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It has been widely recognized that the contemporary University 
is now, maybe more than ever, integrated into capitalist cir-
cuits of production.1 Critics often characterize this develop-
ment in terms of “the corporatization of the University” and 
identify the rapidly expanding administrative class as capital’s 
key facilitator in the colonization of higher education.2 This 
narrative of the University as a “public good” besieged by cor-
porate capital and its administrative handmaiden is a fairly 
common way of describing the contemporary state of higher 
education. While the claim that “the Administration” is di-
rectly complicit with the corporatization of higher education 
carries a lot of weight, these arguments—and the political 
struggles drawn from them—often ignore the ways in which 
capital’s management of the University has diversified far be-
yond the administration. Today, the project of transforming 
the University for the purposes of capitalist accumulation 
does not rest solely on the shoulders of university administra-
tion but increasingly depends upon the active participation of 
undergraduate and graduate students, tenured, non-tenured 
and adjunct faculty, and staff. Failure to recognize the par-
ticipatory management of the University means that anti-
capitalist, pro-labor and social justice activists often ignore 
the frontline of capital’s takeover of the University—namely, 
where University becomes integrated with capital’s value prac-
tices. We argue that political analyses and strategies focusing 
on “the Administration” as the fixed, identifiable location of 
capital’s intensification in higher education have allowed anti-
capitalist struggles within the University to be outflanked by 
capital’s strategies of participatory management. 

Our paper moves away from the narrative of a struggle 
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between “the Administration” and a group of students, faculty, and staff defend-
ing the University against the corporations. Such a narrative not only presents the 
administration as the sole transformative force within higher education but also 
entrusts the resistance to corporatization to a besieged group of campus activists. 
While it might be a useful short-term mobilizing strategy, the “corporatization of 
the University” narrative can only conceptualize anti-capitalist struggles within the 
University as defensive.

This paper, in contrast, recasts the corporatization narrative (and its resistances) 
as an ongoing struggle between productions of enclosure and commons. Commons 
are those things held collectively and used according to the non-capitalist value 
practices of a given group. Enclosure, contradistinctly, is a strategy of forcibly incor-
porating the commons into capitalist production and circulation. Enclosure of the 
University takes place when the living laborers who organize themselves in groups 
that teach, learn, research, administer, clean, service, and organize are denied con-
trol of, and are separated from, the resources necessary for their activity. Today the 
separation of living labor from control over production is not simply imposed by 
the administration on behalf of corporate interests but is co-produced through a 
strategy of enclosure called participatory management. This strategy is deployed at a 
time when the University is becoming an increasingly important site of immaterial 
production.

Recasting the corporatization of the University in terms of a struggle between 
enclosure and the production of commons has two main benefits. First, instead of 
describing capital’s hold on the University in teleological (and often depoliticizing) 
terms, the theory of enclosure and commons highlights the ways in which capi-
tal’s involvement in the University operates through constant feedback cycles that 
shift between phases of conflict, struggle, co-optation, and disciplinary integration. 
Furthermore, since capital continually faces opposition, the contemporary University 
should be thought of as taking its form from both capital and resistances to capital. 
Second, the framings of enclosure and commons make visible the utopian moments 
already existing across the University; commons already exist in classrooms, depart-
ments, research groups, labor unions, and student organizations. We identify these 
already existing commons in order to suggest that, to avoid co-optation, these points 
of resistance and struggle need to be organized into common projects that deliber-
ately confront capital. We see this article as a contribution towards the development 
of a political strategy aimed at building commons within the University. 

We have chosen to draw heavily from our experiences at the University of 
Minnesota, not only because we have knowledge and investment in this particular 
site but also, theoretically, because we recognize that every site of struggle is singular. 
While a large and critical literature on “the University” already exists, we believe it is 
politically important to hold the abstraction of “the University” and the singularity of 
the University of Minnesota in productive tension. Abstractions like “the University” 
are important in formulating a general critique but must be modified when used to 
politically engage within particular struggles containing particular dynamics and dif-
ficulties. Therefore, in this paper, we treat the University of Minnesota not as a “case” 
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but as a particular site of struggle that might offer useful insights to anti-capitalist 
struggles on other campuses. Therefore, in referring to “the University,” we let the 
reader decide whether this term refers to the University of Minnesota in particular, 
or whether these arguments resonate with their own experiences. We also recognize 
that there exist many differences between universities, private colleges, state colleges, 
for-profit universities, community colleges, professional schools, and other institu-
tions of post-secondary education. We hope that the abstraction of “the University” 
can highlight general tendencies across these different post-secondary institutions, 
while recognizing the uniqueness of each site of struggle. 

This paper has four sections. First, we develop a general theory of commons and 
enclosures. We then use the concepts of commons and enclosure to describe two 
strategies used by capital to colonize the University: divided governance and partici-
patory management. We then offer examples of how, at the University of Minnesota, 
participatory management has reinforced divided governance through an institu-
tional restructuring with the cooperation of students, faculty, staff, and administra-
tors. And, finally, we conclude with two examples of how a theory of commons and 
enclosure might help develop more effective strategies for anti-capitalist struggles 
within the University. 

