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The theory of the commons emerged in the late 1960s as a response to the social dilemma
concerning whether communities and social organizations could collectively and sustainably
share limited natural resources. Against privatization-oriented perspectives, Elinor Ostrom’s
neo-institutional approach emerged, arguing that commons systems were possible through
democratic rules of collective action. From the 1990s onward, the theory expanded beyond
natural resources to include social and immaterial goods in urban settings, linking the “new

commons’ to social practices of sharing, mutualism, and the reproduction of everyday life.

The South Korean debate developed on the onset within a critical framework that
challenged the neoliberal logic behind rural land and urban space privatization. In the case
of urban commons, perspectives range from more functionalist institutional approaches to
more radical grassroots interpretations, highlighting the contingent character of the
commons. Despite the richness of the literature, few studies explicitly analyze how and why
the meaning of urban commons is socially and politically constructed. For this reason, the
doctoral research focuses on the emergence of the commons concept, its epistemic
contestation among different actors, and its significance as both an epistemic resource and

a political discourse.

The research investigates three different analytical dimensions: the
institutional-administrative, the urban movements, and the academic dimension. This
presentation will focus specifically on the latter. To do so, a bibliometric analysis has been
conducted both as a systematic literature review, aimed at reconstructing the intellectual
structure and historical development of the debate, and as a means to investigate the
construction and interpretation of the concept through different semantic fields emerging
across contexts and historical periods.

Gwon Son is a PhD student at the Italian Institute of Oriental Studies at Sapienza University
of Rome. Drawing on his academic training in sociology (BA and MA), his research interests
revolve around urban movements and urban commons. In his doctoral dissertation, he
explores how collective actors in Seoul socially construct the meaning of urban commons as
a frame to politically challenge the institutionalized private-public production and use of
urban space. The dissertation also includes a comparative analysis with Rome, where,
similarly to Seoul, the research seeks to understand the meaning of urban commons as
practiced by grassroots movements.
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