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ABSTRACT
All over the world, financial capitalism and extractivism are appropriating land
as if it was nothing more than a commodity, a mere ‘factor’ of production that
can be exploited to generate financial returns. Movements and activists are
organizing, resisting, protecting and promoting life-giving visions against this
continuous enclosure of living beings and paces: they use their bodies, laws,
educational projects, histories and visions to regain control over territory as a
political space, self-determine and create solidarities. In the act resistance,
they are the target of moral, physical and legal violence. They and their ideas
are criminalized, disciplined, punished and in some cases exterminated. In
this contribution, activists from the Basque Country, Guatemala, Kenya and
the Six Nations and a group of academics get together to learn from each
other, support the ongoing search for common vocabularies and identify
possible milestones of a coordinated and international strategy for a life-
enhancing future.
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Introduction: a dialogue across experiences and disciplines on the re-appropriation
of land and territory

Land is increasingly subjected to dispossession, enclosure and appropriation under contemporary
financialized capitalism.1 The convergence in recent decades between corporate interests, financial
capital and the policies of states and international organizations has imposed a vision of land as
an asset: land as ‘real estate’ is a commodity on the market. This vision has turned the cultural, his-
torical and ecological complexity of the web of life into resources to exploit for profit.2 Against this
trend, counter-movements of peoples, communities, activists, academics and some politicians have
taken shape at the local level. They defend rights of people, culture, and nature, and construct foun-
dations for more harmonious and equitable futures.3 In their visions and practices, the struggle is not
for land alone, but for territory as a political, cultural and dynamic concept that links people with one
another and with all beings.

This article has been constructed in six months of conversations between October 2019 and
February 2020. We brought together academics and activists to create opportunities for mutual
teaching and learning, and to jointly think about shared vocabularies that could identify a common
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ground for solidarity and organization. We hope that organizing these conversations into this text
might inspire deeper questions and wider dialogues. Most of all, our aim was and is to facilitate
more coordinated action in defense of territories central to societies, identities and cultural ways
of living in and with the web of life.

The dialogue has been structured around four local contexts where land and territory are the object
of financial speculation, capitalist expansion and the reduction of nature into ‘factors of production’
for capitalist accumulation. These are realities where individual authors are actively engaged, so the
group had access to direct accounts of the ways in which capital and finance are changing the relation-
ship between humans, land and territory and of how people are organizing to defend and construct.
Together we reflected on the roles of historical and contemporary structures of oppression, and the
possibility for linking local and global forms of organization and resistance. The emotions and
dynamics that are unfolding on the ground helped to redefine the content of the interactions that
we are reporting in this paper. One point of interest at the start of our discussions concerned law
and commons as possible forms of resistance against the enclosure of places and territories and sources
of inspiration in reclaiming and reinventing people’s visions of the future.4 As we moved forward in
our conversation, we found ourselves talking about other themes, such as sovereignty and oppression,
time and resistance, violence, fear and tiredness. More generally, we considered the need to – using
Antonio’s words: ‘act within the constraints and limits of the present without losing sight of the
long-term goal of radical transformation of dominant socio-economic structures’.

Sophie brought to the floor two different streams of resistance in Kenya: urban dwellers are
opposing the destruction of public parks to build large-scale ‘development’ projects framed as ‘Nair-
obi of tomorrow’; and rural communities are fighting against the privatization of ancestral land for
international tourism. Antonio taught us about the struggle of indigenous communities in Guate-
mala, where centuries of territorial and cultural colonization have appropriated the land, the
minds and the future of almost half of the population. This means that resistance must take place
at multiple levels, not only at the frontline of appropriation but also in supporting cultural under-
standing and social solidarity. Chandra shared with us the unique perspective of the Haudenosaunee
in Ontario (central Canada), presently centred on Six Nations Reserve, and the use of food, convivi-
ality, law and politics in their fights for land, territory and spirituality. They must do this in a context
marked by five centuries of settler colonialism, broken promises and erasure of existing forms of gov-
ernance, law, language, and ecological knowledge and practices. Finally, Isa from the Basque Country
enriched the conversation with the point of view of the Comunaria collective, which is active in Spain
to build ‘New Commons’ from a feminist and communal perspective. Land and diversity (both cul-
tural and biological) are two of the ‘New Commons’ that have been enclosed and taken away from
smallholders and families and that Comunaria is fighting for.