Commons and Enclosures 
The concepts of commons and enclosure have a long tradition in Marxist theory. 
Marx uses “the commons” to refer to land over which people, the commoners, exer-
cise certain rights such as farming and cattle grazing.3 The enclosure of these com-
mons took place by feudal lords’ “forcible driving of the peasantry from the land … 
and by the usurpation of the common lands” legitimated by parliamentary “Acts for 
enclosure of the Commons.”4 These enclosures created a population of “free work-
ers” separated “from the objective conditions of [their labor’s] realization – from 
the means of labor and the material of labor.”5 While some interpreters of Marx 
view this process as a historical stage between feudalism and capitalism, others have 
argued that capital perpetuates enclosure in order to continually destroy insurgent 
non-capitalist ways of life thereby constituting its subjects through “its inscription 
in laws, codes of behavior, and habits.”6 Massimo de Angelis, for example, argues 
that the enclosure of the commons is not simply a historical stage but a continual 
precondition for capitalist accumulation which needs to “forcibly separate people 
from whatever access to social wealth they have which is not mediated by competi-
tive markets and money as capital.”7

Commons

The term “commons” describes things existing in associations of regulated use by 
groups of human actors—such as anarchist collectives, classroom communities, 
listserves, class-based networks, and place- and kinship-based communities. The 
term—adopted by social movements from the Zapatistas in Mexico and Landless 
Workers’ Movement in Brazil, to advocates of free education, open source comput-
ing, and open genetic codes—can potentially include anything from the objective 
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conditions for human existence (such as land, food, water, and housing) to embod-
ied skills, knowledge, and affective relationships. There are two defining features of 
commons: first, they are in a relationship of availability for use by any member of 
the human group that defines them, and second, their use is regulated by the group’s 
value practices. Following Massimo de Angelis, we understand “value practices” as: 

those actions and processes, as well as correspondent webs of relations, 
that are both predicated on a given value system and in turn (re)produce it. 
These are, in other words, social practices and correspondent relations that 
articulate individual bodies and the wholes of social bodies in particular 
ways. This articulation is produced by individual singularities discursively 
selecting what is ‘good’ and ‘bad’ within a value system and actually acting 
upon this selection. This action in turn goes through feedback mechanisms 
across the social body in such a way as to articulate social practices and 
constitute anew these ‘goods’ and ‘bads’ or, given the nature of the feedback 
mechanisms, to set a limit to these ‘goods’ and ‘bads’.8

Through complex, feedback-looping processes the singular members of the group 
collectively decide how the commons should be used.9

The commons are distributed differently than things organized under capitalist 
logic where all things are potential property whose value is determined by the mar-
ket. A key distinction exists between the commons and private or public property. 
Commons are things under general collective ownership by a group whose value 
practices regulate their use. While not necessarily regulated by the logic of the mar-
ket, public property differs from the commons because it is subsumed under the 
laws of a State, i.e., a hierarchical, centralized power with a claim to a monopoly on 
legitimate violence within its territory. Furthermore, public property—such as parks, 
roads, welfare programs and public schooling—is often developed by the State to 
foster the accumulation of capital, to address various crises of capital, or in response 
to organized political demands. Private property also depends upon the State which 
mediates potential conflicts between subjects, including the conflicts over the regu-
lation of things. The State-capitalist order relies on narratives of property, law, and 
labor to short-circuit individuals’ participation in political controversies over how 
humans and things are organized. Assertions of commons can reopen debates over 
which entities should be included in the collective and according to which value 
practices.

In a liberal schema, the political is reduced to the ready-made grouping of the 
State while the social is reduced to civil society and the economy. On the other hand, 
the natural is displaced to a realm of Nature outside of these boxes, and is incor-
porated into the social sphere through labor and commodification for circulation 
on the market. Commons cuts across this so-called “modern” division of entities 
into “political,” “natural,” and “social” worlds, because it raises controversies about 
how humans and non-humans should be associated with each other.10 Within the 
framework of commons, actors are given opportunities to use the value practices of 
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the group to grapple with those controversies concerning how best to live together. 
Yet, with the State, this opportunity is alienated from the actors and relegated to the 
reduced political space of a “representative” State. 

Enclosure

State violence short-circuits the political task of composing the collective, thereby 
enabling the “enclosure of the commons.” Marx saw the violence of primitive ac-
cumulation as taking two intertwined forms: first, the violence of expropriation, i.e., 
ripping producers away from the means of production, particularly the land, and 
second, the violence of the “bloody legislation,” i.e., legal acts and penal regimes that 
dealt with the newly property-less, “free workers” by criminalizing and controlling 
their attempts to survive as vagabonds, robbers, and beggars, thereby, forcing them 
into productive work in the new factories as part of a controlled and contained 

“working class.”11 Primitive accumulation is a transformed kind of violence, “from 
the sporadic and excessive feudal forms into the universality of law and the bour-
geois state,” and it “disappears into the silent compulsion of economic relations,” 
such as in the order and discipline of the factory.12 From the perspective of the value 
practices of the commons the violence of expropriation of land and criminalization 
of vagabondage appears as violent, but from the perspective of the new order of 
expanding wage relations it disappears into the “normal” working of institutions, 
states, and markets. Enclosure begins when commons are identified as a limit to 
capitalist accumulation. The group’s value practices are then destabilized through 
violent means, leading to a conflict over the re-stabilization of capitalist and non-
capitalist value practices.

