organization, and it became an important issue in negotiations for membership of the World Trade Organization.


  This position does not recognise the determining and gratuitous contribution of nature, which collects water from the mountains, transports it to the sea, and makes it evaporate and return to
  earth. If these were taken into consideration it would be clear that the privatisation of water is a theft that tramples on the fundamental right of all living things. It is clear, too, that the
  market has no interest in investing funds in a sector that it cannot transform into business, as has been proved by the failure of the experiments that have been carried out so far.8


  


  Land


  Seeds. The patenting of seeds and that of the knowledge inherent in their conservation and enrichment is a new enclosure, at the expense of peasants and local and
  indigenous communities who have been the seeds custodians and improvers for hundreds and thousands of years. It is also an attack on life as seeds are the basis of
  life.


  The new agreements on international trade  the World Trade Organization and the Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights, approved in 1995  awarded hegemony to the powerful
  countries of the North. These treaties transformed seeds and plants into objects of intellectual property rights, and they now try to force the countries that signed the treaties to
  change their own national laws on patents so as to make it possible to patent the seeds and plants in all countries, thus expropriating the local communities. Thanks to these norms, the
  multinationals of the North can collect duties from peasants who are obliged to buy the sterile seeds year by year (penalising those who conserve their own seeds), as well as those suffering from
  AIDS in Africa, who cannot buy the patented medicines at the prices of the pharmaceutical multinationals. Another aspect of the patenting of seeds is the legitimisation of biopiracy, or the
  theft of the knowledge that is incorporated into it: that is, it creates social injustice and erodes the public domain in two particularly important spheres, that of knowledge and
  that of seeds.9


  Biodiversity. The current genetic heritage existing on Earth is the result of some 5 billion years of evolution. Since the arrival of human beings on Earth, genetic diversity has
  gradually started to diminish. The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, one of the more complete and authoritative studies of the planets ecosystems, which was published in 2005 by the
  World Resources Institute, states that anthropic activities are fundamentally changing  and in certain ways irreversibly  the diversity of life on Earth, and many of these changes
  involve loss of biodiversity.


  The loss of biodiversity is not constant, rather it is in ever-continuing, unstoppable evolution. In recent decades this gradual decline has assumed alarming proportions. The Living Planet
  Report 2008 of the World Wildlife Fund indicates that over the last 35 years, while the world population has doubled, the animal population has diminished by a third, and the areas of tropical
  forest (where the highest levels of biodiversity are found) have been reduced by half. The World Wildlife Funds research covered some 1,680 animal species and revealed a loss of biodiversity of 28 per cent, which rises to 35 per cent in the freshwater ecosystems, 44 per cent in arid zones and as much as 51 per cent in tropical regions. According to the
  estimates of the Food and Agriculture Organization, 75 per cent of crops have already been lost and, of the 30,000 edible species, only 30 species contribute to the needs of 95 per cent of the
  world population. This means that there is the risk of losing another thousand crops within a few decades. The Living Planet Report 2012 highlights once more the tremendous pressure
  that humanity is putting on our planet. We are using 50 per cent more resources than the Earth can provide: by 2030 even two planets will not be enough.


  World hunger is one of the most dramatic problems of the last decades. It has many structural causes, each of which is caused by one or more enclosure processes of the commons, starting
  with that of the land in the rural economies of the countries in the South, which in turn depends on  and at the same time hinders  lack of access to the land. Other structural causes
  concern the scarcity of water, climate change, deterioration of hydrological cycles, loss of soil fertility, industrial agriculture, and the conversion of fertile land to the production of animal
  feed, as well as the monoculture cultivation of raw materials for agrofuels in the countries of the South for the cars of the North.10


  According to the Food and Agriculture Organizations State of Food Insecurity in the World 2009, hunger affects more than 1 billion people and several dozen million die of hunger
  each year, most of them poor peasants in the South, while the number of the obese in the North is rising.11 The Food and Agriculture Organization
  document calculates the geography of hunger as follows: 642 million people in Asia and the Pacific, 265 million in sub-Saharan Africa, 53 million in Latin America and the Caribbean, 52 million in
  the Near East and North Africa and 15 million in Northern countries.


  The most recent State of Food Insecurity in the World 2011 highlights,


  
    
      
        the differential impacts that the world food crisis of 200608 had on different countries, with the poorest being most affected. While some large countries were able to deal with the worst of the crisis, people in many small import-dependent countries experienced large price increases that, even when only temporary,
        can have permanent effects on their future earnings capacity and ability to escape poverty.

      

    

  


  The 2011 report,


  
    
      
        focuses on the costs of food price volatility, as well as the dangers and opportunities presented by high food prices. Climate change and an increased frequency of
        weather shocks, increased linkages between energy and agricultural markets due to growing demand for biofuels, and increased financialisation of food and agricultural commodities all suggest
        that price volatility is here to stay.

      

    

  


  


  The soil is another important example of the new enclosures. It is new only in the sense that it has experienced rapid acceleration in the last decades, sometimes with catastrophic
  effects that are the cause and effect of other processes, especially global warming and hydrological drought. Advancing desert, coastal erosion, floods, hurricanes and the many catastrophes of the
  last few years can no longer be considered as just natural events. They are the consequences of wrong human choices that promote them and amplify their results. The tsunami that hit South-East Asia
  at the end of 2004, causing almost 300,000 deaths, and Hurricane Katrina that devastated New Orleans in the United States in 2005, causing almost 2,000 deaths, are different, but also similar in
  that both of them are the result of human negligence of the environment which leads to the intensive and destructive exploitation of natural resources, including the most fragile ones, and to the
  lack of maintenance of public works. Such catastrophes could be reduced, and in certain cases avoided, with maintenance programmes and care of the soil that protects the coasts, encourages control
  over rivers and water and prevents deforestation, thus enabling forest and agricultural biomass to act as natural obstacles to soil erosion and landslides, and foster the capture of carbon and
  greenhouse gases.


  To sum up on new enclosures, Ill deal briefly with the public heritage and workers collective rights.


  Public heritage: the privatisation of the public heritage is at the centre of a bitter political conflict all round the world. Public heritage represents the new
  frontier for the profit of the multinationals, especially in a phase of economic crisis such as the current one. As mentioned earlier in this paragraph, the commons, public goods, infrastructures
  and public welfare services (health, schooling, training and social services), and the protection of work, the environment, children, women and the elderly, represent a consolidated inheritance of
  goods and experience, a collective wealth that whets the insatiable appetite of the multinationals and financial corporations. The privatisation of this wealth impoverishes the local communities
  and renders peoples lives poorer and more precarious.



        The dismantling of public control over common wealth transforms public interest into a collection of private individual rights so as to make the privatisation of the
        commons appear to be an advantage for the community. Vandana Shiva affirms that, on the basis of her research into shrimp culture in India, every $1 of profit made by the shrimp industry
        represents a loss of $10 for the local community. Shiva adds that the closing of the shrimp businesses, as decided by the Indian Constitutional Court, would have been impossible if laws
        protecting the coastal zones of ecosystems in danger had not first been approved. The destruction of local economies and subsistence in all the countries of the world, both of the South and
        of the North (starting with the United States), results from the dismantling of legislation on the environment.


  
    
      
        The dismantling of public control over social services and common goods  which is carried out through an ensemble of laws aimed at controlling the environment, the
  rights of workers, social security, health and public education  is the contemporary version of the same historical process that gave birth to the privatization of British land.12

      

    

  

  
  
  The workers collective rights, formerly protected in the factories of the North and in the organised sectors of the economy of the South, are held in common by workers organised in
  trade unions. For this reason they are a commons self-organised by the worker community. When workers collective rights are negated, as is happening with neoliberal
  globalisation, the bargaining power of workers is undermined and trade unions are forced into a corner; the public pension system in Europe and social security in the United States, and in many
  other countries, are dismantled; incomes are eroded; and security norms in workplaces are violated, causing an astronomical increase in the number of workers who are killed on the job.


  COLONIALISM AND NEO-COLONIALISM AS ENCLOSURE POLICIES


  A constant characteristic of the colonialism practised by the European states, as from the conquest  or invasion  of America in 1492, has been the enclosure of
  the commons belonging to the indigenous communities, expropriated by force, with violence and warfare. The success of these conquests was often fatal for local populations, as in the
  case of the genocide of the Indians in Latin America which, in the course of a century, affected over 70 per cent of the native populations. And for two and a half centuries extermination policies
  were carried out, as in the case of the aborigines in Australia and the American indigenous populations in the United States, sometimes to the point of extinction.