The sections that follow are brief snapshots of our broad and holistic conversations. The image
that emerges is that of a global movement of privatization and appropriation of land that is sup-
ported by multiple forms of violence and reshapes local lives and places. Against this, counter-move-
ments organize around these same territories and mobilize multiple strategies to work towards long-
term emancipation in ways as diverse as their cultures and landscapes (Polanyi, 2001). The dialogue
that we report in this article shows that this double movement of resistance and envisioning better
futures is strengthened when social movement and academics engage with each other and cooperate
directly on the ground (Borras, 2016).

This article contains accounts and reflections on ongoing situations. However, it was written
before the coronavirus pandemic spread across the world, reaching the regions where the activists
live and where the struggles described take place. We decided not to change the original structure
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of our contribution since it reports veraciously on the exchange and analysis in which we engaged.
However, the intensity of the health and socio-economic crisis along with the severity of the public
response – in the form of lockdown, militarization, use of the state of emergency, curfew, and other
measures – are significantly affecting the rights and the organizational capacity of social movements
and may represent a blow to the political achievements obtained in the last years.

Fear and tiredness in the face of violence

When the frontline activists among us spoke, the group realized that their voices were full of hope,
energy and determination. Every day, relentless struggle against the commodification of land and
simplification of landscapes are taking place. People across the globe are resisting now, in the present,
because they are aware of the urgent need – and possibility – for another relationship between humans
and the earth –Mother Earth for some, commons for others, ancestral territories for still others. How-
ever, when we tell and listen to stories of marches, pickets, mobilization and organization, we cannot
ignore the accounts of violence, fear, oppression, invisibility and tiredness that accompany them.

Violence assumes different forms and is shaped by contexts. Everywhere, mental and physical
harm limits people’s capacities to organize and mobilize. In some cases, violence is military repres-
sion, coups d’état and incarceration. In other contexts, it is perpetrated through legislation, unequal
access to justice, austerity and the dismantlement of the welfare state. Often, violence is cultural,
moral, and divisive, singling out groups for their class, gender and race (Crenshaw, 1989). Indigen-
ous people in Guatemala are not only attacked by soldiers, but also treated as people who are incap-
able of understanding modernity. Smallholders in the Basque Country are not only losing their land
to creditors but are also required to wear ‘traditional clothes’ when they sell products at the market,
so that tourists can have the experience of the traditional countryside. In both contexts, violence is
used to impose a vision of land and territory that fits the interests of private accumulation. Material
and cultural violence is a tangible and intangible weapon used to dismantle the ecological and hori-
zontal relationships among people and with all other beings inhabiting their places.

Violence is often proportional to the level of organization that communities have achieved. It is
mostly orchestrated by the state through its legal and regulatory systems. Top-down decisions are
implemented with little or no consultation with local people or concern for local realities. Extractive
plunder, modernity, economic growth and export-led ‘development’ are imposed on people and
their territory as if they were the sole possible script. Jurisdiction, sovereignty and public powers
help to expand the frontier of global capitalism, enclosing spaces, cultures, and lives. They expel
people and push them into urban and suburban places, so-called ‘reserves’ and ‘protected areas’
where they ‘can live their life without obstructing economic development and growth’.5 In the
best scenario, the state is silent and therefore complicit, relying on ‘rule of law’ to support disposses-
sion; in the worst scenario, the state is actively involved in supporting the commodification of land
by police violence against occupiers defending land, or by failure to enforce legal protections of
threatened people (Mattei & Nader, 2008).

Despite the increasing oppression and, in the case of Latin America, the militarization of a whole
continent, groups, communities and people continue to organize around their own visions, para-
digms and principles. Strategies differ and there are diverging approaches to interaction with law,
politics and state institutions. Some use their common history and the link between a place and col-
lective identity. Others use agro-ecology, food, and conviviality as opportunities to bring people
together, get to know each other, and learn about the importance of sharing their place on earth.
Most use social media as a form of outreach, mobilization and creation of a counter-narrative.
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Our cases show different combinations of small-scale grassroots projects and mass protests and civil
disobedience.

