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Abstract

:

The main aim of the study was reflecting on performative implications of the urban commons and their relational ability (i.e., inter- and/or intra-actioning) within an inclusive governance model and policy design context through two interpretative keys: Ostrom’s idea of sustainability and the recent hybrid neo-materialist urban and organizational theoretical path grounded within the Metzger–Barad–Latour analyses. Firstly, we focused on defining the theoretical setting, background and selected codes. The resulting scheme was tested with a mixed methodology within the case study of the Lido Pola Commons in Naples, Southern Italy. Empirical analysis benefits from long-lasting research experience on the area and an action-research processes aimed at codesigning a living civic lab. The discussion illustrates the main pivots of the internal/external validation of the case study results, thus contributing to enhancing a participatory policy design by raising awareness regarding social intra/interactions.
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1. Introduction


The present paper addresses the commons’ self-organization models and their governance issues by combining different epistemological approaches. The main aim of the study was reflecting on performative implications of the urban commons and their relational ability within an inclusive governance model and policy design context through two interpretative keys: Ostrom’s idea of sustainability and the recent hybrid neo-materialist urban and an organizational theoretical path grounded within the Metzger–Barad–Latour (M–B–L) approach [1,2,3].



To this end, this article explores and discusses the urban commons agency capacity by developing a novel theoretical coding based on the combination of Ostrom’s model and a hybrid neo-materialist-based approach. This latter, mostly conveyed by the seminal Karen Barad articles published between 2003 and 2011, considers the “agential realism” logical process as a new method of scientific interpretation of urban phenomena [3,4,5].



The well-known organizational model of the commons developed by Elinor Ostrom (1990) introduced a concept of relative sustainability. In this framework, she addressed the question of “how to enhance the capabilities of those involved to change the constraining rules of the game to lead to outcomes other than remorseless tragedies” [6] (p. 7). She suggested, in other words, a collective action model in which “a group of principals can organize themselves voluntarily to retain the residual of their own efforts” [6] (p. 25). Her idea was indeed to analyze the organizational and institutional arrangements and thus to define the rules to avoid Hardin’s inner concern summarized within the iconic title of “The tragedy of the commons” [7].



The system of rules provided within the aforementioned governance model structures the social interaction of appropriators of the commons and conditions their ability to discuss, decide on, and monitor self-imposed constraints: “many groups can effectively manage and sustain common resources if they have suitable conditions, such as appropriate rules, good conflict-resolution mechanisms, and well-defined group boundaries” [8] (p. 11).



Considering that shared resources have become a part of everyday urban life, the inherent governance model has been transitioned from natural to urban resources discourse [9,10,11,12,13]. In so doing, it has been implemented within formal and informal practices, as well as in urban planning and management practices [14]. The discourse regarding the intermingling of urban agendas and governance models of the commons has been strongly influenced by Ostrom’s seminal theoretical guidelines [15]. Her positions supported thoroughly the portability of the commons approaches from the natural to the urban environment [16]. Recently, scholars, practitioners, and activists have been revisiting those theoretical guidelines in order to better address issues and opportunities on an urban scale ([17,18,19,20], among others).



In order to investigate this commons conceptual migration in more depth, some studies [21] have suggested reviewing the specific literature to identify the characteristics of urban resources that make them different from natural ones (i.e., subtractability vs. relationality). Following these authors [21], an understanding of the emerging differences could offer important opportunities in dealing with commons’ managerial challenges and in interpreting specific social “intra-actioning,” as defined by Barad.



The main reference for the inherent policy-design theoretical context is the hybridization of an urban planning and regional sustainable development model [1,22,23] with Latour’s ideas about the definition of the urban governance field of action (the “we” of the governance field) [2,24,25,26].



At a policy level, the above two theories could be complemented by the idea of inherent urban, current, and auspicated cultural formulae [27]. Within this range, the two extremes are defined through the main cultural schemas, imagined to be bordered by a “persistent cultural preconception status” and a “post-Anthropocene auspicated “we”.” Between them, the commons are playing a crucial role in the politics of conviviality, urban resilience, and environmental sustainability, as “communing” toward resilience could be the key to sustainable and inclusive urban development [28,29]. It is “not just about learning about how humans and animals cope on their own with living in the city, but rather a program with a transformative ambition of becoming-together. It purports to reassemble both ecologies as urban and cities as ecological through the conceptualization of urban inhabitants as always—already entangled and more-than-human; more-than-animal; more-than-plant…complex assemblages, mutually affecting and affected by their fields of becoming” [22] (p. 120). A sustainable city, as considered in the context of our analysis, should be a place of cohabitation in the face of intense differences [30], and where even more people claim the necessity of a new more-than-human sensibility as well as policies for urban multispecies conviviality [22].



In order to deeply understand the interpretative capacity of both theoretical frameworks (Ostrom and neo-materialist), the authors observed and decoded an urban commons’ experience (governance or assemblages) and its contribution to a sustainable city: the Lido Pola Commons in Naples.



