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Rationale

What happens when urban spaces lie vacant, are reclaimed through occupation, or become sites of
commoning? How do these processes unfold differently across cities in the Global North and South,
and what can we learn from their intersections? These questions are at the heart of our proposed
special issue (Sl), building on our Urban Studies Foundation seminar series over 2023/24.

Vacancy, occupation and commoning have all become popular and overlapping conceptual frames to
describe radical experiments in urban space in recent decades. These are defined in spatial terms by
marginality and precarity, but this also gives them transgressive and transformative power (Caffentiz
and Federici, 2014; Ferreri and Vasudevan, 2019). However, these relationships have been
conceptualised differently across Northern and Southern urban theory. One set of literature has used
the global financial crisis (GFC) as a conjunctural opening to understand political occupations as
insurgent acts (Garcia-Lamarca, 2017). Conversely, research on Southern cities has treated the
occupation of vacant land and commoning practices as a dominant form of urbanisation (e.g., Simone
and Pieterse, 2018).

Thus, current scholarship is thematically and geographically divided (Bhan, 2019; Vasudevan, 2015).
Complex geographical variegation and binary thinking have created barriers to global comparative and
conceptual advancement. While recent literature has reframed vacancy as “active, lively, and
contested” within urbanisation (O’Callaghan, 2024), this has not adequately attended to informality
(Caldeira, 2017). Similarly, urban occupation movements in the global North have largely been
portrayed as politically motivated (Garcia-Lamarca, 2017; Roy, 2017), whilst occupations in the global
South are framed as a ‘survival strategy’ (Saaristo, 2022; Cirolia et.al, 2021), thus failing to see their
interconnections. Our core aim in this special issue is to use the tension within these divergent debates
to break the impasse of their incommensurability, working towards a global comparative theory of
vacancy, occupation and commoning.

The proposed special issue argues for the need to treat vacancy, occupation, and commoning as
ongoing urbanisation processes examined across different points in their trajectory. The Sl brings
together papers that advance conceptual, empirical and methodological knowledge on how these
three processes (re)make cities relationally, being both attentive to place while contributing to a global
comparative urbanism agenda. We propose an analytical frame that seeks to reframe the narrative of
political claims (hitherto reliant on the GFC), expand the geographical reach of the empirical and
analytical focus (e.g., through situated questions of land and property), and extend the temporalities
through which we interrogate these processes. We seek to examine vacancy, occupation and
commoning as a continuum, which is relational to capitalist urbanisation and its disruption. We
prioritise conversations across Global South and North geographies. And we seek to move beyond the
emancipatory potential within individual initiatives to examine their complicated temporalities.
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