Along with the strategies deployed on the ground, also language varies. Sometimes different
meanings are attributed to the same word. For example, the experience of Comunaria in the Basque
Country is constructed around ‘commons’ and commoning as intellectual and practical alternatives
to commodification, privatization and exploitation of nature (See Polanyi, 2001). In other contexts,
the vocabulary of ‘commons’ and ‘commoning’ is new and exogenous and people are rather inspired
by ecological visions of humanity as embedded within nature or by their territories as places requir-
ing regeneration out of ‘respect for our ancestors’ bones and love for the faces of the children to be’.6

Despite the differences in terminology, the shared aim is to strengthen the ties that keep people
together and reinforce the idea that we all belong to a territory that is co-constructed with nature;
it is not an empty space that can be appropriated, traded, exploited and discarded.

Uniting around the struggle for land while engaging in the more ambitious project
of recuperating the territory

In Guatemala, Kenya, the Six Nations and the Basque Country alike, movements coalesce around
specific acts of violence against their land that act as catalysts. By identifying a cause and an
‘enemy’, movements can bring people together, orient strategy and define concrete goals that can
be achieved. Violence may take the form of the large-scale projects in Guatemala, the construction
of the new highways in the centre of Nairobi, the replacement of small-scale agriculture with indus-
trial complexes or large-scale agribusiness in the Basque Country, the relocation of indigenous com-
munities or the encroachment on the territory of the Six Nations. Despite strong unity among people
and organizations, divisions, cooptation, differences and struggles are frequent in all contexts (Hall,
2015). Sometimes the ‘enemies’ that push back are within our movement, our own societies. Block-
age of our ideas and claims can also come in the academic world where we operate. Therefore, we
recognize the importance for all of us – movements, peoples and individuals – to be self-aware, to
self-educate, collaborate, dialogue, accept disagreement and diversity, and to establish relationships
based on reciprocal learning and listening.

In the four experiences at the centre of this paper, resistance against the enclosure of a specific
tract of land, water source, seeds or ancestral practices brings people together. However, the horizon
of the struggle a longer one, because places are much more than a point on a map and natural
elements are much more than objects. The long-term struggle is linked with the preservation and
construction of spaces of autonomy, self-determination and emancipation from commodification
and appropriation in which peoples can strengthen their visions based on horizontality, equality,
restorative and inter-generational justice and nurturing the ecosystem of which we are a part (Zibe-
chi, 2010). Seen from the frontline, land and territory are not synonymous. However, the protection
of the former goes hand-in-hand with the construction of the latter and the possibility of imagining
non-commodified spaces of collective well-being (Zibechi, 2012).

In Guatemala, movements organize around the goal of land rights and self-determination in the
context of a plurinational state based on indigeneity. Similarly, movements in Nairobi that are
fighting to maintain two urban parks open to the public the importance that these places have in
the construction of political and cultural identity of the post-colonial country. In the Basque
Country, Comunaria’s fight for food sovereignty and access to land for agroecological production
is also a struggle to re-build social ties and collective interactions that have been fractured and
wiped out by the entrenchment of commodification, productivism and consumerism. In the Six
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Nations territory, all forms of Haudenosaunee resistance are embedded in the long-term horizon of
independence and emancipation from the multiple legacies of settler colonialism, and the consolida-
tion of territories organized around indigenous principles, laws and relations.

The material and cultural legacy of colonialism and the double process of
decolonization

From our conversations, it was clear that territory is a political, cultural and dynamic concept expres-
sing the relationship between people, nature and place.7 All struggles for territory are informed by
history, particularly how the past shapes multiple understandings of the present and possibilities for
the future. Colonial legacies have an impact on contemporary social and ecological relations and, as a
result, define the contexts in which movements are conceiving and seeking self-determination and
collective emancipation. The material and immaterial consequences of the colonial project and of
imperialistic policies are severe and enduring. However, there are also more contemporary forms
of colonization, for instance the colonization of the mind by an artificially constructed infinite con-
sumer desire, that often affect the Global North as much as the Global South (Maldonado-Torres,
2007; Quijano, 2000; Quijano, 2007).

The dismantling of past and ongoing forms of colonization is central to the construction of just
futures (Arrighi, 1994; Patel & Moore, 1983; Wallerstein, 1983). In our dialogue, we recognized the
importance of distinguishing between the material and cultural implications of colonialism and to
look for points of convergence and solidarity across geographies and movements. Alternative visions
of the world must be embedded in redressing centuries of colonial plunder and decades of continu-
ing appropriation guaranteed by the postcolonial states (De Sousa Santos, 2007; Mignolo, 2007;
Mignolo, 2011).

