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Thesis Statement:
Within the ubiquitously delimiting yet dynamic system of private ownership, cracks and
vacancies offer opportunity for informal use in the interim. In contrast to the dominance of
private ownership and use, these sites will host a form of urban commons through mobile
and adaptable architectural systems.

Abstract:
The system of real property ownership, which consists of land or buildings, delimits urban
form and experience and often inflexibly prioritizes private value over communal experience.
While some nations have maintained some pre-modern precedents of the commons (a
system of sharing resources) and flexibility with spatial use, the United States, in particular,
largely upholds a rigid system of private ownership and use. Despite this image of stability,
the influence of a volatile economy, social dynamics, and temporal use patterns destabilize
this system leaving certain parcels fallow for periods of time. Though “property” often
implies an object of ownership, it is also synonymous with a quality or characteristic. These
subjective properties define a place but are not necessarily tied to a particular location.
Thus an alternative concept of property can exist outside of the legal boundaries of object
or location as mobile and nomadically seeking spatial opportunity. How can this alternative
definition of property enable the communal use of these sites within fallow periods? What
alternative loopholes can be exploited to enable this appropriation into the domain of the
common?
The concept of nomadic property manifests as a toolkit of tactics, adaptable and potentially
dispersed to various locations and scenarios that proliferates through a social network. This
practice involves temporary interventions; however, circumstances would determine a
variable duration. In the case of more contested sites, the intervention could take on the
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form of an event or catalyst, while it could have a phased transformative effect in a location
with less real estate pressure. These spatial tactics can adapt to change over time and
place enabling a fluid concept of property that exploits spatial opportunity.

Conventionally, property rights are seen as the essential legal and economic foundation for
architecture and spatial use. Delineated private ownership gives way to private use.
Imaginary lines in space enable physical obstacles and perceived boundaries, allowing for
concepts of territory and private life. Our experience of the city, formally and socially, is
therefore entirely mediated by the results of the system of property ownership and its
negotiation between various claims of territory.
The concept of property implies an object that is owned by an individual. In a legal sense,
property is defined as a bundle of rights associated with a delimited local area and its
attached resources. However, this abstract bundle of rights is often taken as an object in
itself; these rights typically stay bundled and concentrated solely in the possession of
private individuals regardless of use. Within the discourse of real estate, property implies a
delimited plot of land with some boundaries determined often without regard to physical
features or any buildings affixed to it. The expanse of the ground is divided into distinct
objects tied to their location.
However outside of this discourse, “property” can also be defined as a trait or
characteristic. Property is not limited to particular objects, but is a subjective quality that
one interprets or brings to it. This definition of property also has validity within the discourse
of urban territory and architecture. This nomadic form of property problematizes these
simplified distinctions of public and private and sets them in a dynamic system of spatial
and temporal opportunity. Architecturally, nomadic property manifests not as an object in
itself, but as a toolkit of tactics that are mobile and adaptable to a range of found spatial
and temporal conditions.
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari make the distinction between sedentary space and nomad
space: “sedentary space is striated, by walls, enclosures, and roads between enclosures,
while nomad space is smooth, marked only by ‘traits’ that are effaced and displaced with
the trajectory.”1 They elaborate further on this distinction between striated and smooth
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space: "in the first case 'space is occupied without being counted,' and in the second case
'space is counted in order to be occupied.'"2 The conventional system of property fits their
definition of a striated and sedentary form of space. This system divides the landscape into
parcels, objectified, quantifiable by area, and commodifiable by exchange value.
In contrast to the sedentary model of property, an alternative model emerges in which
property is fluid, ambulatory, and based on changing conditions of use. Deleuze and
Guattari claim that "with the nomad, ... it is deterritorialization that constitutes the relation to
the earth, to such a degree that the nomad reterritorializes on deterritorialization itself.... The
land ceases to be land, tending to become simply ground or support."3 The act of
deterritorialization is a means of inhabitation, transitioning away from the embedded
meanings and claims. This of course presumes that it is not virgin territory but an existing
striated space. Nomadic property can be seen as a deterritorialization of existing property;
there is an existing system of property that nomadic property both exists within and from
which it is constantly separating itself.
Hakim Bey builds off of Deleuze and Guattari in his essay 
The Temporary Autonomous Zone
in which he searches for an alternative to both the unfathomability of the success of a
revolution against “the megacorporate information state” as well as the inevitable return to
state power if such a revolution were to occur. Instead “the TAZ (temporary autonomous
zone) is like an uprising which does not engage directly with the State, a guerilla operation
which liberates an area (of land, of time, of imagination) and then dissolves itself to re-form
elsewhere/elsewhen, 
before the state can crush it.” The TAZ is elusive in form and is based
around the existence of unseen networks of communication. Bey continues on that, “the
TAZ is thus a perfect tactic for an era in which the State is omnipresent and all-powerful and
yet simultaneously riddled with cracks and vacancies.”4 Thus the TAZ is simultaneously an
evasion of the systems of the State and opportunistic use of its resources: “freed of time
and place, it nevertheless possesses a nose for the ripeness of event.”5
Hardt and Negri write that within the context of the postmodern mode of production,
material possessions have become less important than the networks and social relations
and that, to a certain extent, the whole concept of private property is outdated.
[W]hat is the operative notion of the common today, in the midst of postmodernity, the information
revolution, and the consequent transformations of the means of production[?]... Our economic and
social reality is defined less by the material objects that are made and consumed than by
co-produced services and relationships....
The concept of private property itself, understood as the exclusive right to use a good and dispose
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of all wealth that derives from the possession of it, becomes increasingly nonsensical in this new
situation. There are ever fewer goods that can be possessed and used exclusively in this
framework; it is the community that produces and that, while producing, is reproduced and
redefined. The foundation of the classic modern conception of private property is thus to a certain
extent dissolved in the postmodern mode of production.6

