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Vulnerable Accumulation: 
A Practical Guide

Paige Sarlin

Men make their own history, but they do not make it 
as they please; they do not make it under self-selected 
circumstances, but under circumstances existing 
 already, given and transmitted from the past. 

—Karl Marx,
Th e Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1852)

Like thousands of other people in September and October of 
2011, I watched Livestream video, followed status updates, and 
read articles from Occupy Wall Street. From a distance, I was 
able to glimpse how a range of alliances, activities and things 
accumulated as people aggregated and occupied spaces across 
the United States to express their anger at the system of structur-
al inequality and policies being used to increase the gap between 
the rich and the rest of us. When I fi nally had a chance to go 
down to Zuccotti Park myself, many structures were already in 
place, from the General Assemblies to the lending library, from 
food production to poster-printing. As Josh MacPhee has al-
ready remarked, one extremely wondrous and important thing 
about the occupation of these spaces was the fact that they be-
came public experiments in social reproduction.1 More than 
just a mass outpouring of rage, the encampment at Zuccotti 
Park demonstrated that people can work together to build and 
run the social structures that we need to sustain ourselves and 
thrive in ways that vastly exceed mere survival.2 However, both 
the virulence of police attacks on the spaces and the diffi  cul-
ties faced by the groups struggling to sustain these practices 
following the violent removal of the encampments point to an-
other extremely important but underestimated aspect of these 
phenomena: the vulnerability of social and cultural experiments 
and movements aimed at political-economic change and so-
cial justice. 
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I have defined vulnerable accumulation elsewhere as a con-
cept that “accounts for and incorporates both economic and 
affective registers in its description of the processes and acti-
vity involved in forms of sociality that arise between people 
experimenting with social forms outside or in opposition to 
market forces.”3 As a conceptual departure from what Karl 
Marx calls “primitive accumulation,” vulnerable accumula-
tion can be understood as a “symptom of and response to the 
structural condition referred to as precarity,” although it also 
aims to make visible the historical continuities between struc-
tural inequality, social relations, and labour processes under 
capitalism.4 I first advanced this concept in an effort to further 
describe what takes place as part of attempts at what Jean-Luc 
Nancy has called “being-in-common:” collective endeavours 
and projects, political and social experiments, activist organi-
zations, and affinity groups—forms of life that aim at the 
transformation of existing conditions.5 Like other aspects of 
social reproduction traditionally associated with “women’s work,” 
collective self-activity is simultaneously ubiquitous, overlooked, 
under-valued, and, in my estimation, under-theorized. The 
concept of “vulnerable accumulation” is thus my contribution 
to the ongoing theoretical work being done to describe, assess, 
and explain our collective experiences in ways that can lead to 
self-understanding and an increased ability to learn from our 
experiences and share our models and insights. The questions 
being posed and faced by movements such as Occupy point 
to the need for different ways to talk about political and so-
cial experiments. This brief essay develops the concept of “vul-
nerable accumulation” as a means of elaborating the practical 
implications of vulnerability and the attendant types of ac-
cumulation endemic to forms of experimental collectivity and 
collaboration. 

Before I turn to a more concrete discussion of practice, it is 
important to mention that this theoretical work has developed 
from working and talking with others engaged in social and 
political movements and experiments in collectivity, and while 
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the narrative I provide below is my own attempt to inquire into 
our common conditions, I want to acknowledge the role of my 
own work with both the International Socialist Organization 
and the New York-based 16Beaver group as influential on this 
trajectory of inquiry.6

To understand our collective activities aimed at  dismantling 
or overcoming capitalism, we have to understand which aspects 
of capitalist relations we re-produce in our efforts to produce, 
aggregate, and maintain counter-power. We cannot avoid a 
discussion of all the ways in which the surplus value and so-
cial relations produced by our labour become reified within 
the context of capitalism. Our activities constitute models; 
they create tracks; they make waves. But they are also imman-
ently material and grounded. “Vulnerable accumulation” is a 
concept we can employ to name these processes and dynamics 
in order to outline a problematic that lurks beneath and inside 
the smooth, even idyllic, associations with the commons, and 
to be able to call attention to the excesses and limits of pro-
jects that harness the value of “unproductive” labour in the 
construction of new social formations. This concept thus calls 
attention to how and what our shared activity produces, in an 
effort to counteract and supplement the recent tendency to 
hide out in celebrations of spontaneity and conceptions of the 
immateriality or affective character of the “labour” or “work” 
of political organizing and collective activity. 

