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Introduction 

 
A sprawling mural of a feather surrounded by ribbon spans three of Lotus 

House’s vibrant, terra cotta colored dining room walls. Calligraphic lettering spells out 

“generosity,” “kindness,” “intentionality,” growth,” “togetherness,” “authenticity,” and 

“play” across the length of the swirling ribbon, announcing the house’s core values to 

anyone who visits and reminding members of them as they go about their days.  

Lotus House is a communal house, which, like communes and eco-villages, is a 

type of “intentional community.” Often considered lived utopias, intentional 

communities (ICs) “stem from discontent with the now and seek something better” and 

are “critical and creative, devising living experiments with the good life.”1 People form 

and join ICs in order to live cooperatively with others who share their values in order 

to better uphold those values. ICs attempt to embody alternatives to the spaces and 

discourses of mainstream society, and are thus often understood as counter-cultural 

enclaves of resistance to the dominant social order.  

This understanding, I argue, only tells half the story. This thesis attempts to 

complicate discourses that portray ICs as largely radical, utopian spaces set apart from 

and in opposition to the dominant order. Even as they may challenge dominant social 

relations by embodying alternatives to neoliberal individualism, they may nonetheless 

still be implicated in the violence of the privatized public sphere. My research suggests 

that attempting to create spaces beyond dominant structures may in some ways sustain 

                                                
1 Lucy Sargisson, “Friends Have All Things in Common: Utopian Property Relations,” British Journal 
of Politics & International Relations 12, no. 1 (February 2010): 24, doi:10.1111/j.1467-
856X.2009.00391.x. 
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them by segregating ICs from the same Others marginalized by the privatization of the 

public sphere.  

Even when it recognizes their shortcomings, much of the literature on ICs 

idealizes their counter-culturalism.2 Susan Love Brown’s work on the relationship 

between ICs and the nation-state portrays ICs as a withdrawal from and critique of 

dominant society.3 Her emphasis on withdrawal causes her to discount the deep 

interrelationships between dominant society and resistance thereto. Similarly, Lucy 

Sargisson argues that ICs in one study challenged the depoliticization of domestic 

space4, while those in another resisted competitive notions of private property and 

profit.5 Though informative, these authors overemphasize the ways ICs diverge from 

status quo social relations. They depict ICs as bounded quasi-utopias, leading them to 

overlook ICs’ embeddedness in dominant power dynamics that flow through even 

seemingly resistant spaces and discourses.  

Studying ICs in light of neoliberalism illuminates ways that neoliberal power 

may permeate spaces commonly understood as counter-cultural. As a 

“hegemonic…mode of discourse...incorporated into the common-sense way many of 

us interpret, live in, and understand the world,” neoliberal logics can become 

normalized as social facts, generating unexpected points of contact and social relations 

between superficially incompatible concepts. Conversely, studying neoliberalism in 

light of ICs reveals neoliberalism’s “necessary incompleteness,” i.e. how it always 

                                                
2 See also: Wiliam L. Smith, “Intentional Communities 1990-2000: A Portrait,” Michigan Sociological 
Review 16 (Fall 2002): 107–31; Louise Meijering, Paulus Huigen, and Bettina Van Hoven, “Intentional 
Communities in Rural Spaces,” The Royal Dutch Geographical Society KNAG 98, no. 1 (2007): 42–52. 
3 Susan Love Brown, ed, Intentional Community: An Anthropological Perspective, (New York: State 
University of New York Press, 2002). 
4 Lucy Sargisson, “Politicising the Quotidian.,” Environmental Politics 10, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 68. 
5 Sargisson, “Friends Have All Things in Common,” 25.  
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manifests alongside contradictory dynamics and forms of power.6 Such analysis can 

shed light on fissures and contradictions that could undermine neoliberal hegemony. 

Thus, illuminating power relationships that operate through and beyond ICs may help 

reclaim their radical, utopian potential, suggesting a possible mode of resistance to the 

dominant political-economic order.  

Following Jamie Peck, Nikolas Theodore, and Neil Brenner’s insistence on 

situating the study of neoliberalism in particular historical and geographical contexts,7 I 

conducted my research through geographically rooted, critical ethnography. Looking at 

“actually existing neoliberalisms”8 entails grounding conceptual questions in 

“theoretically informed ethnographic approaches” like my thesis, which grapple with 

neoliberalism’s necessarily contextual and incomplete outcomes, articulations, and 

gaps.9 It is simply less useful to ask whether neoliberal regimes can be renegotiated 

than it is to investigate actual instances of possible contestation in light of their 

particular social, political, and economic dynamics.  

My ethnographic research consisted of formal interviews and participatory 

observation of three progressive10 intentional communities in South Minneapolis–Oak 

House, Dorothy Day House, and Lotus House11–between December 27th, 2014 and 

January 18th, 2015. Unless otherwise noted, all quotes and ethnographic vignettes took 

                                                
6 Jamie Peck, Nik Theodore and Neil Brenner, “Neoliberal Urbanism Redux?” International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research 37:3 (2013): 1093. 
7 Jamie Peck, Constructions of Neoliberal Reason (Oxford  ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2010): 
8. 
8 Neil Brenner and Nikolas Theodore, eds., Spaces of Neoliberalism: Urban Restructuring in North 
America and Western Europe (Malden, Mass.  ; Oxford: Blackwell, 2002): 6. 
9 Peck, Theodore and Brenner, “Neoliberal Urbanism Redux?” 11; David Harvey, A Brief History of 
Neoliberalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005): 70; Peck, Constructions of Neoliberal 
Reason, 8. 
10 I use this term loosely to indicate a common affinity for egalitarianism, social progressivism, 
environmentalism, and distrust of the powers that be.  
11 These names, along with the names of each resident, are pseudonyms.  
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place during this period. My research was also informed by time spent socializing at 

these houses during the summer of 2014, as well as my ongoing correspondence with 

many members of the houses. Although ICs can vary too widely for useful comparison, 

it makes sense to compare these particular communities because they are similarly 

structured communal houses of five to ten unrelated adults each; they hold events that 

are ostensibly open to uninvited guests; they are acquainted with each other and in 

some cases, their social circles overlap significantly; and they are located within a mile 

or two of each other. Moreover, they are connected to a broader network of communal 

houses in Minneapolis that share some or all of these characteristics. 

Like the communities themselves, this thesis was born out of an attempt to 

figure out how in the simple day-to-day ways I go about my life, as well as in my 

relationships with people and spaces, I might be able to live in a way that reflects my 

values. In the spirit of these communities, and of critical ethnographers such as Vincent 

Lyon-Callo and Susan Brin Hyatt, I am not positing an authoritative answer to that 

question but rather adding my voice to actually occurring, ongoing conversations about 

urban communal living as one possible answer.12 After I graduate, I will be moving 

into Lotus House and continuing to grapple with this question–a question that for me is 

so much more than an abstract, academic inquiry. It is, I believe, one of the most 

important and least straightforward questions a person can ask.   

In the following section, I establish how neoliberalism has resulted in the 

commercialized privatization of public good, the public sphere, and public space. 