Commons exist as limits to capital in two main ways. First, commons can be 
a “limit as frontier,” things enmeshed in relations of “social life that are still rela-
tively uncolonized by capitalist relations of production and modes of doing.”13 In the 
University, many academics create commons as frontiers through intra- and inter-
disciplinary research groups that facilitate the “sharing of experience, of knowledge.”14 
Some classrooms are designed to create a setting of common ownership over the 
learning experience. Other groups create web-based teaching resources, participate 
in online forums, and produce open-access journals. All of these commons are medi-
ated by communities’ value practices and are qualitatively different than the “public 
goods” regulated by the laws of the hierarchical University Administration. Public 
goods—such as infrastructure, internet access, and classroom space—can provide the 
conditions for communities to create commons, but the Administration’s State-form 
mediation distinguishes them from commons. Increasingly, various commons with-
in the University have been identified as frontiers to capital and therefore have been 
targeted by strategies to enclose them, thereby opening the University for capitalist 
accumulation. In response, groups form to fend off the enclosure of the University 
by rejecting capitalist value practices and actively creating anti-capitalist commons. 
This second form of commons poses a limit through the “political recomposition” of 
groups into collectives around their own value practices and against capital.15

When commons emerge as limits to capital—either as frontiers or as “political 
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recompositions”—subjects of the capitalist State seek to destabilize the value prac-
tices that regulate the commons. At the University, groups that do not operate ac-
cording to the logic of capitalist accumulation are often targeted as undermining the 
University’s pursuit of the illusive norm of “excellence” or as failing to recognize the 
need to make sacrifices during times of “budget crisis.” Graduate workers and faculty 
who prioritize activism, quality teaching, and/or politically engaged scholarship are 
often called out as “not serious” scholars. Graduate students who take longer than 
five years to finish are represented as deviant, lazy, or parasitic. At the University 
of Minnesota, state money has been rerouted to the salaries of administration and 
marquee faculty at the expense of unionized workers who were deemed unnecessary 
to the University’s quest for higher rankings. These acts of enclosure through the 

“silent compulsion of economic relations”16 are often accompanied by visible acts of 
violence used to further destabilize those groups actively opposing the enclosure of 
the University. At the University of Minnesota, for example, nine students opposing 
the closure of General College were arrested and charged with grand misdemeanors 
that carry a $1,000 fine and 90 days in jail, and students observing these arrests were 
maced by campus police.17

The destabilization of group formations can make actors’ worlds appear con-
troversial to them.18 Such destabilizations can draw actors’ attention to questions 
about the composition of their groups, questions that form the basis for resistance 
and struggle. By making a group’s composition once again controversial, the group’s 
boundaries, identities, purposes, anti-groups, and spokespersons can potentially be 
recomposed in ways that create new kinds of groups and commons.19 The forms 
that define groups can themselves be commons, such as the common articulations 
of identities, values, relationships, dispositions, and knowledges necessary for the 
group to work together on collective projects. In enclosure, destabilization of these 
group formations occurs through both State violence, such as the structural violence 
inherent in the University administration’s denial of resources for objective condi-
tions of living (e.g., low wages and high tuition), and its perpetuation of discourses 
that make this violence appear legitimate. 

One example of how capital has destabilized commons within the University 
is the “outsourcing” of teaching, i.e., shifting from tenure-track to contingent po-
sitions.20 Billed as an “opportunity” and as a “necessary cost-cutting measure,” the 
creation of contingent labor pools of teachers further separates academics from the 
means of production. Justified using the language of “budget crisis,” the admin-
istration has expanded differences between tenured, non-tenured and contingent 
faculty, not to mention graduate workers and the ambiguously categorized Teaching 
Specialists, thereby posing limits to the creation of open and thriving research and 
departmental commons. The professoriate is further destabilized by the elevation of 
some tenured faculty—often those who produce profitable and “useful” research—to 
the status of research “superstars,” while relegating the great majority of academics 
to teaching and administrative workhorses. However, while this enclosure of the 
professoriate as an intellectual commons is destructive in many ways, it also opens 
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up possibilities for political recomposition of academics as working-class through 
the struggle for more militant adjunct and graduate student unions.21

Another dimension of enclosure is the struggle over re-stabilization of a group’s 
relationships with regard to those things once constituted as commons. Once exist-
ing commons are destabilized, the formation of capital relations requires the re-stabi-
lization of a separation between producers and means of production. For example, in 
response to discontent concerning lower pay, declining quality of education, increas-
ing tuition, and lack of public input in the administrative process, the administration 
re-stabilizes the University’s identity through an emphasis on rankings, branding, 
school spirit, and success at sports. These discourses of “competition” stabilize the 
University as an already-unified collective, thereby neutralizing struggles between 
groups over composing the University. The identity of the University is re-stabilized 
as a single body of people working together for the same goal of prestige while 
competing with each other for limited resources to do their work. Financial insecu-
rity brought about by increased debt means that students increasingly invest in the 
University’s identity as a ticket to security through a lucrative career.22 Likewise, for 
academics, the insecurity of a precarious job market leads them to value the pres-
tige of their university as a form of academic capital. Through competitive rankings, 
the University’s “peers” become other universities and the value of the University is 
measured by its “global” status. The University becomes one firm in competition with 
other firms. This serves to further re-stabilize the University as an uncontroversial 
group formation by distancing it from the needs of those who live in proximity to 
campus.

The struggle between the stabilization of capitalist relations and the stabilization 
of the commons can potentially continue indefinitely, with oscillation and feedback 
between the different dimensions of the enclosure process. On the one hand, if the 
relationships of collective and commons re-stabilize around separations between 
the human group as “producers” and the resources as “means of production,” then 
enclosure is complete, until challenged by groups formed in opposition to this ar-
rangement. On the other hand, if the relationships re-stabilize around associations of 
the group and resources as a collective, with commons mediated by the group’s own 
value practices, then enclosure fails, until—once again—these commons become 
identified as a limit to capital and are targeted for enclosure. 