  Colonialism13 developed on all continents and was practised by all European powers in different ways, according to the colonising country and to the
  historical period in which colonisation took place, over the long stretch of time from the sixteenth century until halfway through the twentieth century. All forms of colonialism, including the
  extreme forms of taking free men and deporting them en masse as slaves from Africa to the Americas to work in cotton and sugar plantations, and that of apartheid in South Africa and Rhodesia, share
  in common the pillage/deportation of the local communities. This changed the course of history and the political balances of the planet, blocking the demographic growth of Africa for more than two
  centuries. As it is well known, population growth is the premise of any social or economic development.


  The debt contracted by those in the North towards Africa above all derives from the Atlantic slave trade, but it is not the only source, emphasises Giorgio Pietrostefani.
  Great Britain and the other European powers had abolished the slave trade and then slavery, and that was the premise for the colonial invasion (of Africa). The second round of debt (towards
  Africa) can thus be called the colonial invasion,14 with its costs in terms of human lives, humiliations and unequal economic
  exchanges. All this has left Africa on its knees, at the mercy of war, disease and tribal hatred, which still dominate that continent.


  In the Global South, the enclosure of the commons has been rather different from that of the industrial revolution in England, because it was based on racism, that is, the claimed superiority of
  the colonisers, who arrogated the natural right of ownership of the occupied lands, applying the theories of John Locke, one of the English philosophers of the second half of the
  seventeenth century. The expropriation of the commons was justified by defining the privatisation of the territory as simply the extraction of natural resources. The indigenous population was not
  considered fully human, like the animals that were part of nature. Thus the land was emptied of its inhabitants and transformed from being terra mater (Mother Earth, a benevolent
  foster-mother that provides for the needs of human beings) into terra nullius (nobodys land, or free areas, as the Justinian Code of 534 AD classified uncultivated land that did not
  belong to anyone), which colonisers could transform into private ownership without posing themselves any moral problems about the cost in human lives.


  The new enclosures carried out by the North towards the South after the end of Western colonialism in the second half of the twentieth century, when the victory of
  the anti-colonial movements brought about the decolonisation or, better, independence, should be seen in this framework. This process did not have the anticipated success, not only from the
  viewpoint of overcoming racist relations but also in terms of the independence of those countries, as Hosea Jaffe points out, and has instead opened the way to a new phase of neo-colonialism or
  neo-imperialism, characterised by the structural adjustment programmes and the Washington Consensus, the expression used to show the complete identity of views between the
  International Monetary Fund, the World Bank and the US Treasury Department.15


  In the 1980s, intervention in the countries of the South by the World Bank ranged from subsidising infrastructural projects (roads and dams) to the distribution of funding linked to the
  acceptance of structural adjustment programmes, which forced the Western neoliberal economic recipe on those countries. These plans, that also had to be approved by the International Monetary Fund,
  were justified by the so-called foreign debt of the developing countries, the origins of which were to be found in colonialism. Those who have lent us money are the same ones
  that have, for so long, run our states and our economies, said Thomas Sankara, President of Burkina Faso in 1987. In October of that year he was assassinated for his policy of equal distance
  from the two poles of interest that at that time divided the world  the United States and the Soviet Union.


  The structural adjustment programmes imposed neoliberal economic policies of austerity on the countries of the Global South: cutting social expenditure on education, health, social assistance
  and infrastructures; increasing production of agricultural raw materials for export, eliminating internal food security; promoting the extraction of energy fuels and mineral resources to be sold
  abroad at bargain-basement prices compared with imported manufactured goods; the privatisation or disinvestment of public enterprises; the liberalisation of foreign trade and the elimination of
  every obstacle to the investments of the multinationals.


  The social and environmental effects of these measures have been absolutely devastating, as is now recognised by the very international financial institutions that promoted the structural
  adjustment programmes, which, however, have not changed the nature of their interventions in the South. The reduction of social expenditure has hit the most vulnerable strata of the population,
  especially women, who have to carry the greatest burden to compensate for the cutting of social costs. It has increased the infant mortality rate  because of gastrointestinal diseases that
  would not have developed if the water was drinkable and if there had been an adequate level of medical assistance  and the numbers of those who have died of AIDS
  because they have no access to retroviral pharmaceuticals, due to their high prices. The increase in agricultural production for export has weakened internal food security, increasing the number of
  people who suffer from hunger; the increase in the exportation of energy and mineral resources has impoverished local communities and promoted the opening up to foreign investment and the intensive
  exploitation of these resources, destabilising the environment of those regions; the entry of multinationals has made it possible in the South to delocalise unsafe productions, such as chemical
  production (Bhopal in India is just one of the more infamous cases) and other manufacturing industries seeking cheap labour and places where laws for the protection of workers and the environment
  do not exist.


  The environmental consequences have been dramatic and are sure to accumulate over time, as happens in natural processes that are not unique events but are ecosystemic. The reorientation of
  agricultural production towards exports has promoted monoculture and created a crisis in diversified small peasant ownership. This has augmented rural poverty, forcing the peasants to emigrate
  towards the megalopolises of the South and the countries of the North. Agricultural monoculture for export has increased the use of fertilisers and chemical pesticides, which have damaged the local
  hydrological basins and the fishery populations. The discharge from the use of fertilisers have augmented the algae in national and international water basins, creating zones in which the oxygen is
  absorbed by the algae and decomposed fish, so that life is no longer possible there. The industrial delocalisation of the multinationals of the North has resulted in the production of commodities
  aimed at satisfying the needs of the North, with no benefits for the host country apart from starvation wages, the pillage of non-renewable natural resources and the production of greenhouse gases,
  which is now attributed to them in negotiations on climate change. The discharge of the chemical and pharmaceutical industries into rivers and lakes also pose a serious problem for the health of
  the local population, who drink the water and swim in it, while the pollution of the oceans causes damage that affects everyone and planet Earth itself.


  The Western model of industrial development has annulled the social control over the exploitation of natural resources, which was characteristic of the collective management of the
  commons. Exporting the model of industrial development into the countries of the South, the West has also imposed its conception of its rights to the resources of local populations. On the pretext
  of the common good, the state privatises the common goods and the right to resources, carrying out the enclosure not only of resources but also of our minds, of our hearts and of our
  creativity.16


  The new colonists behave like the first European colonists. They do not recognise the culture and rights of the local populations on the land where they have always lived. This is not only
  unfair, it is ethically unacceptable. The spoliation is so enormous that it very often requires the use of force by the colonising countries, giving rise to wars.


  COLONIALISM IN THE CLOTHING OF DEVELOPMENT


  The development of the economies of the South guided by the experts of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund has been imposed as a mission to change
  the societies of the South from head to foot, changing the subsistence communities based on local resources into integrated national economies. With this aim, the technocrats sent to
  the countries of the South have intervened to destroy social ties, mechanise the system and produce material wealth, to be sold on the capitalist market. Ways of life and respected systems of
  knowledge, which had regulated those societies for centuries, are cast aside because they are considered obstacles to development. In their place, abstract and decontextualised models
  have been introduced in which real people have disappeared. The modernisation has thus been imposed as an abstract and homogeneous alternative, and it is hardly surprising that the projects of the
  World Bank have invariably failed and that globalization has taken the place of development.17


  It is time to enter into modernity, said the governments of the South, who worked beside the World Bank to transmit and legitimise the imposition of the techniques of the Green Revolution: the
  use of chemical pesticides produced by the multinationals, the installation of modern hydrological systems, the construction of huge dams, and so on. In a word, to privatise the commons of the
  South, as already had happened to those of the North in past centuries with the Industrial Revolution. In all countries and in all periods, the commons have been systematically eroded, enclosed,
  privatised and destructured, and this has happened in various ways, of which one  quite recent  has been to entrust the management of natural resources to international experts who
  knew neither the local social fabric nor the habits and aptitudes of the local population, and often did not even speak their language. They were experts who based their operations on abstract
  criteria and technocratic models, which were decided around a table according to the supposedly general laws of development.


