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15. Make sure to feed the 
results back into either an 
informal, flexible, latent 
commons or a more formal 
distributed union or federation 
of open city infrastructure. 
In this way they can be made 
available to be critically and 
creatively reused, misused 
and abused by others in turn.  
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15. Make sure to feed the 
results back into either an 
informal, flexible, latent 
commons or a more formal 
distributed union or federation 
of open city infrastructure. 
In this way they can be made 
available to be critically and 
creatively reused, misused 
and abused by others in turn.  
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Introduction / Approach
Centre for Postdigital Cultures at Coventry 
(http://www.coventry.ac.uk/research/areas-of-research/postdigital-cultures/)

§ Questioning taken-for-granted norms and codes about how we create, 
publish and disseminate our work; unsetting accepted ideas 
of authorship, originality, creativity, IP and copyright by experimenting 
with the some of the new, alternative modes of collaborating on theory 
and making it public that are made possible by the postdigital.

§ Imagining and developing new concepts, new subjectivities, new practices 
and social relations. The digital gift economy, for example, in the case of our work 
on open GLAM, ‘piracy’ and the anti-privatized knowledge commons. 
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• Performing new concepts in places associated with the modernist-liberal humanist ‘white 
male’ space that is higher education (Ahmed, 2014: Todd, 2016) e.g. by experimenting with the form 
of research in the shape of books and journals as we do with Open Humanities Press and its Liquid
and Living Books series;
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Placemaking and ‘being public’ (one definition of publishing being 
‘making public’) 

Offering of a diverse range of more horizontal, collective and 
commons-oriented alternatives to those galleries, libraries, archives 
and museums (GLAM) currently being provided by the state and 
corporate realms (Mandela27 DIY exhibition) and work with NN 
Contemporary Art-https://nncontemporaryart.org/); 

Mandela27 DIY exhibition

https://nncontemporaryart.org/


Helping to build, develop, maintain and care for a wide variety of counter-organisations and communities that 
help us to perform our subjectivities and ways of being together along more anticapitalist, antiracist, 
antiheteropatriarchal lines. We’re thinking of projects such as the Radical Open Access Collective 
http://radicaloa.disruptivemedia.org.uk/) and Partisan Social Club 
(http://partisansocialclub.com/). 
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Cities are important because:

It’s hard to imagine societies differently without also imaging the spaces they occupy differently too.

It’s in cities that political forces for change often emerge these days. Numerous events have testified to the 
importance of cities in this respect: from Occupy Wall Street and the movements of the squares in Spain and 
Greece, through the roundabout revolutions of Bahrain, South Korea and Egypt, to the pro-democracy actions in 
Hong Kong and the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter protests. 
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Cities operate at a scale that makes progressive change a realistic possibility. 
Being smaller, it’s often far easier for towns and cities, and within them local 
governments, council leaders and mayors, to take a bolder and more radical 
approach than it is for nation states.



To practice what we might think of as the culture-led re-commoning of cities we:

1. View the disruption created by deindustrialisation, austerity and the coronavirus 
pandemic as an opportunity to challenge both the public and private paradigms as 
they currently exist. 

Whilst city architects and planners carry out consultation as part of the making of a space, the results of this 
process are based on how we already see the previous and current versions of the city as well as how city 
dweller sees themselves.  

2. Focus on rethinking cities and their infrastructure beyond the public and private –
conceptually, but also practically and concretely.

For us, the city remakes and makes itself all the time, it never fully exists. How this animation happens is 
multimodal, and the result is our version of a multiverse.  We don’t consider the ways in which you use the city 
(VR, augmented reality, immersive media etc.) as resulting in the multiverse, but rather view the process in 
which you engage with the multimodal aspects of the city’s plural arrangements as a multiversal way of 
thinking…

How to Practise The Culture-led Re-commoning of Cities  
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3. Reformat cities by offering a diverse range of more horizontal, collaborative and commons-
oriented alternatives to those galleries, libraries, archives and museums (GLAM) that are 
provided by the state and corporate realms.

4. Create and maintain these bespoke cultural institutions by selecting from the hardware, 
software, tools, resources and collections made available by proponents of open access, open 
GLAM, free and open-source software, p2p filesharing, copyfair, copyleft, copyfarleft, ‘piracy’ 
and the anti-privatized knowledge commons. 

5. Remember there is no need to mimic those cultural institutions that have traditionally gone 
to make up a city – municipal libraries, museums, galleries and the like. New and very different 
kinds of institutions that function online or off (as well as hybrid combinations thereof) can also 
be designed.

Too often the existing conditions of the city, its function, its formation, its made-ness, influences any new version of the city. 
Asking people what kind of city do you want, does not help thinking beyond graspable concepts. It also suggests a 
Cartesian way to think of the world – from the position of the bourgeois individual situated at the centre. So the current way 
in which you speak about forming a city is part of the problem of forming a city. We say the city doesn’t exist because we 
want to disrupt this process which is cyclical and restricting, always taking you back to the same place. 
You can never escape this sort of city.
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6. Recall, too, that not every detail of a city needs to be planned and designed. Some things 
can be left to chance. 

‘The city’ for us, as for this conference, is not something that can be known in advance and thus taken-for-granted. It is not 
something that has been created by architects and planners, say. Such an approach risks limiting responses to the city to 
critiquing or otherwise tactically engaging with it – as famously with the flaneur, the derive, and the male citizen who psycho-
geographically walks through a pre-given urban space.