Privatization recodes market interests as the public interest, and exalts the private 
                                                
12 Vincent Lyon-Callo and Susan Brin Hyatt, “The Neoliberal State And The Depoliticization Of 
Poverty: Activist Anthropology And ‘Ethnography From Below,’” Urban Anthropology & Studies of 
Cultural Systems & World Economic Development 32, no. 2 (Summer 2003): 199-200. 
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consumer as the ideal public subject. This reframes structural violence as a personal 

problem, alienating individuals from their relationship to a broader collective. As a 

result, privileged individuals do not see themselves as inhabiting a public sphere that 

includes subaltern Others, and they thus treat structural inequalities more as threats to 

their personal safety than matters of public concern. Section one makes the case for 

ICs’ anti-neoliberal potential, and argues that by grounding social life in a sense of 

collective care, ICs can be read as counterpublic spaces in that they represent a 

potentially transformative alternative to the dominant public sphere. Section two delves 

into the under-theorized power relationships between counterpublic spaces and 

marginalized populations. It argues that ICs such as Oak House and Lotus House, 

whose communities exclude subaltern individuals, may be implicated in the racialized 

securitization and privatization of urban space. Section three uses Dorothy Day House 

to illustrate the possibility of a counterpublic that combats these shortcomings. Because 

the house proactively works to uncover and dismantle internalized oppression, it 

focuses more on cultivating anti-oppressive relationships with its subaltern neighbors. 

It thus puts forth the possibility of recuperating the sense of a shared social world with 

marginalized Others. I conclude by suggesting that neoliberalism’s incompleteness 

may absorb forms of resistance that replicate neoliberal logics, but that communal 

accountability to shared ethics may be able to recognize this and ultimately work 

towards a more complete resistance.  
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Section 1: Neoliberal Privatization 

 

In contrast to liberalism, which asserts a clear distinction between public and 

private life, neoliberalism entails the material and ideological privatization of what 

were once matters of public good, the public sphere, and public spaces. The 

privatization of public good is evident in the restructuring of the state to serve capital 

even at the expense of the rest of society. “Public good” in this context is understood as 

whatever benefits market interests and vice-versa. Despite neoliberalism’s distaste for 

big government, neoliberalization relies on the state to create the conditions for 

virtually unrestricted capital accumulation, and thus aims “to bring all human action 

under the domain of the market.”13 Restructuring has served to dismantle the welfare 

state by rolling back social services and other traditionally “public” benefits, and 

rolling out market-friendly policies.14 Ideologically, political privatization–or what 

Wendy Brown terms de-democratization–individualizes what have traditionally been 

seen as public welfare issues, holding individuals responsible for meeting their own 

needs through their participation in the market economy.15 Brown explains, 

“Citizenship, reduced to self-care, is divested of any orientation toward the common, 

thereby undermining an already weak investment in an active citizenry and an already 

thin concept of a public good.”16 This masks the structural forces underlying these 

                                                
13 Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 3. 
14 Ibid, 26.  
15 Emily Forman and Daniel Tucker, eds., “Trashing the Neoliberal City: Autonomous Cultural 
Practices in Chicago from 2000-2005” 3 (2007): 3. 
16 Wendy Brown, “American Nightmare: Neoliberalism, Neoconservatism, and De-Democratization,” 
Political Theory 34, no. 6 (December 2006): 695, doi:10.1177/0090591706293016. 
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seemingly personal problems and discourages collective organizing to address them.17 

As a hegemonic (though not totalizing) ideology, neoliberalism holds “the market…as 

an appropriate guide–an ethic–for all human action,” including action meant to solve 

societal problems produced by neoliberalism itself.18 This quintessential neoliberal 

subject sees himself as competing for scarce resources and employment opportunities, 

and thus considers poverty and other oppression as personal failures on the part of the 

poor and oppressed.19   

To understand neoliberalization’s effects on the public sphere, it is important to 

trace the concept to Jürgen Habermas’s seminal work The Structural Transformation of 

the Public Sphere. In it, he defines the public sphere, in contrast to the state or market, 

as a democratic realm where politics takes place through debate and discussion.20 

Theoretically, it functions as a check on state and economic domination through its 

ability to hold those institutions accountable and advocate for the public interest.21 For 

Habermas and scholars in his tradition, the public sphere is enacted through 

interactions with and access to public space, as it “represents the material location 

where the social interactions and political activities of all members of ‘the public’ 

occur.”22 These spaces were sites of rational deliberation about matters of public 

concern, which materialized the abstract public sphere.  

                                                
17 Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 69. 
18 Ibid, 165.  
19 Christopher Niedt, “Gentrification and the Grassroots: Popular Support in the Revanchist Suburb,” 
Journal of Urban Affairs 28:2 (2006): 117. 
20 Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing 
Democracy,” Social Text, no. 25/26 (1990): 57, doi:10.2307/466240. 
21 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 
Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989): 27. 
22 Don Mitchell, “The End of Public Space? People’s Park, Definitions of the Public, and Democracy,” 
Annals of the Association of American Geographers 85, no. 1 (1995): 116. 
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Theorists since Habermas have moved away from bourgeois understandings of 

a singular public sphere while still attempting to recuperate some form of publicness as 

a check on state and market dominance. Queer theorists, feminists, and other critics 

have long held that Habermas’s monolithic vision of a representative public sphere 

naturalizes social inequality. Its emphasis on rational deliberation universalizes white, 

bourgeois, “masculine modes of public speech and behavior” as the most legitimate 

mode of political participation, and by extension, white, bourgeois men as the most 

legitimate political subjects.23 This false universalism requires non-normatively 

“public” subjects such as women and people of color to bracket their “private” selves, 

including the struggles they face in their “private” lives, spaces, and relationships, 

which are considered irrelevant to the so-called public good.24 Exclusionary norms also 

block these groups form supposedly public sites such as civil society organizations, 

further preventing them from representing their interests as matters of public concern.25 

Marginalized from the dominant public sphere, such groups form counterpublics 

organized by discourses that run counter to hegemonic forms of public life.26  

One of neoliberalism’s major effects on the contemporary urban landscape is 

the privatization, commercialization, and strict regulation of formerly public space. 

Mike Davis and others argue that the denationalization and redevelopment of public 

spaces like parks has left “genuinely democratic space…all but extinct,” suffocating 

                                                
23 Margaret Crawford, “Contesting the Public Realm: Struggles over Public Space in Los Angeles,” 
Journal of Architectural Education 49, no. 1 (September 1995): 4. See also: Warner, Publics and 
Counterpublics, 32. 
24 Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere,” 62. 
25 Ibid, 60. 
26 Warner, Publics and Counterpublics, 118-119. 
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what remained of the public sphere.27 His idea of “genuinely democratic space” refers 

to the “Olmstedian vision” of public sites where people of different classes and races 

can intermingle harmoniously in order to discourage social conflict.28 Although 

Davis’s romanticization of the Olmstedian spaces of yesteryear problematically fails to 

account for the power relationships that structure those interactions, his point 

nonetheless speaks to the near-destruction of common urban areas and 

correspondingly, day-to-day experiences of sharing a social world with the subaltern. 

Moreover, "the point is not only that neoliberalism affects cities, but also that cities 

have become key institutional arenas in and through which neoliberalism is itself 

evolving."29 Understanding cities as mediums of neoliberal power, and not merely 

stages on which it plays out, allows us to grasp the more nuanced interrelationships 

between spatial privatization and accompanying social inequality. 

Urban segregation further isolates marginalized groups from mainstream 

society and symbolically alienates them from the public sphere. Deindustrialization and 

economic restructuring of the 1970s exacerbated existing forms of urban segregation. 

“Black working class and working poor” who had been displaced in the collapse of the 

industrial economy, “were marginalized and isolated from the engines of the 

postindustrial city–the privatization of public space in downtown areas being 

emblematic–and instead exposed to intense poverty and rapid unemployment.”30 

Gentrification and forced relocations of the poor and working-class in the name of 

“urban renewal,” cuts to social services and limited tax revenue in poor communities, 

                                                
27 Mike Davis, “Fortress L.A.,” in The City Reader, 3rd ed. (Routledge, 1990): 204. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Brenner and Theodore, Spaces of Neoliberalism, ix. 
30 Mark Anthony Neal, “Postindustrial Soul: Black Popular Music at the Crossroads,” in That’s the 
Joint! The Hip-Hop Studies Reader (New York, NY: Routledge, 2004), 367. 
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and surveillance-heavy urban design all contributed to the alienation through 

ghettoization of the black and brown urban poor.31 This contributed to distancing 

privileged groups’ from the sense of a common public sphere that includes the 

subaltern, and thus, seemingly absolved them of responsibility for their wellbeing. 