  Among the many cases reported in the studies, we shall just cite two, one related to the World Bank and the other to international cooperation. The first case was recounted by Michael Goldman, a
  US sociologist, and it concerns a project for irrigation and agrarian transformation that the World Bank carried out at the beginning of the 1990s in the desert of Rajasthan in northwest India. As
  a text-book example, the community was expropriated, losing its land and having no access to the dam water as there were no arrangements to make secondary canals linking the main canal to the small
  peasant plots. Two million hectares of common land in the desert were privatized in the name of development, says Goldman. [...]the project planners and the experts wanted to
  create associations of the users of the irrigation canal, womens production cooperatives, cooperatives of the herders so they could sell their products [...]. But nothing of this
  happened and the inhabitants of the area, when they were asked, replied: They took away the desert from us and they gave us in exchange one drop of water.18


  The other example is described by Giordano Sivini, an Italian sociologist, and it concerns an international development project financed by the Japanese Government, for
  the town of Bakel in Senegal. It was to provide a cold chain, which would refrigerate the fish coming from the Atlantic. The refrigeration of the structure was to be guaranteed by a large
  electricity generating company (the daytime temperature of Bakel varies between 30 to 45 degrees centigrade), but no one knew who would pay the bill for the electricity. Nor was it foreseen who
  would have fished the Atlantic fish and to whom it would be sold, seeing that the local population did not have money to buy refrigerated fish and only bought dried fish from the local market. The
  great refrigerating unit was never put into operation after the test trial. Fortunately, the premises were rented cheaply by a local businessman who used the courtyard to dry his fish from the
  river. Bakel, says Sivini, was one of the places where there was an effort to force the local peasants to produce for the capitalist market by endangering the customary production system. Not only
  did it create resistance but it also brought about social disintegration.19


  This is underdevelopment in Africa, concludes Sivini: on the one hand, tradition is considered outmoded and therefore hindered in all possible ways; on the other hand, the new solutions proposed
  are questionable and therefore vague, deprived of any concrete foundations. Between the two there is the present and there are the people, who try to survive and to live, if
  possible.


  CONSENSUS THROUGH LIES AND HOMOLOGATION


  In the last 20 to 30 years, the conflicts and struggles against the privatisation of the commons and rights to resources have extended and intensified all over the world,
  including the countries of the North. These conflicts are sometimes successful. But victory is always difficult to obtain and, above all, to defend over time as long as the logic that governs the
  world remains that of markets and commodities. The new movements and the local communities that in all continents are rising up to contest the destruction of biological and
  cultural diversity, and of the means of subsistence and survival, are examples of the new democratic alternative to the transformation of the world into one huge supermarket of goods and services,
  produced at ecological, economic and social costs that are very high and sold at bargain basement prices. In these conditions, the defence of the commons becomes the highest expression of a
  democratic conception of economic and social relations.


  Given the aggressiveness of the market economy and its failures, there has been a spontaneous demand to know how the democratic governments of the North and South manage to obtain
  the consensus to win elections and to govern.20 The first thing to be said is that governments often tell lies and that their lies are propagated by an
  impressive cultural apparatus, by academics and in the media. Recently technicians and experts of the multinationals have entered the fray, considered to be the only ones that know about advanced
  technology.21


  The lies can be about little things that can seem to be of minor importance but that end up being believed by public opinion. A US writer describes how a lie can be transformed into a truth:


  
    
      
        It was not the native Americans who exterminated the bison on the plains of the US West, but the traders in hides and skins, who came from outside. It was not those who
        lived in the Appalachians who levelled the top of the mountains, nor those who lived in the Rocky Mountains who polluted the soil and water while seeking coal and methane gas, but the
        multinationals, who came from outside.22

      

    

  


  Lies can also be about major issues, upon which depend the fate of the world. Among these an important role is played by many economic theories and beliefs, supported both by
  governments and economists. These are theories that have not been confirmed by facts, but in spite of that they have become common sense. Among others, there is the widespread belief
  that peasant agriculture would not be able to feed the world and that industrial agriculture can do so; that foreign trade is an engine for development, as if it was desirable to compete to satisfy
  the demand of other countries rather than satisfy that of ones own country; that industrialisation is the keystone of progress, while we know very well that it
  transforms workers into new slaves and destroys the environmental riches of the Earth. We also know that only a certain kind and degree of industrialisation is necessary and useful,
  to the extent that it is oriented to ecological production, such as photo-voltaic cells or machines for bio-agriculture, or towards production that protects humans from fatigue like agricultural
  ergonomic machinery or products that relaunch creativity like energy-saving computers.


  Other common beliefs that are well-rooted are about the superiority of free trade as opposed to protectionism, as if free trade were not an illusion; the conviction that industrial gigantism is
  necessary because it is efficient compared with small-scale business, while it is a fact that the large-scale enterprises are always assisted by public funds and create very few jobs; that
  techno-scientific progress is always an index of progress, while often it is over-estimated and useful only to those who are using it for speculation; that competitiveness is necessary rather than
  cooperation; that the community is reactionary, their members being linked by blood relationships; that relationships of good neighbourliness are not very important. These theories or beliefs,
  which are systematically disproved by the facts, survive because they serve governments to confuse people and cover up their own responsibilities.


  There is another path, followed by governments and dominating classes to win consensus and to avoid struggle and conflict, which is that of wage blackmail and the building of transversal
  alliances between the exploited and the exploiters, confusing the victims with the culprits. The wage blackmail functions above all in the countries of the North, where
  the commodification and marketisation of all spheres of economic and social life has rendered people totally dependent on their monetary wages to ensure survival. The transversal alliances are
  constructed ad hoc and they create problems that are difficult to solve. The classic example is that of automobiles: producers are obviously interested in selling cars, but they can do so only
  because consumers are interested in buying cars at whatever the price of petrol (perhaps less so, with the financial crisis) and willing to do so even if the social
  usefulness of cars has been considerably diminished because of traffic congestion. Consumers, especially in the North, use their cars every time they have to go somewhere because of transport
  policies that penalise rail traffic, but they do so also because they have acquired a consumer mentality that inclines them to use the car even when public transport is available at a cost that is
  decisively lower and a speed that is certainly greater than that of the car.
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  All power to the commons!


  The title of this final chapter should not be taken literally, and not only because the slogan it imitates  all power to the Soviets!  did not
  bring good luck to the Soviets. Also because the following proposal does not call for the exclusive sovereignty of local communities over natural resources, but for recovering the logic of
  solidarity and cooperation that characterises the commons. Here, I briefly treat four questions: the financialisation of the economy, that increases the challenge to the commons as a mode of
  production and social organisation; the re-proposing or return to the commons, including in the industrial countries of the North in this historical phase; the empowerment of the new
  communities, as subjects of sovereignty to co-decide on the use of local natural resources, together with other subjects that already have this power; the overcoming of the dichotomies of
  state-market or public-private, and the construction of a space in which commons can contribute to return legitimacy to the state, to public intervention and to politics. Political ecology is an
  instrument to reconstruct this space.


  FINANCIALISATION: THE CANCER THAT IS DEVOURING THE COMMONS


  When the global crisis broke in the autumn of 2008, analysts and researchers asked themselves whether capitalism was capable of renewing itself to overcome the crisis or
  whether it had reached its terminus. Proposals put forward by those who thought that the system was able to reorganise were formulated  to be put very concisely  around two major
  themes: the ecological conversion of the economy, a green economy that saved energy or an economy based on low carbon consumption, as inspired by
  Roosevelts New Deal in the 1930s; and a new and stricter regulation of the financial markets, a revised version of Bretton Woods.


  The proposal for a green economy  a more sober mode of production that economises on the use of natural resources and encourages a more frugal consumption  expresses a real need
  and it is therefore useful as an a priori. Nature is the greatest producer of goods and services in the world, which must be used parsimoniously, without destroying them: through complex ecological
  processes, nature supplies the resources that are at the base of all goods and services: ecosystemic services that no laboratory could ever produce, such as the regeneration of water resources, the
  micro-organisms that fertilise the soil, the pollination that enables plants to reproduce themselves, and many other circulation processes of matter. The green economy is therefore a useful
  instrument, even as a basis for an ecological conversion of the industrial economies in countries where there is a technological apparatus and an articulated infrastructural complex which
  constitutes part of the social wealth of that country and must not be appropriated by capital but utilised for socially useful ends.


  The proposal for new regulations to be imposed on finance appears laughable in a period like the present, which is dominated by financialisation and has forced its speculative objectives on all
  sectors of the economy  industry, agriculture and services. Schematically, it could be said that the economy is articulated on three levels: the financial, which produces virtual
  wealth, composed of debts that built up on each other; the productive economy, which cannot grow enough to cover the debts if the debts are out of control; and the real-real
  level, the economy of energy and material flows, which hardly grows or does not grow at all: the coal and oil reserves which are diminishing just as we are limited by the capacity of ecosystems to
  absorb carbon dioxide.1


  The objective of an economy should be well-being, happiness and good jobs, not speculation. But one might well wonder whether these objectives can be attained in the realm of finance, and if it
  will be enough to make more stringent rules to contain its destructive logic. The paper economy is a cancer that has infected all sectors of the economy and of society,
  forcing yet a further step towards the privatisation of resources and the commons: it favours shady business, drug trafficking and sometimes criminality. It flourishes both in the construction
  business and infrastructures, as well as in public services: in the public services, it has been favoured by their privatisation, foreseen by an agreement of the World Trade Organization, the
  General Agreement on Trade and Services. Recently, finance has entered energetically into the food industry in which financial investments have multiplied by 20 since 2003, with very serious
  repercussions on prices.2 Fertile land has become an important sector for international investment through land grabbing. China is on the frontline in
  this business, but by no means alone. It is, however, the only one that entered into Africa having a strategic plan of development for the continent.