Class Struggle and Anti-Capitalist Commons

Commons become “anti-capitalist” when groups explicitly compose themselves in 
political opposition to capital, such as “class struggle,”23 “anti-capitalist,” and “com-
mons” (when defined as “limits to capital”). The political recomposition of anti-
capitalist commons takes place when group members see themselves and their ac-
tions as part of a collective working on common projects designed to create limits 
to capital.24 This is substantially different from a coalitional model of politics which 
aspires to create coalitions among a plurality of identity groups; instead of creat-
ing temporary alliances around a shared issue, the political recomposition of an-
ti-capitalist commons starts from the recognition that groups seeking to develop 



12 Creating Commons

their own value practices—be they around issues of gender, race, sexuality, kinship, 
shared activities, community, etc.—are all potentially threatened by the enclosure 
of their commons. Unions working with environmentalists, or immigrant rights 
movements aligning themselves with indigenous movements, might make impor-
tant gains around specific issues, but these alliances face strategies of destabiliza-
tion once their gains pose any significant limits to capital. Following de Angelis, we 
believe that unless these movements can posit themselves as being involved in a 
common project of creating limits to capital, and “unless the different value prac-
tices posited by these movements are able to weave themselves into self-sustaining 
social feedback processes that are alternative to the parametric center of capital’s 
value mechanism,” then there remains the very serious risk that these struggles will 
be “either repressed or assimilated into capitalism’s evolving forms.”25 As a result, an 
anti-capitalist politics must create the preconditions necessary for viewing various 
isolated struggles from the perspective of class struggle and developing an orga-
nized movement against enclosure. Groups of workers, students, or faculty within 
the University, and groups outside the boundaries of the University, can connect 
with each other to create commons that mediate their various struggles and associ-
ate them into collectives working together on projects in line with their own value 
practices and against those of capital. We hope that the argument of this article can 
help groups collectively engage in the “immaterial” labor of producing, deploying, 
and circulating political frames that motivate organized resistance to capital’s de- 
and re-stabilizing strategies of enclosure.26

Enclosure of the University
While strategies of enclosure and the resulting struggles are always historically and 
spatially situated, we offer two general narratives describing how the enclosure 
of the University has taken place. The first narrative—“divided governance”—de-
scribes how employees, students, and academics have lost their political power in 
the administration of the university.27 The second narrative depicts the intensifica-
tion of “participatory management,” i.e. the strategy for enclosing immaterial labor 
by turning University workers into self-managers.28

Divided Governance

Divided governance—the creation of a managerial class tasked to run the University 
for the faculty, students and staff—is often thought of as a natural aspect of University 
organization. However, the creation of an autonomous University “administration” 
is little more than a century old and only emerged in response to anti-capitalist 
struggles that threatened capital’s hold over the University. Prior to the 20th century, 
the University faculty governed themselves, and the administration was comprised 
of “a few trusted ‘senior’ professors.”29 The University president was drawn from 
the faculty and was the “single individual who [could] stand metaphorically for the 
University in the eyes of the world while remaining metonymically connected to the 
rest of the faculty.”30 While the management of the University was hierarchical and 
highly exclusionary of women and minorities, faculty guided decisions. In other 
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words, the University was run according to the faculty’s own value practices. The 
commons of University governance posed a limit for Fordist capital, which saw the 
University as an important training ground for the managers needed to oversee an 
ever complex and dynamic industrial economy.31

In response to business and government leaders’ attempts to influence the politi-
cal and economic course of the University, the faculty organized academic unions, 
including the Intercollegiate Socialist Society, as well as the American Association 
of University Professors (AAUP) and some disciplinary associations.32 The profes-
sional associations were easily destabilized and co-opted by the capitalist State dur-
ing the red scares of the early 20th century. On the other hand, a number of unions 
articulated themselves as oppositional forces to capital. These movements produced 
a mostly fragmented, though gradually coalescing, political recomposition around 
anti-capitalist commons. In response to these limits, subjects of the capitalist State 
deployed extra-economic means in order to enclose these commons. For example, 
they deployed direct repression (e.g., explicit threats, firings, and blacklistings) and 
discourses that created a “chill effect” against professors with pro-labor and socialist 
public engagements.33 Some of the destabilization was even the result of co-opted aca-
demics developing and deploying discursive strategies to convince others to abandon 
their struggles against capital. The enclosure of the University through the creation of 
divided governance occurred when leftist professors were forced to compromise with 
the university administration. The threat of losing their jobs and being blacklisted 
made a number of professors more willing to re-stabilize their relationship with the 
university in ways acceptable to capital. 

In 1916, the majority of the AAUP’s leadership, against the protests of their leftist 
faction, rejected unionization and pursued a different route of protection for threat-
ened academics: the institutions of tenure and a limited form of academic freedom.34 
Academics were allowed power over decision-making about the knowledge produc-
tion in their departmental, classroom, and disciplinary communities, i.e., to regulate 
decisions over curriculum, publishing, hiring, promotion, and firing. However, in 
exchange for these freedoms, they relinquished any claims of official power over 
the political and economic functioning of the University—a power they might have 
attained through unionization. The AAUP’s leadership capitulated to the strategies 
of destabilization and helped re-stabilize the identity of “the academic” as a tenured 
faculty who produces knowledge for peer-reviewed, disciplinary forums. This profes-
sionalized identity of “academic” correlated with the development of an increasingly 
professionalized administrative class that now acquired the sole power to manage 
the University. 