While this argument is evident through examples of intellectual property, such as musical
recordings, software, etc. which are easily copied and while the concept of an authentic
original document has become largely irrelevant, the question remains whether this
qualification could apply to so-called real property. It is a rather different scenario when
something is tied to a particular location and it is largely the location, context, and concept
of stability that are owned, in addition to the material and intellectual qualities.
Hardt and Negri also suggest in this quotation that it is now the community or a network
that is produced and given value through this transformation of the production process and
the concept of property. In Henri Lefebvre’s essay 
The Right to the City
, he describes the
city as an oeuvre, a sort of total work of art that is made and continuously remade by its
inhabitants collectively. This agency for self-determination is what he describes as the right
to the city. It is a bottom-up approach which lies in opposition to the determinations of
bureaucrats, planners, and capitalists that treat the city merely as an efficient system and
site of production.
In relation to the work of Gordon Matta-Clark, Pamela M. Lee discusses the theories of
Lefebvre:
Social Space also has a decidedly temporal dimension. “Space is a use value,” Lefebvre write, “but
even more so is time to which it is ultimately linked, because time is our life, our fundamental use
value.” Abstract space, by contrast, is alienated space, universalized and therefore without time.
Reified as exchange value by the state, by planners, by capitalist interests, it is an object of
instrumentalization, a way to condition and contain its inhabitants. Its terrain is neither sociability nor
everyday life but real estate, zoning, and property. 7

Thus, Lefebvre’s concept of use value has embedded within it a sense of the event and how
we inhabit time. While the conventional conception of property is fundamental to a
sedentary form of inhabitation, its critique has embedded within it an embracing of change
over time and changing inhabitation in space through movement.
Gordon Matta-Clark’s project 
Reality Properties: Fake Estates acted to problematize the
concept of property and private ownership. The artist found and purchased fifteen oddly
shaped lots of land in New York City, remnants of a divided urban fabric. Particularly
attracted to their description as “landlocked” or “inaccessible,” Matta-Clark illuminated the
6
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paradox of how these properties could be owned but not accessed or used. By purchasing
these lots, he set up a condition in which ownership was largely a conceptual idea existing
only on paper instead of through patterns of use.