Through the careful management and policing of private space, neoliberal cities 

securitize commercial interests against those deemed threatening: namely, poor people 

of color, among other Others.32 Shared spaces in today’s cities tend to be privately 

owned, administered, and policed, and cater more shopping and entertainment than 

non-commodified interaction.33 Shopping malls are the classic example of such 

consumerist pseudo-publics, which are heavily controlled in order to muzzle potential 

affiliation and organizing that might threaten the commercial interests contained 

therein.34 Given that “commercial interests” have largely supplanted what was once 

understood as the public interest, boundaries spread like water on a sidewalk 

throughout the grooves of the city, pooling in some places and snaking around others. 

Neoliberal urban space is thus characterized by what Edward Soja refers to as “many 

different kinds of protected and fortified spaces, islands of enclosure and anticipated 

protection against the real and imagined dangers of daily life… that both voluntarily 

and involuntarily barricade individuals and communities in visible and not-so-visible 

urban islands, overseen by restructured forms of public and private power and 

                                                
31 Ibid. 
32 Davis, “Fortress L.A.”; Madanipour, “Social Exclusion and Space.” 
33 Margaret Crawford, “The World in a Shopping Mall,” in Variations on a Theme Park: The New 
American City and the End of Public Space, ed. Michael Sorkin (Macmillan, 1992): 6; Davis, “Fortress 
L.A.,” 205; Rushkoff, Life Inc., 77; Michael Bounds, Urban Social Theory: City, Self, and Society 
(South Melbourne, Vic.  ; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004): 333; Mitchell, “The End of Public 
Space?” 119..  
34 Mayer and Künkel, Neoliberal Urbanism and Its Contestations, 17; Ali Madanipour, “Social 
Exclusion and Space,” in The City Reader, ed. Goran Cars and Judith Allen, 3rd ed. (Routledge, 1998), 
187; Davis, “Fortress L.A.” 
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authority.”35 Segregation and securitization go hand-in-hand; since crime is associated 

with certain otherized bodies, “safety” is predicated on exclusion and enforced 

accordingly. This contributes to a polarized social climate, which inhibits broad-based 

solidarity and mobilization, and naturalizes the race and class divisions that sustain the 

current order.    

 

 

 

                                                
35 Edward W. Soja, Postmetropolis: Critical Studies of Cities and Regions (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Pub, 2000): 299. 
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Section 2: Intentional Communities as Counterpublics 

 

 
Reflecting on gratitude before the Dorothy Day House’s weekly community meal, photo by author 

 

 In this section, I argue that by grounding social life in a sense of collective care, 

the ICs in this thesis can be read as counterpublic spaces in that they represent a 

potentially transformative alternative to the dominant public sphere. Although ICs are 

still in many ways private, and their members are not necessarily marginalized in the 

way that Michael Warner and others understand participants of counterpublics–that is, 

their identities do not necessarily mark them as targets of oppression36–the concept 

nonetheless provides a useful framework for understanding ICs as a form of resistance. 

The norms governing their lifestyles and relationships are marginal in contrast to 

                                                
36 Warner, Publics and Counterpublics, 119. 
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today’s dominant conception of public life.37 They exemplify what Emily Forman and 

Daniel Tucker refer to as “alternative models of resource sharing and cooperation [that] 

counter the hyperindividualism and competition that has taken hold of our minds, and 

[that] instead build…creative communities of resistance that are building the capacity 

for a radical and imaginative new course.”38 By living against the grain, they testify to 

the possibility of an alternative social order.  

I will first address the “counter” in counterpublic by exploring how ICs 

contravene consumerist hyperindividualism, and will then go on to explore how they 

can be understood as “public.” ICs reject neoliberalism’s vision of the good life as the 

free exercise of consumer choice and the benefits that lifestyle can purchase. While 

staying at Oak House, one evening I overheard Jordan venting to Alissa in the kitchen. 

  “I just had a stupid little freak-out about… ughhh,” Jordan said in exaggerated 
disgust. “I want to burn everything in my room. Too many books on the shelves. 
Rubber bands! And…pens! Everywhere!” 

“What do you think that urge to purge is about?” Alissa asked.  
“Oh…things,” he said reflectively. “They carry a stupid weight. A weight of 

responsibility. I really have no attachment or desire to keep this thing that I don’t use. 
It could do so much good for someone else and I don’t need it. It’s just sitting.” 
  “Hm.” Alissa took a bite of food and they fell silent for a moment. “I was just 
wondering if anything in particular prompted it. Like the New Year?” 
  “No. Not really. It’s a familiar feeling” 

“Mmhmm. I hear you.”  
 

Jordan’s frustration with the “stupid weight” of the objects in his relatively 

unembellished room highlights the shared understanding within these communities that 

excessive consumption distracts and detracts from a life well lived. It’s a sentiment I 

saw expressed again and again in each community, from the repurposed jam jars that 

all the houses use as drinking glasses, to conversations that emphasize the virtue of 

                                                
37 Ibid, 112. 
38 Forman and Tucker, “Trashing the Neoliberal City,” 3. 
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simplicity, to the fact that in almost a year of knowing them, I’ve never heard anyone 

refer to shopping as a form of recreation.   

This sentiment also manifests in labor choices outside the home. Many 

members work low-wage jobs in the service industry even if they are qualified to 

pursue higher paying work, and do not aspire to upward economic mobility. Alissa, 

who has a master’s degree in geography, earns enough working at the local co-op to 

sustain herself and pay the house’s relatively inexpensive rent. Even those with 

“professional” jobs have, with few exceptions, chosen work that does not earn much 

money but that they consider an expression of their values, such as teaching or non-

profit consulting.  

In some respects, living communally provides a support structure for members 

to pursue these less market-driven lifestyles. The ICs in this thesis share rent, skills, 

domestic labor, and some property in ways that reduce their reliance on the market and 

alleviate some of the burden of sustaining themselves independently.  

Early in the chilly Minnesota afternoon of January 2nd, following a day most of 
Oak House had spent independently reflecting on the past year, Beaumont was 
lounging on living room couch in track pants and a navy blue hoodie, reading the local 
paper. “Do you wanna get the roommates to sign up for community ed classes 
together?” he called out to Megan and Alissa in a voice that betrays his Wisconsin 
roots. “There's one on Polish egg decorating.” We all laughed, and he added, “Oh 
and one on how to watch TV online,” which made us laugh harder.  

From the living room, I could hear Alissa making playful 
"awrawrawrawrawrawr" noises at Mark’s puppy, Trotsky. “Are you sure she doesn’t 
need to go out?” Megan asked her.  

“Well like I said,” Alissa replied, matter of factly, “Mark was gonna take her 
out after he gets back from his run.” She paused and added, softening her tone: “But if 
you want to take her out?”  

“Sure!” Megan said, and ventured out into the cold with the puppy. When she 
got back, Beaumont suggested they also feed Trotsky because Mark was worried about 
having time to feed her, make himself lunch, and get ready for work in time once he got 
back from his run. “That'll save him time and he won't have to worry about it," 
Beaumont added.  
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"That's thoughtful, Beaumont," Alissa replied appreciatively.  
 