As a strategy of enclosure, divided governance creates separations, of students 
(as consumers) from graduate students, tenured faculty from non-tenured faculty, 
and of all of them from the decision-making apparatus of the administration, now 
solely responsible for the political-economic functioning of the University (as means 
of production). While faculty gained greater decision-making powers over teaching 
and knowledge production, they also forfeited any claim to the political-economic 
powers now held exclusively by the university president, professional administrators, 
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and trustees. Faculty’s political activity was limited to their role as professionals and 
as participants in marginalized political spaces like university senates. Furthermore, 
the administration uses its control over the University’s economic resources to create 
both a situation of artificial scarcity for faculty, legitimated periodically with nar-
ratives of “economic crisis,” and a disciplinary market of rewards (tenure, promo-
tion, course releases, etc.) and punishments that created competition over scarce 
resources within, and between, departments. The organization of faculty labor into 
disciplinarily-defined departments allowed academic works to be seamlessly inte-
grated with capital’s disciplinary markets. Teaching and research now take place 
within a thoroughly circumscribed sphere of freedom in which academic workers 
are free to produce knowledge but simultaneously limited in the conditions to do so. 
The production of non- and anti-capitalist commons within this sphere if threatening 
enough, can incur punishment from the administration.35

While tenure and limited academic freedom ostensibly provide the protection 
of professors’ public speech—allowing Marxists to freely write about Marx, for ex-
ample—they also entangle academics within a system of disciplinary integration 
that is functional for capital. Hiring, promotion, and tenure decisions tend to value 
disciplinary research much higher than other forms of academic activity, includ-
ing teaching, administrative service, and public engagement.36 While there is some 
variation across schools, few schools consider politically engaged public activism 
in tenure decisions. Academics’ fears regarding job security—now tied to tenure—
demand that their time be spent almost exclusively on publishable research as op-
posed to engaging in political struggles. Such fears, and desires for academic capital, 
serve to continually re-stabilize the relationships that constitute the enclosure of 
divided governance. The fear and competitive pressure become even more intense 
and pervasive as the failure to secure tenure often results in one falling into aca-
demia’s increasingly precarious labor force.37 As academics are disciplined—both 
internally and externally—to be knowledge producers, they come to see themselves 
as autonomous professionals, authors of their own work, for whom the failure to 
produce means a likelihood of low wages, long hours, and diminished professional 
respect. The continual enforcement of divided governance hobbles the possibility 
for solidarity across the professoriate and with political movements both inside and 
outside of the university. 

Participatory Management 

However, attempts to enclose the University have not been entirely successful. 
Various communities have challenged divided governance by resisting the enclo-
sure of their commons and actively creating new commons that articulate collec-
tives across struggles. For example, throughout the 1960s, “student groups and radi-
cal staff successfully demanded seats on university governing bodies” and won de-
mands to have “courses in women’s studies, black studies, [and] Marxism” taught.38 
While these victories involved subjecting the radical politics of the 1960s to the 
“professionalism” of the University, they were nonetheless countered by the adminis-
tration’s reaffirmation of divided governance by relocating “real power…away from 
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university committees, instead coming to be based upon research performance.”39 
Throughout the 1990s, sweatshop and anti-apartheid divestment activists struggled 
to redirect administrative policies in ways that articulated the University as part of a 
new transnational commons. Employee, faculty, and graduate student unionization 
efforts have, in a number of cases, successfully demanded a greater role for workers 
in the administration of the University. 

These isolated struggles, however, failed to constitute a coordinated attack against 
the enclosure of the University and, as a result, never provided a serious threat to 
divided governance. During this same period, however, the traditional hierarchical 
form of university administration and the organization of knowledge into disciplines 
became identified as a limit to accumulation. It became apparent that greater value 
could be extracted from academic labor that is flexible, autonomous, and interdis-
ciplinary. Paradoxically, encouraging inter-disciplinarity also created the space to 
research and teach in ways that challenged capital’s measures, thereby opening the 
possibility for the creation of commons. In response to this threat to capital, aca-
demic (not just administrative) labor has been harnessed for managing the university. 
We call this trend participatory management. 

Participatory management within the University is an instance of a general trend 
within capitalist production to place increased importance on so-called “immaterial 
labor.”40 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri argue that the “scene of labor and produc-
tion” is rapidly becoming “transformed under the hegemony of immaterial labor, that 
is, labor that produces immaterial products, such as information, knowledge, ideas, 
images, relationships, and affects.”41 Unlike understandings of capital that focus on 
the production and circulation of commodities, the theory of immaterial produc-
tion describes the creation of new forms of social life. Immaterial labor involves 

“the general production and reproduction of society as a whole,” and is therefore not 
only an economic force but also “becomes immediately a social, cultural, and politi-
cal force.”42 While the University has long been a site of immaterial production, the 
emerging hegemony of immaterial labor has meant that the University is becoming 
an evermore important site for capitalist production. In addition to training and 
disciplining people in the ideologies, skills, and dispositions needed for immaterial 
labor and management, the University also trains consumers and designs commer-
cial knowledge.