The following text is arranged in three main sections corresponding to the research process, anticipated by the rationale and research protocol. The theoretical setting Section 3 introduces the two epistemological theories and the resulting theoretical coding of the relationships–results commons dynamic. Section 4 is dedicated to the testing phase, in which the researchers collected a case study context description and the narrative of experiencing a codesigning civic lab. The discussion Section 5 illustrates the main pivots of the internal/external validation of the case study results. Finally, the conclusions summarize theoretical and practical evidence, adding some policy implications.




2. Research Protocol


This paper is part of a research process in which an interdisciplinary group of scholars based in Naples within the Institute of Research on Innovation and Services for Development (IRISS) of the National Research Council of Italy (CNR) started reflecting from different perspectives on the experience of commons and the community’s initiatives embedded in urban regeneration processes [31,32,33,34,35,36,37].



By engaging communities and interpreting networks related to different topics emerged the need of filling a gap regarding tools for understanding the overlapping of the growing shared experiences and informal community initiatives with the hierarchical systems of rules embedded in urban planning and governance models [38,39,40]. The debate on evolutionary planning and the need to redefine forms and outcomes of participatory processes within urban regeneration initiatives encourages us to increasingly refine the theoretical horizon and operational toolkit [41]. No less crucial is the need to implement new approaches and procedures for assessing the social impacts of planning choices, so as to include the multiple variables at stake and promote territorial cohesion actions [42,43]. Observing how local tangible and intangible resources have been exploited within spontaneous initiatives in which neighborhood residents share a stake in informal agreements encouraged reflection on performative implications of the urban commons [14,44].



The emerging research gap can be summarized as the need of enhancing conceptualization and defining tools for understanding the commons agency capacity, considering their multidimensional nature and the multiplicity of different experiences included under the umbrella of sharing common resources.



Figure 1 summarizes the research protocol that—in a continuous feedback process—addresses the issues and challenges of commons governance, combining incursions into current experiences and reinterpretations of established theories. Observing the dynamics and contributing to the current debate, the research group focuses on the commons relational ability within an inclusive governance model and policy design context.



For this purpose, the article explores and discusses the urban commons agency capacity by developing a new theory based on the combination of Ostrom’s model and a hybrid neo-materialist-based approach. The theoretical setting has been designed through two interpretative keys: Ostrom’s idea of sustainability and the recent hybrid neo-materialist urban and organizational theoretical path grounded within the Metzger–Barad–Latour analyses. The resulting theoretical coding has been built extracting the relational modes from the combined theories.



As per the complexity of both the object of the study and the peculiarities of the internal dynamics and external relations of each experience, the research group has chosen to set a testing phase of theoretical coding within a purposefully selected commons experience. The case selection criteria refer to a relationality that addresses internal collaborative forms of the commons community domain and the exploration of relationships with the urban institutional framework and other players in the area.



To do so, the authors have chosen an experience that—in collaboration with a network of researchers and other territorial players—they are conducting on the Lido Pola commons in Naples, southern Italy. The empirical analysis benefits from long-lasting research experience on the area and a more recent action-research process aimed at codesigning a civic living lab (cf. Section 4). The turning point of the experience is the opening of the community to a collaboration with researchers and institutions to participate in funding calls that support civic and educational activities in the community. This process offers the opportunity of understanding the internal/external relational modes for a successful commons experience by applying to the case the theoretical relational coding presented in Section 3.3.



The expected result of the testing phase is the validation of the theoretical coding to be applied in understanding the relational modes as part of a novel dynamic governance model of the commons, thus contributing to enhancing a participatory policy design by raising awareness regarding social intra/interactions.



Each research phase includes a validation step and feedback, and during follow-up it will benefit on the one hand from a return on theories, introducing new elements, and on the other, from a public consensus on the definition of a relational and dynamic governance model of the commons.




3. Theoretical Setting


3.1. Ostrom and the Urban in Making “Regulatory Slippage”


The polycentric governance of common pool resources (CPRs), such as watersheds, fisheries, forests, grazing lands, land tenure and use, wildlife, and village organization [45], has been at the core of Elinor Ostrom’s eminent research contribution since the end of the last century. In Ostrom’s model, CPRs are a resource that appropriators can use, and whilst doing so, they diminish its value. No fish caught or tree felled is available for anyone else any longer. In this way, CPRs have a crucial feature: their substantial subtractability. To contrast Hardin’s ideas about the resources-in-common tragic ends, Ostrom organizes a successful third way of governing the commons based on institutional rules, where commoners would have focused all their efforts on organizing themselves voluntarily better than the Hardin’s herdsman would. While leaving the assumptions of (limited) rationality and self-interest untouched, she worked on the central role of institutional rules. In this, she was driven by the results obtained from a large number of empirical studies.