  The manufacturing industry is the one where the process of financialisation is more consolidated. This explains why a financial crisis like the present one has immediately been transformed into
  a vertical crisis of employment in general and of the manufacturing industry in particular. The reason lies not in the explanations that are usually given, according to which the banks  hit
  or threatened by the crisis  have reduced credit to enterprises so that they are forced to reduce the level of their activities and number of jobs. The real reason lies in the changing
  nature of the enterprises that finance has imposed on them when, a few dozen years ago, institutional investors  mutual, pension and insurance funds  took over more than 50 per cent
  of the capital of enterprises quoted on the stock exchange, as a global average. This has enabled finance to impose a new concept of the enterprise that is consistent with its own speculative
  objectives.


  An enterprise is no longer an organisation of interdependent parts both economic and social, which concerns the interests of a number of actors: shareholders, employees, suppliers and local
  communities to which an enterprise was to be responsible. Instead it has become an ensemble of activities (material things that are produced but also financial assets and futures)
  connected temporarily through a contract: thus it has become irresponsible.3 Each component of the
  enterprise  a plant, a sales office, a cleaning unit  is constantly monitored to ensure that its financial yield must be equal or superior to those of its rivals in the global market.
  Otherwise it has to be restructured, sold or closed down  in all cases this has a negative impact on employment. The costs of unemployment that have been created in this way then fall upon
  the state of the country where the restructured or closed productive unit is based. It is the usual case of the socialisation of losses and privatisation of profits  but pushed to the
  extreme.


  Another aspect of the financialisation of the manufacturing industry is the externalisation of production at the world level. The vertical integration of the production process has been replaced
  by horizontal coordination, which is entrusted to a small group of people who control hundreds or thousands of producers round the world. Before, the enterprise aimed for the internal production of
  all the parts needed for its finished product. Now it does not want to produce anything, it simply wants to coordinate the activities of small producers spread over all the continents, from which
  it can free itself at any time, even by electronic mail. The advantages for the enterprise are considerable in terms of profits; the costs are just as considerable both for the workers (increase in
  precariousness, low wages, loss of pension and health care, and weakening of the unions) and for the citizens, as the losses are socialised.


  THE RETURN TO THE COMMONS: A PROPOSAL


  Objectively, the challenge is complex, above all because in a mass consumer society people are convinced that banks and finance are necessary  indeed, indispensable. The
  popular rebellion that normally explodes against austerity measures decreed by governments to repay debts that have been contracted to deal with the financial failures of banks and finance 
  as is happening now in the southern European countries  never got to the heart of the problem, in other words, saying clearly that the financial economy is a parallel and
  parasitic economy that does not create wealth but destroys it. This is the instrument used by the dominant classes to live on the backs of the subordinate classes, who have
  to pay the costs of speculation. In this way a relatively small elite lives on a sumptuous scale while an increasing part of the population is impoverished.


  The financial economy is the extreme negation of the economy of the commons, understood not only as the natural goods for subsistence but also as a social, productive and
  institutional system that is an alternative to that of commodities. This means another paradigm with regard to the market, which favours the local and not the global; solidarity and
  not competitiveness; renewable decentralised energy, and not fossil fuel controlled by a handful of multinationals based in some ten countries. It also means a peasant agriculture, one of proximity
  and low mileage, not industrial agriculture that destroys the fertility of the land, increases world hunger, creates food insecurity, threatens biodiversity and eliminates the peasants as a
  class.


  To meet this challenge and prevent capitalist rationality from overwhelming contemporary society, it is necessary to face capital on its own territory, relaunching the experience of the commons
  and the community, giving voice to the populations whom the multinationals are expropriating and exploiting. This would require putting forward proposals that are as radical as those of capital,
  even if they are not exhaustive. One of these is certainly the return of the commons or their reinvention, which means to go back to self-organised management of natural resources
  by local communities, as experienced in Middle Ages Europe. In this proposal, natural resources should include mineral and fossil fuels, as being demanded by dozens of organisations of civil
  society in the countries of the South, including Indonesia, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Nigeria, Ghana, South Africa, Bolivia and Ecuador.


  The return of the commons goes beyond their reclamation demanded by the local communities in the Global South, to stem the pillage of the natural resources upon which their survival
  depends. With the return of the commons, local communities in the North and in the South claim the right to reclaim natural resources as well as the right to decide
  on their utilisation, that is, on local development.


  The associations and movements that are struggling to defend natural resources and local sustainability express the interests of a locality and should therefore be considered as the
  new communities. They already exist and are at work in all the countries of the world, in the North and in the South, although they do not have legal status or sovereignty over their
  resources except in very few cases, such as Bolivia and Ecuador. Elsewhere the new local communities are in a more difficult situation than the historical ones, which were ruled by
  common law or by customs. They have a hard time because they meet with all kinds of obstacles: with the indifference of the public authorities, with funds allocated to them being cut, with the
  expropriation through eminent domain of natural resources and of the territory in which they operate, and, above all, with the lack of recognition of their sovereignty to co-decide about resources
  and public spaces.


  It must be clarified that the concept of the new communities should be further worked out to compensate for the different endowment of localities and for natural, historical and geopolitical
  differences between territories. Return to the localities, in response to globalisation and financialisation, will not produce the results anticipated if the new communities are not cosmopolitan,
  open, solidarity-based and able to use the specific local attributes as a lever to make the most of their differences. It is the task of politics to see that this comes about, but good politics is
  not always around.


  THE EMPOWERMENT OF THE COMMUNITY


  More specifically, I propose relaunching  reviewed and updated  a historical experience of productive and social organisation that is still vital, capable of
  being an alternative to the market economy, based on concrete relationships between people that ensures economic efficiency, social justice and the ecological sustainability of natural resources,
  while promoting the empowerment of the community to make decisions on matters that affect them. The term empowerment, invented by the feminist movement and
  studies on gender, indicates that a person or an organisation counts because he or she has acquired the knowledge of his or her identity and strength, obtaining the recognition of others. Very
  briefly, it is necessary and possible to relaunch the nature-related commons as an antidote to the commodification and destruction of the world and thus to the global crisis of capitalism in this
  historical phase.


  The main reason for making this proposal is the conviction that the community must recover its rights over the commons and reappropriate natural resources, such as water, energy (renewable and
  non-renewable) and minerals. At present these belong to the state, which entrusts them to multinationals for exploitation, often without limits and with no conditions. The return of
  the commons would implement a new social order based on the democratic participation of people. What is needed is organic, neighbourhood and low mileage agriculture; the energy reduction of
  transport; the communitarian management of water and, in general, the democratic control over a locality by the community. All this can make the difference to and re-legitimise public intervention,
  as at the present time it is reduced to covering up private interests that are destructive of nature and often dominated by corruption and criminal rackets, national and international.


  The condition must be that the modern community is outward-looking and cosmopolitan, not clinging to local corporative interests, and able to pursue permanent collective advantages, overcoming
  the temptation to be opportunistic, as Elinor Ostrom puts it and which I have quoted earlier in this book (in the Introduction to the Italian edition). The guarantee that commoners
  will behave this way exists at two levels: on one hand it depends on the culture of a society or a country, which motivates people not to be opportunistic; on the other hand, it depends on the
  rules governing a community and on the tools that a community has to implement its rules. Contrary to what it is believed, self-management works only if governed by shared rules, accepted by
  commoners.


  A current Italian example, which is representative from many points of view, may help to make the proposal clearer. For over 20 years in the Val di Susa, the No Tav
  Committee has been contesting the construction of a high-speed railway from Turin to Lyon, which is being strongly pushed by the Italian, French and European authorities. The committee maintains,
  through its experts, that the railway is not justified by the volume of present and future traffic, and therefore its enormous expenditure would be unjustifiable. The committee also asserts that
  the valley is narrow and already has to support other infrastructures, so construction work on the new railway line would cause untoward suffering to the local population. As the work is due to
  last for more than 30 years, it would inflict an unnecessary wound on a territory that is already fragile. All in vain: the authorities pretend to listen, but they go ahead with their plans,
  convinced  so they say  that the train corridor between the cities of western Europe that face the Atlantic Ocean, of which Turin-Lyon would be a part, and those of
  Eastern Europe is necessary for Italy to belong to Europe. The main point is that the state, local and European authorities currently do not feel obliged to take into account
  the opinions of the citizens that live there, and they have a proprietary attitude concerning localism. In fact the authorities have no territorial culture, just as they have no
  sensitivity of the value of genuine democracy.