In Guatemala, the past is as a series of enclosures, expulsions and appropriations from the colonial
conquest to the opening of world trade (Sassen, 2014). Therefore, awareness of the past and redress
of injustices justify contemporary re-occupations of land: indigenous who are trespassing are not
stealing land, they are reclaiming what has been taken away from them across centuries of violence
and subordination. They are reclaiming land and re-establishing respectful, lively connections
between people and all other beings in the land. In Kenya, the colonial legacy is materially experi-
enced through the artificial boundaries of the nation state and the unequal allocation of land across
tribes and people. However, history is also a compilation of memories of the anti-colonial struggle
and the victories, which movements try to make visible, remember, and share as they challenge ideol-
ogies of power and property. In the defense of Uhuru park in Nairobi, grassroot movements recup-
erated images and accounts of the anti-colonial fights and made visible the central role that this place
played in the struggle for liberation (‘Uhuru’) from colonial rule. These stories and political connec-
tions act as social glue that brings people together against the possibility of new evictions and pri-
vatization because they show that it is not ‘only’ about the land, but about identity, community
and belonging.

The present of the Haudenosaunee is deeply rooted in colonial wars between Britain and the U.S.
Six Nations reserve was land granted by British Canada to indigenous people originally living in what
is now New York state in return for support against the United States in the American Revolution.
That land is well situated but – in contrast to land granted to European settlers called ‘United Empire
Loyalists’ – over time became much smaller than the original grant. Today’s struggle for land is thus
based on that betrayal and the breach of a promise for land and autonomy: it is a fight against cen-
turies of social and cultural subordination, notably the suppression of Mohawk and other indigenous
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languages and cultural practices, and the ignoring of indigenous laws originally built into treaties. In
the Basque Country, the process of industrialization and developmental policies of the Franco dic-
tatorship led to the loss of arable land and small-scale agriculture to the benefit of large-scale agri-
businesses and industrial complexes that have completely changed the landscape and the relation-
ship between humanity and nature. Developmentalism was the visible part of a deeper transform-
ation that was imposed with the tools of cultural and political repression. The present landscape
is the outcome of specific legal, political and economic decisions taken over the years. Seen through
this lens it ceases to seem inevitable, normal and immutable.

Along with its material implications, the legacy of the violent past is also a mental scar inflicted by
cultural homogenization, identity erasure, indoctrination to modernity, socio-economic marginali-
zation and dismantling of communities. This makes it harder to organize around a common cause
and feeling of belonging. Any movement and any form of organization that aims at proposing non-
capitalist and non-extractivist visions of the interdependence between society and nature must face
this colonization of their own minds and the sense of impotence, impossibility and inevitability that
it generates (Baldwin, 1962; Fanon, 1963; Mbembe, 2013).

As an example, in Guatemala, the three waves of colonization are felt to have created a fracture
between campesinos and indigenous people: indigenous knowledge and indigenous lives were trea-
ted as inferior, and members of indigenous communities were pushed into embracing non-indigen-
ous identities for the sake of safety life and social acceptance. In Kenya, colonization created tensions
between tribes; that legacy become evident in violence during the recent elections and may continue
to compromise the ability of social movements to organize a unique voice against exploitation.

For Six Nations, cultural colonialism not only produced hierarchy and subordination, but tried to
erase the history that predates settler colonialism. In those centuries there were also political pro-
blems and dark ages, but Haudenosaunee had a highly sophisticated legal system, a strong sense
of collectivity and sharing. They implemented practices we would now call agro-ecological and
the capacity of living together with each other and with the earth. The principles of this legal system
were and are still based in respect for each other expressed through care for the ancestors and future
generations. In the Basque Country, the political project of ‘modernity’ that is fostering infinite con-
sumer desires has been internalized by rural citizens, who are increasingly abandoning their terri-
tory. Social ties constructed around food production have been dismantled and the few remnants
of territorial connections have been converted into folklore to be sold and performed in food fairs
by means of traditional costumes and traditional food.