One immediate problem is related to description and rep-
resentation. The constitution of a “we” can only happen in and 
through language; it is always discursive, based in discussion 
and communication, and the problems of constituting this 
“we” are both internal and external. When we are talking about 
groups of people, questions about how to speak for or from 
a multitude or multiplicity—from a “we”—are never abstract. 
We can work to ensure that no one person can represent a 
group, take credit for its work, or claim ownership. In addition, 
decisions about the facilitation of internal discussions, includ-
ing decisions about how many in the group may speak together 
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or to one another, are never politically neutral, even when they 
remain unstated. Questions about how to speak for or from 
a multiplicity, from a “we,” are thus pragmatic questions ex-
pressing a basic and unavoidable encounter with the structural 
conditions of life under capitalism. In the context of our work 
together, we struggle with the immense task of articulating 
what we want. But, having to talk about what we are and what 
we do, collectively, to a public or audience, to “others” not in-
volved in our collective work, often pushes us toward the lim-
its of our discourse. These encounters often force us to accept 
ossifications of our practice that we want to avoid: the force of 
language and habit, in the cultures of various art worlds and 
academia under neoliberal capitalism, that insist on the pro-
duction of individual speaking “subjects,” identifiable authors, 
and owners—people who can take credit and wear name-tags. 

In this regard, speaking from within or out of a social sub-
jectivity (rather than an individual one) brings us face to face 
with the ideological and market forces against which we strug-
gle, under which we labour, and in relation to which we are all 
at risk. These are the constraints that we exist and work within. 
When we place ourselves in alliance with one another to think 
otherwise, we also place ourselves in a position to see these 
pressures from other angles, to experience them differently, 
and to understand the common and collective dimensions of 
political-economic struggle. One popular term used to name 
the conditions that beset contemporary workers is “precarity.” 
The adjective “precarious” has been used to describe the condi-
tion of certain workers under capitalism since the late 1830s.7 
But the term precarity was first utilized in the context of recent 
social movements in Europe as a description of a new position 
resulting from shifts in modes of production and global mar-
kets, with a distinct affective dimension and political poten-
tial.8 Used to identify a common experience amongst workers 
and immigrants in the 1990s and 2000s, as well as the dispos-
sessed, unemployed, and under-employed, it was deployed tac-
tically in an effort to bring people together in struggle. The 
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polyvalence of the term has been its hallmark as it has been 
taken up in cultural theory and academic discourse, simultan-
eously suggesting a new periodization of labour, describing  
different kinds of work, articulating a political subjectivity that 
acknowledges the affective dimensions of political life, and 
signaling a renewed appreciation of the significance of labour 
conditions for every aspect of our lives and cultures.9 

As is well known, in the previous historical epoch in which 
the term precarious was employed, Marx used the term “ac-
cumulation” to explain what happens to the surplus value created 
by labour-power. Marx called attention to the various processes, 
dynamics, and interests that shape capital’s ongoing relation to 
both the means of production and those whose labour-power 
produces surplus value. Accumulation is not simply a neutral 
term for the hoarding of commodities or things; it is, for Marx, 
a process that happens over time but is simultaneous with 
production. Capitalist accumulation is both the end result of a 
particular mode of production and the basis for its mainten-
ance, being the source from which the means of production 
are reproduced. Vulnerable accumulation is most visible in the 
mode of production associated with precarity and being-in-
common, where social relations are explicitly the means and 
the result of production.10 Like Marx’s capitalist accumulation, 
through which capitalists accrue wealth and the reproduction 
of the power of capital is sustained, vulnerable accumulation 
describes processes that transform, produce, and maintain the 
particular forms of social relations most associated with pre-
carious life under capitalism. 

To appreciate how these conditions of precarity are articu-
lated by vulnerable accumulation, it is also worth recalling 
the process of “so-called primitive accumulation.” According 
to Marx, this process destroyed the historical commons by cre-
ating capital through the entrenchment of private property—
the establishment of the fundamental inequality of capital-
ism.11 Outside the logic of the market, primitive accumulation 
took place through dispossession, aggregation, and enclosure. 
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As described by Marx in Capital:

The spoilation of the church’s property, the fraudulent aliena-
tion of the State domains, the robbery of the common lands, 
the usurpation of feudal and clan property, and its transform-
ation into modern private property under circumstances 
of reckless terrorism, were just so many idyllic methods of 
primitive accumulation.12