Following these ideas, the CPR case is well represented by a model in which self-evident resource (object) could be used and exploited by its appropriator (subject). In this form, it has been translated into urban studies for many years. Therefore, from this perspective, Foster was uncritically concerned about urban commons for free riding behaviors [46]. In addition, for this author, there was the crucial role of managerial capabilities in the commons models, but enforced by the word “collaborative”.



In terms of the widespread interest, felt within urban contexts, of privatized public spaces and the gap, Foster saw the reciprocal interest—among government agencies and other stakeholders—in collaborative management of urban commons, recognized as “regulatory slippage”. “[…] the tragedy of the urban commons unfolds during periods of “regulatory slippage” when the level of local government oversight and management of the resource significantly declines, leaving the resource vulnerable to expanded access by competing users and uses. Overuse or unrestrained competition in the use of these resources can quickly lead to congestion, rivalry, and resource degradation. Tales abound in cities across the country of streets, parks, and vacant land that were once thriving urban spaces but have become overrun dirty, prone to criminal activity, and virtually abandoned by most users” [46] (p. 57). Based on these statements, urban commons always work if in cooperation with local authorities. This cooperation (in both the modular forms of bonding or bridging) is the base or the precondition for sustainable commons governance in Ostrom’s inherent meaning.



The loss of effective regulation is what provides incentive for both citizens and governing bodies to find new means of addressing governance. Implications of these ideas about the centrality of cooperation in commons governance are relative to the need to conduct a balancing act so as not to crowd out civic engagement by excessive governmental presence, yet maintaining enough governmental control to avoid pitfalls of collective management, such as lack of accountability [46,47].




3.2. Metzger–Barad–Latour (M–B–L) Discourse about Urban Commons Relationality and Governance


An intense scientific debate about the urban version of Ostrom’s CPRs started since urban theorists began to recall and claim the relational nature of urban resources.



This approach can be traced back: when Ebenezer Howard and Una Stubbs developed the classical contribution of the urban theory represented in Garden Cities of Tomorrow (1902), in which they argued for another way of considering urban resources. What made urban resources (for example, a building) valuable is not in the bricks and mortar, but in the proximity to other buildings and the density of activities and services unfolding between them. Urban resources within this view are depicted by relations and no more considered subtractable in the use. Thus, and contra Ostrom’s and Foster’s subsequent model, commons are a relational phenomenon in cities, and this implies that urban commons do not revolve around the problem of free-riding [21].



Such modes of “collectivity” in the city considered by urban theorists and sociologists (see, for example, Wirth [48] and Simmel [49]) differentiate sources of human characters in the city. Following these authors, it is not only the city that provides stages for its inhabitants; rather, the inhabitants result from the conditions of city life. On the wave of these ideas, Susser and Tonnelat [50] proposed an alternative discussion about urban commons, adopting an important observation: the commons are far from being a resource awaiting deployment—the city constitutes its subjects. In particular, “urban commons are not simply out there, waiting to be exploited; rather, they must first be produced and then constantly reproduced” [51] (p. 12).



By sharing the need to bypass Ostrom’s ontological divide between subject–object, commoner–commons, and human–nonhuman, further analyses on urban commons have claimed that—more than an alternative conceptual solution—there is a substantial need to deconstruct the commons notion. This deconstruction would be driven by the need to recognize that any neat separation of “commons” on one hand and “commoners” on the other involves what philosopher Karen Barad calls an “agentic cut,” and as such, bears with it “an undisavowable ethico-political burden of responsibility to attend to the effects of any such enactment of ordering categories” [1] (p. 22).



Beyond overcoming the classical ontological divide, the new discourse about urban commons, following the neo-materialist Barad’s approach, would have been focused eminently on another kind of causality, no more a linear one in research on new forms of agency, and in finding new positioning for responsibility and accountability issues. Starting from these points would be a new challenge to discuss commons borders, where the problem was no more to know the number of (inevitable) exclusions, but to have knowledge of specific exclusions and responsibility to perpetually contest and rework the boundaries.



Thus, the approach includes both the agential realism of Barad and Latour’s social constructivism where the social practices are generally considered full of meaning and creativity. The shared incipit is about our need to accept Latour’s eminent suggestion to look at the fundamental environmental and social crisis issues in terms of localized actioning [52].



In order to come away from the representationalist idea of reality, Barad’s “agential realism” approach focuses on physics and arguments that deal with diffraction rather than reflection. “A diffractive reading of the insights from feminism, queer theory and science studies, crossing their perspectives, implies thinking about the social and scientific in a revealing way” [4] (p. 803). She therefore proposes an elaboration of the concept of performativity in a materialist, naturalist, and posthuman sense that dutifully recognizes matter as an active part of the world’s becoming in its continuous intra-activity.



To have a theoretical code for intra-activity in our research context, an excursion within scientific studies looking at the entanglement notion from quantum physics could be recommended. Leaving at another work the mission of getting on the specific insights, we can recall that to the early definition of quantum entanglement, introduced by Schrödinger in 1933, a great deal of research was made, since Einstein, and not only, who worked about the two bodies’ spatial distance (cfr. EPR paradox) or about the two bodies’ conjoint measurement and inherent correlations.