The odd lots of Gordon Matta-Clark’s 
Fake Estates
project reveal the absurdity of property ownership.8

Continuing Matta-Clark’s provocation, Nicholas de Monchaux developed his 
Local Code
project, which used geographic information system (GIS) data and parametric software to
identify and locate unused or underused city-owned property. Once identified this array of
sites was analyzed through a host of statistical data, which suggested how these lots could
be put to use and benefit the surrounding inhabitants. What is more interesting than the
proposed products and outcomes of this project is the methodology and the attitude
toward site as a dispersed system. A similar systematic view could be used to understand
property dynamics and how vacancies and opportunities for use could arise and change.
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Nicholas de Monchaux’s 
Local Code
systematically approaches urban vacancies.9

John Locke’s 
theory of the derivation of value from the 17th century begins with his
argument that fundamentally nature is without value—it exists as commons that are shared
between all. We create value through mixing our labor with the land and are able to claim it
as property for ourselves. Abstractly, Locke describes a primordial appropriation and
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enclosure of the commons to form private property. However he also adds some
restrictions to this model: property can be accumulated “at least where there is enough, and
as good left in common for others.”10 While the meaning of this has been debated, it
suggests that some minimum amount of land should be left as commons for all to share or
for others to enclose their own property as necessary, i.e. that there be enough resources to
go around.
The commons was a prevalent means of organization in medieval societies. Historically,
pastures were a shared resource used for grazing livestock. Though the social precedent of
sharing through the commons was established, there were movements to privatize the
commons through the method of enclosure: literally closing off land with fencing or other
walls so that it is not used by others. This discrete practice was later formalized by the
English Parliament through a series of policies called the Enclosures Acts during the period
between 1750 to 1850. These acts are often cited as the beginning of the modern concept
of private property. With the rise of industrial production and urbanization, not only was the
medieval form of common land mostly left behind, but so was the very concept of the
commons.
However this idea of sharing resources and its accompanying social community is still
present. Though the city is divided into an accumulation of private property, the city also
provides public goods, services, and spaces. However David Harvey observes that “such
spaces and goods do not necessarily a commons make.” Harvey sees the provision of
public goods to the working class as a necessary extension of capitalist production. Rather
it takes a process of social engagement to appropriate public resources into the sphere of
the common.
The common is not to be construed, therefore, as a particular kind of thing, asset or even social
process, but as an unstable and malleable social relation between a particular self-defined social
group and those aspects of its actually existing or yet- to-be-created social and/or physical
environment deemed crucial to its life and livelihood. There is, in effect, a social practice of
commoning. 11