Notably, for Marx, the processes of primitive accumulation 
laid the ground for the social force of the proletariat to emerge. 
More recent processes of “primitive accumulation” have since 
been elaborated by theorists to explain uneven and combined 
development, as well as the operations of colonialism and the 
drive to imperial war.13 David Harvey, in particular, has ex-
plained how structural inequality has intensified over the last 30 
years with an increase in the concentration of wealth through 
what he calls “accumulation through dispossession.”14

Whereas historical primitive accumulation resulted in the 
destruction of the historical commons, according to the theor-
ists Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, there are also two types 
of “commons” that have been made more apparent by our con-
temporary context in which capitalist accumulation has con-
tinued to increase the consolidation of wealth amongst fewer 
and fewer people.15 One refers to a set of shared material resour-
ces (bio-political, technological, or environmental). The second 
aspect of “the common,” to use their terminology, is based on 
the vitality of ideas and feelings that are created and shared 
through social practices; “the common” is thus comprised of 
the infinitely productive and creative capacity of humans work-
ing together, and it is widely reproducible and communicable 
as a result of contemporary communication technologies. Fur-
thering Hardt and Negri’s conceptions, Massimo de Angelis 
argues that this common is basic to human activity, but in the 
context of struggle and in the face of social division, it emerges 
as the articulation of a desire for collectivity and the construc-
tion of alternative ways of being, social relations, and “value 
practices.” In this way, the commons is as much a “question/
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forces. Also, vulnerabilities exist between and within the people 
inside these groups, and duration plays a significant role in the 
development of these internal and external dynamics. Over 
time, risk and vulnerability fluctuate in quantity and quality 
because experiments in being-together reflect their material 
origins and the amount of labour time invested in them.

Some theorists and practitioners may argue that there is no 
need to put a measure on these new formations, or to attempt 
to quantify what happens as a result of the sharing, exchange, 
and co-operation that occurs within these contexts. My con-
tention is that naming the processes involved in the produc-
tion of connection and community in order to see the affective 
and material consequences of these activities is crucial to poli-
tical struggle. When left unnamed, these formations accrue 
a mythology that is readily susceptible to idealization and, as 
such, does not help us get further in our work of thinking and 
building alternative forms of life. 

The financial crash of 2008 challenged many beliefs in mar-
ket forces and brought the realities of economic instability to 
the fore. In fact, the global financial crisis has made more acute 
the structural weaknesses of over-production and accumula-
tion while revealing and enacting the instability involved in 
the radical re-calibration of the very structures and measure-
ments of value in society. In the face of this re-structuring, the 
need for different forms of social life has emerged. But it is cru-
cial that we differentiate between forms of being-in-common 
that operate as a response to economic re-structuring and 
forms-of-life that are working to formulate a response from a 
place of being-in-common. These are distinct projects: within 
the context of the former, it remains possible to maintain loose 
bonds and leave things unsaid; with the latter, when working 
to construct a collective response, our vulnerabilities become 
manifest in different ways, and they operate differently in rela-
tion to forms of collective enunciation. When trying to decide 
on a course of action “as a group,” divisions emerge and the 
multiplicities of our experience and involvement become more 
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apparent. The differences in our investments in collaborative 
projects are temporal, monetary, emotional, and intellectual. 
This is important to recognize, especially because the vulner-
ability associated with a commons is usually described as be-
ing a result of the strength of externalities—of the forces that 
surround this alternative mode of being. But there is some-
thing structural that is vulnerable within these forms of con-
nection, sociality, and labour, within being-in-common, which 
stems from the actual precarity of participants in these social 
experiments and struggles. While the politics of commoning 
may be grounded in the articulation of a desire for forms of 
life that are not determined by capitalist social relations, the 
constitution of new modes of being are still produced within 
those relations, shot through with the contradictions and hab-
its conditioned by capitalism’s forces and divisions. The extent 
to which we can transform the quality of our relation to our 
creative capacities, our own labour-power, and our  intellectual 
and aesthetic potentiality, continues to be dependent on the 
ever-increasing unpredictability of our capacity to sell our labour- 
power. In many examples of being-together, our vulnerability 
is also central to our productivity. 

Meanwhile, most forms of commons are not valued for their 
vulnerability, existing so close to the threat of real violence.20 
In the case of work with 16Beaver, we are not talking about a 
physical or corporeal fragility or exposure, but rather a result 
of a particular kind of openness.21 We are vulnerable because 
what we do is not easily categorized; it is immaterial, tentative, 
and social. Our messiness, our lack of definition, has made us 
harder to pin down, less fixable. This has enabled our longe-
vity and mobility, as well as our flexibility.22 It is what we value 
about ourselves and what some other people have celebrated 
(even as it frustrates curators and critics). But this amorphous-
ness also makes us vulnerable because it can obscure and com-
plicate various fissures that cannot be easily glossed over, such 
as political, racial, ethnic, gender, and class differences.

