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The new way of living is inhabiting time, space and
place that stirs inspiration inside of us.

Join the global living movement.

Find your people.

Join us.

Imagine a place where you enter as an ‘I’ but leave
as a ‘we’.

Connect in spaces designed to bring incredible
people together.

Meet neighbours and make new friends.

Be more together.

We are:

Allergic to the unoriginal.

Unbound by convention.

Opposed to the 9 to 5.

Inspired by independence.

Open to adventure.

And firm believers that we’re only as good as the

people with whom we surround ourselves.

Network with freelancers.

Brainstorm with entrepreneurs.

Share skills and find solutions.

Our community might just contain your next friend,
lover, or mentor.

#wecommunity.
Grab a coffee fix to kickstart your day.
Perfect your presentation in the co-working space.

Now book the boardroom and nail that pitch.

32

Live it up.

Stress less.

Gather. Stretch. Steam.
Caffeinate. Co-work. Present.
Meet. Mingle. Collaborate.
Watch. Learn. Create.

Chop. Chat. Unwind.

It feels like home. Maybe even better.

This is home.

It's your home, your workplace, and your playground.
A home to share with friends, teachers, chefs, engi-
neers, artists, and yourself.

Stay or live.

Take a break and connect with those around you
over lunch.

Join the wine society in the restaurant for a tasting,
then prepare a feast with friends in one of the
shared kitchens.

Living with passionate, inspiring, positive people who
are excited and open to discovering the world.

Game-changing convenience in one all-inclusive bill.

Hello. We are co-living.

We’re the world’s largest co-living provider.
Yes, that’s big.

Building real-estate of the future.

Property and software under one roof.

The Good Life."
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Be more together

Discover a
better way of
living.

Enjoy your own studio apartment, share

extraordinary living and working spaces
and connect with great people at daily

events, with everything included in one
hassle-free bill.

Stay for a few nights Move in for months

Fig. 1: The Collective (project’'s website), screenshot, 18 November 2020.
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Co-living

Combining thoughtfully designed private spaces with
one of a kind amenities and a programme of inspiring
events, all included in one hassle-free bill, we help

our members get the most out of city living.
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Fig. 2: The Collective (project’s website), screenshot, 18 November 2020.



Organised around the advertising language for three
co-living platforms — WeLive, Quarters (now Habyt),
and The Collective — this essay frames the corporate
housing model as inseparable from the digital media
infrastructures transmit its messages. The media-
specificity of co-living real estate advertisements, as
ephemeral, anonymous texts, written in English and
distributed online, points to the very condition of the
‘spatial products’ they are selling — fast circulation,
far-reaching dispersion, and universalist tenden-
cies. As such, co-living projects could be seen as
a genuine product and manifestation of what could
be described as a real-estate-media complex,
referring to the close entanglements of speculative
property markets, media infrastructures and digital
technologies in the commodification of housing.
Understanding the digital as ‘materially grounded in
everyday life and inseparable from the power rela-
tions therein’, this essay outlines corporate co-living
platforms, as both real estate and media projects,
which serve as a powerful tool for the shaping of our
individual and collective subjectivities.?

This essay builds upon the ‘feminist real estate
theory’, framed by Hélene Frichot and Helen
Runting as a theoretical framework grounded in
feminist critique, used for unpacking the ways in
which capitalist real estate markets produce not only
housing inequalities, but also vulnerable subjectivi-
ties.® Following the ‘critique (of) the innovative and
community conscious approaches to real estate ...
marketed under the banner of “co-living”, which,
in the words of Frichot and Runting, ‘relies on a
disavowal of dependencies, vulnerabilities, and inti-
macies, of bodies, and of politics’ — one could ask:
could the performative language of co-living real
estate projects be seen as a site where this disa-
vowal takes place?*

Narrating corporate housing ‘utopias’

In his book City Branding: The Ghostly Politics of
Representation in Globalising Cities, Alberto Vanolo
observes how branding industries recognised the
crisis of the industrial city during the 1970s as

potential setting for transforming entire urban imagi-
naries into marketable products. As he points out,
the representations of industrial cities as ‘icons of
modernity, prosperity, and progress’ have shifted
to ‘being explicitly stigmatised and associated with
ghosts of crisis, structural decline, and physical
decay.”® With the rise of the technopoles during the
1980s, the model of ‘techno-urbanisny’, referring
to techno-parks and science campuses combined
with free economic zones, appeared as one such
‘urban product’ and a formula to be replicated and
applied to cities around the world. After the techno-
city imaginaries waned during the 1990s, as Vanolo
further notes, ‘many city managers tried to get
something more from branding’, creating a context
in which new designations to brand urban spaces
into marketable products such as the ‘creative city’,
‘sustainable city’, ‘resilient city’, and recently also
the ‘smart city’, started populating urban discourse.®
What all of these urban narratives had in common,
however, was their reliance on the language of
crisis. Thus, for instance, if the idea of the ‘crea-
tive city’ capitalised on the precarity of the emerging
global creative working class, the ‘sustainable city’
appeared commonly as a label for the real estate
market’s response to the collective fear of environ-
mental collapse.