The ICs are by no means self-sufficient: members still rely on the market for 

many goods and services. However, their material relationship to the market may be 

less significant than the fact that their mutual support is not oriented towards 

maximizing their productive capacities in order to make them better neoliberal 

subjects, although that may, in cases such as Mark’s ability to get to work on time, be 

an effect. Meeting some basic needs through cooperative, non-market relationships 

sustains not only themselves as individuals but also their communities. The ICs treat 

these ends as interconnected, and operate from the understanding that communal care 

is a form of self-care. Beaumont described his motivation for helping housemates as 

“self-serving but…also self-preserving,” in that he sees their well-being as intimately 

connected to his own. He characterized mutual care as taking place through a “bank of 

love instead of a bank of money,” which speaks to the ways these spaces express an 

alternative vision of the good life that foregrounds cooperation and non-monetized 

mutual care at the center of social life.  

 In other respects, however, the obligations of communal life detract from 

attempts to create a better world beyond the house. While writing, I emailed Samantha 

from Lotus asking her if living communally helps support her extensive involvement in 

the Latino-run farm she works on. She sees this work as important because, in her own 

words, “backing indigenous and people of color in being leaders and being listened to 

and heard is a big step toward dismantling racism.” I expected her to more or less agree 

that her involvement benefits from the community structure. “In some ways it does, in 

some ways it doesn't,” she replied. Reasons it doesn’t include: “I tend to take on more 
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than my share of house chores…[which] is an added stress on top of the work I'm 

trying to do,” “sometimes…the activities and responsibilities of living in an 

‘intentional community’ compete for my time and energy,” and “my home 

environment is not as restful a place as it could be because it can require a lot of social 

energy.” Some of Samantha’s housemates have echoed her second point, including 

Grant, who teaches full-time at a school for students with special needs, and Alok, who 

is finishing his post-doctoral degree in neuroscience while applying for grants to 

research the neuropsychological correlates of mystical states of consciousness. In 

contrast to these pursuits, spending time at house meetings deliberating about things 

like weekly chores can seem tedious and trivial.  

 Despite these drawbacks, Samantha stressed the ways her work benefits from 

her housemates’ emotional support. She finds it encouraging to “live with 

nonjudgmental people who don't judge me for putting values ahead of money, and 

actually have similar values and think that what I'm doing is good.” Communal living 

also creates a sense of accountability to shared values and expose members to different 

ways of honoring them. Rebecca talked about how living in Lotus House with other 

environmentally conscious people “has significantly changed my environmental 

footprint––I have been inspired by housemates to bike all year, including the coldest 

days of winter, dumpster dive, shop at a ton at farmers’ markets, [and] generally eat 

much more sustainably.”  

 While the ICs in this thesis are in many ways counter, how are they 

counterpublic spaces? At a glance, they seem no more public than any other houses 

with roommates. All the houses are privately owned, and are neither publically 
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governed nor subject to special regulations. They can also exclude and evict people 

from their homes, giving them the power to undemocratically manage how people 

interact with the space. While these facts limit their potential openness, a point I will 

draw out in section two, it is important to highlight the seemingly internal components 

of their publicness. For Michael Warner, an essential characteristic of counterpublics is 

that they “are scenes of association and identity that transform the private lives they 

mediate...members make their embodiment and status at least partly relevant in a 

public way by their very participation.”39 To an extent, to be counter is also to be 

public. How members conduct their “private” lives not only influences how they are 

produced as subjects, it also forms a counter-discourse to neoliberal individualism, 

which is publically relevant by virtue of the ways it challenges dominant 

understandings of private subjectivity. They are living proof of an alternative.   

 However, to meaningfully challenge dominant discourses, counter-discourses 

should disseminate into broader society.40 Some circulation is inevitable because 

members are connected to social circles beyond the house. Disseminating counter-

discourses is not simply a matter of communicating their practices, but also engaging 

with the world in ways that express them. For example, cooperative ethics within their 

houses can inspire members to extend those ethics outside it. Living communally has 

changed the way Alissa acts and sees herself, “mostly in just trying to live up to that 

highest ideal of cooperation…I feel like even when I’m not at the house I’m still trying 

to reflect that in some way.” For example, since living in Oak she has gotten involved 

                                                
39 Warner, Publics and Counterpublics, 57-58. 
40 Ibid, 68.  
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with the local Bikeways for Everyone Campaign that is working to build new dedicated 

bike lanes in Minneapolis.  

The key point is not that ICs may recuperate some pre-neoliberal form of 

publicness, but that as counterpublics, they may have the potential to transform the 

relationship between private, domestic space and the public sphere. Crawford 

elaborates: “Unlike normative public spaces, which simply reproduce the existing 

ideology, these spaces…help to overturn it. The public activities that occur here 

suggest that urban politics and urban space can be restructured from the bottom up as 

well as the top down.”41 ICs’ collective ethical accountability and support challenges 

the myth of the autonomous neoliberal subject, and presents the possibility of a less 

oppressive alternative.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
41 Crawford, “Contesting the Public Realm,” 5. 
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Section 3: Not Quite Counter, Not Quite Public 

 

 
Oak House concert, photo by author 

 
What is absent from the previous section and from Michael Warner’s analysis 

is sustained discussion of the ways even counterpublics may reproduce oppressive 

aspects of the dominant public sphere. Warner draws too clean a distinction when he 

claims: 

Dominant publics are by definition those that can take their discourse 
pragmatics and their lifeworlds for granted, misrecognizing the indefinite scope 
of their expansive address as universality or normalcy. Counterpublics are 
spaces of circulation in which it is hoped that the poesis of scene making will 
be transformative, not replicative merely.42  
 
Like much of the literature on ICs, Warner overemphasizes the separation 

between dominant forms of social life and spaces of resistance. His silence on the 

potentially oppressive power relationships between counterpublics and other marginal 

                                                
42 Warner, Publics and Counterpublics, 122. 
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groups calls for a more nuanced analysis that takes into account how neoliberalism, as 

a common sense “political rationality,” can pervade even seemingly resistant spaces 

and discourses.43 This section explores that hegemonic/counter-hegemonic 

entanglement, and argues that despite how they challenge consumerist individualism 

by cultivating community within their homes, ICs such as Oak House and Lotus House 

whose community-building efforts exclude marginalized populations may reproduce 

elements of the racial and economic segregation that characterizes neoliberal cities. 

This outcome is not simply a form of false consciousness, but rather symptomatic of 

challenges these ICs face when negotiating their countercultural “intentionality.” Both 

Oak and Lotus struggle to balance the work of cultivating collective self-care, pursuing 

social change beyond the IC (such as Samantha’s anti-racism farm work), and making 

their homes accessible to those beyond their core demographics. While it is important 

to call attention to ways they fall short of the latter, my critique must be understood in 

light of the fact that they may still be actively attempting to strike this balance in the 

first place. The struggle is itself a form of resistance to the dominant logic that holds 

individual fulfillment as the only valuable pursuit.   

Warner’s point that publics must be expansively open to strangers is a useful 

tool for considering where ICs may be implicated in oppressive exclusions. However, 

it requires modification in light of neoliberal power dynamics. In order for ICs to 

conform to Warner’s definition of a counterpublic, they must be “always in excess of 

[their] known social basis…[They] must include strangers."44 They must, moreover, be 

                                                
43 Brown, “American Nightmare,” 693. 
44 Warner, Publics and Counterpublics, 73. 
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“expansive.”45 That is, even as former strangers become part of the community, the ICs 

must be constantly open to new strangers. However, to say that a space welcomes 

“strangers” is to say very little about the actual bodies it may exclude, which recalls the 

universal liberal subject of dominant public discourse that Warner himself critiques. 

Although Warner acknowledges that any public, no matter how ostensibly open, “in 

fact selects participants by criteria of shared social space...habitus, topical concerns, 

intergeneric references, and circulating intelligible forms,” he dos not explore how this 

selection process could be colored by dominant power relationships.46 This is because 

he focuses more on strangers as audiences of public discourse, and not on Strangers in 

the sense of alienated, subaltern Others. For Warner, Strangers are the ones who, 

having been marginalized from the dominant public sphere, form counterpublics. 