  Many communities have been born through struggle in defence of their health, their jobs and against the pollution of the soil and the water, the cutting down of the forests and the extraction of
  minerals. A large number of the examples show women in the front line, as in the delta of the Niger River to slow down oil extraction; in Kenya, where the Green Belt, founded by Wangari Maathai who
  was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2004, has planted millions of trees in a period of a few years; in India, where the local population has risked their lives in trying to stop the construction
  of the Sardar Sarovar dam on the Narmada River.


  There is no lack of examples in the countries of the North where environmental movements mobilise for the right to water, in defence of public spaces, public education, healthcare, eradication of asbestos, and proper waste disposal. There are movements springing up in many different situations, all contributing, each in its own way, to the defence of local
  interests and to giving them representation. A famous case is that of the community created in a Californian town on the initiative of a lawyers secretary, who investigated the Pacific Gas
  and Electric Company, and succeeded in demonstrating that the multinational had poisoned the water, causing workers and residents to die of cancer.4


  REAL DEMOCRACY, POLITICS AND POLITICAL ECOLOGY


  Modern local communities endowed with legal status  different in different countries according to their legal system  should also and above all be recognised as
  having sovereignty in managing or co-managing the natural resources of the soil and subsoil in their locality. It is a question of distributive justice that should prohibit the taking away of the
  resources of a territory from its inhabitants, favour the sustainable use of resources and avoid the risk that democracy becomes virtual if there is no power for the citizens to decide or co-decide
  on questions that concern the commons of which they are the usufructuaries.


  This proposal is not limited to the participation of citizens in the political decision making. It postulates the (not exclusive) sovereignty of the community over the natural
  resources in their locality. It is a proposal that goes beyond the experience of direct democracy as we have known it up until now  that of local government in the United States, of
  referendums in several European states, of the municipal citizenship as theorised by Murray Bookchin,5 of participatory budgets as defined in the World
  Social Forum of Porto Alegre, in Brazil, the annual meeting of civil society organisations that brings together nongovernmental organisations and advocacy campaigns, as well as formal and informal
  social movements from the year 2001 till the present. It is a proposal that aims at making the most of the historical experience of the commons and draws inspiration from the holistic culture of
  the countries of the Global South, where communities  often constituted by autochthonous populations  manage (when they are not expropriated) the local natural
  resources and are (sometimes) recognised by the law, as is the case with the Panchayat or village communities in India, with those of the Himalayas, and with the indigenous communities in Ecuador
  and Bolivia.


  The new local communities, if they were given legal recognition and sovereignty over the natural resources located on their territory, could serve as a frontline of their land, with the eyes and
  ears necessary to avoid/limit the ecological damage of the capitalist market and thus contribute to constructing another way of producing and consuming, more sober and satisfying than the
  consumerist model offered by the market economy. Do we really need another twenty years of hundreds of millions of cars and lorries, even if they are green? In what street or new motorways
  will they circulate if the question of mobility is not tackled?, wonders Riccardo Petrella, the Italian born international expert in the field of water management.6


  Key political questions like this  and the many others about opulent consumer goods societies  are not on the agenda, but they could become so if the state-market
  dichotomy could be broken. Under neoliberal globalisation, the national state no longer carries out the function of an honest broker between business and citizens, as has been described earlier (in
  the Introduction to the Italian edition of this book). The state tends instead to take sides with multinationals, whose budget is often bigger than that of most states. Politics has become
  self-referential and therefore not interested to promote citizens participation and control. Under the circumstances it is difficult to think that the national state can be the way through
  which communities manage the commons.


  The new local communities are one of the institutions of direct democracy, which does not substitute itself either for the state or for the local authorities that are the expression of
  state decentralisation. Local communities draw their own strength and credibility from the encounter and negotiations with local governing bodies, to which they give authority and legitimacy. In
  fact, only in this way is it possible to mediate conflicts that can arise between the diverse communities about the same resource or the same locality and re-equilibrate at
  least partially the differences between the territories in terms of the endowment of resources.


  Under neoliberal globalisation, political democracy, as realised by the state, has become structurally unable to alter the course.7 It does
  not brake, but rather accelerates the privatisation and enclosure of natural resources and the public heritage. It also fosters the estrangement of citizens from politics, reduced as they are to
  instruments used by the political class  in all countries, but with differing intensity  to defend their own caste privileges rather than the general interest or the common good.


  The most serious problem is that a political-institutional system that describes itself as democratic believes that mandated democracy is still able to express participatory democracy. Or that
  it maintains it can do without it and insists that the demand of citizens to participate in the choices concerning them has to be sacrificed. Citizens participation is instead the
  indispensable resource for reaching shared decisions, in which citizens can play a role even if the final choice may not accept their point of view. This is in fact a necessary condition for
  citizens to legitimise the central and decentralised state institutions.


  Participatory democracy is especially meaningful and useful at the local level in the choices concerning the inhabitants of a locality. Only they, in fact, really know that locality, and they
  know it much better than the national rulers and the experts who come from outside. It is they, therefore, who are able to resolve the local problems. In this context, people organise themselves in
  committees or movements, similar to the local communities of the past, but also different. Those taking part are simple citizens and civil society organisations, workers and trade unions, experts,
  sometimes local governments with good intentions.


  All this requires a different politics, both in contents and in methods. For the subject-matter, ecology has to become an integral part of politics, so that nature is a necessary and obligatory
  term of reference in order to reduce the natural resources used for producing goods and services, and to evaluate in advance their social and environmental effects. As for methods, it is necessary
  to restore the opportunities for the people to speak out through the institutions of direct democracy.


  The commons is one of these institutions, where real or Earth democracy can be practised.


  


  Afterword


  The right to the future


  Three proposals were put forward at the end of the previous chapter. Here they are taken up again, one by one, and argued more fully in light of what has been happening in
  the meantime. Only two or three years have gone by, but during this short period of time many of the certainties of the past are in crisis and this has greatly changed the situation in which action
  can be taken. The first proposal is the return of the commons. The second concerns the new local communities and their empowerment. The third is the role of politics in dealing with
  the financial crisis and currency speculation, particularly on the European single currency.


  THE REINVENTION OF THE COMMONS


  The return of the commons is, in a nutshell, the construction of the alternative, both that which is being carried out piecemeal by the grassroots movements and the
  theory that is being elaborated by scholars, in continuous exchange between the ideas and the practice which reciprocally sustain each other. The return of the commons is therefore
  the return to living in harmony with nature, knowing how to reconcile the old with the new without making a clean slate of either the present or the past. This means overturning the production
  model that is based on the ideology of unlimited technological progress and a lifestyle based on unlimited mass consumption. These ideologies have reduced nature to commodities and to
  inanimate raw materials at the disposal of industrial production.


  The return of the commons therefore involves refusing the current common sense which accepts as inevitable the sacrifice of the historic and unrecoverable
  territory and landscape in exchange for jobs for a few people, often precarious and unhealthy. It also questions the ideology of technological progress and all the other dogmas upon which the
  dominant system is based. In this sense the return of the commons involves their reinvention, as the return of the commons is called in the recent publication on the green economy, produced by the
  Heinrich Bll Foundation, as has already been mentioned.1 In sum, the return of the commons requires the recovery of common sense and
  starting on a process of change that may last a long time before it is achieved.


  But change is already in the air and it can be perceived in the new sensitivity among some of the population about the need for a more responsible way of living because of what is at stake. The
  alternatives are already in our reach. In Italy, a concrete example of this new sensitivity in the summer of 2012 has been the Ilva case. Ilva is the largest steelworks in Europe, built in 1960 in
  the heart of a medium-sized city, Taranto, on the northern coast of the Mediterranean. It was started as a state enterprise named Italsider and then it passed to the private sector, now Ilva. It
  has never respected the European anti-pollution norms, considering them to be a bureaucratic hindrance and an expense that reduces profits, not as a social duty and a guarantee for the future of
  the company. It has not innovated its technology either for pollution control or to keep up with the change in the demand of steel, as has happened with the crisis of the automobile industry.