Although still lacking its ‘-city’ trope, corporate
co-living platforms have emerged during the last
decade as a real estate response to the housing
crisis of young digital nomads, usually members of
the so-called Generations Y and Z, often described
as ‘the loneliest generations’.” Appearing in the
aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, reaching a
peak and finally a decline during (and after) the
Covid-crisis — co-living platforms were born in the
broader technological and media turn the property
markets experienced at the time. On the one hand,
the period saw technological innovation organised
around managing post-crisis traumas and uncer-
tainties, such is the automation of rent collecting
and the emergence of large property rental plat-
forms like AirBnB.®2 As Desiree Fields observes,
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Ok, here is a little
story about us:
Imagine a place
where you enter as
an 'l' but leave as a
'we'. Quarters is all
about living with
passionate,
inspiring, positive
people who are
excited and open
to discovering the
world.

Yes, that's big.

Fig. 3: Quarters (project’s website), screenshot, 18 November 2020.



post-crisis digital technologies appeared as a way
to ‘reshape the operation of power within housing
markets, modify relationships among real estate
stakeholders, and bear upon the political economy
of housing.”

Simultaneously, this period also saw a change
in the mediation and advertising techniques used
to launch real estate products to the market, which
has largely lost credibility and social trust. The turn
towards storytelling — essentially a turn from (archi-
tectural) objects to subjects as central protagonists
of the real estate advertising discourse — positioned
language, narrative, and media representation at
the very forefront of the entire property industry.'
With housing becoming increasingly unaffordable,
and with ‘human attention (becoming) a scarce
and hence valuable commodity’, co-living projects
appeared as a ‘different solution’” — a housing
‘formula’ consisting of cell-like apartments for (often
involuntarily) mobile, young professionals, digital
nomads who require a good Internet connection
for their community needs." The frantic need to
differentiate co-living platforms from the rest of the
property markets’ repertoire, however, has created
an internal paradox, as they all started to seem
different in the same way.

It is striking, for instance, how all three of
the platforms | analysed consistently position
themselves as initiators of a ‘new movement),
precisely framing their own project of co-living as
a radical rupture from the existing housing system.
Ambitiously promising a ‘new way of living’ that will
‘transform the rigid and isolating housing model of
yesterday’, co-living platforms claim the capacity
to change ‘the way people live together and share
their lives around the globe’, enabling them ‘to
lead more fulfilling lives.”"? Carefully targeting its
prospective users, co-living real estate language
employs various storytelling techniques to construct
the ideal co-inhabitant: a networked, economically
and socially productive entrepreneur, member of a
global creative working class. In ‘creating a home
for our generation’ and ‘a new living experience that

connects you with people on similar journey across
the planet’, these narratives make it clear: ‘whether
you’re a modern-day nomad who is just stopping
by or dipping your toes in the city before taking the
big leap ... all you have to do is show up with your
suitcase.’"®

Generous promises of belonging, home-making,
new friendships and communal life go hand-in-hand
with a less generous offer of actual square metres
of individual rooms or apartments in the co-living
housing projects.' In their unpacking of the co-living
‘cell’, Héléne Frichot and Helen Runting ask about
the conditions of confinement:

What kind of production and reproduction do these
spaces make possible? ... What about sex or private
discussion, relations that one wishes to limit to a given
circle, relations one cannot, or simply does not wish
to, extend to all members of the co-living community?
The cell provides privacy to a prone body glued to a
laptop or asleep, but it cannot physically accommo-
date more than one body, the infrastructure as a whole

cannot support intimacy.'®

To complement the spatial bare minimum, the real
work of construction is contained in the adver-
tising of the shared spaces. One could thus note
the overlapping of narrative elements with physical
spaces in the common use of the terms like the
‘neighbourhood’, ‘street’, or ‘city’ to describe the
room clusters, hallways and buildings of co-living
projects. Similarly, the branding of shared spaces
such is The Collective’s The Exchange (lobby) or
The Secret Garden (work station decorated with
pot plants) could be seen as an attempt to create
added value to the project and justify the cost of
the sub-minimal dwellings."® The “unbundling” of
the elements of a home, such that one could pay
only for the amenities they really need’, as Claire
Flurin, the co-founder of one such platform based
in New York explains, goes hand in hand with the
(re)construction of spaces through narratives that
exceed their physical scale."”
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Fig. 4: WeLive (project’'s website), screenshot, 18 November 2020.
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Big city living

Living on the world’s most famous island doesn’t mean you have
to sacrifice personal space or style. Our carefully curated private
units are equipped with a dedicated living area, kitchen, and
bathroom. Combine this with expansive commons grounds
throughout the WeLive community and you've got more real

estate than the average New Yorker.