While ICs can be understood as marginal in the ways they rebel against neoliberal 

norms, their participants are not necessarily marginalized targets of neoliberal violence. 

In the context of this thesis, then, Strangers refer to those bodies excluded from 

commercialized public space, denied state-administered rights and protections, and 

considered irrelevant or threatening to the market-centric vision of public good. 

Interrogating ways ICs may exclude Strangers even as they welcome strangers allows 

us to see how counterpublics and dominant publics can coincide.  

South Minneapolis, where all of the ICs in this thesis are located, has a high 

population of low-income, non-white residents compared to the city as a whole. 

According to 2010 census data, the population of Minneapolis is 40% non-white. In 

Oak House’s neighborhood, 52% of residents are non-white. Dorothy Day and Lotus’s 

                                                
45 Ibid, 76. 
46 Ibid, 106. 
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neighborhoods are 78% and 83% non-white, respectively.47 Economic inequality, 

which disproportionately affects populations of color, is also a feature of these 

neighborhoods. All of the ICs are located in “areas of concentrated poverty,” where 

50% or more of the residents live within 185% of the federal poverty level.48 In the city 

as a whole, 24% of residents of color live below the poverty line, compared to only 6% 

of white residents.49 Minneapolis’s racial and ethnic economic disparities are among 

the highest in the nation,50 and, as in many other parts of the country, tend to be 

geographically concentrated in certain urban neighborhoods.  

In contrast to their neighborhoods, all three ICs are remarkably homogenous. 

All members of Oak House are white, and all but one member of Dorothy Day House 

and Lotus House are white. Visitors to Oak and Lotus generally reflect the 

demographics of those houses’ residents. Their extended communities consist mainly 

of core members’ preexisting social networks, which are mostly of people from their 

same racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic background.  Beaumont from Oak and Grant 

from Lotus describe those who attend their respective house events as predominantly 

white, college-educated, upper-middle class people in their twenties and thirties, just 

like the communities’ residents, which is consistent with my experience at both houses. 

Although they occupy the same geographic space as their marginalized neighbors, 

                                                
47 Summary Data by Community, Minneapolis 2010 Census Results (Minneapolis, MN: City of 
Minneapolis, January 11, 2013), 
http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/www/groups/public/@cped/documents/webcontent/convert_270048.xl
s. 
48 Community Profile for Minneapolis (Metropolitan Council, n.d.), 
http://stats.metc.state.mn.us/profile/detail.aspx?c=02395345. 
49 Prosperity Imbalanced: The Twin Cities Metropolitan Area in 2013 (Saint Paul, MN: Metropolitan 
Council, September 2014), http://www.metrocouncil.org/getattachment/3f92bc2f-f244-438e-b714-
a7a95028daca/.aspx. 
50 Ibid. 
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Lotus and Oak are insulated from those populations in ways that evoke broader 

patterns of neoliberal segregation.  

One possible explanation for Lotus and Oak’s homogeneity is that they operate 

more as communities in houses than houses in communities. That is, they focus their 

efforts more on cultivating relationships among their existing social circles than within 

their neighborhoods.  Even though both houses host events that are theoretically open 

to strangers, guests still tend to fit the dominant demographic. This is in part because 

the houses mainly promote events through Facebook and word-of-mouth, which means 

invitations largely circulate among the houses’ social networks. As Grant explained, “If 

everyone invites their friends, it usually ends up being a lot of people,” so Lotus does 

not do much other outreach, except occasionally posting fliers for their meditation 

events at a local meditation center. This outreach brings in some people who are older 

than the core group, but who in all other respects generally mirror house demographics.  

Both Oak and Lotus have expressed the desire to become more inclusive of 

their neighbors, but so far have been unsuccessful. For Oak, this may be partially 

because its block is somewhat isolated from the rest of the neighborhood and has only 

three other residential properties, one of which houses another all-white intentional 

community. However, when asked whether he experiences this isolation as negative, 

Beaumont explained, “I don’t notice it because of how many people I live with. I think 

you could have eight people living in a desert and it wouldn’t feel as much like a 

desert.” Because Oak House’s attempts to build community mainly consist of 

deepening relationships among residents and friends thereof, it may feel less motivated 

to branch out to Strangers in the neighborhood.  
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Even when they invite neighbors to events, these communities’ homogeneity 

marks the houses as white spaces, which may create an unwelcoming social climate for 

Strangers outside the dominant demographic.51 When Samantha from Lotus has invited 

non-white neighbors to house events, they either do not take her up on her offer or only 

come once. One black man from the neighborhood, with whom she’s had several 

friendly conversations, came once to their weekly meditation and breakfast event and 

once to a potluck, but has not been back since. She feels the house’s homogeneity 

frustrates her efforts to reach out: “If only a couple people from the neighborhood 

come and it’s mostly our friends, to me that doesn’t feel like it would be a safe space 

for [neighbors of color]. If you’re this single, thirty five or forty year-old African-

American dude and you come and it’s like fifteen white twenty-something kids 

meditating– I mean, maybe you don’t care…but maybe that feels a little bit like there’s 

[sic] not enough other people who are in your affinity group.” That said, it is also 

plausible that neighbors are simply uninterested in branching out beyond their existing 

communities, or are too busy with their own lives to make the effort.  

Within Oak House, concerns about crime may at times create further barriers 

between the house and its neighbors of color. Members of both Lotus and Oak have 

characterized their neighborhoods as fairly high crime areas, yet Oak, which has 

experienced less crime than Lotus, perceives and responds to its neighborhood as more 

threatening. In the two years Grant has lived in Lotus, the house was burglarized, 

Grant’s car windshield was smashed while he was parked in front of the house, and he 

has heard frequent gunshots. Once he woke up to the sound of a drive-by shooting. He 

                                                
51 Madanipour, “Social Exclusion and Space,” 185. 
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does not feel unsafe in the neighborhood, however, and nor do the other residents. “Not 

even after the break-in,” Grant said. “It was just like, ‘Alright yeah let’s just keep our 

doors and windows closed and locked,’ and that’s been about it.” In contrast, crime 

prevention is a major concern and frequent discussion topic at Oak House. In his 

capacity as “block leader,” a liaison position between the neighborhood crime 

prevention specialist and the block, Beaumont receives neighborhood crime reports 

regularly and shares that information with the house. These reports give him the 

impression that the area is unsafe, so he and others feel they must take extra 

precautions to ensure that the house is insulated against crime from without. “We live 

like a block from [major street], and so if we just had this environment where people 

are hanging out on the front porch, anyone’s coming in and out…” he paused, trailing 

off. “There’s [sic] people all the time that walk up and down that are up to no good.” In 

response to this threat, Oak House has implemented the crime prevention specialist’s 

recommendations on how to make the house less susceptible to break-ins. Unlike Lotus 

and Dorothy Day, Oak also takes active steps to prevent crime during their events. At 

every house show, one resident acts as a “greeter,” which entails welcoming people 

into the space while also making sure that “not anyone can come in the open, unlocked 

door and come upstairs to like seven laptops and computers and cameras and 

everything else.” Calling attention to Oak House’s focus on security is by no means to 

dismiss either the reality of crime in the neighborhood or the value of taking 

precautions against it. Nor is it to suggest that people of color in the neighborhood are 

not equally, or perhaps more, concerned about security than Oak. Rather, it is to show 

how, in a racially polarized culture where criminality is deeply associated with 
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blackness, the desire to secure white spaces against crime can at times result in the 

racialized exclusion of bodies deemed threatening.  