7. Acknowledge that the cities we are working to create do not already exist: there is no 
blueprint for them. Yet neither are they a conspiracy theory or illusion. They are missing cities; cities 
that need to be called forth in different ways, times and places. Artistically, practically, theoretically. 
They thus require a certain aporetic openness, both to that which can be named and identified in 
advance and that which cannot.

The derive told us to walk in the city differently to overturn the flaneur advocating a new way to navigate the structures of capital, 
telling us the city was a capitalist construct. The derive includes more than a man without a purpose who can afford an aimless 
roam. The derive takes into account the voices that are excluded and encourages them to speak up. The derive tells us that 
knowing about the construct makes us better able to address it. Therefore we need multiple ways to negate the existence of the 
city – so we can escape the embedded constructions of capital and think about each other.

The City Does Not Exist 7



8. Keep in mind that we are not trying to produce an equivalent to the Smart City. Without the 
‘stupid’ – including the marginalized, the disadvantaged, the disempowered and the disaffected –
cities are boring and antiseptic. It is important cities remain hospitable to the useless and 
unproductive, as well as to the strange, the surprising, the weird and the monstrous. This includes 
the notion that nonhuman species – animals, insects, plants – and other actors and elements may 
actively participate in the creation of culture … and of cities. 

We believe that the city does not really exist because although it has been constructed through architect and planning means, and 
includes places to live, places to shop and work as well as public institutions, it has nevertheless been made for an imagined 
population of generalised city dwellers.

9. Strive to make it possible for multiplicities of actors, beyond the usual suspects of professional 
politicians, political parties, leaders, councilors, think-tanks and retired middle class professionals, to 
be able to participate in the (re)making of cities according to the specific needs and requirements of 
the situation. 

Inclusion can be a step towards transformation, but it needs to be accompanied by intervention – something like, but not limited to, 
care, study and instruction.  This stage is challenging as it requires us to accept unknowns. For example, it needs us to imagine 
those city dwellers we can’t even envisage yet and to strive for their inclusion, it requires us to abandon some of the infrastructures, 
habits and practices that include people in the way that we ‘normatively’ want them to be included. This type of engagement is not 
designed as in co-created rather it is a type of undesign.
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10. Recognise such multiplicities do not already exist: say, as civic populations or publics. 
Rather a context needs to be invented in which they too can be called forth. These missing 
communities can then participate in the re-commoning of cities by copying the above-mentioned 
tools and resources as they are, or by developing, modifying and repurposing some elements and 
discarding the rest. 

The city has always been adapted by the city dweller. The people’s path is made by the body, a subject’s right to walk their own 
way, intent on getting to work, the shops, or meeting a lover more quickly, instigates the new altered route. Speed and choice 
win out over elegant lines of turf or pavement conceived by the planner on paper, with a pen, with their mind and their privileged 
overview of the whole schema, rather than their immediate practical need to walk across a space. In the city there is always the 
active subject customising the design. 

11. Appreciate cities are messy. It is to be expected that the appropriate combination and mixture 
of principles and protocols, tools and infrastructure, tactics and strategies, priorities and resources 
will differ from location to location, and will be highly situated and site specific: temporally, materially, 
ecologically, culturally, politically. 

Parts of what we have grown to understand as the language of the city, does exist. But the way in which we might better live 
in it is not present or even known to us.
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12. Recognise that each city contains a pluriverse of cities. Within any ‘one’ city there will be a plurality of 
resources, priorities, communities, groups, movements and organisations.

13. Ensure that the building of bespoke cultural institutions is carried out in a non-rivalrous, non-
competitive – although not necessarily non-antagonistic – fashion, in order to collaboratively proliferate 
experiments with reimagining the city. 

14. Be aware that the practice of re-commoning cities is not concerned with growth or expansion. Nor 
are the results to be organised hierarchically in terms of an inside/outside, centre/periphery model, be the latter 
the countryside or the suburbs. Instead, it proceeds through the establishment of relations of co-creation and 
custodianship with a variety of widely distributed initiatives. It can thus add to the repertoire of alternatives that 
are already being explored in places such as Preston, Birmingham and North Ayrshire in the UK, New York and 
San Francisco in the US, Barcelona and Madrid in Spain and Amsterdam in the Netherlands: platform 
cooperativism, mutual care networks, community land trusts, the solidarity economy, the maker movement and 
so on.  

15. Make sure to feed the results back into either an informal, flexible, latent commons or a more formal 
distributed union or federation of open city infrastructure. In this way they can be made available to be critically 
and creatively reused, misused and abused by others in turn.
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• We can no longer rely on previous incarnations of the city as the blueprint for the new ecologically stable, 
socially equitable metropolis

• We cannot imagine we know who lives in the city – and we cannot pre-empt who or what they will be.

• As the new city dwellers do not exist we have to be prepared to call them forth.

• In order to provoke the becoming of new subjectivities and the formation of opinion we cannot rely on tired 
techniques of ‘inclusion’. We have to invent and implement new strategies for participation.

• We must transform the city into a new and evolving process that accepts multiple assemblies and shifting 
compositions of life.  

• We must negate the city as it stands – there is no space for reform because the infrastructure is flawed. The city 
may never again exist in the same way.

• The multiverse is an innovative re-packaged way to engage us with new tech platforms. This version of 
‘multiverse’ must be hijacked in favour of a city that doesn’t exist, and a version of the multiverse that is based on 
multiple ways to think about how we can live together.
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