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Brazilian urban planning is living a current impasse: while the urban reform
movement, born in the wake of the redemocratization process, was somehow
successful since the 80s in bringing fundamental changes towards a more participative
and progressive approach to urban policy — which resulted, among other achievements
at different levels, in the passing of the federal City Statute law in 2001 —, the last
decades have been witness to a conservative backlash grounded in a complex
marriage between patrimonialism, neoliberalism and neodevelopmentalism. What
seems to be a paradox — that the more progressive years of the Worker’'s Party
government at the federal level were also the days of a general turn in local
governments towards more conservative urban agendas — may be less paradoxical
than at first sight, especially if we dare to interrogate why some themes dear to the
urban question, such as the tackle of landed property effects over spatial justice, were
left aside in favor of pro-growth and market-oriented policies.

What | want to suggest here, inspired by Arantes (2013), is that this current
impasse is not only due to the weakening — and increasingly institutionalization, co-
optation and lack of autonomy — of the oldest social movements historically involved in
the urban reform struggles (although this is not of minor importance), but that it's
causes may be found at the very heart of the mainstream version of urban reform
ideology, for which urban property could be regulated by the State in pro of the so-
called “public interest”. In doing so, the movement lost sight of a double movement:
the critique of private (and it's double: public) property, and the construction of concrete

alternatives to it. Having said so, what | want to explore in this paper is if those
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alternatives could be grounded in the idea of the “urban commons”, and on what kind
of productive dialogue could be established between both discourses.

In general, the commons refers to material or immaterial resources that are
collectively owned, used and managed by a community, through a set of shared
practices, rules and knowledge also devised and decided by the community: it is thus
an alternative to the state control or market commodification of resources essential to
social reproduction (De Angelis, 2007; Linebaugh, 2014; Ostrom, 1990). Commons
have sustained human societies for a long time, but the formation — and the ongoing
reproduction — of a capitalist mode of production based on private property and market
relations was (and still is) achieved through their enclosure through expropriation and
commodification (Wall, 2014). But the practice, concept and principle of the commons
is getting stronger as a political discourse that supports, helps to articulate and
recognizes the power of a plurality of struggles and alternatives to overcome capitalist
society (and private property, one of its foundations) through the gestation of new ways
of wealth production and life reproduction.

In different cities around the world — and not coincidently in those countries most
impacted by the ongoing capitalist crisis, and in the wake of the new cycle of global
protests starting with the Arab Spring up to the June 2013 demonstrations in Brazil —
the idea of the “urban commons” has been invoked and put into practice by
movements, protesters, collectives, researchers, activists, and even policy makers, as
a powerful alternative to both statism and neoliberalism. Urban commons are a broad
and ever-changing universe of always-situated experiences, such as community
gardens, squatting and occupies, land trusts, digital participatory platforms, collective-
owned infrastructures etc. What they have “in common” is the linking between a certain
community of engaged urban citizens, the exercise of direct democracy (through
participation, customary rights and everyday life) and the enactment of more collective
arrangements of property (including landed property).

As Hardt and Negri (2009) and Harvey (2012) put it, the metropolis can be
understood as much as a vast commons produced by collective work as a generative
space for the production of many common resources and practices. Nonetheless, any

attempt to multiply the commons in urban space finds a barrier in the fragmentation of
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space (Lefebvre, 2006) promoted by the full hegemony of private ownership of land,
this primordial commons turned into a fictional commodity under capitalism (Polanyi,
2012). Even if land is now deeply subsumed to the most advanced circuits of
production of space by global capital, by no means it ceases to be one of the
foundations for reproduction of collective life: hence the various struggles over city
spaces that contest certain configurations of property rights through resistance to
enclosure of the commons (Blomley, 2004), and the many claims to turn the land into
a commons in which social needs (use-value) would be favored at the expense of
purely economic ones (exchange value) (Lefebvre, 2009).

In exploring the divergences between the urban reform movement and the
urban commons perspective, | do not want to imply that convergences are not possible:
on the contrary, in my view many important principles and ideas of urban reform — such
as the recognition of land tenure, the social function of property, the right to housing
etc. — constitute a different (and very progressive) formulation of property, closer to the
commons than to the commodity-form of private property (as exclusive, alienable and
sustaining absolute rights over land), one of the long lasting and structural building
blocks of Brazilian society. In such an unequal country where access to landed
property has always been denied to the poor, and where the desire to ascend to being
a landowner — even through illegality — is one of the only ways to become a citizen, it
seems urgent to cultivate alternatives to the rein of private property. Therefore, my
provocation aims at another direction: in trying to show how the introduction of the idea
of the commons on the political vocabulary — and into the spectrum of planning theory
— of the contemporary urban struggles (already in course) could help to rescue the
urban reform movement from its current impasse, deepening its achievements and

perhaps moving it closer to its original purposes.
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