Capital seeks to enclose and disciplinarily integrate immaterial labor for a num-
ber of reasons. First, the hegemony of immaterial labor makes post-Fordist produc-
tion vastly more productive than Fordist production because it contains the possibil-
ity of transforming all activities of human life into moments of production. In the 
case of academic work, Massimo de Angelis and David Harvie argue that immaterial 
labor is: 

a form of directly social work, in which the form of social cooperation is 
crucial in defining the ‘output’, a form of doing that is necessarily grounded 
on relational awareness, and that produces affects (our students are, after all, 
our ‘customers’ and they will be compiling a ‘customer satisfaction’ ques-
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tionnaire at the end of their course with us). It goes without saying that 
academic work is also a context for the production of ideas, research papers 
and books; moreover that this production is ‘biopolitical’ and can occur at 
any moment of the 24/7 span: we both have experience waking up in the 
middle of the night with the solution to a problem insoluble during 9 to 5, 
or have reached an insight that will find its way into a paper while playing 
with a child.43

Immaterial labor also opens up new, dynamic terrains for capitalist expansion. Nigel 
Thrift argues that while, on the one hand, “a considerable area of the globe is being 
ravaged by force, dispossession and enclosure” there is, on the other hand, a need 
for capital to “squeeze every last drop of value out of the system by increasing the 
rate of innovation and invention through the acceleration of connective mutation.”44 
The extraction of such value is realized by transforming the ways knowledge is pro-
duced. Instead of knowledge serving as a “passive store” to be tapped as needed, 
capital seeks to transform knowledge itself into “a set of continuously operating 
machines” which are constantly innovating, creating new commodities, affects, and 
spaces for future innovation. Within the University, value is captured in new ways 
by combining scholars and disciplinary knowledges in inventive inter-disciplinary, 
transdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, interscholastic, and cooperative research. 

However, these new modes of academic production prove incredibly difficult to 
govern. Whereas divided governance erects disciplinary stratification, immaterial 
labor’s productivity depends upon “active subjects” who work “in the coordination of 
the various functions of production” as opposed to “being subjected to” the functions 
of production by “simple command”; in other words, “a collective learning process 
becomes the heart of productivity.”45 For immaterial labor to produce value, it must 
be free, spontaneous, and creative and cannot successfully occur under conditions 
of hierarchical oversight. There develops what Lazzarato calls a “double problem” for 
capital, such that employers are “on one hand…forced to recognize the autonomy 
and freedom of labor as the only possible form of cooperation in production, but on 
the other hand…they are obliged (a life-and-death necessity for the capitalist) not to 
‘redistribute’ the power that the new quality of labor and its organization imply.”46

This “double problem,” however, can be resolved in the interest of capital by 
harnessing immaterial labor for the project of managing itself. Lazzarato argues that 
immaterial labor is defined “by its ability to ‘manage’ its own activity and act as the 
coordinator of the immaterial labor of others,” through participatory management. 
Such management is not hierarchically controlled as under divided governance but is 
instead free, collaborative, and collective labor. Despite appearing to be free, the labor 
of participatory management produces processes of enclosure. Participatory manag-
ers produce metrics of “quality” and “excellence” as benchmarks for the University’s 
value practices.47 Creating metrics to measure student achievement, departmental 
success, or intellectual contribution serves to stimulate competition between stu-
dents, scholars, departments, and programs and, in so doing, ascribes “value” in ways 
that guide the distribution of disciplinary rewards and punishments. In addition to 
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stabilizing capitalist value practices within the University, the sport-like rankings 
between Universities stimulate national and international competition that organizes 
the flow of money into the University.48 While the administration plays a significant 
role in propagating these value standards, their success depends upon students, aca-
demics, politicians, and other actors to create, circulate, and reinforce these measures. 
Through participatory management each subject becomes an agent for producing 
and deploying extra-economic means of enclosure, often through the discourses of 
competition, metrics, and rankings. These discourses have the legitimating effect of 
masking the structural violence endured by students, faculty, and workers. Overwork, 
debt, precariousness, and alienation become simply the necessary requirements for 
participating in a “top ranked” institution. The University of Minnesota’s Strategic 
Positioning Initiative is a particularly good example of how participatory manage-
ment operates as a strategy of enclosure within the University. 

Participatory Management at the University of Minnesota

The University of Minnesota’s Strategic Positioning Initiative is a corporate-style in-
stitutional reorganization begun in 2004 with the explicit goal of transforming the 
University into “one of the world’s top three public research universities.”49 Strategic 
Positioning starts from the premise that University of Minnesota exists in a com-
petitive relationship with other institutions: “We live today in a global, multicul-
tural, highly competitive society and marketplace. We are judged by world-class 
standards. Unless the University meets and exceeds these standards we risk losing 
our leadership role as one of the leading public research universities.”50 To deter-
mine whether the University has achieved these goals, Strategic Positioning has cre-
ated an institutional self-audit which ranks the University of Minnesota against its 

“10 competitor institutions”51 along four pillars of Exceptional Students, Exceptional 
Faculty and Staff, Exceptional Innovation, and Exceptional Organization. In each 
case “exceptional” is defined by a set of quantifiable attributes.52 The administration 
commissioned 34 taskforces to research and compile reports on everything from 
institutional design (i.e. the closing, merging, expanding, and creating of programs, 
departments, and colleges), the creation of diversity, civic engagement, and interna-
tionalization initiatives, to administrative streamlining, and the creation of metrics 
used to judge how the University fares in competition with other top research insti-
tutions.53 While Strategic Positioning has many window-dressings, it is obviously a 
full-fledged attempt to make the University a more competitive site for immaterial 
production. President Bruininks, for example, contends that Strategic Positioning 
is about “trying to change the long-term culture and long-term trajectory of the 
University” by “thinking about the future, when the generation of ideas will be the 
very currency of our economy.”54 One of the major ways this is done is through the 
prioritizing of interdisciplinary research at the University.55