To progress the concept in our context, we could see entanglement as a particular kind of connection between two entities in which it is difficult setting borders between the two, where it will be difficult to say where the first finishes and the second begins, as they would be interconnected in the same conceptual space. Thus, in urban commons practices it could correspond to a new relationality through intra-actioning. The already known dimension of interaction (bonding and bridging), captured by relational data that define all the connotations of relationality (geographical distance, number of participants, causes and results), is added to or replaced by the dynamic of intra-action, i.e., of conducting actions together, also physically distant, although in discourse, the process underlying decision-making is structurally altered. In this way, the dynamics of “consensus-based decision-making” that are inherent to the commons community are conveyed into the decision-making process [53,54]. Consensus building through meeting and talking is a complex practice, characterized by long periods of time and constant commitment, which can produce a sense of liberation and fulfilment involving actors both individually and collectively. The latter are invited to expound their own opinions as well as to listen to those of others in a dynamic that, as opposition emerges, pushes for argumentation, the acceptance of disagreement and the coordination of positions that have emerged, even if in conflict with each other. For the purposes of empirical analysis, therefore, the capturing of relationship data becomes in turn a complex process aimed at capturing emerging and informal ties and then at narrating, for example, the construction of decisions as they come about.




3.3. Theoretical Coding


According to both theories, the relational models are the foundation of a successful management of the commons able to overcome the issues of an unlimited extraction of resources, free riding, and revisiting boundaries. Table 1 introduces the foundations of sustainable commons governance highlighted by the analysis of both theories.



The Ostrom approach has been summarized on the first line, extracting the interactions within a micro-situational level of analysis embedded in a broader socioecological system based on direct causal links and feedbacks in terms of relational modes and governance scenarios. The concepts of bonding and bridging are included within the broader topic of social capital. The latter is understood as the structure of relationships among people that foster cooperation and the production of material and symbolic values. The distinction between the two types of relationships can be traced back to Mark Granovetter’s [55] seminal work on embeddedness and the network approach, which is mainly used to access the topic of social capital from an economic perspective. Although there are a number of overlaps between the two concepts, one can refer to bonding as an exclusive, closed type of relationship characterized by strong ties and formed between people who are similar. This type of relationship tends towards isolation and is limited to reinforcing already existing ties, whereas bridging can refer to an inclusive, open type of relationship characterized by weak ties and formed among people with different characteristics. This type of relationship allows one to look outwards by acquiring information and advantages outside the network to which one belongs.



The M–B–L approach, included in the second line, goes beyond the human–nonhuman divide, modeling the tangible and intangible urban dynamics by ecologizing the urban commons. Although a concept ascribed to quantum physics, entanglement has acquired its own authority in the social sciences to explain more profoundly how relationships between two components can work. It starts from the assumption that each of us is entangled with every human and nonhuman with whom we come into contact and with whom we share a meaningful experience. Specifically, the entanglement is a relationship in which the “components,” be they social groups, individuals, places, ideas or discourse, cyborgs, animals, or mechanical devices, are closely linked and intertwined in such a way that they don not forget their own counterpart.



While the first theory emphasizes a relational model of bridging and/or bonding that follows an a priori defined system of cooperation rules, in the neo-materialist approach, the authors agree to focus on a relational model based on entanglement. The latter is mainly rooted in entangling modes, favoring also the emotional relationship between the players, resulting in more inclusivity.



The following table has been designed in order to capture the complexity of human–nonhuman relationships within the urban environment as well as to push forward a renewed vision of the commons for a sustainable collective governance model.





4. Testing Phase


In the framework of this disembodied vision of the commons as relational system, the authors purposely selected a case to be studied in order to test the interpretative synopsis. Antecedent to this choice, there is the direct involvement of members of the research group in the Permanent Citizen Observatory of Urban Commons1. Although there is deep reciprocal knowledge, our observational position with respect to the local commons is, for many reasons, of external third.



The selection criteria have been highlighted in the research protocol (cf. Section 2), including the following requirements: the urban scale, the presence of commons recognized through a system of rules or through the spontaneous commitment of a composite community of social actors, and, finally the opening of a new phase of dialogue with external institutional subjects for accessing funding opportunities and improving the supply of services for the communities involved. According to these premises, the experience of the civic community known under the Lido Pola Commons (Lido Pola Bene Comune) definition has been identified as an analysis framework. The community of Lido Pola has shared with the research group a turning point in their experiences by developing a transformative process inspired by an action-research model [57]. The latter criterion is critical in terms of allowing the identification of an observation framework that is open to dialogue and exchange. The selected case offers the opportunity to test the theoretical coding in order to understand the intermingling among the relational structure and the governance model.