Harvey’s idea of the commons as a social practice rather than a set of objects forms the
programmatic basis for nomadic property. Contrasted with the conventional system of
property, which operates through the mechanism of fixed property lots and program
prescribed to a certain extent through the mechanism of zoning codes, nomadic property
acts through forming relationships in community by constituent groups. The program of the
commons precedes the location and comes through the interactions within these
self-defined social groups.
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri discuss the topic of the commons both in terms of nature
10
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(i.e. products of the material world) and culture (i.e. knowledge, languages, etc.). The
maintenance, production, and distribution of these commons constitutes the practice of
commoning and is performed through its constituent organization of the “multitude.” 12 This
conception of the multitude is in distinction to traditional forms of political organization,
such as traditional conceptions of sovereignty and unity (such as Marx’s concept of the
united working class). Instead, the multitude comprises a set of singularities: differences
which are not united into sameness. However they are also not fragmented, but brought
together through what is held in common— “singularities that act in common.”13
While the idea of the commons forms the basis for program in nomadic property, this
concept of multitude is a framework for its constituency. 
Kazys Varnelis follows Hardt and
Negri in his essay 
Swarm Intelligence - Quartzsite, Arizona
. Varnelis asserts that the
differences do not manifest in isolation, but in “clusters, groups of people cultivating the
same differences and eccentricities, generally existing in discrete, localized spaces but
bound together by global networks.”14 The constituent groups that operate through
nomadic property also operate through this definition of the multitude. There are multiple
constituent groups and each has their own form of esoteric commons. 
Some examples of
groups that might assemble and utilize the tactics of nomadic property to appropriate space
include anti-authoritarian communal activists (how people typically conceive of squatters);
artists, DIY physical makers, and experimenters (typified by but not exclusive to the Burning
Man and Maker Faire); entrepreneurs seeking to skirt the confining restraints that property
laws may have on their ambitions (this is currently visible in the proliferation of informal
economies such as food trucks and pop-up shops); Varnelis’s own example of the nomadic
retirees that converge in Quartzsite and form a community. However there is also another
scale involved. Between these discrete formations, there are larger formations based
around what is held in common between the formations. Through the spatial strategies of
nomadic property,
Spatial and temporal opportunism characteristically defines the tactics utilized by the
squatters’ movements, which are precedents for the tactics of nomadic property. Two
recent case studies are illuminating for the key events that occurred and their contrasting
sets of tactics and corresponding responses from the state (within their respective
contexts).
Firstly, on April 5th, 2012, the Friern Barnet Library, a local branch library in London, was
closed due to economic and budgetary constraints, along with 270 other branch libraries in
England. A few months later in September, the British government also changed the laws of
squatting residential buildings to be a criminal offense. In response a group of squatters and
political activists has broken in and occupied the closed Friern Barnet Library. Not only are
12
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they using the building for residential purposes and as a political statement, but also they
re-opened the library and managed it entirely with volunteer labor with the support of the
local neighborhood.
In contrast squatting advocacy group Homes Not Jails occupied a vacant building in the
Castro neighborhood of San Francisco on October 10th, 2012, World Homeless Day, to
draw attention to the number of vacant buildings in San Francisco. Within two hours, the
police closed the street, stormed into the building, and arrested twenty people.
Though this action was motivated by more polemical than pragmatic concerns that
distinction is actually more telling of the different conditions of property law and its
enforcement by the state apparatus between England and the U.S. These conditions are a
product of historical, social, economic, and other factors that make up different cultural
attitudes and precedents for property. The British have set a more tolerant historic
precedent toward squatting than in the United States.
However, there are micro variations of this distinction as well. Conventional property is
based on exchange value which varies individually largely on location. If Homes Not Jails
had made such a demonstration in a less valued location, such as in a vacant building in
East Oakland, it might not have had such a severe response. Hardt and Negri describe
these location-based real estate “externalities” that overwhelmingly determine value as a
manifestation of the metropolitan commons. These externalities, whether positive (i.e.
proximity to parks, culture, etc.) or negative (i.e. criminality, blight, pollution, etc.) distort the
markets from performing in strictly quantifiably rational ways. “The wealth produced in
common is abstracted, captured, and privatized, in part, by real estate speculators and
financiers, which... is a fetter to further production of the common.”15 The location-based
common wealth becomes the driving factor for real estate value and sets up the dynamic
relationship between culturally produced commons and the fixed locations of property.
Within the property law there are a number of embedded loopholes which can be exploited
for the strategies of nomadic property and to enable the urban commons. Adverse
possession, also known as “squatters’ rights,” is a method for the transfer of property
ownership without compensation. This law requires that the disseisor (i.e. squatter)
continuously occupy the property in a way that would be reasonably obvious to the owner.
If this occupation is not challenged over a certain duration then ownership is transferred.
While the required duration depends upon the specific legal framework (in the U.S. it varies
from state-to-state), this mechanism implies an occupation on the scale of years.
While we can use these property loopholes as strategies for intervention, they are strategies
that react to particular conditions of property (both site and occupancy). A potential site
condition for utilizing the adverse possession law involves a property that is vacant or
15
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disused for a period of time. This condition could include a built structure or just a vacant
lot. A scenario for this strategy involves a period of real estate disinvestment (in a
neighborhood or urban area) over a certain duration of time. The response to this condition
would be through a phasing strategy. The occupation of this site would at first be
impermanent—able to depart with little trouble. Depending on the pressures that exist from
the private owner or from the state, this method could evolve into a more permanent form of
architecture. Over time it could transition from an event space into a compound for a
politically autonomous group.

This illustration of phasing strategy shows the potential for the occupation of a space to change in
permanence over time.

However this strategy of phasing is not restricted to an approach of guerilla occupation.
Proxy, a project by Envelope A+D, which makes use of vacant publicly-owned lots for
interim commercial and community use during the period of real estate stagnation during an
economic downturn. Though this description is similar to the conditions and goals of the
strategy described above, it was conceived and enacted through close cooperation with the
city planning department. Douglas Burnham, the project’s lead architect, describes the
phasing strategy as a conceptual choice (instead of through tactical necessity). He wanted
to present Proxy as an ever-changing event, rather than as a final goal or architectural
object. The project is intended rather as an example of a flexible, temporary, and changing
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form of urbanism to contrast with conventional calcified forms.16

Proxy by Envelope A+D demonstrates the strategy of phasing within the context of the official city
planning channels.17