Though genealogically distinct, the pervasive criminalization of blackness in 

America shares roots with neoliberal segregation and privatization. Michelle 

Alexander’s research traces a key connection, highlighting how the war on drugs and 

“culture of poverty” discourses blamed poor black people and their geographically 

alienated communities for poverty and drug crime, erasing structural factors.52 These 

issues were only treated as worthy of public attention insofar as they were perceived as 

a strain on government resources or a threat to white populations.53 Poverty, crime, and 

racial inequities were understood as problems endemic to affected populations and thus 

alienated from the public sphere. Katheryn Russell-Brown’s book The Color of Crime 

details the myriad ways the US legal system, media and popular culture have 

reinforced alienation by conflating crime and blackness to the extent that “the image of 

the criminalblackman…[is] embedded in our collective racial consciousness,” 

informing how both blackness and crime are understood.54 The criminalblackman myth 

helps maintain neoliberal power through what Lisa Marie Cacho refers to as a 

“possessive investment in whiteness.”55 In a climate where social value is understood 

in market terms, white privilege is a form of capital that can purchase certain freedoms, 

rights, and privileges, and that is maintained by outcompeting other groups.56 

                                                
52 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New 
York, NY [u.a.]: New Press, 2010): 40-57. 
53 Ibid.  
54 Katheryn Russell-Brown, The Color of Crime, 2nd ed, Critical America (New York: New York 
University Press, 2009): 116. 
55 Lisa Marie Cacho, Social Death Racialized Rightlessness and the Criminalization of the Unprotected, 
Nation of Newcomers Immigrant History as American History (New York, NY [u.a.]: New York Univ. 
Press, 2012): 26. 
56 Ibid.  
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Competitive social valuation constructs devalued Others as threats to white privilege, 

which denies their membership in a common social world and thus does not consider 

their struggles relevant to the common good.    

The pervasive, often implicit connection between crime and blackness in 

America should raise questions about how “security” for predominantly white 

communities’ may be premised on the absence of bodies deemed threatening, 

particularly in a neighborhood composed disproportionately of low-income people of 

color. This concern came to the fore at one of Oak’s house shows, when anxiety about 

crime from the neighborhood resulted in the exclusion of people of color who had been 

explicitly invited to the event. Beaumont told the story:  

“[During the show there was] a normal crowd of like, I probably recognize 
three quarters of the faces as regulars, maybe like twenty-five percent I don’t 
recognize. But honestly they fit my stereotype of what I judge to be non-threatening. 
Which is not race, but it’s definitely dressing a certain way, like you know, you’re not 
dressing like someone I perceive to be in a gang, or to be walking in with several 
liquor bottles, or don’t come to the door seeming really intoxicated from just getting 
here, you know? So nothing seemed off to me, but then…I happened to come upstairs 
when this group came up to the door, and it was like eight or so African American–“ 
he paused. “You know, people who had come to the party. So…the thing is, the thing is, 
they were standing there like they weren’t sure if they were okay to come in or not. 
That’s just part of it right there…If someone is acting like they’re in the right place 
then you don’t pick up on it as much, but if someone is kinda unsure, timid, that sets off 
my signals that they’re not sure they should be here and I should look into this. And so 
the guy who was at the door was definitely drunk and everyone behind him had open 
beers in their hands. And my judgmental stereotype lens sees all of them wearing, you 
know, baggy clothes that more black people wear.  

“That’s racist of me,” he said quietly, checking himself. “So several things are 
happening, and I also have to make a split second decision to say if they’re welcome or 
not…So I asked him, ‘Who invited you?’ And to me he said, ‘Your girlfriend invited 
me,’ and I didn’t have a girlfriend at the time, so that was another signal that these 
people are drunk and they just saw people coming into a house and wanted to have a 
good time. And so I said, ‘No, sorry, this is a private party…And there was tension…I 
was thinking about the environment we’re trying to cultivate, not trying to be exclusive, 
trying not to be racist…I talked to a couple roommates about it and everyone…didn’t 
feel good about it but didn’t know if it was right to let them in…[L]ater it became 
known that it was [Brian’s] girlfriend who invited them…I felt bad cause they were 
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invited and turned away at the door for not looking like they should fit in…So then I 
walked over there during the show with her and then explained what happened and 
apologized, and told them…we should hang out sometime or come over in the future 
for an event…[When] we had National Night Out I went over and personally invited 
them to that. A lot of them came to that.” 

 
It would be hasty to conclude that Oak’s safety concerns are simply (or even 

complexly) expressions of the community’s internalized racism. Beaumont’s 

discussions with housemates about his ambivalence surrounding the incident, along 

with his willingness to acknowledge and correct his mistake, speaks to how their 

community structure can even serve as a corrective against this possibility. However, 

the “color-blind” recoding of race as crime and culture demonstrate the need to look 

closely at power relations in situations where black bodies are excluded from white 

spaces. In this case, the confluence of private property concerns and racial exclusion 

through securitization should be considered in light of Kern’s point that:  

[S]afety, if it is seen as a private choice exercised in private space, becomes a 
function of privilege…In an urban environment increasingly filled with private, 
gated spaces, where safety is seen as a commodity that can be chosen and 
purchased, there is little political motivation to pursue collective action to 
ensure that all citizens, in both private and public spaces, have access to 
security.57  
 
Oak’s narrow pursuit of safety for the community within the house can have the 

unintended consequence of normalizing insecurity for communities of Strangers 

outside it. This positions neighbors as potential threats rather than fellow community 

members who also desire and deserve to feel safe and welcome. It may also contribute 

to normalizing a narrow model of community as the most worthwhile–or perhaps the 

only–manifestation of communal life.   

                                                
57 Leslie Kern, “Reshaping the Boundaries of Public and Private Life: Gender, Condominium 
Development, and the Neoliberalization of Urban Living,” Urban Geography 28, no. 7 (October 1, 
2007): 671, doi:10.2747/0272-3638.28.7.657. 
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The sun had just set but neither Mark nor Beaumont, who were immersed in 
quiet conversation at the dining room table, had bothered to turn on the lights. They 
were discussing Oak House’s recent decision to accept an offer from the city to buy 
and redevelop the house, and the possibility of using that revenue to start another 
community elsewhere.  

"I need to explore what my interest is in the future of [Oak House’s 
performance venue],” Beaumont told Mark. He said it might not be a priority because 
in other discussions about the future of the community, the “stresses have been 
inclusivity, and how many people we want in the house." He brought up the possibility 
of holding events in a space connected to but separated from people’s living space.  

Mark responded, lowering his voice: "I think we can afford to be as we have 
been and not too worried about…” he sighed, pausing. "Inclusivity. And to be able to 
trust our snap judgments about strangers. We don't have to have our door wide open. 
We're inviting people into our homes and not a public space or business. I'm not 
feeling too bad."  

“Mhmm,” Beaumont replied, half agreeing and half considering what Mark 
had said.  

"If we have something detached from the house, detached from people's lives, 
we can continue to be more inclusive," Mark continued. 

The conversation shifted to the possibility of moving into Dorothy Day House’s 
neighborhood, which has a lower cost of living, higher rates of poverty, and a 
significantly higher concentration of people of color. Beaumont seemed enthusiastic 
about the possibility. "You move into [neighborhood] and you put up with what's going 
on for a year or two, like we put up with the house next door, " he said, referring to 
how before their friends moved into it and turned it into an IC, the house next door had 
been a “problem house.” In an interview, Alissa spoke about its “constant problems 
with noise and parties and just crazy stuff going on…Alleged drug deals and 
prostitution and…the cops being called frequently.”  

Beaumont said that if they decided to rent in this neighborhood, their rent 
might go up as the neighborhood gentrifies, but if they bought a house cheaply now 
they wouldn’t have to worry about that. They could have a "house that's communally 
involved and helping along with that process [of developing the neighborhood].” 
Beaumont went on to imagine, “If we move Oak House to [that neighborhood] and 
[the IC next door] buys a place, people will be coming over and hanging out, and 
maybe a few of our other friends will buy a place. With what we have with our network, 
we could move the whole community in. It’s like moving chess pieces, to have this 
whole community move there.”  