It is far too easy to theorize the operations of the commons 
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apart from its material basis in labour and vulnerability—but 
the place that the conceptual and experiential seem to meet is 
in an understanding that investment in these formulations and 
formations is precisely participation in a very precarious form 
of accumulation and an aggregation of vulnerability. Precar-
ity is often described as the result of atomization; but the fact 
that vulnerabilities do not actually dissipate when precarious 
people come together seems important to emphasize. There is 
often a persistence of various weaknesses that happen in the 
context of collectivity and collaboration that are not unique to 
us. These forces and dynamics need to be addressed in ways 
that recognize their structural and productive aspects, the par-
ticular problems that they pose and about which we cannot 
afford to be vague. 

In the processes of being-in-common, we accumulate many 
things. We accumulate so-called cultural capital, so-called in-
tellectual and emotional capital, as well as alliances, allegian-
ces, and even respect. We also amass experience, knowledge, 
skills, memories, friendships, correspondences, and trash. Some 
might say we even have expertise. We also accumulate debt: 
social, personal, and financial—real economies of debt. We 
also accumulate more than just financial debt in terms of the 
more personal responsibilities we owe to one another in terms 
of time, care, and intellectual labour. We are in debt to a whole 
range of collaborators, allies, and friends for their generosity 
with ideas, insights, questions, support, and many kinds of 
cultural production.

Debt operates as a kind of radical dispossession—the dep-
rivation of stability, security, resources, and peace of mind; the 
absence of trust, ease, and freedom. It is a quintessential form 
of vulnerable accumulation, one that involves a kind of risk on 
the part of the “investor” but an even greater risk on the part 
of the debtor. Our vulnerability just radiates from it in every 
direction. If debt makes us more precarious, it also makes 
us  anxious about precarity. As David Graeber’s recent work 
makes explicit, we cannot forget that debt, like the enclosure 
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In these instances, debt is unmistakably a consequential 
form of social relation. But it is also a process, and a dynamic 
that can be thought of outside the realm of the State and the 
market.24 It is oft en cast as a relation to the past, but it is also an 
activity of the present. And, even when it is historical, debt act-
ively shapes the future. Th e problem with thinking about debt 



351

and accumulation at all is that we immediately begin quantify-
ing things: what were once spaces of hope, affect, or precise, lo-
cal qualities quickly and necessarily become different in kind 
from themselves when the accounting (any accounting) is done. 
However, by thinking about debt as a process rather than as a 
state (as something we are in), it becomes possible to appreci-
ate the sense of mobility, the activities, and labour of the com-
mons, which are never solid things. In this context, debt is not 
just a process of divestment based on property/things; rather, it 
stems from the investment in and with other people that has 
the potential to bring us closer to one another and ourselves, to 
our creative abilities and social possibilities. To think of being-  
in-common as a process based in the accumulation of this 
kind of debt is to highlight the process of becoming that per-
meates social interactions, an accumulation created through 
the labour of “good will,” great intentions, and careful philoso-
phizing—the great intelligence born of a group dynamic, and 
born in process, through activity and over time. But this pro-
cess, too, is vulnerable: the more we learn from each other, the 
more we share, the more open to hurt and disappointment we 
become, as the stakes of our interactions grow. The work in-
volved in this sort of sharing changes every part and aspect of 
those involved. This transformation exists far above the plane 
of the physical. It is a form of change that is hard to describe or 
quantify unless it is measured in terms of the effects it has had 
on individual and collective ideas and practices. 

Without a structure of assessment and stock-taking, we run 
the risk of not being able to take responsibility for the success-
es and the failures of our activities, networks, and accomplish-
ments. We will not be able to appreciate the strides we make. 
This is the other side of “debt:” the matter of credit. Like debt 
and all aspects of vulnerable accumulation, credit is something 
born of contradictory processes; it is both given and taken—
simultaneously passive and active, gift and theft, bestowal and 
assertion, a form of acknowledgement and the product of labour, 
and of time spent. From a Marxist perspective, credit is thought 
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most usefully from the flip-side, in relation to the quantity of 
labour-time needed to produce or extract surplus value. In the 
case of these collective forms of life, credit accrues as a result 
of the duration of our interactions. It rivals the collection of 
our debts. 