De-colonization of the mind grows out of reconstructing the vision and social relations of terri-
tory as a political, ecological and collective space (Shiva, 1993). This can take the form of a renewed
pride in indigenous identities and practices, the redefinition of socio-legal systems around principles
like ‘Buen Vivir’, the adoption of a feminist approach that directly challenge the patriarchal and indi-
vidualist ideologies of global capitalism. In Guatemala and the Six Nations, de-colonization takes the
shape of new educational curricula, indigenous schools and bottom-up initiatives where new gener-
ations are exposed to a different knowledge than the colonizers’. They learn about their people, their
identity and the cosmovisions that see human and non-human beings as dynamically interconnected
and interdependent across spaces and times. In Kenya, the current social fractures are tackled by
invoking past resistance movements that were capable of reconnecting people based on a holistic
vision of the collective right to the self-determination, free from colonial masters and colonial
ties. In the Basque Country, Comunaria’s struggle for food sovereignty against the disappearance
of the rural territory has been supported by the adoption of a strong feminist, anti-capitalist and col-
lective approach to nature and society which is manifested by getting together into safe places, such
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as houses, warehouses, and squares. People from all generations are reminded of the importance of
caring for themselves and for others rather than competing; they learn about agroecology and experi-
ence how collaboration, sharing and participation can assert collective rights to land, seeds, food pro-
cessing, and knowledge; they build cooperative forms of economic organization. based on sharing,
ecology and equality.

Law and the struggle for land and territory: oppression, conscious interventions
and subversive legal imaginaries

In the struggle for land and territory, state law and legal systems are perceived as a double-edged
sword: they are a tool of the oppressing state – to ‘legitimate’ violence and repress alternative visions
– but they also offer some spaces for resistance and legitimize political victories (Mattei & Nader,
2008). Law identifies the areas that will be ‘developed’ by the investors and authorizes their enclo-
sure, privatization, and dispossession, which forces abandonment of the collective ways in which
people inhabit the land. National and local authorities also use law to criminalize counter-move-
ments and the implementation of their counter-visions. Even before the exceptional Covid-19 lock-
down, ‘law and order’ has been instilled in laws, regulations, administrative acts and police action to
prevent activism and spontaneous organizations that do not fit with the structure and form of the
modern state. Law, which is constructed around dichotomies, separations and an obsessive view
of ‘progress’, tends to be oblivious to the historical, social and ecological complexity of life (Mattei
& Capra, 2015; Moore, 2015).

Overall, movements share a clear understanding of the double nature of state law. By leveraging
legal opportunities to protect their land and territory, they may at the same time legitimize the very
institutionalized structures of oppression they are fighting (Anghie & Chimni, 2003; Callinicos, 2009;
Harvey, 2004; Marks, 2003). Sometimes, legal tools are used as a complement or an alternative to
putting bodies in danger through direct confrontations, that is, as a tool that does not expose activists
to physical harm. In those cases, the risk of legitimizing an oppressive legal structure can be mini-
mized by adopting specific and focused legal actions and framing them in the broader vision of long-
term emancipation and self-determination. Legal activism works best when it is characterized by a
strong awareness of the limited potential of the legal apparatus to redress the systemic challenges
faced by movements and peoples (Ferrando, 2017).

Aware of the potential and – increasingly – of the limits of law, movements are leveraging inter-
national law, the human rights framework and national administrative regulation to challenge
further privatization, resist evictions, and protect the life of people and Pachamama. Engaging
with state law and legal processes is tiresome, time-consuming, expensive and mainly a last resort.
It may support defensive strategies but cannot lead to new paradigms and ecological visions. In the
struggle for land in Guatemala, Kenya, the Six Nations and the Basque Country, peoples and move-
ments experiment with different legal layers – from the international to the local – with the hope that
limited, focused interventions may tactically rebalance power among states, investors and commu-
nities (Bourdieu, 1987; Tsing, 2002).

In Guatemala, for example, communities and activists access courts to obtain enforcement of the
right to Free Prior Informed Consent contained in The Indigenous and Tribal People Convention of
the International Labor Organization (169/ILO), or to prevent violation of Constitutional principles
or the breach of local administrative procedure in making a private concession to capitalist investors.
In the Basque Country, the most recent intervention involved a strategic use of local ‘land banks’, an
institution created by city councils and local Governments to increase smallholders’ access to public
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and private land that had been abandoned for years. The movements wanted to make sure that the
promise would be fulfilled. Rather than directly challenge the cities’ governments, they signed up all
interested people to the bank’s waiting list. This targeted and non-confrontational use of the legal
opportunity made the existing needs visible and highlighted their importance, with the hope that
eventually land would be made available.