Mark nodded. "Usually I hear about gentrification in a negative context. I don't 
like idea of people being pushed out of neighborhoods because they can't afford it, but 
I do like the idea of neighborhoods improving. Granted I don't like the idea of it being 
some affluent, posh place, or turning inner-city neighborhood into condos, but I’m 
talking about people building communities where there used to be White Castle 
wrappers." 
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Members of Dorothy Day House sometimes talk to me about their discomfort 

with how ICs in general, and theirs in particular, are romanticized while communal 

relationships among people of color are overlooked. Dorothy Day often gets praised for 

its hospitality work, which involves keeping two of its spare bedrooms open as 

temporary living spaces for those who are in need of transitional housing, and offering 

support for those individuals. When I asked about hospitality in their interviews, both 

Rob and Beth independently mentioned their neighbor Kayla, a black single mother 

with three children, who rents a two-bedroom unit in half a house. For over six months, 

she had been providing hospitality for her pregnant friend, her friend’s six children, 

and her friend’s fiancé. “She doesn’t get donations. She doesn’t get to be a called a like 

a saint or whatever,” Beth said, rolling her eyes. Nor, it’s worth nothing, does she get 

interviewed for a thesis about communal living.   

Beth added, “I have a friend too who is an addict and he is very active in AA 

circles. When people are out of recovery, they’re broke…and don’t have anywhere to 

live…So he’s taken people in who have committed to being sober.” She looked down 

at her hands for a moment and then back up at me. “Yeah. It is weird,” she said 

incredulously, referring to the ways people glorify Dorothy Day House. “Yeah I don’t 

really get it because it makes sense that this is what communities should do in a really 

organic way. It makes sense, you know. If your brother needs something and you have 

it, you would give it to them.”  
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Section 4: Houses in Communities 

 

 
Beth and neighbor kids on a day trip to a nearby Catholic Worker farm, photo by author 

 
Despite the core group’s relative homogeneity, Dorothy Day House has in 

many ways been able to cultivate a space that is welcoming to structurally 

disadvantaged neighbors. Its inclusivity stems from its members’ relentless drive to 

uncover and dismantle systems of oppression in their day-to-day lives, which makes 

them proactively self-reflective about the ways their spaces might be inadvertently 

exclusionary. Moreover, Dorothy Day understands itself and operates more as a house 

within a community than a community within a house. In practice, this means it 

focuses community-building efforts on fostering anti-oppressive relationships with its 

mostly non-white neighbors. Thus, in this section I argue that Dorothy Day may 

represent a counterpublic intentional community where care for Strangers beyond the 
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house is indivisible from mutual support within it. The house puts forth the possibility 

of recuperating the sense of a shared social world with marginalized Others. Unlike 

Olmstedian or Habermasian public spaces, however, such a counterpublic represents a 

form of affiliation that attempts to dismantle power structures that sustain social 

hierarchies.  

As a Catholic Worker hospitality house, Dorothy Day is different from the 

other ICs in this thesis. Founded by Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin in 1933, the 

Catholic Worker movement is a social justice movement composed of Catholic Worker 

houses. Among other core tenets, the houses commit to personalism, the principle that 

rather than expecting the state or other institutions to create a better world, every 

individual must take it upon her or himself to aid those in need and work towards 

change.58 In short, as one of the residents explained, “if you don’t feel personally 

responsible for [stuff] that’s going wrong, you’re not gonna do anything about it.” 

Personalism involves living in “voluntary poverty” and following the works of mercy, 

which include “feeding the hungry” and “offering hospitality to the homeless.”59 Along 

with hospitality, they also offer a free after-school program every week for kids in the 

neighborhood, and host a meal every Thursday that anyone is welcome to attend.  

In one light, personalism may be seen as a form of anti-statism that can be used 

to justify neoliberal welfare rollback. This reading fits Margit Mayer and Jenny 

Künkel’s assessment that neoliberalism entails “the rescaling as well as the outsourcing 

of state functions, which implies a reorganization of civil society so as to 

                                                
58 Patrick G. Coy, “An Experiment in Personalist Politics: The Catholic Worker Movement and 
Nonviolent Action,” Peace & Change 26, no. 1 (January 2001): 83-84. 
59 “Works of Mercy,” The Catholic Worker, 
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promote…the creation of ‘responsible citizens’ and self-organizing communities as a 

flanking mechanism for the inadequacies of the market.”60 However, neoliberalism’s 

“responsible citizens” and “self-organizing communities” tend to be more concerned 

with their own well-being than, as in Dorothy Day House, their relationships to 

oppressive structures. In this light, personalism belies neoliberal subjectivity, which 

disclaims both individual and collective responsibility for social welfare issues and 

alienates individuals from their relationships to oppressive systems. To the extent that 

Mayer and Künkel’s point applies, then, it may be more relevant to communities like 

Oak and Lotus, where self-care outside the market is a more central component of 

house ethics. Though it may be consistent with some aspects of neoliberal rationality, 

personalism is not reducible to responsible citizenship because it is guided by the 

recognition that there is no such thing as a private individual in the alienated, neoliberal 

(or liberal) sense. Like much critical theory on neoliberalism, it recognizes how 

hegemonic rationalities pervade peoples’ day-to-day behavior, spatial relationships, 

and other “common-sense way many of us interpret, live in, and understand the 

world.”61 Thus, personalism can illuminate how inhabiting a privileged social position 

means benefiting from that privilege and often unconsciously sustaining it, which, if 

Alcoholics Anonymous is to be believed, may be the first step of any project to unravel 

it. Bringing those dynamics to the forefront of a one’s consciousness can help 

denaturalize them and open space for alternatives to emerge. 

Dorothy Day House’s commitment to personalism is evident in members’ 

vigilance about dismantling oppression in their daily lives. Identifying and 
                                                
60 Margit Mayer and Jenny Künkel, eds., Neoliberal Urbanism and Its Contestations: Crossing 
Theoretical Boundaries, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012): 11. 
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deconstructing implicit biases and exclusionary practices is a frequent–from my 

experience, almost daily–topic of conversation among core members. Beth, a member 

of Dorothy Day House, understands this work as essential to making their spaces open 

to Strangers: “Seeing how to be more inclusive and welcoming to folks who don't look 

or live like you…can mean being open to changing structures, rules, [et cetera] that 

you've created because in some way they give you control and maintain your 

privilege.” For example, Dorothy Day House mainly extends event invitations to its 

neighbors as opposed to members’ white friends in order to foster a more welcoming 

environment. It also has worked to cultivate lasting relationships with neighbors who 

were formerly Strangers. These connections build the house’s reputation as a 

welcoming space–a reputation that circulates all the more widely with every 

connection formed–which makes other newcomers more likely to want to come over. 

Beth had trouble estimating how many new people come to the weekly meal because 

“folks seem like regulars pretty [quickly].”  

While it could be possible to read Dorothy Day’s outreach as a tokenizing 

gesture, many of its events–especially its community meals and after-school program–

are rooted in efforts to “collaborate with and listen to [its] neighbors in meeting the 

needs of the greater community.” As of this winter, Dorothy Day’s after-school 

program primarily served Kayla’s household of eight children. Members knew from 

talking to other families on their block that the program’s hours were not accessible to 

some of the other neighborhood kids, but they were disinclined to change the time 

without first talking to the household that comes over. “They’re who we’re working 

with and working for. So if it’s working for them, we should keep it, and if not, we 
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shouldn’t. Their voice should be at the table when we make a change about what we’re 

doing to serve the community.” Like Oak and Lotus, Dorothy Day’s community fosters 

a sense of accountability to shared values. However, it differs in that it also holds itself 

accountable to its neighbors’ needs and desires, and makes the effort to include 

neighbors’ voices in decision-making that affects them. That said, members of Dorothy 

Day repeatedly mentioned to me that although they have maintained several strong 

relationships in the neighborhood, none of their neighbors had a say in their decision to 

move in and start a Catholic Worker house. There may be people who feel 

uncomfortable living next to temporary housing for homeless people, who perceive the 

members as potential gentrifiers, or who see the house’s outreach as intrusive. 