  The steel plant, situated inside the city, has destroyed it. The city as such has disappeared, swallowed up by this gigantic plant. Children are now forbidden to play in the public park because
  it is full of poisons such as ammonia, beryllium, lead, zinc, cobalt, nickel and others. The livestock that existed in the area surrounding the city has been killed and it is now prohibited to
  raise animals. Agriculture around the city has almost disappeared and the countryside is abandoned. Meanwhile thousands of people have died in the steel plant and in the city. Many more 
  above all, children  will die in the coming decades.


  The judges finally intervened and said Enough! to the Ilva top managers. You must stop spreading death around and perhaps you should also close up
  shop, your time is over. All the guilty ones rose up in protest: the companys proprietor and top managers, but also the unions and the authorities who at various levels were
  responsible for controlling them. Why, oh why should the plant be closed? The plant should be made compatible with the environment. Thats all very well, but what have
  you been doing about these last 60 years? For the first time in Italy the victims, workers and citizens, do not fight each other as they realise that they are both on the same side and that
  the costs of the disaster should all be paid by the company out of the profits so far made. In spite of this new attitude of the victims, the solution of the problem is not around the corner as
  there are more than 10,000 jobs at risk. There are two negative outcomes that workers and citizens should try to avoid: either that the investment necessary for the ecological reorganisation of the
  plant is paid with public money, or that 10,000 jobs are lost.


  The return to the commons is a historical necessity that has been acquired by members of social movements who have put it into practice in their everyday lives. Ecological and peasant
  agriculture is the most advanced sector in this respect: the direct sale of food products from producers to consumers without intermediaries and with low mileage; sustainable mobility limiting the
  use of the car; decentralised renewable energies; local public services including water supply and waste management; local currencies; new, less-polluting technologies; conversion experiences
  realised in some productions and in some factories. The subjects of these transformations are students and young people without future prospects, precarious workers and the unemployed, women,
  associations of alternative producers, sympathising entrepreneurs, parts of some unions and of local governments, and active citizens.


  Giving value to what is local, its productive potential and its natural, human and cultural resources  that the capitalist system depreciates and wastes  forms part of the DNA of
  the commons. But for this to become fully understood, there must be still greater awareness among the population of the need for this turn around. It is also necessary for
  people to understand the systemic way in which nature operates and that any intervention involving natural resources must take into account that nature functions through cycles and not on a one-off
  basis. It is imperative that this knowledge is widely spread and is not the preserve of experts. Industrial agriculture is perhaps the most symbolic expression of all this because it intervenes
  upstream in the hydrological defence of the soil and in the water cycle, and downstream in the conservation of biodiversity, soil fertility, food security and sovereignty. There are an infinite
  number of examples, including the classic one of the forests that is cited in the first chapter of this book.


  There are also many contemporary examples of ecosystemic interdependence, often due to global warming. In August 2012 there was an electricity blackout that struck northern India
  twice, lasting each time for many hours. Some 650 million people live in the area affected, which contains half of the countrys inhabitants and almost a tenth of the world population. The
  blackout was due to the late arrival of the monsoon, which itself was a result of climate change: water reserves had diminished and what water there was had been channelled to agriculture rather
  than to the production of electricity. The World Bank is also responsible as it has strongly supported the construction of large dams in India  although not in this case2  making the country dependent on hydro-electric energy. The irony of fate: in the region of the great Sardar Sarovar dam on the Narmada river, which is 122 metres
  high, there has been a heavy rainfall in the same period and 177 villages inhabited by autochthonous peoples such as the Adivasi risk being submerged and losing not only their houses but also their
  harvests and livelihoods.


  Localism is a development model and a social order that is consistent with the return of the commons. The reasons for it are put forward by no less an authority than John Maynard
  Keynes who already understood it in his time:


  
    
      
        I sympathise, therefore, with those who would minimize, rather than those who would maximize, economic entanglement between nations. Knowledge, art, hospitality, travel
         these are things which should of their nature be international. But let goods be homespun whenever it is reasonable and conveniently possible, and above all,
        let finance be primarily national.3

      

    

  


  In March 2011, Olivier de Schutter, UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Food, stated in his report, Agroecology and the Right to Food, that organic agriculture
  could make it possible to double food production in many regions, also in Africa, in less than ten years. For her part, Vandana Shiva has always sided with localism, maintaining that cultural and
  biological diversity is the basis of life on the planet and that only at the local level is it possible to preserve this precious asset.4


  There are many proposals that support alternatives. Some take up experiences from the past, now re-valued, like mutual aid societies or community welfare. In the nineteenth
  century, says Roberto Ciccarelli, a writer on philosophy and politics, mutual aid helped workers, artisans and peasants to create a society of mutual assistance: the leagues of
  resistance, the labour union centres to guarantee education, social protection, health assistance and unemployment funds in all the European countries, though with different approaches from
  country to country. After World War Two, continues Ciccarelli, the left and the unions considered mutual aid a remnant of the past because the State should meet all the needs
  of citizens. The crisis of welfare, increasingly bureaucratic and inefficient, has rekindled awareness of the need to integrate the universal protection granted by the state together with
  mechanisms of self-government. This has given rise to food chains (groups of producers and buyers that trade directly without intermediaries), virtual money for bartering goods and services, fair
  trade and time banks. There is a welfare sector where mutuality, which has a history of over a century, could play a decisive role in integrating healthcare into the public service. In 2011, a
  report by the European Parliament calculated that the mutual societies of the Old Continent collected 180 billion of contributions a year, employing 350,000 people and guaranteeing social and
  complementary health coverage. In some cases they run hospitals and pharmacies.5


  Another proposal that looks back into the past has been put forward by Mary Mellor concerning the cooperative movement of producers and consumers originating in the
  industrial areas of Northern England and Scotland in the late eighteenth century. This cooperative movement is therefore completely different from the cooperative movement of mutual aid cited
  above. Consumer cooperatives, says Mellor, are not accountable to shareholders and could therefore offer goods and services at accessible prices, reducing the burden that the present crisis puts on
  the population. But this will be possible, concludes Mellor, only if the European Left decides to give them support in this role.6


  Other alternative proposals that come to us from the past and that look to the future include the economy of permanence, the buen vivir (good living) and the
  Cinderella economy.


  The economy of permanence of Joseph C. Kumarappa, the Indian economist who was a pupil and follower of Gandhi, is based on productive decentralisation, self-government, the rejection of
  exploitation (also of nature and of animals), sharing and solidarity. In other words, the gram swaraj (independence of the villages) and the sarvodaya (the welfare of all). Human
  activities aiming at satisfying essential needs (rather than superfluous wants or monetary profit) should also serve in developing peoples personalities, putting an end to the fragmentation
  of work and the unfair distribution of toil (labouring for ones bread should be the duty of all and creativity at work should be the right of everyone, like income equality). Generalised
  sarvodaya and swaraj not only work against social injustice and the destruction of nature, but they are also the recipe for peace in the world. As Kumarappa wrote in 1947:


  
    
      
        As long as production is centralized and standardized, wars will be an integral part of human life... Economies that are based on oil and coal will lead to conflicts
        between nations ...The solution of international conflicts is economic self-sufficiency, the reduction in the standard of life for some populations and the readjustment of the life of every
        nation to enable the development of all the others ...Foreign trade should be limited to superfluous goods: nations will not make war for these.7

      

    

  


  Buen Vivir forms part of Andean culture and is inspired by the millenarian model of life of the original communities of the Andes. Incorporated
  into the Constitutions of Ecuador in 2008 and of Bolivia in 2009, this model is exporting values into Western culture that have been forgotten or have never existed in the West, such
  as: that nature is the basis of human life; a happy life is more important than development; the community is the place for relationships between all living species and the sharing of
  resources.8 Buen Vivir is in an opposite category to that of the gross domestic product, based on the growth of commodities, which [can be]
  redefined as Mal Vivir, says the Italian economist and sociologist Tonino Perna. Buen Vivir has a political vision and a programme for an alternative government, based on quality
  of life. A concrete measure of Ecuadors government programme is the proposal put forward for an exchange between debt and nature. Ecuador commits itself to reducing CO2,
  diminishing drilling and renouncing the opening of new oil wells in exchange for a reduction of the external national debt.9


  The Cinderella economy features in News from Nowhere, the novel by William Morris published in 1890, which was recently taken up again by Tim Jackson, the English expert on
  sustainable development.10 This model looks forward to the return of happy artisans, low work productivity and a high degree of employment. As Jackson
  says:


  
    
      
        The Cinderella economy is problematic in conventional terms because its potential for productivity growth is almost negligible... In a conventional growth-based economy,
        this is potentially disastrous. In an economy geared towards providing capabilities for flourishing (including decent work), it is a considerable bonus...The resource extraction sectors will
        diminish in importance as fewer materials are used and more are recycled. But manufacturing, construction, food and agriculture, and more conventional service-based services activities such
        as retail, communication and financial intermediation, will still be important... Manufacturing will need to pay more attention to durability and repairability. Construction must prioritize
        refurbishment of existing buildings and the design of new sustainable and repairable infrastructures. Agriculture will have to pay more attention to the integrity of land and the welfare of livestock. Financial intermediation will depend less on monetary expansion and more on prudent long-term stable investment.