The language of credit concerns the ways in which that value 
is marshaled, represented, and exchanged. The credit produced 
from being-in-common describes the aggregation of credibility 
and authority; but it also refers to the claims of ownership that 
define the structure of private property. Born of a system that 
accords value to things and people in order to exchange them, 
the credit connected to the amassing of authority and linked 
to authorship operates as cultural capital. But to a great extent, 
the tensions created by the various forms of credit that these 
experiments produce make palpable the dynamics of vulner-
able accumulation, indicating the presence of a thorny prob-
lematic that requires a way to characterize the activities and 
work of being-in-common in both economic and qualitative 
terms. In the case of experiments in collectivity, credit is often 
tied to the overcoming of external and internal vulnerability, 
of creativity, production, and persistence in the face of precar-
ity and the absence of means or capital. But we should never 
stop by celebrating our abilities to make a “strength” out of 
a vulnerability. Far from superfluous, the severity of the con-
ditions under which vulnerable accumulation occurs must be 
recognized. But there is nothing inevitable about vulnerable 
accumulation. The inequalities that necessitate it and ensure 
its ubiquity are made, not given; and neither are the activity 
and labour that produce and sustain experiments of being-in-
common given. As a result, we need to give ourselves and each 
other “credit” for the vulnerabilities we carry and overcome in 
working together, which provide the source and impetus, the 
conditions that inspire or necessitate collective activities. The 
significance of these social experiments can only begin to gain 
currency when we pay attention to the ways in which internal 
and external vulnerabilities take shape, become visible, are 
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exposed and transformed, worked through in the process of 
being-in-common. Th e concept of vulnerable accumulation is 
my contribution to this urgent task. 

Vulnerable accumulation is everywhere; I believe it has 
become easier to see because of the profound decline in class 
struggle over the last 30 years (especially in the United States). 
Th is appears to be changing—it is changing. But we are far 
from the high tide of the 1930s. And as class struggle continues 
to increase in the face of austerity, forms of vulnerable ac-
cumulation will continue to accrue alongside the aggregation 
of labour power, contributing to and modifying the struggle, 
highlighting the centrality of social reproduction, the labour 
of care and the production of ideas and social relations to 
structural transformation, and bringing to the fore contradic-
tions of racism, xenophobia, sexism, homophobia, the barriers 
to unifi cation and collective action. 
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As I was completing this essay, New York City’s recovery from 
Hurricane Sandy entered its second week. Th e destruction and 
damage to people and property wrecked by the storm illus-
trates the profound vulnerability of ordinary people in the face 
of changing weather patterns and global warming. In the ab-
sence of governmental or city assistance, Occupy activists and 
community members started organizing to off er immediate 
support and aid to individuals and communities in need of all 
sorts of help. Stockpiles of food, clothes and supplies were col-
lected. Working together, spaces were cleaned, medical atten-
tion provided, and information circulated. Facebook and other 
networks were used to spread the word, soliciting more contri-
butions and asking for people to volunteer more of their time. 
Th e scale of these eff orts and their eff ectiveness have garnered 
signifi cant media attention, highlighting the “re-birth” of the 
movement, the re-activation of the networks and social connec-
tions at the same time that the absence of governmental infra-
structure (or will) has demonstrated the inequities and criminal 
priorities of the system—the very injustices that brought people 
to Zuccotti Park 14 months ago. Th ese self-organized activities 
will continue because the scale of devastation is tremendous, 
and the system is not designed to alleviate this suff ering, but 
to produce more of it through exploitation and/or  speculation. 
Th e grassroots response to Sandy also revealed some of the 
central contradictions that vulnerable accumulation both rep-
resents and seeks to answer, the excesses and limits of these 
social formations that need attention.

In times of crisis, mutual aid only underscores how much 
we need one another—how the de-funding of social services 
has made the city and people more vulnerable and less capable 
of withstanding or responding to these crises, and how social 
bonds and grassroots, rank-and-fi le solidarity are powerful. 
Th ese activities not only spring up from material conditions 
but they also have material consequences. Th e ability to believe 
in people and to trust one another is truly valuable, but we 
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cannot delude ourselves into believing that this comportment 
can be leveraged directly toward the quantity of building ma-
terials needed for repairs, or toward access to the thousands 
of vacant apartments throughout the city. For something like 
that, we will need a movement that can articulate demands. 
I am hopeful that these seeds are sprouting amidst the work 
being done. I hear the call for a debt-strike issuing from these 
very same activists. �

Images courtesy of Paige Sarlin.
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