In addition to emphasizing competition between institutions, Strategic 
Positioning has also fostered greater competition within the University. Those areas 
identified by the administration and the various taskforces as “strategic initiatives” 
have received a considerable boost in resources, while those areas deemed unneces-
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sary to the University’s “global competition” have seen their funding cut. For ex-
ample, in 2007 American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees 
(AFSCME) workers went on strike when they saw the money appropriated by the 
legislature for their cost of living raises redirected toward administrative and faculty 
salaries. The administration and many “pro-labor” allies alike, found it necessary to 
reallocate funds away from the lowest paid workers in order to boost the University’s 
competitiveness.56

Strategic Positioning has redefined the University of Minnesota according to the 
logic of competition by prioritizing the value practices of markets—with metrics 
of “excellence”—over the value practices of those groups comprising the University. 
However, these capitalist value practices are not single-handedly imposed by the 
administration but have been co-produced and disseminated by thousands of actors 
across the University—often people with progressive intentions and strong dedica-
tion to the University. The Strategic Positioning taskforces were composed of people 
from all over the University, including administrators, faculty, and students, who 
helped circulate the language of academic competitiveness. The various taskforce 
groups collectively produced ideas, vernaculars, documents, and brands all predi-
cated on “global competitiveness” and “institutional competition.” In other words, 
immaterial labor was harnessed to create the discourses needed to legitimate and 
normalize the enclosure of a number of commons. Even though Strategic Position 
has many dissenters, it has been (temporarily?) successful at re-stabilizing capitalist 
value practices such that the value of the University of Minnesota is now framed in 
relation to its rank vis-à-vis other institutions. Measuring the value of the University 
only in terms of metrics such as “10th in terms of students with incoming ACT scores,” 
makes it increasingly difficult for staff, students, graduate workers, and faculty to de-
mand that the University be evaluated by non- and anti-capitalist value practices that 
promote common goals such as accessibility, democracy, intellectual vibrancy, and 
fair wages. The participatory management of Strategic Positioning has effectively pre-
empted the political recomposition of anti-capitalist groups by making it difficult to 
challenge the image of the University as a unified whole existing in competition with 
other Universities. Yet, some groups, such as the Living Wage Avengers,57 continue 
to struggle for re-stabilization around anti-capitalist commons. 

Contra-Strategic Positioning or, The Activity of Managing in Common 
Struggling against the enclosure of the University requires the deployment of many 
strategies including, most importantly, the building of organizational power in au-
tonomous, directly democratic workplace associations. These networks span the 
education industry, politically recomposing themselves against the capitalist, State-
forms of University administration. However, divided governance is only strength-
ened when students, academics, and staff participate in their own management 
thereby reasserting the administration’s monopoly over the mode of academic pro-
duction. Participatory management also co-opts languages, images, symbols, rela-
tionships, labor-time and subjectivities for purposes of enclosure, resources that 
could otherwise be devoted toward the creation of anti-capitalist commons. In those 
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Universities without a history of strong unions and workplace governance—and 
within those institutions where such organizations are under threat—it is impor-
tant to identify and reject capital’s strategy of participatory management, choosing 
instead to invest one’s labor in politically recomposing groups and producing com-
mons in ways that demand workers’ control of the means of production. Our con-
clusion is an attempt think of some strategies of counter-enclosure. Raising these 
questions may help various groups in the University deploy strategies for creating 
durable anti-capitalist commons. 

“We Are UofM Workers”

The collective project of reframing the University of Minnesota as a “globally com-
petitive university” has helped define groups within the University as discrete dif-
ferentiated bodies. Various groups—departments, research labs, colleges, staff units, 
classrooms, etc.—are now valued in terms of how they help the University become 
one of the “top three public research institutions in the world.” Instead of viewing 
the University as a collective of groups with potentially common value practices, the 
University has been redefined as a complex productive machine composed of dif-
ferent, specialized populations. The value practices collectively produced through 
Strategic Positioning made some of these groups indispensable and others utterly 
disposable, as measured in terms of how they contribute to the “global” competi-
tiveness of the University.58

One of the only organized oppositions to Strategic Positioning came during the 
2007 American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) 
strike. While this strike was a fight for fair wages and benefits, it also provided an 
organized forum to critique Strategic Positioning. Widely felt discontent was finally 
able to be publicly expressed by those who bore the brunt of the institution’s now 
commonly accepted goal of becoming one of the “top three.” During the 2007 strike, 
as during the 2003 strike, the phrase “We support UofM workers” was the identifying 
symbol for students, faculty, staff, and members of the community rallying behind 
striking workers. Signs were posted everywhere—in offices, hallways, at rallies, on 
cars, and in the windows of nearby businesses. Buttons bearing this slogan were vis-
ible everywhere, and can still be seen on occasion throughout the Twin Cities. 

For the purpose of the political recomposition of collectives around anti-cap-
italist commons, however, the strategy of articulating groups with “support” for 

“UofM workers” has a number of blind spots. This coalitional articulation (a “we” 
which supports another community, i.e., “UofM workers”) reworks a narrative of 
the University as comprised of discrete groups, some of which are natural allies (i.e. 
workers, faculty, and students) against another group (the administration), thereby 
neglecting the blurring of this distinction with participatory management. This coali-
tion produces an anti-capitalist commons, but a weak one because it runs into the 
problem of prioritizing difference over commonality. For example, during the 2007 
AFSCME strike there was an effort to move classes off-campus in support of strik-
ing workers. However, for logistical and pedagogical reasons, numerous pro-labor 
faculty and graduate instructors were unable or unwilling to move class off-campus, 
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let alone to halt all classes. They feared that doing so would disrupt instruction—an 
equally important political project. In a number of instances considerable animos-
ity emerged between those faculty and graduate students who took their classes off 
campus and those who chose to stay on campus. Groups of administrators, faculty, 
undergraduate and graduate students, workers, and local community members who 
did not see themselves in competition with each other—and even recognized their 
common goal—had already been re-stabilized as different and competing groups 
through the participatory management of Strategic Positioning.59 These groups could 
have been organized around commons that articulated shared value practices as a 
common basis for resolving their tactical conflict over where and whether or not 
to hold classes. Yet, such a potential collective had been preemptively de-stabilized 
and then re-stabilized into groups organized around competitive identities, produc-
ing separate and disciplinarily integrated commons through Strategic Positioning’s 
metrics. The creation of a coalition based solely on shared support of UofM workers 
was not strong enough to overcome these differential separations. 

