
New Cross Commoners for “Permissions”, a series of public lectures organised by 
the Visual Cultures department, Goldsmiths. The session was on the relationship 
between self organisation and the institution (Paolo Plotegher, Janna Graham, 
Manuela Zechner). 

[I will talk about the new cross commoners, a collective, or better a collective 
process, I initiated more than three years ago together with my then flatmate 
Bianca Elzenbaumer, plus other people around us like Orsalia Dimitriou and 
James Holland.

I'm going to read from a paper because this theatrical setting makes me 
nervous. I used to study in the VC department, but I'm also teaching for the 
department as a fractional lecturer, this means that in the audience there are 
also my colleagues (and employers) and this makes me even more... excited!] 

This is the first time that an individual talks about the nxc in public, we have 
been invited to talk as nxc in the past and we always did so together, sometimes 
in a rather messy way. For example, we were invited to talk about the nxc as 
part of a session hosted by public works in Hackney and there were some 10 of 
us presenting, we formed a kind of line that was mixing up with the audience in 
such way that it was not very clear who was part of the nxc and who wasn't. 
Today's setting tells already something about an institution like the university 
and its relationship with practices of self-organisation. Let's see how the evening 
goes, and hopefully we'll find a way to disrupt this arrangement in which I find 
myself talking about a collective process on my own. What I have to make clear 
from the beginning is that I'm not here to represent the nxc. We recently had a 
nxc meeting where some of us discussed the points I'm going to present today, 
but it's important to say that what I will talk about now is my reading of the nxc 
and it doesn't necessarily coincide with that of other people involved in the nxc. 

We started the nxc out of a frustration, a frustration we had as students with the 
insularity of Goldsmiths and our disconnection with the life of New Cross. After 
years of living in New Cross what we new about the neighbourhood was pretty 
much limited to the route that went from our flat to Goldsmiths and back. We 
wanted to break the enclosure separating the life of the campus from that of the 
neighbourhood, and we suspected that there was a lot we could learn from the 
neighbourhood as well, especially from how people in New Cross organise 
themselves bottom up. 

There was another type of enclosure that Goldsmiths produces and that 
frustrated us, an enclosure that has to do with theory and its separation from 
practice, understood as a practice of everyday life. We were aware of the 



amazing transformational potential of some of the theory we learned at 
Goldsmiths, but we also saw the danger of getting trapped into some kind of 
academic self-referential production of knowledge: what is the impact some of 
these amazing books we read can have, not on the writing of our essays and 
dissertations, but on how we organise our life, even in its most banal aspects? 
What can happen if we try to apply theory directly onto our lives? To rethink our 
lives with theory? To answer these questions we had to find a different way of 
reading theory, different from the one we learned in academia. The first text we 
read with the nxc was an interview on the commons with Massimo De Angelis. 
This is not a particularly long or impenetrable text, but it took us 5 sessions of 
two hours each to go through it. We read the text aloud in small groups and we 
tried not so much to understand together its meaning, but to relate every single 
sentence to our lives in New Cross, to our knowledge and experience of the life 
of the neighbourhood. We were taking our texts into the street, into the different 
places we were exploring: the New Cross Library (or N X Learning), Sanford 
Housing Co-op, communal gardens, the local poetry group... Often we were 
reading texts that could help us understand a place and how it was organised, 
for example at Sanford Housing Co-op we read a text on housing and the 
commons. Reading and discussing was just part of the day activities, alongside 
with eating, playing, walking. 

After some time, when we felt we got a grasp of how people organise bottom up 
in New Cross around different resources, we decided to organise something 
ourselves, together with other local groups we met along the way. We decided to 
organise series of people's kitchens, skipping food at the New Covent Garden 
Market, cooking together,  eating a free meal, as a way of opening the process of 
the nxc to other people. With the format of the people's kitchen, as it's usually 
organised in London, we also felt some kind of frustration, we didn't want simply 
to host nice meals in New Cross without addressing the gentrification the 
neighbourhood was going through, and so we tried to change the format, 
keeping its conviviality but also turning the people's kitchen into a place to 
discuss the different issues affecting the neighbourhood, from the increase of 
rents to the access to food. To rethink the people's kitchen we used theory once 
again, we read an article of a feminist researcher on Ollas Comunes, people's 
kitchens in Chile during the Pinochet dictatorship. Here as well we kind of forced 
the text onto our experience and knowledge of New Cross and onto the format of 
the people's kitchen we were experimenting with. From an academic point of 
view, our readings were distorted readings, we were reading as if New Cross was 
Chile under the dictatorship and there was a lot we can learn from those Chilean 
women, reorganising their lives together around food and cooking, whilst 
operating through an emergent politics that was very different from that of their 
husbands with their unions. 

Another important reading we did as nxc some times later was a text by Marta 
Malo on militant investigation, we used this text to see if there was more we 



could organise than the people's kitchens. Nothing came out of it straight after 
the reading apart from some ideas, but what then became The Field was 
somehow related to the reading of this text and to the necessity to move from 
knowledge production to collective organisation. We can talk about the Field 
later in the discussion, for now I just say that the Field is a co-operatively run 
space here in New Cross, used by different groups and people as a kind of 
community / social centre. 