The Lido Pola community established its geographical location in Bagnoli, a beautiful but depleted neighborhood on the west coast of Naples characterized by a long history (1903–1992) of production and withdrawal of a heavy metallurgy plant. This makes the community a potential hinge between environmental and social ecosystems and an ideal place to experiment with an ecosystem for innovation.



The experience is presented in narrative form, starting with a section dedicated to set the context in terms of planning overlapping in the area and in terms of evolutionary process of the community as a whole since its constitution in 2016. The crucial turning point runs from October 2021 to June 2022, when the Lido Pola community, established through an informal (illegal) occupation turned into an urban commons recognized by the local authorities and decided to start submitting applications for public funding. This transition in thinking and the related actions represent a challenge in terms of revisiting the informality, thus maintaining an inclusive and horizontal way of interacting. The survival of the informal community with porous and variable borders, beyond the public funding and an intense social intra-action construction, will reveal a successful outcome in terms of urban sustainability. The expected results of the application of the theoretical coding (Table 1) are the understanding of relational modes experienced within the following experience.



The timeline in Figure 2 illustrates the interaction among the researchers, the study area, and the Lido Pola Commons on the one hand and the main institutional steps of the planning process in the area on the other, in order to better understand the transition from the active observation [58] to the embedded action research [57]. The authors’ positioning with respect to the Lido Pola Commons in Naples is evolutive in itself. It started (2015–2019) as an external third, then (2019–2021) become an institutional bond, and finally (2021–today) it became a kind of entanglement formed by direct and indirect reciprocal participation. The narrative of the research experience in progress in the area aims at identifying and systematizing relational modes within the theoretical coding scheme.



4.1. Materials and Timing


The area in which Lido Pola is located is characterized by significant environmental, social and economic fragility, with the Bagnoli district at the center of a decades-long demand for regeneration following the process of withdrawal and reconversion of the former industrial area that is still unfinished. The environmental rehabilitation of the brownfield left by the former industrial settlements has been the focus of the public investments and the institutional debate, leaving little room for discussing thoroughly the local demands of regeneration. The geomorphological, environmental, economic, social and cultural characteristics of the area have produced the overlapping of planning tools at different levels and sectors. The area is also included in the Programme for Environmental Restoration and Urban Regeneration (PRARU, 2019) and the former (PUA, 2005) Urban Plan Implementation. A short circuit among planning and decision-making processes accompanied by a lack of (or barely formal) listening campaign of the demands and priorities of the local communities generated mistrust and the need for emancipation, redemption and resistance [32,59]. The incompleteness of the Bagnoli brownfield regeneration and reconversion process, at the center of the city and national political debate, has generated deep fractures in the civic, democratic, social and economic structure of the area. The progressive impoverishment of the area put young people in the position of leaving or being exposed to social risk factors such as school dropouts, poor employment opportunities and the presence of organized crime in various forms.



In this framework, the self-established collective Bancarotta 2.0 occupied in May 2013 the Lido Pola building on the Bagnoli waterfront, after more than 20 years of abandonment and progressive degradation. The former restaurant and beach club, active between the 1960s and 1990s, during the period of maximum industrialization of the Flegrean Area (Figure 3), was dilapidated when the community started a process of reappropriation of the abandoned building. The aim of the occupation was to prevent it from being transformed into an affluent tourist location, depriving the local communities of a place for connecting and building capacity, self-awareness and community engagement.



The original collective evolved into the community of Lido Pola, recognized as an urban common by the city of Naples with Resolution 446/2016, and took on a management and impulse role for local development through asset valorization and territorial animation activities. This formal recognition of the public interest role of community activities within a dilapidated building under the umbrella concept of commons started a unique living laboratory of emancipation and self-organization, thus being designated a district civic facility.



In years of activism, since 2016, the Lido Pola Commons community has developed consolidated experience in activities and processes related to citizen science and the active engagement of citizens in urban transformation processes and environmental issues monitoring (Figure 4). Multiple public science outreach initiatives have been promoted, triggering the debate between researchers and local society on the topics of environmental science, both marine and geological, landscape protection, urban planning, social leadership, waste management, the use of chemicals in agriculture, and many others. The activists of the commons (the commoners), by activating various forms of collaboration with students and professionals from different disciplinary fields, developed several proposals regarding refurbishment and reuse of areas and infrastructures surrounding the main building.



The community also promoted citizen-led environmental monitoring activities, with the aim of implementing a process of collective self-protection involving the inhabitants of the neighborhood.



In line with the activities carried out, the community actively participates in the Popular Observatory for the Reclamation of Bagnoli, a consultative body recognized by the redevelopment public agency Invitalia and engaged in technical analysis and public awareness throughout the process of land reclamation and environmental cleanup in the area.




