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At the point of encounter there are neither utter
ignoramuses nor perfect sages. There are only
people who are attempting, together, to learn
more than they now know.
Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed

In 1968, at the height of America’s postwar boom, Garrett Hardin published The
Tragedy of the Commons, a polemic disguised
as science, setting out the ways in which
communally held property would “inevitably” be exploited to collapse.1 More
interesting for its affirmation of a particular self-serving individualism than any
actual claim to reality, Hardin’s work was
based on an English pamphlet from 1833,
and described a number of herders grazing
cows on communal land. As the imposed
rhetoric goes, these herders are separate
and in competition, each seeking to maximise their dairy output (sound familiar?).
While each could use the shared land in a
way that would preserve its wealth, or even
improve it, Hardin assumes the capitalist
worst, and has each herder cheating the
other: sneaking on more cows, leaving them
there for longer—anything to give them an
advantage over the other herders. In such a
scenario, the commons does indeed collapse,
leaving our profiteering herders (and the villagers who depend on their produce) bereft.
For Hardin, writing from inside the
American machine, it was obvious that
“freedom in a commons brings ruin to all”.2
As historian David Hackett Fischer explains,
“freedom” in its American sense means
freedom from the state, freedom from regulation or obligation, freedom from—my
words—“anyone messing with my shit!” 3
In our neoliberal times, such individualist
takes extend around the world, diminishing freedom’s scope. But in the conception
put forward by theorists like Paulo Freire,
freedom is self-determination, the very
essence of humanity—not denying your ties
to others, but being accountable to them,
accepting this as a counterbalance to your
power to choose.
26
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It is this accountability, and the
interconnection it both demands and
acknowledges, that makes space for sustainable commons management. In contrast to
the “tragedy” evoked by Hardin’s specific
capitalist-mimicking conditions, empirical
work by Elinor Ostrom—for which she won
the Nobel Prize in Economics—demonstrates
the conditions under which commons are
sustained, improved and passed on: cooperative, locally based structures that enact
strict democratic rules around range, access,
policing and sanctions.4 Such commons
aren’t indeterminate and ruled from afar,
but explicitly defined and regulated by
those who are part of the common’s whole.
In this sense, scale is key. Regulation in the
context of local autonomy isn’t faceless,
external and something to be avoided
(armed police and the GCSB), but part of your
own responsibility to the commons and the
others involved, to whom you can be said
to “relate”. As a result of this entanglement
between people and place, these commons
are not truly seen as property, an object for
the owner to use and abuse as if it had no
agency or life force, but instead treated as
alive, a non-human community to which we
connect, where to “manage” is really to care.
As counselled by all who still keep these
ways true, what is done to one is done to the
whole: when our commons flourish then
so do we.
While environmental historians were
eventually to condemn Hardin as “an American with no notion at all how Commons
actually work”,5 his ideas continue to prop
up claims for both the “necessity” of private
property rights and the “inevitability” of
human destruction, a virus irrespective
of our different forms. But as Naomi Klein
makes explicit, such reductionism does a
disservice to all those outside our dominant
culture. Not only does such rhetoric ignore
the systemic reasons for environmental
collapse—the individualist, competitive
framings of patriarchy, capitalism and
colonialism—it also erases “the very existence of human systems that organised life
Dan Kelly
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differently: systems that insist that humans
must think seven generations in the future;
must be not only good citizens but also good
ancestors; must take no more than they need
and give back to the land in order to protect
and augment the cycles of regeneration”.6
In the resistance to colonial erasure that
characterises the practise of these systems,
we are gifted lived counters to assumptions
of innate selfishness, extractivism and loss,
and instead shown a different, enlivening
mode of being: one that contributes and
enriches, making space for lives beyond “our
own”, serving the abundance and diversity
of the world as it’s found.7
The following selection of images/
poems reflects my own small attempt to
engage this mode, converting the shoulder
of the car park behind my flat into a garden,
a place to sit with small beauties and see
their worth, to encourage growth in a way
that isn’t instrumental but enabling, an experiment in contributing to life for its own
sake: a commons we share that’s not mine.

for some things, u must change
the world, for others
u change
yourself

Where there was once dirt and tyres,
the odd spindly weed, I turned soil, stacked
leaves and made space—not for production,
as if I, “eco-warrior”, might subsist in isolation from the rest of our interdependent
system—but for love, what the writer Camille
T. Dungy describes as an opportunity, all too
lacking in our busy lives, to “appreciate a
kind of flowering”.8
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And in that flowering, the fragile stems
that made their home amidst the poor dirt
of my range, a shift in its use, my joy. Bees
came back, hovering on the slender flowers
of a broccoli going to seed, making their way
through buckwheat and radish, the ground
scarred from the birds—ever keen to suss a
feed—and the worms increasing too, moving
freely in the aerated soil, a gift for me and
the birds too it seemed. One night, leant over
a recrant kale, its green-grey leaves spotted
with whitefly, I saw the antennae of a baby
weta, paused in the beam of my torch. My
heart swelled, I blinked back tears, said
hello, sung a song—so small, such a sweet
thing of joy.

inflorescence / born
of entangled love
at home / in the dirt
where i live
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madness / where diversity reigns
pumpkin vines climb a tree
under stars

While food has never been a primary goal
(and my use is slight), the garden continues
to supply, a foraging zone rich in leafy greens,
fragrant herbs, spring onions, chillies and
chives, the start of a life where I might grow
much more, and share in a different (still
abundant) way. In this sense, food stands as
a portal to this old caring mode; the absence
of oppression woven in to such space is one
that rewards in its own mouthwatering
ways, aligning with the food sovereignty
demands of international peasant movement La Via Campesina, working to decommodify food and restore the rights of people
“to shape and craft food policy”.9
Such transition is by necessity—by
virtue of its framing as “the right to
choose”—one that requires facing the other
structural barriers that obstruct people’s
right to choose, confronting the intersecting
ways in which our hierarchically organised
world oppresses others. To truly live in
common means to abandon claims to any
sort of righteous standing, and instead
engage in the messy practice of living with
face: showing up, being accountable, treating others with care, putting a spade (and
then seed) in the soil. This effort isn’t about
digging per se, but sharing the load and the
means, connecting with the Earth’s common
wealth as it exists through our work, helping
others as others have helped you.
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from fractal starts
to fertile ends
the romanesco flowers
it starts again,
growing seeds / that my heart
could store
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