
Methodological and Ideological Options

Conceptualizing the Commons: Moving Beyond the Goods-based
Definition by Introducing the Social Practices of Commoning as
Vital Determinant

Johannes Euler ⁎
Institute for Advanced Study in the Humanities Essen, University of Duisburg-Essen, Germany
Commons-Institut e.V., Bonn, Germany

a b s t r a c ta r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 14 November 2016
Received in revised form 6 May 2017
Accepted 9 June 2017
Available online xxxx

The paper proposes a practice theoretical conceptualization of commons. Thefirst part of the paper asks theques-
tion how a convincing conceptualization of commons could look like. Despite of the increased attention to the
concept of the commons different notions thereof exist. Ostrom and her colleagues often define commons as
common pool resources, a specific type of good. The underlying classification is based on different degrees of ex-
cludability and subtractability. In the paper this is criticized for disregarding the importance of the social process-
es at hand. It is argued that instead of being a type of good, commons need to be conceptualized taking the
relevant social dimensions into account. Commons are hence conceptualized as the social form of (tangible
and/or intangible) matter that is determined by commoning. Commoning creates commons. In the second part
the social practices of commoning are argued to be voluntary and inclusively self-organized activities and medi-
ation of peers who aim at satisfying needs. The abstractness of the proposed conceptualization allows to aim at
the core of the practices, at finding a way to find the common characteristics or dimensions of these practices,
without defining away their ever specific way of being and becoming in the concrete.
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1. Introduction

The notion of commons has become increasingly popular in the last
years. Elinor Ostrom's 2009 prize has certainly contributed to this, but
also the multiple socio-ecological crises of our time can be said to
have augmented the interest in alternative ways of social organization.
Different advocates as well as critics operate with a range of different
understandings of the term commons. Ostrom and her colleagues as
well as scholars from the field of Resource Economics often define com-
mons as common pool resources (CPR), a specific type of good. Accord-
ing to this definition, commons are those goods that depict a high
degree of subtractability of use and a high difficulty of excluding poten-
tial beneficiaries. Others link the notion of commons to social practices
referred to as commoning. These are supposed to be the core of what
makes commons what they are (cf. Linebaugh, 2008; Helfrich, 2012a;
Meretz, 2012b). What commoning might actually be is then hardly
being talked about in detail, however. Still, the processual approach

takes into consideration the influence that we humans have upon the
more-than-human. This understanding may help Ecological Economics
and other fields to overcome the conceptual divide between the ecology
and the human sphere.

This paper aims to critically assess the goods-based definition and to
then formulate a consistent concept based on the commoning approach
including an attempt to specify how commoning might be understood
more precisely. It is explicitly not the aim of this paper to find the single
best definition of a “commons.” It is rather to find a convincing formula-
tion that can serve scholars who want to base their research on the so-
cial processes that encompass and (re)produce commons. The practice
theoretical or processual approach chosen here prioritizes, in the
words of Guillaume (2007: 741), “process over substance, relation
over separateness, and activity over passivity.”

2. Commons as Common-pool Resources

Due to her immense and groundbreakingwork on the subject of the
commons, Ostrom is the most prominent and referred to researcher in
this field. In her seminal book “Governing the Commons” (Ostrom,
1990), she studied what she called common pool resources. She did
not clearly distinguish those from commons and at times she even
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uses the two expressions synonymously (Ostrom, 2001; cf. Hofmokl,
2010: 228). Thus, it seems reasonable to assume that she regarded com-
mons as a specific kind of good.1

Ostrom declared that the term common pool resources (CPRs) de-
scribes “a natural or man-made resource system that is sufficiently
large as to make it costly (but not impossible) to exclude potential ben-
eficiaries from obtaining benefits from its use” (Ostrom, 1990: 30). Ad-
ditionally, CPRs are said to have a high “degree of subtractability of one
person's use from that available to be used by others” (Ostrom et al.,
1994: 6). Depicting a low degree of excludability and a high degree of
subtractability, CPRs are seen as one of four types of goods (as can be
seen in Table 1).

Cowen (1985) criticized this very popular (especially in economics)
classification of goods as disregarding the institutional settings inwhich
the goods are placed. Those “may consist of such factors as (a) what
technology is used to produce the good, (b) how much of the good is
produced, (c) the distributionmechanism for the good, (d) how intense
the demand is for the good, (e) how we define the marginal unit of the
good, (f) what sort of activities we are willing to define as ‘consump-
tion,’ and (g) the different meanings we are willing to attach the notion
of exclusion” (Cowen, 1985: 53). In the end, he concludes that the “cost-
liness of exclusion is not a function of the nature of the good” (Cowen,
1985: 61) but that, ultimately, what we are dealing with are social
relations.2

Ostrom (2003: 253) acknowledged that “whether it is difficult or
costly to develop physical or institutional means to exclude non-benefi-
ciaries depends both on the availability and cost of technical and institu-
tional solutions to the problem of exclusion and the relationship of the
cost of these solutions to the expected benefits of achieving exclusion
from a particular resource.” Thus, it crucially “depends on the concrete
circumstances, on what we as acting individuals are capable of doing,
and on our decisions” (Helfrich, 2012a: 65). If that is the case, then com-
mons are notmerely a type of goods and arguing that commonsdohave
certain “natural characteristics,” such as a high degree of excludability,
could be rejected with reference to the social processes underlying
these characteristics (i.e. actual exclusion).3

Accordingly, Bennholdt-Thomsen (2012: 108) argues that com-
mons, as a societal institution, have been subject to a neoliberal reifica-
tionwhich does not address the binding character of commons but only
the objects themselves.4 It is not enough to look at the physical qualities
of something in order to consider it to be a commons. Muhl (2013: 36)
argues that resources in general are not yet commons but merely com-
ponents thereof. They only become commons, he claims, in connection
with people or communities and their self-given norms and rules of use.