STAY FOR A FEW NIGHTS MOVE IN FOR MONTHS

Fig. 5: WeLive (project’s website), screenshot, 18 November 2020.
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Fig. 6: WeLive (project’s website), screenshot, 18 November 2020.



Evgeny Morozov and Francesca Bria analysed
the financial performativity of the ‘smartness’ narra-
tive in the construction of smart cities, arguing
that real estate developers charge ‘a smartness
premium’ in order to obtain even higher profits.
Similarly, the ‘community’ narrative also operates
as an intangible asset in the co-living property
markets.”® These close entanglements of real
estate fiction with square metres could be seen in
light of what Anna Tsing describes as ‘the economy
of appearances’, referring to the ‘self-conscious
making of a spectacle’ operating as a ‘necessary
aid to gathering investment funds.””® A common
practice of start-up companies and venture capi-
talists, the construction of this ‘magical vision’, as
Tsing further reminds us, points to ‘those historical
moments when capital seeks creativity rather than
stable reproduction.’”® From the companies’ names
— ‘Welive’, ‘The Collective’, ‘Common’ — to the
appropriation of the notion of community in creating
corporate media products like the hashtag #wecom-
munity of ‘WeCompany’, advertising language and
digital media could be seen as the actual sites of
production of the co-living projects.

With ‘privacy within your home and community
within your reach’, social life becomes part of the
convenience package, facilitated by new types of
professionals such as a ‘community host’ or even
a ‘community curator’.?' That co-living projects
construct their value on the promises of community,
also becomes visible in the amenities they offer: In
the Quarters co-living project, high-speed Internet
and free laundry are advertised hand-in-hand with
a promise of ‘open-minded people and regular
community events.’?? However, on a second reading
of this advertisement, it becomes clear that, after
all, community does not come fully free-of-charge.
Rather, the users of the co-living platforms — them-
selves the building blocks of the elusive concept of a
community — are required to perform and socialise,
thus in fact taking upon the role of (unpaid) workers
in producing the added property value. Directed at
‘anyone who is ready to embrace a more connected

way of living’, the platforms ‘empower members to
co-create their experiences’, to ‘meet the neigh-
bours and make new friends’, ‘let loose’ and to ‘live
it up’.2® Urging its inhabitants to ‘be more together’,
the biopolitical power of the company over its users
and the pressure it imposes to perform — whether
professionally, socially, emotionally — underlines
all aspects of the co-living life. As such, co-living
platforms appear as corporate housing ‘utopias’
(or rather, dystopias, depending which side of the
rental contract one stands on) in which life and work
blur seamlessly, distinctions between citizens and
tourists are negated, and community appears as
a hashtag and an amenity one can occasionally
consume.

The shape of housing unaffordability
In his essay ‘Planning as Persuasive Storytelling

")

in the Context of “the Network Society”, James
Throgmorton points out that planning should be
seen as a form of storytelling.?* Thinking of plan-
ners, as Throgmorton suggests, ‘as authors who
write texts that may be read in diverse and often
conflicting ways’, leads to the understanding that
‘planners-authors have to build conflict, crisis,
and resolution into their narratives, such that key
antagonists are somehow changed or moved signif-
icantly’.? Following from here, it becomes clear
not only that planning could be seen as a form of
storytelling, but also the other way around: that
storytelling could be seen as a form of planning;
design by the means of narrative and (real estate)
fiction. With communication preceding rather than
succeeding architectural and urban design in the
era of the global circulation of capital, goods, infor-
mation and people, the boundaries between built
landscapes and their ‘mediascapes’, homes and
screens, start to blur.?26 Co-living projects could be
seen as a housing typology existing in this blurry
field. In the context in which ‘the network is the new
electricity’, and the living environment becomes
‘the house-shaped manifestation of the internet of
things’, as Justin McGuirk writes to describe the



000 (< [Em] @ common.com &) i} o ||
W COMMON-COM, |
« Common Homes v Why Common  Studio  For Partners
.
Community

Living at Common means you're always invited and never obligated

Fig. 7: Common (project’s website), screenshot, 18 November 2020.



new domestic landscape of the digital era, we might
ask: What are the corporate co-living platforms
manifestations of?%

Although grounded in the logic of digital media,
corporate co-living platforms essentially represent
an all-too-familiar formula of rentier capitalism, a
predatory real estate project aimed at detecting and
extracting from those who are economically, socially
and politically vulnerable. The production and circu-
lation of co-living projects, thus point to the current
state of the speculative housing market, whose
growth has heavily depended on the constant
repackaging of the already existing. In this process,
the language plays a key role. The question then
becomes: How do we study hybrid housing-media
typologies like these corporate co-living platforms:
by analysing their architectures and spatial arrange-
ments, or by reading their real estate fictions?
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