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In this contribution to the Common Conflict [onlineopen.org/common-conflict]
virtual roundtable, Rick Dolphijn emphasizes that the commons is not a 
humanist concept but much more a materialist concept. He argues that the 
commons depends upon the creation of new assemblages: it is the accidental 
process of realizing a mental, a social and an environmental whole that marks 
the commons. 

Obviously the idea of the commons is old, yet I fear that its contemporary use is still much 
dependent upon what we could call a ’68 legacy. With that I am not only referring to the 
impact of the student uproar in Paris, the race riots in the United States, or the strikes and 
revolts that took place in many more locations around the globe where the political 
landscape was in a process of change. More, I am referring to how this resulted in the 
countless emancipatory movements that in their togetherness not only questioned the 
way in which race, class and gender oppositions structured the post-war world, but also to 
how all these micropolitical actions turned ’68 into ‘an event’ that not so much ‘took place,’ 
but that has been dominating critical thinking ever since. Personally I am highly indebted 
to the ideas this amazing global event still has to offer us. Yet I think that when it comes to 
thinking the commons today, we should start by identifying the ideas delivered to us by 
’68 that �d�o� �n�o�t match the contemporary simply because the world has changed a lot over 
the past fifty years. Or to put it even more strongly, let us start by isolating those ’68 ideas 
/ ideals that �p�r�e�v�e�n�t us from thinking (and realizing) the commons in the twenty-first 
century: 

�1�.� �T�h�e�r�e� �I�s� �N�o�  ��G�e�n�e�r�a�t�i�o�n �� �i�n� �C�h�a�r�g�e� �o�f� �t�h�e� �C�o�m�m�o�n�s

In contrast to popular post-’68 idealism, thinking and realizing the commons does not 
depend upon ‘a generation’ (as in, a new generation has to step up and fight the power). 
The idea that our social bonds do not so much depend on kinship relations or on socio-
economic classes, but rather on the �g�e�n�e�r�a�t�i�o�n with which one shares a childhood, is very 
much a baby boomer reality. In fact, I think that it was �o�n�l�y with this post-war generation 
that came to adulthood in the late 1960s, that a kind of generational communality could 
have been realized. The unique cocktail of post-war frustration (dealing with the ongoing 
strategies of fascism and communism), (post)colonial politics, the invention of pop music, 
the remarkable growth of the economy, the demographic power shift, I think led to the rise 
of the �o�n�l�y ‘generation’ in the course of history. The idea that this generation was preceded 
by particular generations and that new generations followed (which were given silly names 
such as ‘generation X’) �i�s� �a� �m�y�t�h. Thinking the commons in 2016 should therefore not be 
relying on �a�n�y idea of a generation, or on any kind of communality that implicitly depends 
upon intra-generational bonds. Times have changed.  
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