Beyond legal mainstream, there are ‘subversive’ approaches to law and legal systems. These ways
of engaging with law do not accept the constraints of the formal legal system, which is based not on
redistribution but on giving ‘enough’ to people to survive (Brinks et al., 2019; Moyn, 2018). They
take the form both of elaborating an alternative interpretations of the existing structures and con-
solidating alternative legal systems that operate outside of the dominant jurisdictional framework.
In Guatemala, for example, social movements engaged in the protection of seeds from patent claims
decided to teach lawyers about their life cycle and the way in which they would normally produce
and reproduce. The lawyers could then make legal arguments aligned with the ecological cycle of the
‘web of life’, rather than the commodification of seeds and enclosure of life (Capra, 1997; Moore,
2015). This victory was profound because it refused dominant legal interpretation of life and nature
as objects.8

Moreover, movements are joining forces with sympathetic lawyers and academics to diffuse and
strengthen bottom-up, opposing conceptions of law, state and the nation. Their aim is to build ways
of practicing and thinking about law that are de-linked with the dominant legal framework and are
aligned with the social and environmental needs and aspirations of people. Often, this process con-
sists in recovering forms of governance that existed before the colonial era and strengthening bot-
tom-up legitimacy by means of education and practice. In Guatemala, Maya law and Maya legal
structures are taught, elaborated and promoted by members of the communities who have been edu-
cated in mainstream law schools and are inspired by the principles of ‘Buen Vivir’, plurinationalism,
horizontality, duty towards people and nature and the rights of future generations. Similarly, Six
Nations’ organizations and individuals are working to rehabilitate the sophisticated legal structures
and forms of governance in place before the arrival of settlers and the subordination of the people
and the territories to the settler state. The process of bottom-up legal recovery is crucial to the con-
struction of alternative societies. It contributes to intellectual emancipation from colonial ways of
thought. This suggests the need for more alliances between people seeking decolonization and law-
yers and educators in mainstream institutions (from primary schools to universities). These people
can challenge dominant conceptions of law to promote ecological and cultural rules that serve people
and planet (Mama & Anderson, 2016; Mignolo, 2011).

Multiple vocabularies, common objectives

What has emerged from our conversations is the need for global solidarity that supports the distinc-
tiveness of local struggles and aspirations towards life-enhancing futures. Before turning to this in
the final section of this paper, we want to address the question whether a common language
could strengthen transnational ties and facilitate the exchange of information, ideas, and visions.

Given the increasing importance attached to the notions of ‘commons’ (comunes) and ‘common
goods’ (bienes communes) and commoning in Europe and North America, we asked ourselves
whether they could be considered part of a shared vocabulary (De Angelis, 2017; Federici, 2019).
These terms are ways of describing ways of life and forms of organization much older and deeper
than private property and the state. What are the possibilities and risks behind the use of these
words as a lingua franca to represent visions and practices based on social collaboration and
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ecological respect? We were aware of the linguistic differences, so we were not looking for unques-
tioned use of the idea of ‘commons’. Our intention was to look for commonalities across ideas and
practices.

When we introduced the ideas of ‘commons’ and ‘common goods’, we were not surprised to find
that the words are not in general use and even have the potential to reproduce the epistemological
division between Europe (in particular the urban movements) and the rest of the world. On the one
hand, Comunaria in the Basque Country has embraced the idea of the ‘New Commons’ and com-
moning as approaches to nature and each other that are de-commodified, anti-patriarchal and anti-
capitalist. On the other hand, the notions of commons and commoning do not have the same rel-
evance in Guatemala, Kenya or among the Haudenosaunee people, where the principles and objec-
tives of ‘commons’ may correspond abstractly to how people live, but the word is seldom used
(in Kenya, mainly with regard to water) or arouses resistance because it comes from elsewhere
(in Guatemala).

From our conversations, we concluded that the terms ‘commons’ and ‘common goods’ are not uni-
versal and do not resonate with all geographies and contexts. As such, the term should not be used
uncritically by outsiders to define dynamics and context that resemble or have elements that ‘look
like’ realities and situations that have been defined as ‘commons’ elsewhere. Moreover, we were con-
fronted with the incompatibility between the idea of common ‘goods’ and a vision of nature that is not
external to society and is not composed of items/goods/resources that can be managed, controlled and
organized by humans. Both the idea of ‘commons goods’ and of ‘common-pool resources’ thus need to
be carefully reconsidered in light of the risk of imposing and dismantling the rich complexity of visions
and epistemologies (De Sousa Santos, 2014; De Sousa Santos, 2018; Escobar, 2018).