4.2. The Turning Point: Producing Ecosystemic Urban Commons


The turning point in the Lido Pola Commons experience dates back at the end of 2021, when a researcher in physics (a National Research Council CNR high-level executive and current institute director) shared with the community the dream of establishing a research center on marine sciences and environmental technologies on the seaside, restoring for this purpose the Lido Pola building. With the authors, he proposed to the Lido Pola community a collaboration for the creation of an unusual initiative: apply for funding within the PNRR (National Recovery and Resilience Plan, implementing the Next Generation EU), developing the project of a public–civic lab codesigned experience that would be considered a sui generis urban regeneration process2. The Polo Litoraneo di innovazione per l’Ambiente marino e la Resilienza Sociale—PoLARS project aims to establish an experimental research center in the Lido Pola building. Thus, there are reasons to consider the PoLARS a unique unprecedented experience of partnership between public institutions and urban commons (the whole project’s partners were the institutes IRISS, ISASI, ISMAR, ISPC, INM, INO, and IBBR of the National Research Council (CNR) based in Naples, the university consortium CoNisMA (Science of the Sea), the National Institute of Geophysics and Volcanology (INGV), and the City of Naples; and three social associations—Quadrifoglio Società Cooperativa Sociale, Associazione Caracol and Associazione Jolie Rouge APS, representing the commoners of Lido Pola, and finally the Città della Scienza—Idis Foundation). At the time of writing this article, the project had reached the score for approval, but failed to obtain funding. The PoLARS project, in addition to constituting a scientific research pole, aims to enhance and enrich the abovementioned experience of the commoners of Lido Pola by establishing a constant synergic relationship between them and the researchers from different scientific disciplines, including engineering, architecture, urban planning, economics, marine science and technology, physics, geophysics, volcanology, optics and sensor technology.



The objective pursued is to foster sharing experiences between the research and social actors, in order to put their different skills and knowledge at the service of citizenship, enhancing the collaboration and participation of citizens on environmental issues, public health and the monitoring and management of natural resources, and finally ensuring constant communication and dissemination on a local, metropolitan, regional and national scale.



The initiative is therefore based on the construction of a shared vocabulary that can enable communication and action together. Since October 2021, the PoLARS partners have worked together to prepare the PNRR funding request. The dialogue process, punctuated by interaction events, some internal to the partnership and others open to the local community, began at the stage of building the project team. The sharing of intentions and goals and ways to effectively achieve them was ensured through open and inclusive activities, such as online partnership meetings, interdisciplinary and thematic working groups, survey forms and data collection questionnaires administered online through the city commons network, local community networks and the scientific community.



The collaborative process made use of engagement and co-assessment protocols flowed into the construction of project choices and the identification of social, economic and environmental impacts through the drafting of a cost–benefit analysis based on EU models3.



In the constellation of initiatives generated by the PoLARS intra-action, which can refer to a real process of institutional creativity [60], the experience of Pint of Science Italy 2022 and the launch of a cycle of scientific seminars also fits in. Finally, the community succeeded in obtaining funding within the national competition Creative Living Lab IV Edition, with the submission of another funding application. The project LP2 Lido Pola Permanent Lab” was promoted, this time directly by the community through a social promotion association and with a partnership that retains the majority of the extended community (Lido Pola and CNR researchers). The aims of this project for the most part follow those pursued by PoLARS (i.e., the activation of a participatory planning process for the neighborhood and aimed at urban regeneration initiatives), finally finding concrete implementation (Figure 5).





5. Results and Discussion


Prior to the discussion of the evidence, it seems essential to clarify that our idea is not proposing a sort of theoretical hierarchy based on the two models’ interpretative strength. Differences, as known, lie in the ways of classifying crucial commons governance structure and effectiveness. On one side, solutions are in institutional rules produced to overcome resource overuse, while on the other, they (solutions) are declined through adopting a new ecological sensibility, which “simultaneously takes life-engendering entanglements of local and planetary symbiotic mutualism” [1] (p. 39). Accordingly, the major differences between the two theories concerning urban commons governance and the ways of assuming access responsibilities revolve around relational modes.



What emerges from the practical experience, conducted on the relational behavior of a civic community extended by the inclusion of actors/groups pertaining to the world of research (CNR and University), is that different forms of relationality can coexist and play a different role in the construction of urban sustainability, as defined by Hinchliffe and Whatmore in 2017 [22].



From the narrative data reporting the experience of the Lido Pola community and the new experience of “becoming together,” communities (Lido Pola and researchers), through the collaboration activated with the PoLARS Project and then continued (despite the failure of PoLARS funding) with other successful activities and projects, the relational diversity in the ways and results obtained emerges. It will concur, directly or indirectly, to form the governance capacity for urban sustainability.



Confronting the column on the far right dedicated to results in Table 2, there are several elements that can contribute to the construction of a governance for a sustainable city. In particular, among the activities that generate a more aware citizenship about environmental problems and a more inclusive, and therefore closer to an urban sustainability objective, there are the entanglement relations involving the Lido Pola community, the students of the neighborhoods, and the experts, in particular, through the activities carried out together with citizenship (civic desk, self-advocacy/help activities, citizen science or those involving codesign and co-assessment) and in any case reported in lines 1, 3, 4, 7 and 8.



