Proleptic Leadership on the
Commons:
Ushering in a New Global Order

The Commons
• For the last several decades the commons has been the topic of much conversation,
research and speculation regarding whether it foreshadows the next global order.

•
•
•
•
•

Social theorist and activist Jeremy Rifkin’s 2014 book The Zero Marginal Cost Society.
Michael Hardt’s & Antonio Negri’s Commonwealth took a more radical perspective.
Autonomists Masimo de Angelis, Silviu Frederici, Peter Linebaugh

David Bollier and Silke Helfrich
Michel Bauwens

Search for the Meaning of the Commons
• For decades scholars and activists have struggled to find a universal definition of the
commons.

• Latin root word, communis is derived from com, meaning “together” and munis, meaning

“under obligation” and from com, meaning “and” and unis, meaning “one.” Commun derives
from munis, which means “gift” and “duty” - obligation and recognition.

• “Commons” inextricably related to the term community - a group or to all humankind, a place
where the public meets, or to a shared resource. Derived from the Latin root communis, term
community generally refers to a group having direct, even intimate relationships in contrast to
terms such as society or state, where relationships are organized and instrumental.

Commons Existed Since Antiquity
• Hunting-and-gathering societies had open access to animals and plants on lands belonging to the community.
• Ancient Egypt and the Roman Empire had common-based laws. In 535 ad, Emperor Justinian recognized the
commons in law as he included res communes in his Institutes of Justinian body of law.

• Res communes are things common to all and incapable of private appropriation and existing beyond the power of the
state

• “The public trust doctrine” dictates that the state has the duty to protect natural resources and that it cannot sell or
give away land, water, or wildlife to any private party.

• 1217 Charter of the Forests granted access of commoners to the royal forest resources.
• Open access agriculture during feudal system.
• Commons justified on the grounds that God gave natural resources to all peoples irrespective of class or economic
status.

Examples of Commons

• The village of Torbel in the Swiss Alps has communally managed the village’s grazing land and forests since the
15th Century.

• The communal Spanish huerta system of irrigation has lasted for over a thousand years.
• The Bisse de Saviesse in the canton of Valais, Switzerland is a communal irrigation system in the Swiss mountains
that collects melting water directly from glaciers and takes it into villages and farms.

• Main lobster fishermen’s commons.
• The hackerspace, FabLab, and Maker movements are pioneering spaces to
• develop collaborative innovations in software, customized fabrication, and open
• Software such as the Linux open-source operating system has created a global commons of users who access Linux
for free.

• Peer-to-peer and open-source production of houses, automobiles, 3D printers, and many other products
• Openly sourced and distributed knowledge such as through Wikipedia and available as through Creative Commons
licenses and open-sourced media products.

Garrett Hardin’s Tragedy
• Hardin’s 1968 article “The Tragedy of the Commons” stirred a new debate
about the commons and led to its revival and emergence as a significant area
of study.

• He claimed herders would overuse the land they were sharing for their
livestock because of desire to maximize individual gain and free riders.

• Posited only solution to save land would be oppressive government or
private sector control.

Response to Hardin and Emergence of
Commons Movement
• Nobel Prize winner Elinor Ostrom showed that resources could be managed
effectively by communities outside the state and private sector.

• She criticized Hardin for not recognizing people’s ability to communicate and
establish a system of governance including rules, relationships, and sanctions.

• Law professor Carol Rose disputed Hardin by pointing to “inherently public
property” which can be managed by the public effectively.

Polycentric Governance Principles of the
Commons
• 1) boundaries of users and resource are clear;
• 2) congruence exists between benefits and costs;

• 3) users have procedures for making their own rules;
• 4) regular monitoring of users and resource conditions occurs;
• 5) graduated sanctions for members who abuse the rules are defined and implemented;
• 6) effective conflict resolution mechanisms are practiced;
• 7) there is at least minimal recognition of the commoners rights by government; and
• 8) commons are governed in nested or polycentric enterprises consisting of outside stakeholders.

Commons as a Shared
Resource: Common
Pool Resources (CPRs)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Nature
Water
Air
Space
Genes
Place
Knowledge

Commons as a Resource plus Community
• Commons distinguished by being
governed by a community outside
the state and the private sector.