So, most of what I've said so far was about the academic enclosure of knowledge 
and the nxc relationship with theory and reading. Something else to address is 
why this name nxc, why the commons? Bianca and myself got very excited by 
the theorist and activist Silvia Federici and her understanding of the commons 
and commoning as a collective activity of care. How do we sustain our lives and 
how can we do it together, this is the question Federici is asking. We got excited 
also because Federici is suggesting some answers as well, and the answers are 
already here, practices that happened in the past and are happening in the 
present, and not in the so-called “Western world”, an example could be precisely 
the Ollas Comunes in Chile. The question of a collectivisation of care, of needs 
and resources, became suddenly relevant even before starting the nxc, with the 
first wave of austerity measures, especially for those of us who were losing their 
jobs, who were struggling to pay the rent, who got into a forced diet because of 
lack of money, who were constantly evicted from squats, who got deeper into 
depression and anxiety, who sank into a precarity that affected also their 
relationships with friends and lovers. We saw the university fees increase, 
jobseekers allowances and other benefits taken away, our vitality increasingly 
sucked into our laptops as a way of coping with competition and isolation. At 
Goldsmiths we learned a lot about production of subjectivity, we got excited by 
the possibility of reinventing ourselves, through the work of Foucault, Deleuze 
and Guattari, but those beautiful theoretical tools didn't seem so useful to 
address the problem of those basic needs that suddenly many of us were not so 
sure to be able to meet any longer, needs around housing, food, learning and 
care. Suddenly it felt that to focus on a creative production of our subjectivity 
was some kind of bourgeois privilege that we were not sure we could afford any 
longer. Silvia Federici was coming from the experience of a marxist feminist 
activism, with its opening of a collective reproduction of life across gender 
divisions and away from capitalism. Collective reproduction, around housing, 
food, learning and care, shapes for the nxc what self-organisation can be: 
commoning is the collectivisation of the reproduction of our lives, in an attempt 
to disentangle them from capitalism and the privatisation of the market, and 
from the Public of the State and its centralisation and hierarchies – following the 
definition of the commons as antagonistic of both the Market and the State.

In his interview on the commons, De Angelis defines the collective around 
commoning as a “non-homogeneous community”. This aspect is important to 
explain the kind of self-organisation I'm talking about: this is not necessarily a 



form of organising amongst like-minded people, it is not a collaboration amongst 
friends or colleagues. The “we” of the nxc is not fixed nor delineated, in this 
sense the nxc is not even a collective, it is more like a process, a re-gathering 
around different places, situations, questions, always open to new people and to 
the messiness they bring with them. This messiness is what makes the process 
political. Commoning around care is what provides some kind of stickiness for 
the process of the nxc to be not so much coherent but consistent. With the nxc 
this was a challenge from the beginning: how to constitute an open collective? 
How to generate a “non-homogeneous community” starting from the two of us 
getting excited whilst chopping onions in our kitchen? Sometimes it feels the 
consistency gets lost. The process is and should be less about production, as in 
producing a series of events, and more about reproduction as generating a 
stickiness that could counter fragmentation, competition and isolation, that could 
counter the pressure to obtain immediate results and achievements, that could 
counter the injunction to professionalisation, to organise everything as if your 
entire life was a job, with its standards of excellence internalised every single 
working day. 

I would like to further explore now the connection between self-organisation and 
the institution, the nxc and its relationship with Goldsmiths: the very first 
meeting of the nxc took place at the New Cross Learning, a local library that 
used to be public, it was shut down in 2011 because of the cuts, and there was a 
plan to turn it into a pound shop, it got occupied and now for several years has 
been run by people living in New Cross. For us this was a great place to start 
exploring commoning in the neighbourhood. The Library is located opposite 
Deptford Town Hall, the head quarters of Goldsmiths' management. At this first 
nxc meeting we talked about New Cross Learning as a place of commoning 
around knowledge, and when looking for an example of enclosure of knowledge 
we just had to look outside the window. As there's nothing like a pure commons, 
as we learned on that first day, enclosures can also have cracks that we can 
fiddle with. And so as commoners we tried to use the huge resources that 
Goldsmiths encloses through the payment of fees, by passing student cards 
around, using empty rooms and kitchens in the evening, printing free posters 
and flyers. From Goldsmiths also came some funding, an initial 1000 pounds 
from the Design department that we mainly used to produce a publication, we 
also got 400 pounds to participate in a festival organised by Goldsmiths last 
November, we got 100 pounds last year from the VC department to organise a 
walk in New Cross with Nadja's students and we used that money to buy some 
wood to make tables for the Field. A year ago or so we did an attempt to get 
more funding by talking with the “head of the External Relations Committee which is 
responsible for managing Community Engagement activities at Goldsmiths”, but our 
attempts failed rather miserably. We might get some funding from the Arts 
Council this year through a project at the Old Tidemill Garden with Deptford 
Neighbourhood Action, a group of local people preparing a neighbourhood plan in 
the attempt to limit some of the disasters gentrification is bringing to the area. 