The intra-action activated between the actors of the project, i.e., between the two communities, that of the scientists and the inhabitants of the Lido Pola Commons, reproduced the aforementioned dynamics of “consensus-based decision-making” (considered entanglements), including the scientific community in the collaborative decision-making process of the commons. The osmosis between social- and hard-science researchers and the community allows a mutual learning process and triggers new opportunities for the valorization of scientific results and knowledge transfer on the one hand and promotes greater social awareness of environmental challenges on the other. In addition, commons activities, which are usually aimed at social inclusion and the monitoring of problems affecting the area, will be enriched in the dialogue with researchers.



The centrality of citizenship in the production and dissemination of expert knowledge becomes the keystone in the formulation of strategic choices for territorial development and in restoring (or generating from the ground up) a constructive dialogue between institutions and territorial communities. The experiments conducted in this “presidium” of open access knowledge will contribute to the formation and transfer of knowledge and capacity building, both with reference to the productive world (patents and start-ups of local initiative) and to the construction of conscious choices by communities (smart communities, energy communities, participatory decision-making processes).



No less important, insofar as they are oriented towards achieving inclusion objectives, are the activities carried out through the formal collaborative relations between the community and the administration, which take the form of maintaining dialogue between the two poles. The numerous meetings between delegated groups of the two parties, as well as the exchange of emails and telephone calls make up the “red line” of this interaction (see lines 2, 5 and 6).



Finally, an interesting implication concerns relational modes and policy design in the urban commons field. As seen, social relationships, under the finite cover of bonding and bridging modes, can be easily recognized and thus regulated, while relationship as entanglement escapes by its nature the same possibility. Thus, it can be included among the indirect policy tools.



At the same time, as emerged from the empirical analysis, it is the relationship through entanglement (intra-actioning) of the most crucial relational mode in guarantee social inclusion and appreciable results. These are expressed in terms of allowing the commons to have a durable life and in also achieving public funding.




6. Conclusions and Follow-Up


This article is a research contribution to the nature of inter- and intra-actioning commons relationships. The main evidence has been presented by a picture of the preconditions for sustainable commons governance, along with the ways that urban social inter- or intra-actioning (i.e., respectively bonding, bridging, and entangling) contribute to it.



Acknowledging the research gap in terms of the lack of methodologies for interpreting urban commons performative issues and implications, we have reconsidered the migration of the commons concept from the natural to the urban context. Starting from the Ostrom-led theoretical framework, the successful experiences developed within the natural environment are less convincing if applied in an urban environment. Foster’s application of Ostrom’s theory encourages an interpretation of urban zoning and spatial planning as a system of rules for institutionalizing the commons [61]. This approach, ruled by the need for institutionalization, has been challenged by the practices developed in different areas as well as by the debate developed in different social arenas [62]. More widely, the taken-for-granted ontological divide between subjects–objects, humans–nonhumans, resources–extractors, and commoners–commons remained substantially unquestioned within the specific commons literature.



In this field, the relationship variable and the ways in which it is managed is explicative. Between the two frameworks, there are the emerging interpretative keys for understanding (and capturing) social relationships. The modes of bonding, bridging (more in the Ostrom–Foster vein), and entangling (from the B-M-L approach), all concur, also if differently, as part of a single evolutionary path towards a common outcome of urban sustainability, opening to informality.



The resulting combined theoretical setting has been tested within the Lido Pola Commons, already included in an action-research process developed by the authors with a network of researchers, social enterprises, associations and institutions, with the aim of promoting sustainable and inclusive urban regeneration in the area. The codesign experience [63,64] the commoners are developing with researchers, communities and institutional players outlines an interesting arena for observation and fieldwork. By stepping aside and observing this practice, we considered it the best option to test the theoretical setting. Not only does the Lido Pola community meets the case selection criteria, but the turning point outlined in Section 4.2 offers useful insight into multidimensional and multilevel relationships.



The testing phase confirmed the rationale for the novel theoretical setting and encouraged us to step ahead in two intertwined directions. At the conceptual level, future development of the work could study the time variable in analyzing urban commons performative implications, by including the phenomenology of intersubjectivity in order to develop an interpretation of multifaceted relationships developed within each commons expression. In this analytical setting, the discourse could imply the diffraction from new M–B–L materialism to Levinas alterity [65]. The latter, following the main self-recognition issue, can give an interesting addition to the analytical tool set “phenomenology of intersubjectivity”.



The main follow-up regards policy design implications about relational differences and their contribution to create urban sustainable-inclusive contexts. More than further discussing the regulatory slippage, it could be fruitful to address the issue of abandonment of public spaces and buildings. In these contexts, where the free-riding threat can be avoided, it is possible to exploit the inner sense of collectivity and the need for regeneration and accessible public spaces as part of the classic omnia sunt communia idea in our cities. The circular research process, in which theories and practices trigger mutual learning, encompasses the themes of social cohesion, urban regeneration, informal economics and the redefinition of the boundaries of public realm.