Commons as a Shared Resource,
a Community, and Governing
Rules and Values
• Self-organized community
establishes rules of usage, governing
relationships, and sanctions.

• Manifests certain values of being
autonomous, responsible, caring,
self-provisioning, etc.

Commons as a Social
System
• social systems comprised of self-

organized communities of
commoners who create and/or use
and/or protect and/or share
natural, human-made, or abstract
commonwealth governed and
sustained by the practice of
commoning which infuses the
community with distinctive values,
processes, and actions that differ
from those of the state and private
sector

The “Common” as a Political Principle

Commoning Creates the Commons
• Commoning is at root a search for
ideal relations, ideal patterns of life
together, many of which might be
sustained outside of the violence
of state enforcement or the
rapacious self-interest of corporate
charters and their shareholders.

• Commons include forms of
relationships, networks, practices,
and struggles that provide (varying
degrees of) access to means of
material and social reproduction
outside the mediation of the
market.

Social: Objective
actions-in-the world
Supplanting a paradigm: Replacing the market
paradigm based on maximizing self-gain and
measuring value by price with one in which
community welfare and sustainability are the goals

Social-Psychological
Resonating self-and-society: Living
mindfully knowing that one’s
actions are creating a society and
environment reflecting one’s values

Psychological:
Subjectivities
Self-protagonizing: Creating a life
narrative in which one plays a key role and
feels that one has accomplished
something that emerged from deep within
oneself.

Political: Transforming
Actively working to change the socioeconomic
system to reflect the values of
commoning

Grounded Theory of the Commons: Commoning

Reasons for the Rise of the Commons
• Increased enclosure by the private sector of resources people feel belong to
them and should not be commodified.

• Increased feelings of being at the mercy of the market for survival.
• Increased destruction of the environment and desire of people to preserve
resources for future generations.

• Internet which allowed people to form communities that empowered them.

Relational Ontology
• Commons are based on a relational ontology that assumes that our identity is formed in relationship
and that we attempt to maximize the common good.

• Ubuntu: I am because we are.
• Commons replaces the underlying paradigm of the economic person (homo economicus) who maximizes
his own gain with a cooperative person (homo cooperantus) who maximizes the benefit to the group.

• Yochai Benkler argued in The Penguin and the Leviathan: How Cooperation Triumphs over Self-Interest, (2011)
that the rational man underlying economic theory and based on the view that humans are only selfinterested is antedated and that advances in evolutionary biology and experiments in human interaction
have illustrated that humans have an innate propensity for cooperation and that there is no need for a
Leviathan to rule over and control them.

Characteristics of a
Commons-Centric Society
• Manifests values of commoning. People
• Commons is dominant form of organizing. Bauwens includes also open cooperatives and for-benefit
associations. Chamber of commons

• Dardot and Laval also focus on association-based society.
• Associationalism: Alexis de Tocqueville's idea of associationalism “...stressed volunteerism, community
spirit and independent associational life as protections against the domination of society by the state,
and indeed as a counterbalance which helped to keep the state accountable and effective”.[3]
Associationalism or associative democracy is a political movement in which "human welfare and
liberty are both best served when as many of the affairs of a society as possible are managed by
voluntary and democratically self-governing associations."[1]Associationalism "gives priority to freedom
in its scale of values, but it contends that such freedom can only be pursued effectively if individuals
join with their fellows"[1]

Characteristics of a
Commons-Centric Society
• Relational Ontology: We recognize that our identity derives from
relationships and that we are cooperative by nature and value maximizing
common good over individual gain.

• Subjectivities: We seek autonomy and some influence over decisions that
impact our lives. We want to self-provision basic necessities so that we are
not at the mercy of others for our survival.

• We live by the values that characterize commoning.

Transition to a Commons-Centric Society
• Using a complex adaptive systems model to portray the commons, scholars
and activists have laid out a transition plan to a commons-centric society.

• Through autopoiesis, commons would reproduce, then form federations, and
eventually reach a tipping point such that the commons would become the
overarching organizing paradigm.

Transition
•
•
•
•

Bauwens: 3 phases
Boundary spanning
Peer governance
Social movements -

Leadership
• Such leadership challenges the hierarchies, centralizations, abstractions, and
efficiency metrics that permeate current discussions. Such leadership centers
relationships, contexts, vulnerabilities, and restorations.