Property acquisition and use can also be attained through the 
unbundling of property rights
or cooperating between the different agents in the exchange. Roger Sherman advocates in
his essay 
Property: Counting (On) Change that architecture can be designed in such a way
that it could actually anticipate contingencies, negotiations, and change in regard to
property: that it would “assume change and explain stability” rather than assuming stability
and explaining change which is the conventional attitude.18 Sherman illustrates several
observed scenarios in which different constituent users of a particular site negotiate and
arrive at a compromise of sharing space and coupling of programs. Through these
16
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examples, he argues for a reconception of urban planning as a flexible set of tactics and
localized negotiations, rather than strictly adhering to official planning guidelines.19
In order to enact a strategy of coupling, an opportune site could reside along with a piece of
infrastructure, such as a highway overpass. The coupling strategy would entail the
coexistence of programs within the shared or residual space of a larger form of
infrastructure. This strategy would be motivated by a form of common program that would
benefit from the utilization of these infrastructures. The logistics of movement that are
offered could be utilized by a productive constituency, such as the entrepreneurs or creative
producers/experimenters.
Easements are rights that are acquired in order to use the property of another. Generally
they are for very utilitarian purposes, such as a right of way or access to light, air, and
water. Easements can take the form of an appropriation for public purposes, such as in the
case of a walkway. These sorts of easements can take the form of a small-scale version of
eminent domain. For instance, in Great Britain there is a long tradition of offering pedestrian
footpaths to the public. Now there still exists a network of pedestrian paths running through
different forms of property ownership. Easements can also take the form of a negotiation
between individual stakeholders. Whether negotiating between public or private, this
method of property acquisition could be exploited for this strategy.
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This coupling strategy illustrates the potential to make use of residual publicly-owned infrastructural space
as well as obsolete industrial infrastructural equipment.

Yet another strategy comes in response to sites which have a regular pattern of use and
disuse, such as parking lots which can be appropriated in their off-hours. This condition of
property can be appropriated through employing a time-sharing strategy. This would imply
very short scales of occupation and a mobile form of architecture that could fit into these
time constraints. In illustration, the retiree nomads in their RVs from Quartzsite are mapped
onto a vacant urban parking lot. These vehicles are forms of architecture in themselves,
however they also have the potential to come into common formation and become more
than the sum of their singularities.
The concept of usufruct is a right of enjoyment, use, or profit from the property of another or
held in common so long as no damage is done. It is a right of use that is bestowed upon a
person for a certain duration. It is a variation on the concept of the commons in many tribal
cultures where land is held in common. This concept would be invoked and exploited within
this strategy.
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This time-sharing strategy illustrates the potential for an organization of mobile agents to assemble into a
formation within regular cycles of disuse (and easily disperse).

The system of property ownership is evidenced in the formal and social structures of the
city. It is a legal framework that imposes intangible and, by extension, tangible boundaries
on the city and our social interactions. This project seeks to critique this system by
transcending, manipulating, or defying its boundaries and ostensible stability in the interest
of asserting an informal type of public use of these spatial resources.
Within the postmodern mode of production, ownership and use have generally become less
essentially linked, and have given way to more fluid and networked forms of use. These
terms have become most apparent in the case of media and intellectual property, in which
the physical object becomes less important than the flows of content and information, as
well as the communities and networks that enable these flows.
Through offering an alternative definition of property in these terms for architecture, a
culture of cooperation and an economy of sharing will emerge in these temporal sites of
opportunity. Rather than overturning the system of private property, this project will act
through exploiting the cracks and vacancies within it. Acting within the system brings with it
the legal hurdles of enacting this project in spite of state enforcement and the potential for
conflict. Thus we will utilize the strategies of temporality and mobility to evade these
consequences and proceed in perpetuity. We also face the challenge of our ability to create
specific and sophisticated architecture within the context of temporary and changing
patterns of deployment and the logistics of mobility.
14

Through the premising concept of the city as a system of vacancy and opportunity, the
outcome can also become systematic. We can transform the city into a network of urban
commons through the opportunistic use of vacant space in the city, migrating nomadically
to where opportunity arises.

Map of San Francisco blocks delimited.

Map of San Francisco spatial opportunity. Publicly-owned land in grey and privately-owned vacant space
in black.
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