Rather than expressing “support” for workers, it might be more strategically 
effective to deploy strategies of political recomposition that articulate all groups 
around the project of class struggle and the production of anti-capitalist commons. 
Switching the slogan to read “We are UofM Workers,” for example, foregrounds 
the recognition that living labor—including employees, students, faculty, admin-
istrators, researchers, community members, etc.—are all active participants in the 
creation of the University of Minnesota. This slogan could potentially provide the 
basis for the production of more durable anti-capitalist commons through which 
groups see themselves as united in struggles for their value practices and against 
enclosure, rather than re-stabilizing group identities along hierarchical divisions. 
Doing so might also highlight the conflicts between workers and managers, as well 
as conflicts across the boundaries of the University’s constituted identity. Seeing 
oneself as part of a collective of “UofM workers” not only creates the potential for 
politically recomposing an anti-capitalist commons, it also invites people to examine 
the roles they play in University management. Such a slogan would highlight the 
fact that many students, graduate workers, and faculty have no real control over the 
conditions within which they work and, as a result, are pitted against each other for 
the profit of a few and the precarity of most. 

Refuse Participatory Management!

Another organized opposition to the Strategic Positioning Initiative was carried 
out by the General College Truth Movement and the Equal Access Coalition, who 
fought to stop the closing of General College (GC) in 2005. GC was the major con-
duit for inner-city, rural, and first-generation students to attend the University of 
Minnesota. At General College students received intensive counseling and academ-
ic tutoring, and if they maintained standing, could transfer as a full student to the 
University of Minnesota after two years.60

The closure of General College—framed as a merger into the new College of 
Education and Human Development—was taken up by one of the 34 Strategic 
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Positioning taskforces.61 While previous restructuring initiatives such as “U 2000” 
were stymied in their efforts to close General College, Strategic Positioning was suc-
cessful despite considerable protest, including an occupation of the president’s office, 
the arrest of five students, and a subsequent weeklong encampment on Northrop 
Mall. Unlike previous attempts, the 2005 closure of General College was successful 
because it took place within the legitimating discourses of the Strategic Positioning 
Initiative which was widely supported by the University community. Ideally, a pow-
erful, organized group of workers, students, and faculty would have already existed 
to mobilize an effective counter-enclosure strategy. Instead, the defense of General 
College fell to an ad hoc group which, because of the widely disseminated and com-
monly produced discourse of “global competitiveness,” was largely viewed as against 
the times. 

During the closure of General College, members of the General College Truth 
Movement and the Equal Access Coalition boycotted the Strategic Positioning public 
forums responsible for deciding the fate of General College. Jonneke Koomen wrote 
in the campus newspaper:

We have refused to meet with these committees…We believe that 
Minnesotans must be able to make real decisions on access and equality. 
The task force process does not provide this opportunity…The only power 
of the task force is to make recommendations on issues other than the clo-
sure of General College…When the task force releases its proposals, these 
will be debated during a 30-day period for public comment. This month is 
scheduled to coincide with finals week and winter break. The task force will 
be disbanded after it makes its proposals. No democratic bodies have been 
created to implement these proposals…Where are the students? Where is 
the community? No one really knows how or why people are appointed to 
the task force. The task force does not represent the interests of current and 
future General College students, staff or faculty members. There is only one 
student representative. The task force has had closed door meetings all se-
mester.62

Even stirring up discontent at a taskforce meeting only reinforces the illusion 
that the University operates democratically—an illusion that requires participatory 
management to mask the enclosure of divided governance. In addition to boycotting 
advisory service work, it is important to use the time saved from avoiding dead-end 
committees to create anti-capitalist commons. 

In order to free up even more time, it is important to create alternative techniques 
of management. For example, those on search committees can choose to develop 
departmental and university practices which value service other than participatory 
management. Many of us have sat on dead-end university committees, taskforces, 
and “representative governing bodies” simply to signal to employers and tenure com-
mittees that we have participated in the governance of our institution. This bureau-
cratic laundering of time and labor is not just an innocent waste of time; it helps 
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stabilize the image of the University as a democratic and collectively managed insti-
tution. By encouraging “service” to labor unions, militant student groups, and social 
movements, not only is time made available for the production of anti-capitalist 
commons, but our labor is also no longer co-opted on University committees.

We recognize that the struggle to create anti-capitalist University commons will 
take many fronts and will be fought within particular locations and over specific 
issues and demands. That being said, we believe that framing activity within the 
University as potentially productive of anti-capitalist commons—and therefore a 
political challenge to capital’s strategies of enclosures—offers conceptual tools which 
may facilitate organization across differences. The narrative of enclosure and com-
mons may help us link our isolated struggles and commons into a collective project 
of fashioning a University that embodies our value practices and not those of capital. 
This is a worthwhile fight because, as reads a CUNY faculty and graduate employee 
picket-sign: “Another University is Possible.”63 ■
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