The next step of the research process is to further explore the relationships among internal and external agents in order to overcome the conflicting dualities of commoner–institution and informality–regulation, in order to seek an adaptive commons governance model.



A deep understanding of the commons’ relational modes under the pressure of an urban transformative process can be the turning point for experimenting with a “dynamic institutionalization” in defining the governance model of these complex and vibrant entities.
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Notes


	
1

	

The Permanent Citizen Observatory of the Commons of the City of Naples is a participatory consultative body, appointed by the Mayor through a public notice aimed at involving people who are competent but also personally active in participatory processes and the commons in Naples and beyond (Available online: https://commonsnapoli.org/en/new-institutions/citizen-observatory/, accessed on 15 January 2023). For more details on the political-institutional nature of the Observatory, see [56].






	
2

	

This experience is part of a collaborative process that partly led to participation in the Expression of Interest “Ecosystems of Innovation in Southern Italy” (Cohesion Agency, Public Notice—Decree 204/2021).






	
3

	

Available online: https://space-economy.esa.int/article/84/a-closer-look-at-the-european-commissions-guide-to-cost-benefit-analysis-of-investment-projects, accessed on 30 December 2022.
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Figure 1. Research protocol (source: authors’ elaboration). 
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Figure 2. Research timeline: from active observation to action research in the Bagnoli district, focusing on the Lido Pola Commons establishment and evolution (source: authors’ elaboration). 
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Figure 3. On the left, the Lido Pola location on the Bagnoli waterfront (a) within the city of Naples (b) and the metropolitan area of Naples (c). On the right, pictures of the Lido Pola building and its surroundings and the visual identity of the commons (source: authors’ elaboration from Google Hearth; Lido Pola Archive). 
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Figure 4. Some activities developed by the Lido Pola commoners and local communities and demonstrations within the Bagnoli area (source: Lido Pola and Bancarotta 2.0 Archives). 
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Figure 5. Some activities developed by the Lido Pola commoners together with the researcher group within the project PoLARS, Pint of Science initiative, and LP2 Lido Pola Permanent Lab (source: Ragozino 2022, 2023; Lido Pola archive). 
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Table 1. Relational modes and corresponding results in terms of sustainable urban governance (source: authors’ elaboration).
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Foundations of Sustainable Commons Governance

	
Relational Modes

	
Results in Term of Sustainable Urban Governance/Assemblages




	
Bonding

	
Bridging

	
Entangling






	
Ostrom (interactions within a micro-situational level of analysis embedded in a broader social-ecological system, based on direct causal link and feedback)

	
Face-to-face

	
Connecting

	

	
To be productive under specific cooperation rules (commons and local authorities)




	
M–B–L (Beyond human–nonhuman divide. Ecologizing the urban commons)

	

	

	
Participating (also emotionally)

	
To be inclusive without limits of genre, and adaptable in space and time
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Table 2. The Lido Pola Commons: relational modes and corresponding results in terms of governance for sustainable city (source: authors’ elaboration).
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Relational Modes (Agents Involved)

	
Results in Terms of Governance




	

	
Bonding

	
Bridging

	
Entangling






	
1

	

	

	
Civic desk (community and citizens)

	
Knowledge and information updating for the Lido Pola Commons community; development of proactive citizenship




	
2

	
Community collaboration with students and professionals for technical interventions in the area

	

	

	
Mutual learning in the fields: young resident education, professional self-determination, work skills




	
3

	

	

	
Community and resident self-advocacy activities

	
Increased civic awareness of the environment




	
4

	

	

	
Citizen science activities (community, experts and citizens)

	
Strengthening relations with students, citizens and experts




	
5

	

	
Dialogue between Lido Pola community and the city of Naples

	

	
Deliberations of the city of Naples for the recognition of 7 urban commons, including the Lido Pola




	
6

	
Popular Observatory for the land reclamation of Bagnoli (Lido Pola community and other commons)

	

	

	
Institutional recognition from Invitalia—National Agency for Inward Investment and Economic Development




	
7

	

	
PoLARS partnership (Lido Pola community, research, city of Naples)

	

	
Commons cohabitation by the Lido Pola community and CNR and university researchers, pooling of expertise, knowledge communication and dissemination, co-actioning to retrieve extra funds, definition of integrated visions for the final drafting of the project. including local knowledge, collective opinions, detection of alliances, obstacles and conflicts to be comanaged




	

	

	

	
Co-design and co-assessment process (Deep listening and engagement campaign, focus groups, cost-benefit and social return analysis)




	
8

	

	

	
“Living Lab” Lido Pola (Pint of Science, workshops, research meetings and LP2)

	
Obtaining funding from the Italian Ministry of Culture
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