      

    

  


  The theoretical proposals that are mostly being discussed in Europe today, each of which indicates its own way of reaching an alternative, are: the
  de-growth of Serge Latouche, who wags a finger at unlimited growth; the ecology of the poor of Joan Martinez Alier, who sees it as the solution to environmental conflicts; and the
  sufficiency economy, or one of moderation described by the three sustainability adjectives: better, different and less proposed by the Wuppertal Institut and the Heinrich Bll
  Foundation.


  LOCAL COMMUNITIES BEYOND THE MARKET AND THE STATE


  Local communities were in the past  and still largely are today, in all the countries of the Global South  the self-managers of the nature-related commons from
  which they draw their sustenance. Today they do not have an easy life, even when they are recognised by the constitution, as in India. The case of the two Andean countries that have recognised the
  local communities in their constitutions is too recent to be able to draw up a balance sheet. In countries where the rights of communities are not recognised in written or customary laws, their
  ability to defend themselves from the assault of the multinationals and the state is considerably weaker, but it exists and it vitalises the social movements.


  This book maintains that the local communities are a necessary, collective subject to be intitled with the power to decide on local development. This is the case in the countryside where such
  power is necessary for agroecology and peasant agriculture, as well as for the custodianship and management of the soil and biodiversity. This is the case also in the cities, as the valorisation of
  the local and the move away from big industry towards small-scale production is impossible without a structured and organised subject living in loco. New local communities
  already exist in the cities as neighbourhood committees who are struggling for a park or campaigning against waste disposal sites, and working on thousands of other issues.
  The new local communities should be recognised and regulated by law, empowered to decide on questions that affect them  deciding, not alone but with other bodies present in
  loco such as local governments, professional associations and so on.


  Without the community there can be no self-regulated and self-governed local development, or any real democracy. As was explained in Chapter 1, the community expresses the irrepressible need for
  social relations and is therefore open to exchange and to cultural contamination, even when conflict exists among its components. The community that I am talking about has nothing in common with
  the communities based on blood relations that are inward-looking, egoistic and reactionary. If there is no acceptance of the open and cosmopolitan community, constituting the identity with which
  people can face the rest of the world in solidarity with others, we are condemned to proprietary individualism, which is precisely what has enabled the dominant paradigm to prevail and persist
  through time.


  In the case of local communities that manage natural resources situated on their locality or territory  as the locality is defined by Alberto Magnaghi, the well known urban and regional
  planner11  there needs to be a mechanism of compensation between the localities that are well endowed with resources and those that are less
  well endowed. It is useful to bring up this problem but it would be a mistake to think it can be resolved seated around a table, over the heads of the communities. The transition will be long and
  it will come up against many obstacles. What is urgent now is to carry out concrete experiences which improve the material conditions of people and give them the strength to move in the right
  direction and in an orderly manner, without rushing ahead or making assaults on the Winter Palace of Saint Petersburg as in the Soviet Revolution in 1917.


  The entry of a collective subject like the community into the political arena would also enrich democracy by an injection of direct democracy. It would check the state-market duopoly which,
  through globalisation, has become a monopoly, depriving citizens of political representation. If the community is not taken into account, the discussion on state-market
  relations is reduced to a dispute between public and private ownership: the former being leftwing, the latter rightwing. This approach is comfortably accommodated in the existing paradigm: it was a
  twentieth-century battlefield and it no longer means anything, depreciating and disempowering those who believe in the received wisdom.


  In the alternative paradigm and the culture of the commons, the right of ownership is articulated around a series of rights that goes well beyond the sale of assets, the only one recognised by
  mainstream economics. Elinor Ostrom has identified five distinct rights of ownership of natural resources: access, withdrawal, management, exclusion and alienation.12


  Presented in this way, nature-related goods can be scarce, such as water in the wells of the desert and therefore of limited access, or abundant, as when rivers are in full flow, where access
  becomes free. Nature-related commons can thus be private or communal, according to their availability and the different natural and social contexts.


  The community is the litmus paper test of the return or the reinvention of the commons and of the alternative. Nevertheless there are global nature-related goods like the atmosphere and the
  oceans that do not belong to anyone because they belong to humankind in general. Efforts made so far to regulate their use through law and international conventions have not prevented them from
  being continually violated. Whats to be done? is a question that must be posed. It seems that the only way is to spread knowledge about the ecosystemic way in which these
  natural goods regulate the climate and rainfalls, the role they play in natural cycles, the contribution they make to our food (the oceans) and their function in collecting waste and absorbing
  CO2. Precise knowledge about the way in which they operate and the services that they supply to human beings could promote better behaviour on the part of each one of us, individually
  and collectively.13 Acting together, these individual behaviours could reach a critical mass of action capable of reducing the violence against these
  very important nature-related goods. Or they could create such a critical mass in public opinion that it would force the authorities to intervene properly and effectively.


  In an interview given on 25 April 2012 to IRIN (Integrated Regional Information Networks), a news and analysis service of the UN Office for the Coordination of
  Humanitarian Affairs, Elinor Ostrom said that the Rio+20 summit on global warming would not be of any avail. The solution of this problem, she stated, does not depend on governments but on the
  individual actions taken by each one of us. She added that in fact she herself had under-estimated the impact of individual actions and that it was now necessary to acknowledge this mistake.
  Individual actions are decisive, she explained, whether they have little impact on climate change but a great effect on health, such as walking more and using cars less, or actions that have little
  effect on the life of the individual, but a great impact on the climate, such as making our homes more eco-efficient. At this point the interviewer asked if she was really convinced that people
  would behave in this way and Ostrom replied I did not say that they would do it; I said that they could do so if they were supported and guided in that
  direction.14


  POLITICS: THE LEFT AND THE RIGHT TODAY


  The hope that in Europe the left-wing parties would tackle the environment issue has been unequivocally dashed. It was thought  or at least I thought  that
  something positive could come from the left in dealing with the financial crisis, but it was not yet clear that neoliberal globalisation had changed everything, including politics. The political
  left has not understood that the situation has changed so much; it is likely that it does not have the culture to understand it. The same is not true for right-wing politicians, who are the
  artificers of this situation, even if they are not the only ones responsible.


  The fundamental error is to believe that the distinction between Right and Left can still be seen in the same terms as we knew it in the past.15
  However, it has already been clear for several decades that Right and Left were coming increasingly close in concrete political action, to the point of being indistinguishable one from another. We
  were used to thinking that the fundamental difference between Right and Left lay in equality/inequality (equality on the Left and inequality on the Right) and not in
  liberty/lack of liberty, democracy/totalitarianism. We did not realise that these definitions had lost much of their original meaning. The Right that prevails in the West is not so much like the
  totalitarianism that we experienced in the last century. It is, instead, provincial and reactionary, introverted like the Tea Party of the United States or the Northern League in Italy, supported
  at best by monetary economic thinking and by an extremely impoverished political theory. At the same time the Left has lost its real raison dtre, that is, to pursue social justice not
  only and not so much through the redistribution of income but through the non-violent transformation of power relations between classes.


  Confronted by the financial crisis that has infested Europe, it was reasonable to hope that the political parties of the European Left could put social and environmental justice at the top of
  their agenda. Taking on the environmental issue, it would in fact have been possible to resolve ex ante many of the present ecological and social problems, as many of these problems derive
  from the neglect of the environment. As it has been said in the Introduction to the English edition of this book, preventing disasters would cost less than paying for future damages, and therefore
  the lack of care for the environment is an element that increases public expenditure. Thus taking on the environmental issue is the only politics that could be called left wing these days, but this
  has not happened and it will not happen for the foreseeable future.


  A second option that the European left could have made would be to promote decentralised production and decision-making, as opposed to the globalisation that has distanced the citizens from the
  res publica, which for the Romans meant all that concerns the community and therefore cannot be privatised as seen earlier. Giving value to the local is the only possible response to the
  concentration and centralisation of decision-making power into the hands of an increasingly restricted number of people. A current example of the latter is the political unification of Europe, which is presented as necessary in order to compete on the international market, for example with China.