At the same time, we perceived a high level of congruence between the conceptions of the ‘com-
mons’ and ‘commoning’ adopted by Comunaria (anti-capitalist, anti-privatization, conviviality, col-
lectivity, horizontal self-organization, ecological redistribution, consideration for the past, present
and future generations, agro-ecology, etc.) and the conceptual framework adopted by the other
movements to describe their own engagement with people and nature. In the Mayan context, for
example, the notion of ‘natural elements’ is used to define both humans and all the other com-
ponents of the web of life and to strengthen their interdependence and equality. This appears to
be similar to the notion of ‘commoning’ in that it requires humans to continuously construct,
enact and adopt social practices that respect the horizontal relationship between human and non-
human beings. Similarly, the Haudenosaunee philosophy of life is built around the idea of sharing
equally and respecting the ecological balance of nature. In Chandra’s words: ‘Haudenosaunee think-
ing is all about the commons as it is not an “other”: there was not a place set aside for royalty and
another for peasants or whoever’. These deeply democratic social relations are embedded in the web
of life, which includes all living and non-living beings. This can be grasped, for example, in the words
of the Ohen:ton Karihwatekhwen Kanonhweratonhseraor, the Thanksgiving Address, a ‘universal
idea of acknowledging all that exists in nature and which assists us with our existence as human
beings and our responsibilities to them’. It is also expressed by the Haudenosaunee legal concept
of ‘One Dish and One Spoon’: meals are prepared respecting the life cycle of nature and will be
eaten by everyone, so everyone has to take only what is needed, keep the dish clean and make
sure that there will always be something for the others.

If we need a shared vocabulary, we can start by looking at the concepts that have been proposed by
communities and social movements and that are used by activists all across the planet. The words
food sovereignty and agroecology, for example, are bottom-up expressions of farmers’ and peasants’
aspirations and practices that have created significant convergences and are widely accepted across
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the globe (Borras & Franco, 2012; Dalla Costa, 2007). In addition, visions like ‘Buen Vivir’ and ‘One
Dish and one Spoon’ have the merit of promoting political projects based on de-commodification,
anti-patriarchy and de-colonization which can be leveraged to address the current economic struc-
ture, to redress historical legacies and to build a society based on respect for the web of life.

Interacting and learning from one another: engagement across experiences and
disciplines and co-construction of new political and conceptual spaces

The present article is not an end but a beginning. We have not tried to provide solutions. We wanted
to give continuity to the Siena process and use these conversations to create bridges within and
between people and movements, and across academic disciplines and geographies. As indicated in
the introduction, we wanted to create opportunities for mutual teaching and learning. We aimed
at identifying shared ways of thinking across geographies and struggles to inspire more questions,
more conversations and facilitate more coordinated action in defense of territories.

On the way forward, we want to strengthen the engagement between activists and academics, given
that the latter are too often secluded in ivory towers with the knowledge gained within social move-
ments and brought forward in distinct cultures. Voices, bodies and actions of resistance against the pri-
vatization and enclosure of land and life are multiplying. Activists, communities and social movements
are at the forefront of the struggle in both cities and the countryside. The aim is not to ‘let’ people who
are active in the territories speak, because they already speak (unless they are violently silenced) (Morris,
2010). It is about listening, creating the conditions where people can listen to each other and so deepen
solidarity. Knowledge about territories and visions of the ‘web of life’ are constantly generated and
reproduced by peoples all over the world. History, culture, lives, actions, experience and accumulated
wisdom are a repository of unique and diverse ecological knowledge. It is our goal to widen and deepen
their recognition by opening the ears of people who have failed to listen.

Academics can play a role in joining, fostering and facilitating dialogue across movements and
social actors. They shall act as allies in the struggle, support existing interaction and the elaboration
of collective ideas and processes, and use their position, privilege and opportunities to nourish,
strengthen and consolidate ideas that support resistance to expropriation and the deepening of
new ways of living. More importantly, academics shall avoid temptations of ‘intellectual extractivism’
to further their careers; instead, their research and engagement should aim for solidarity with
people’s movements, reflect people’s experiences and memories, and enhance their understanding
of the powers ranged against them.