Although these possibilities are merely speculative, they highlight the complexity of 

building connections across embedded social divisions.  

For Dorothy Day, anti-oppressive community-building entails recognizing and 

working against dominant narratives that marginalize their neighbors. Unlike Lotus and 

Oak, they do not perceive their neighborhood as a high-crime area. “There’s more 

police activity and more arrests, and that’s because of over-policing of communities of 

color…that both creates crime and perpetuates the story [that people of color are more 

likely to commit crimes],” Rob told me. “There’s white collar crime happening all the 

time downtown but we’re told to pay attention to and to be afraid of really petty crime 

happening in poor neighborhoods.” Although they recognize that the ability to do so is 

a privilege in itself, they leave their doors unlocked at all hours, unless one of their 

hospitality guests, “who because they have dealt with circumstances that have truly 

proven unsafe for them,” requests that they keep it locked. This is because, as Beth 
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explained, “What does it communicate when the white people living in the poor 

neighborhood of color are seen locking their doors, or having to unlock the doors to let 

people into the house? We assume it means they don’t trust their neighbors.” They see 

domestic securitization as a function of privilege, as well as a symbolic action that 

further isolates them from and stigmatizes their non-white neighbors.  

Dorothy Day’s neighbors know they leave their doors unlocked but the house 

has only experienced crime from one neighborhood kid who has stolen their bikes a 

few times. They know his family so every time it happens, they go and speak to them 

and get the bikes back. Once when he stole Marina’s bike, she saw it parked outside of 

his school and retrieved it that way, then talked to his teacher and social worker about 

this pattern. “He’s got some real problems, I think,” Rob said solemnly. “He’s had a 

hard life.” In a separate conversation, Marina told me about how their open door policy 

helps create a sense of security for some neighbors. She explained, 

There are three houses in the neighborhood where kids will come over when 
their parents aren’t home from work, and they’re scared or sad or 
whatever…and it makes me glad we’re a safe house in the neighborhood. Or a 
mom will call us to say she’s running late and ask, “Can you wait at the bus 
stop or hang out with our kids for a few minutes before we get home?” I like 
that people can view the house as a fallback place. 

 
Here, as in section two, this IC’s approach to security does not necessarily 

correspond to the actual fact of crime in the neighborhood or to how its neighbors 

protect their homes. However, it does present a counter-narrative to dominant myths 

that criminalize poor communities of color and contribute to their social and 

geographical alienation. These stories point to the possibility of alternative responses to 

crime that acknowledge how structural inequalities may bear upon the securitization of 



37 
 

white spaces, and that are therefore premised more on the inclusion of Otherized 

populations than their exclusion. 

Dorothy Day House’s relationships with its marginalized neighbors and 

hospitality guests are directly connected to member’s deeply held commitments to 

work against oppression.  

Beth and I were working in the living room one day when she read aloud to me 
from a post on her Facebook newsfeed. “This article says, ‘Black Lives Matter 
protesters hit white people where it truly hurts: brunch,” she said, looking at her 
laptop and laughing appreciatively. I asked what the article was about and she read 
me some of it. Marina, overhearing our conversation, appeared in the doorway. “Is 
this black brunch?” she asked. Beth nodded. “They’re badass,” Marina said 
emphatically. 

Beth looked back at her laptop and narrowed her eyes. “I’m just trying to 
figure out what this is about, why brunch?” she asked, puzzled. She continued to read 
and learned that the protesters were going to popular brunch spots and calling out 
names of black men who had been murdered by police. The article explained that 
people who were upset would have to explain why they didn’t like having five minutes 
of brunch interrupted by peaceful protesters. “Oh,” she said. “Now I get it.” 

“The group I’m with goes to jail a lot, so they always think how they will be 
able to explain their actions in court,” Beth said, referring to the anti-drone activist 
group that she is heavily involved in. She was initially confused about the brunch 
protests because she did not understand how they would explain in court why they 
were targeting brunch places. “But,” she said, “because I’m white I can’t know in my 
body the fear and injustice that people of color cannot not know. That’s why I think just 
now I was like, ‘Why brunch?’ Which is really white and removed and intellectual and 
it’s not empathetic. Like for me to understand I have to think about the kids who come 
over,” she said, referring to the neighborhood kids who come to dinners and the after-
school program. “When I come the closest to understanding is when I think about their 
moms…And then I can be in a place where I’m like, ‘Oh yeah fuck brunch,’ or 
whatever.” She went on to add, “I think [the Black Lives Matter movement] is our 
movement because it’s our society. We all have to understand that if one group of 
people…is being massacred, then it affects me. That’s our problem. People choose to 
live in such a way that they don’t feel like it affects them.” 

 
Beth’s comments illustrate how her relationships with neighbors help her 

recognize forms of oppression that directly endanger people she knows and loves, 

which motivates her to work towards changing them. These relationships concretize 

her commitment to inclusivity and anti-oppression work, creating affective connections 
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with otherwise abstract social issues–racism, poverty, homelessness, and so on–which 

moves Dorothy Day’s members to live their lives in ways that challenges them. It also 

helps them to understand how working against structural oppression often involves first 

dismantling the oppressive logics one has internalized. Forming personal relationships 

across socially constructed barriers helps reveal the contours of those barriers, as well 

as the deep interconnections that, though sometimes obscured, always already traverse 

them. 
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Conclusion 

Tensions between ICs’ self-preserving community-building efforts and their 

attempts to become more open to Strangers are emblematic of neoliberalism’s shifting, 

often contradictory negotiation between “public” and “private” life. As counterpublic 

spaces and discourses characterized by sharing, cooperation, and mutual care, ICs do 

testify against neoliberalism’s privatized, hyperindividualist model of a life well lived. 

However, they also raise the possibility that attempting to create anti-individualistic 

social spaces apart from the dominant public may at times foster alienating insularity. 

In a neoliberal world where “public” and “private” can mean their opposite, 

“counterpublic” can at times also signify isolation from threats to private privilege. 

This is especially concerning given dominant patterns of racialized threat construction, 

e.g. the criminalblackman myth, which entrench social hierarchies and make the 

subaltern’s struggles seem publically irrelevant, thereby marking those groups as the 

appropriate targets of neoliberal (and perhaps other) violence.  

To say that neoliberalism is necessarily incomplete is not merely to say that it 

coincides with other forms of power, but that it in fact requires incompleteness to 

sustain forward momentum.62 Incompleteness gives it a progressive dimension, 

allowing it to adapt and mutate in response to challenges and crises. Hence, it is 

important not to overstate the claim that insular forms of sharing and mutual care pose 

a meaningful challenge to the worst (i.e. most violent) neoliberal logics. That said, I 

find hope in how, to varying degrees, all of these communities operate from the 

                                                
62 Peck, Theodore and Brenner, “Neoliberal Urbanism Redux?” 11; David Harvey, A Brief History of 
Neoliberalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005): 70; Peck, Constructions of Neoliberal 
Reason, 8. 
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premise that competitive individualism is antithetical to societal uplift, and that the 

only way to work towards a better world is with and for others. This basic assumption, 

along with the communities’ self-reflective accountability to shared values, suggests 

that they can work together to uncover and deconstruct the oppressive logics they may 

have internalized, and work cooperatively to find solutions that balance self-

preservation with expansiveness.  
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