  Present European Governments and the European Commission want Europe to become a strong player in the destructive arena of neoliberal globalisation, so as to concentrate the power in the hands
  of a few hundred people: the Europe of markets, not the social Europe built over a century of struggle and conflict. In this framework, European unification would come at a very high price because
  it would involve cancelling out the historical, cultural and linguistic differences of the European countries that constitute the real wealth of Europe. In the present crisis, for example, the
  economic systems that are capable of resisting are those of the small and medium-sized industries (as in Italy) which, thanks to their flexibility, manage to remain in the market better than huge
  enterprises that are vertically integrated like those in France and Germany.


  Reflections and policies of this kind are not part of the culture of the old Left. That does not mean to say, however, that politics is dead. Politics and the freedom of choice constitute a
  dimension and natural requirement of men and women, and as such they will never die. This has been taught to us by the classics of the twentieth century, such as Hannah Arendt, according to whom
  even in the desert there are oases and if the oases are destroyed in a sand storm or by a world that rejects them, there remain places where it is possible to keep ones body and soul
  together... If those oases were not intact, we would not know how to breathe.16


  The highest price of this absence of good politics is acquiescence to globalisations one-and-only way of thinking, which has become dominant, not only through the greed, cynicism and
  arrogance of the multinationals and the sloth of governments. This outcome has been made possible by the European Left, which has renounced to fulfil its role: the European Left is waiting for the
  barbarians, as the ancient Greeks called those who did not know their language and lived outside their frontiers. The attitude of the present Left is to wait for the solution of its
  own problems by those coming from outside. This situation has been described with extraordinary foresight by the Greek poet Constantinos Cavafy in his famous poem, written
  in 1904, Waiting for the Barbarians.17


  The barbarians  at least that kind of barbarian  never arrive: the barbarians are ourselves.


  But perhaps contemporary politicians do not read poetry.
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  activists and researchers, Michel Bauwens, Beatriz Busaniche, David Bollier and Silke Helfrich.
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  an example is Charlotte Hess and Elinor Ostrom (eds), Understanding Knowledge As a Common: From Theory to Practice, MIT Press, Cambridge MA, 2007. Many essays included in this
  book are written by experts of digital commons, such as David Bollier (cited above) and James Boyle (see also J. Boyles article The Second Enclosure Movement and the Construction of
  the Public Domain, in Law and Contemporary Problems, Vol. 66, 2003, pp. 3374).
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  On natural commons the outstanding authors are Elinor Ostrom, Nobel Prize Laureate for Economics in 2009, and Vandana Shiva, the Indian scientist. Ostroms Governing the
  Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1990, is a milestone not yet fully understood. For over 40 years she has studied the
  natural commons that still exist all over the world, North and South, coming to the conclusion that under certain conditions self-management of natural resources by local communities grants a more
  efficient or sustainable use of natural resources as compared with public or private management. Shivas contribution has a broader spectrum, as one can see from her many books covering
  almost all aspects of the commons from the point of view of the North-South divide. Among others, see Monocultures of the Mind: Perspectives on Biodiversity and Biotechnology, Zed Books,
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  Literature on natural commons is plentiful. Each book highlights one or more topics such as: collective property, commons variety and specificity, diversity of legal systems among countries,
  historical evolution, social movements, peasant agriculture, food sovereignty, patents on living organisms; or a specific resource such as water or land; or a major issue such as deforestation,
  climate change, water pollution or dams; or the historical experience of a given country, be it England, Italy or India. In this sense, we can affirm that no book is really competing with any
  other: they are all different, as they are written from a specific perspective in the commons galaxy. I list a few books below, most of which are also mentioned in the bibliography:


  Maud Barlow and Tony Clark, Blue Gold: the Fight to Stop the Corporate Theft of the Worlds Water, Earthscan, London, 2003; Annette Aurlie Desmarais, La Via
  Campesina: Globalization and the Power of Peasants, Fernwood Publishing, Halifax-Winnipeg, Canada, 2007; Michael Goldman (ed.), Privatizing Nature: Political Struggles for the
  Global Commons, Pluto Press, London, 1998; Paul Hawken, Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World Came into Being, Viking Press, New York NY, 2007; Michael Halewood,
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  What makes my book on the commons different is that it engages explicitly with the nature-market relationship under capitalism, trying to explain how the world situation would be totally
  different as far as ecology, economics and the social order are concerned if nature were considered a living organism and not a source of input for the production of commodities. All
  authors on the left  and here the left must be understood in a very broad sense  agree that the nature-market dynamic is uneven, and therefore gives rise to
  the plunder of nature and the enclosure/expropriation of local communities. Few authors, however (with some relevant exceptions such as Vandana Shiva), go beyond this to denounce and engage in the
  study of how nature works, not only from a scientific and abstract point of view but also in the interplay with human needs and life. Under the command of capitalist leaders (politicians,
  businessmen and intellectuals), nature is a powerful tool with which to dominate the world, its resources and its people. My book is a contribution to clarify how the death of nature
  has allowed capitalism to negate nature and to become hegemonic, gaining widespread consensus to its cause through time, from the English industrial revolution to the present.


  This book goes back to the line of James OConnors second contradiction (see on this my short essay with Valentino Parlato in Ted Benton (ed.), The Greening of Marxism,
  1996, cited above) but has updated that line in many ways, including the role of social movements as the main subject of ecological, economic and political change. In its conclusions, this book
  advances the proposal that the experience of the natural commons of the past can be a useful tool to overcome the shortcomings of todays capitalism. It also suggests that to this end it is
  necessary to empower todays ecological movements seen as local communities.
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        under house arrest.
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        GENERATION PALESTINE


        Voices from the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions Movement


        Edited by Rich Wiles


        
          Foreword by Archbishop Desmond Tutu

        


        The BDS movement is the most enlightened, imaginative, moral, fearless and dynamic blow for freedom I have known for many years. I believe it will be a vital
        factor in the liberation of Palestine. The inspiring voices in this book will help achieve that goal.  John Pilger


        Contributors include Ken Loach, Iain Banks, Ronnie Kasrils, Professor Richard Falk, Ilan Pappe, Omar Barghouti, Ramzy Baroud and Archbishop Attallah Hannah, alongside
        other internationally acclaimed artists, writers, academics and grassroots activists.


        ITS THE POLITICAL ECONOMY, STUPID


        The Global Financial Crisis in Art and Theory


        Edited by Gregory Sholette and Oliver Ressler


        Its the Political Economy, Stupid brings together internationally acclaimed artists and thinkers, including Slavoj Žižek, David Graeber, Judith
        Butler and Brian Holmes, to focus on the current economic crisis. By combining artistic responses with the analysis of leading radical theorists, the book expands the boundaries of critique
        beyond the usual discourse.
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        MURDOCHS POLITICS


        How One Mans Thirst For Wealth and Power Shapes our World


        David McKnight


        
          Foreword by Robert W. McChesney

        


        An anatomy and record of the reign of Murdoch which is brave and valuable. One day, when Murdoch is gone, it will help explain why so many obeyed him.
         Guardian


        When Rupert Murdoch called, prime ministers and presidents picked up the phone. David McKnight exposes Murdochs unflinching use of his media empire to further his
        political agenda over decades. This is the story behind the hacking scandal that rocked the word and shook the Murdoch empire.


        POWER BEYOND SCRUTINY


        Media, Justice and Accountability


        Justin Schlosberg


        This is a book by one of the new generations rising stars that examines the forces that limit investigative journalism.  Professor James
        Curran, Goldsmiths, University of London


        Power Beyond Scrutiny uncovers the forces which distort and limit public debate in the media. Schlosberg shows how news silences are more than just accidents.
        They are ideological forces which ensure that dissent remains within definable limits.
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        THE HERETICS GUIDE TO GLOBAL FINANCE


        Hacking the Future of Money


        Brett Scott


        A unique inside-out look at our financial system. It is not only a user-friendly guide to the complex maze of modern finance but also a manual for utilising and
        subverting it for social purposes in innovative ways. Smart and street-smart.  Ha-Joon Chang


        An imaginative, even exuberant exploration of the daunting world of finance  it will unleash a generation of activists, and do a world of good.
         Bill McKibben


        HOW A CENTURY OF WAR CHANGED THE LIVES OF WOMEN


        Lindsey German


        German tells a fascinating and important story.  Nina Power, author of One-Dimensional Woman


        Lindsey German, one of the UKs leading anti-war activists and commentators, shows how women have played a central role in anti-war and peace movements, including
        the recent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. As well as providing an inspiring account of womens opposition to war, the book also tackles key contemporary developments, challenging
        negative assumptions about Muslim women and showing how anti-war movements are feeding into a broader desire to change society.
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