The participation in Goldsmiths' “Radical New Cross” festival in November last 
year was a moment of direct confrontation with Goldsmiths as an institution. 
Personally I was reluctant in taking part in a festival with such title, I was worried 
of Goldsmiths capitalising on what could be sold as some kind of “radicality” of 
the nxc. I wasn't involved much in the organisation of the event and maybe 
others can talk more about it afterwards. That evening we reclaimed the use, 
even if just for a few hours, of Deptford Town Hall. We had big banners outside 
the building thanks to which other people living in the area joined the event, we 
had food and an open mic without a mic to talk about the relationship between 
Goldsmiths and the neighbourhood. When Goldsmiths acquired the Town Hall in 
2000 the institution made a commitment to keep the building open to the public. 
We all know that to enter the building you need a valid Goldsmiths card. That 
evening we had the doors open and we talked about the role Goldsmiths has in 
the gentrification of the neighbourhood, people who have been living in New 
Cross all their life talked about how they used to swim in what until 1991 was a 
public bath in Laurie Grove, and now is an area for fine art studios. It felt an 
empowering evening but after that what? This is the question we ask when 
organising events. It's our task to weave them into the consistency of a longer 
and discontinuous temporality. 

I also want to briefly mention a campaign that has been recently initiated by 
Rosanna Thompson as part of the nxc to contest the enclosure of the Nunhead 
reservoir by Thames Water, Rosie is here today and if people are interested we 
could talk more about the campaign later. 

To conclude, I would like to talk more about frustrations, the frustration with the 
nxc itself for not having been able to develop something like a device to 
generate social solidarity. In these three years, mutual support amongst 
commoners has been happening in different occasions and forms, but mainly 
based on friendship. What would it be to generate social solidarity beyond 
friendship? I mean, this is what social solidarity is, really, and this is what 
commoning around reproduction and care, the way Silvia Federici talks about it, 
also is. To address this frustration, alongside with Valeria Graziano, who also 
used to study in this department and who also has been experimenting on self-
organisation with the three of us for some time, we are organising a “job de-
centre” at the Field. With this job de-centre we are trying to develop over time a 
practice of mutual care that could counter precarity in its different aspects, that 
could counter the culture of control, exploitation and forced optimistic 
entrepreneurship of job centres. How to de-centre our lives from work 
collectively? To answer this question we are also trying to make a new use of 
some old tools coming from long-time discredited lineages of popular culture: we 
reclaim a political and therapeutic use of tarot cards, palm and astrological 
readings, alongside with other tools we create ourselves, like permaculture 
decks of cards, or a questionnaire that brings together Marx's workers enquiry 



with a homoeopathic approach. With the job de-centre we are trying to establish 
a practice of mutual healing from work, learning how to work less and rely more 
on each other instead. 

We have been interested for quite some time in troubling the professional 
relationship between teacher and learner, and with the job de-centre now we are 
interested in troubling the relationship between therapist and client, and more 
broadly the relationship between those in need on one side and the expert who 
is supposed to have everything already sorted on the other. 

But where is all this supposed to go, really? Hopefully, I would say, towards the 
possibility of experimenting with direct action / casework, that is, a form of direct 
action starting from the needs and troubles of an individual. Since the Save 
Lewisham Hospital campaign we have been trying to think of a practical 
connection between what we do as nxc and forms of goal-oriented activism. I 
was recently at a Radical Housing Network gathering here in New Cross, and 
people from HASL, Housing Action Southwark and Lambeth, together with Focus 
E15 Mothers, talked about their experience with direct action / casework, their 
occupation of Housing Offices in the Council with paint, food, music, kids... Direct 
action doesn't have to be simply oppositional, it can question oppositional 
delimitations and power structures imposed from above through a conviviality 
based on relationships of trust. My hope is not for the nxc to become like HASL, I 
don't think we have the resources to make this happen. Also I don't want to 
present direct action here as a final aim at the horizon. I would like not only to 
generate social solidarity in the neighbourhood through the Field and the nxc, 
tapping into the transversality of the Field, but also to learn how to deal with 
conflicts outside the micropolitics of the nxc, to counter gentrification in New 
Cross, reclaiming everybody's right to stay in the neighbourhood, to popularize 
something like a culture of direct action, to bring direct action into our everyday 
lives. 

Finally, as a way to move from this presentation to the others and the discussion, 
I would like to mention other people who studied here with the three of us, 
Manuela, Janna and myself, and who should be here today, (and some of you 
are), beside Valeria Graziano: Susan Kelly, Mara Ferreri, Nelly Alfandari, Adriana 
Eysler, Karen Mirza and others. The practice of self-organisation and the 
relationship with the institutions is something that we have been sharing in 
different ways, through different configurations and with different names 
(micropolitics group, carrot workers, nanopolitics, radical education forum, 
precarious workers brigade...), and it's important to acknowledge that there is 
more than the three of us here. 


