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Rationale 

 

The inadequate provision and organization of social infrastructures by different welfare regimes on  national 

and urban scales in the context of increasing austerity, privatization and profit-orientation have come under 

scrutiny in recent years. Responding to these developments, urban movements present and prefigure 

alternative social infrastructures based on common interest, collective ownership, and democratic decision-

making. This special issue brings together discussions on social conditions and struggles in urban contexts 

through the conceptual lenses of infrastructures, commoning, and imaginaries. The infrastructural approach 

allows to go beyond an abstract analysis of political-economic and social structures and to examine the 

underlying material and personal arrangements that contribute to their formation, maintenance, and 

transformation in particular sites (Berlant, 2016; Simone, 2004). At the same time, we transcend a by now 

established infrastructural approach that focuses on “hard infrastructures” consisting of built structures and 

material resources, to shed light on the soft side of infrastructures constituted by knowledge, social relations, 

and imaginations as well as cognitive, emotional, and social resources. This conceptualization of “soft 

infrastructure” broadens not only the infrastructure debate, but also conventional perspectives on social 

movements. Accordingly, we consider rather hidden “infra-politics” (Scott, 1990) or “everyday 

politics”(Yates, 2015) focused on social reproduction as important aspects of social movements. The second 

central concept is that of commoning (Federici, 2018; Gutiérrez Sánchez, 2023). Commoning practices are 

defined as “forms of social relations through which collective subjects of commoning are being shaped” 

(Stavrides, 2016: 49). In other words, commoning enables the formation of new political subjectivities. Our 

research interest and experience lie in the collective organization and distribution of social infrastructures 

which include, for example, collective care work and housing movements across European cities. We argue 

that these processes of commoning infrastructures for basic social needs and social reproduction express a 

radical imagination of an urban future based on sustainable social alternatives to the dominant and often 

exclusionary, disciplinary, and profit-driven public-private arrangements (Maaroufi & Schwiertz, 2025). By 

creating community infrastructures organized in non-commodified, collective, and participatory ways, they 

broaden political horizons. Hence, our final central concept is that of imaginaries. Both infrastructures and 

commons are constituted by and through imaginaries. Radical imaginations hold the ability to imagine the 

world, life and social institutions not as they are, but as they might otherwise be (Haiven & Khasnabish, 

2014). We are particularly interested in how imaginaries of alternative urban politics and futures persist and 

evolve in a context of increasingly exclusionary and repressive politics across the world. 
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