Our conversations also revealed that a shared vocabulary and shared strategies might play an
important role in consolidating solidarity and enhancing separate efforts across cultures and places.
The idea of ‘territorial emancipation’, although not specifically mentioned during our conversation,
might fit with what the activists on the ground were evoking: this identifies the achievement of a
political, geographical and cultural space where communities can self-organize and renew histori-
cally defined ecological relationships among themselves and with the web of life that they are part
of. ‘Territorial emancipation’ could identify the shared aspiration of the movements involved in
the project and open interesting opportunities for trans-disciplinary engagement and solidarity
(Zibechi, 2012).

‘Territorial emancipation’ and the construction of life-enhancing societies requires at least three
conditions: relaxation of the pressure and violence suffered by activists and local movements and
consolidation of ongoing struggles in defense of land; creation of conditions where people can get
together, think collectively and share visions about the present and future of the living world;9
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and an intensification of dialogue between engaged academics and movement intellectuals to co-
construct new ideas and practices that can be deployed across the world and strengthen actions
undertaken on the ground.

Use of formal legal institutions for ‘territorial emancipation’ may be relevant but only if fully
understood in their ambivalence and deployed with tactical awareness and the full support of the
communities. On the one hand, legal activism can be used with attention and care to touch the
most sensitive nerves of the legal system and provoke a positive ripple effect (Isa called this an ‘acu-
puncture use of the law’). On the other hand, legal systems and sovereign powers also legitimate vio-
lence against communities and movements, so that the use of legal tactics may reproduce the idea of
the modern state as ‘sovereign’ over the idea and the practices of a territory.

There will likely be space to deploy ‘commons’ and ‘commoning’ as ideas and forms of political
organization aimed at reversing the process of commodification of lives and nature and creating
spaces of reciprocity, respect and balance. Yet, it is important to recognize that these terms are
not clearly defined and understood even in Europe (where they are most used) and that they are
exogenous to most of the movements in other parts of the world.

All over the world, capitalism and finance are dismantling the ecological complexity of territories
and extracting what they want from them. Narratives and practices implement a monotone under-
standing of ‘territory’ that reduces nature and people to ‘factors’ of capitalist production (De Sousa
Santos, 2002; Escobar, 2004; Rajagopal, 2003; Shiva, 1993). Against the continuous enclosure of liv-
ing beings and places, movements and activists are organizing, protecting and promoting life-giving
visions: they use their bodies, laws, educational projects, histories and visions. Because of their resist-
ance, they suffer moral, physical and legal violence. They and their ideas are criminalized and even
exterminated. In this context, academics and social movement intellectuals must work together,
learn from each other, and support the ongoing search for shared vocabularies and coordinated
strategies for a life-enhancing future.

Notes

1. On the global rush to land, see, Franco et al. (2013), FIAN International, Margulis et al. (2013), Sassen
(2013), White (2012).

2. On commodification, see, among others, Kelly and Peluso (2015), Sammond (2007). On commodifica-
tion and financialization of land, see Ferrando (2018).

3. On social movements and resistance against land grabbing, see, among others, Franco (2008), Morden
(2015), Tarrow (1994), Zibechi (2010).

4. On commons and commoning see, De Angelis (2017), Federici (2019), Vivero-Pol et al. (2018).
5. Interview with Antonio González, November 2019.
6. Interview with Chandra, January 2020.
7. On the difference between space and territory and the political nature of the latter, see, among others,

Harvey (2001), Lefebvre (1976a), Lefebvre (1976b).
8. For a critique of civil society’s acceptance of the vocabulary and paradigm of global finance, see Cerrato

and Ferrando (2020).
9. For example, each movement has been involved in the implementation of grassroots educational pro-

jects that consolidate and diffuse political notions and different visions of the future. For example, Ken-
yan activists have been organizing political training camps for young feminists; Communaria as a rural/
urban collective in the Basque Country has been hosting tailleres and collective moments to consolidate
food sovereignty through activism, technical support and consultation. In Guatemala, May indigenous
communities have established Maya schools where students unlearn the dominant accounts of history,
geography and humanity and are exposed to alternative and socio-geographically defined visions of the
relationship between people and the planet. In the Six Nations, food and food sovereignty projects have
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been launched by activists to strengthen the conviviality among members of different groups and
between people and the surrounding world.
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