He defines Commons as a social relation. Accordingly, Helfrich (2012a:
61) claims that commons “don't simply exist – they are created.” It de-
pends on the relations, the type of interaction, that people have with
each other and with the goods in question (Helfrich and Heinrich-
Böll-Stiftung, 2009: 25).

3. Commons as Social Form of Matter Determined by Commoning

It has been argued that commons are not simply a type of goods but
that there is more to it. In response to Hardin's (1968) well-known
“tragedy of the commons” Ostrom (1990) showed empirically as well
as theoretically that it is possible to find agreements that allow for a sta-
ble and enduring use of resources. She managed to do so, for instance,
by relaxing one of Hardin's (implicit) assumptions, namely that people
would not communicate with each other (cf. Ostrom et al., 1994).
Ostrom argued that it is mainly a question of governance. Later Hardin
(1998) himself admitted his mistake5 by claiming that he had been
talking about “unmanaged commons.” The idea becomes clear: Some-
thing is only a “successful” commons if it is dealt with (managed) in
an appropriate manner.

If it is the case that commons refers to something “resembling nei-
ther the state nor the market” (Ostrom, 1990: 1), or even “beyondmar-
ket and state” (Bollier andHelfrich, 2012: xiii), then the reference to the
social practices of commoning may provide a good starting point (and
will in fact provide the end point of this paper as well). Acksel et al.
(2015: 134) formulated that commons can be described “as an
institutionalised, legal, and infrastructural arrangement for a practice –
commoning.”6 Also Bennholdt-Thomsen (2012: 83) focuses on the rela-
tional aspect of commons: “Just as particles are not simply isolated bits
of matter in quantum physics, commons are far more than the material
of which they consist […]. They are part of a web of relationships, both
concrete matter and a process in motion, all in one.” Meretz (2014a:
n.p.; translation J.E.) highlights the procedural character of the com-
mons which he describes as the “process of using and maintaining re-
sources by a group of people who organize the social process, the
commoning, themselves and determine the rules of their togetherness.”

It seems as if commons could be said to require two elements that
need to be distinguished. First, it is something that is supposed to be
the commons, some tangible and/or intangible matter (resource/
product7). Second, there is some sort of social infrastructure, some spe-
cific institutional arrangement. This could be said to be part of the social
form of thatmatter. A social form shapes themateriality of thematter. It
is the shape that a matter becomes if people interact (e.g. modify) with
it in a specific manner. Hence, it can be said to be shaped by the social
practices, theways of doing things and relating to each other. The social
form is what people perceive when they see, feel, think about that mat-
ter. This happens at the individual level. But onlywhen including the so-
cietal level the picture becomes complete. Which social forms are

1 At other occasions, Ostrom denied that common-pool resources are to be equated
with commons, without offering a definition of commons, though. Hence, other than the
goods-based definition treated in the remainder of this section, the second possibility
would be that Ostrom thought about commons as specific governance systems based on
self-organization (potentially applicable to all types of goods). Such an understanding
would come rather close to the conceptualization proposed in this paper.

2 Additionally, the concept of goods is criticized as for being subjective (Brodbeck,
2009). Further, externalities are not included in the classification of goods. This clarifies
the dependence of the classification on the question what belongs to a good. The seats
in an airplane might be considered rival (subtractable) for a certain period of time – the
noise of the plane, however, is not rival (Adams and McCormick, 1987: 197).

3 Due to limitations of space, the critique of the goods-based approach remains rather
short at this point. For a more elaborated critique see Euler (unpublished manuscript).

4 Helfrich (2012a: 62) argues in this respect: “We determine the form of use and there-
by also the classification of drinking water as a particular type of good – yet we have ap-
parently lost sight of this fact in a gradual process of ontologization.”

Table 1
Conventional classification of goods (cf. Adams and McCormick, 1987: 192; Ostrom, 2010: 645).

High subtractability of use Low subtractability of use

High difficulty of excluding potential beneficiaries Common pool resource/common good Public good/collective good
Low difficulty of excluding potential beneficiaries Private good Toll good/club good

5 However, the tragedy of the commons remains a standard argument in economics.
6 This quote also illustrates the difference between institutions and practices. Ostrom

(2005a) refers to institutions as prescriptions for human interactions. Rules, for example,
can be institutions. This, however, is something different than the processes that lead to
the rules, which is the level where social practices such as commoning are situated.

7 Resources shall be defined as those tangible and/or intangible objects that are mostly
subject to use or consumption whereas products are those things predominantly referred
to as being produced. The former can become the latter and the latter can become the for-
mer, depending on how people relate to them. “Matter” shall serve as umbrella term and
include both, products and resources. The encyclopedia Wikipedia is a good example to
demonstrate that commons can be both, resource and product, at the same time.
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