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IntroductIon

The “commons” political model has become a central issue in contemporary 
debates.1 It is the subject of discussion everywhere — from international 
organizations to NGOs, and from state administrations to counterculture 
circles. If reference to the “commons” may sometimes be superficial and 
become mere sloganeering, it often partakes in conceptually well-structured 
proposals. Commons theories, of various origins and inspirations, are many.

Today, however, one approach has become preeminent worldwide, among 
academic circles and beyond. As we will see, it emerged in the U.S. context, 
from both academic research and expert knowledge elicited for public policy. 
This approach, multidisciplinary but heavily influenced by political science 
and economic approaches, was initially promoted by a group of researchers 
and development experts. A single figure, Elinor Ostrom, played however 
a crucial role in the development of this new perspective on the commons 
institutions. Her book Governing the Commons, published in 1990, was a 
landmark in the history of theories of commons governance and is still very 
influential today.2 By combining a vast meta-analysis of case studies of 
historical and contemporary commons with insights from rational choice, 
game theory and economics, she was able to make two central points. First, 
she refutes the famous conclusion of Garrett Hardin in his 1968 article on 
the “tragedy of the commons” that they are inherently incompatible with a 
sustainable exploitation of resources.3 The critiques of the Hardinian argument 
are a starting point in E. Ostrom’s writings on commons governance, and they 
are repeated so often as to become almost ritualistic. Second, she produces a 
set of criteria of success (or failure) of forms of commons governance, based 
on extensive empirical data. Besides these theoretical contributions, Elinor 
Ostrom also played a crucial role in the institutional structuring of the research 

1 This research was supported by the French National Research Agency project 
GOVENPRO (ANR-14-CE03-0003). Text translated from French by Christine 
Colpart.

2 elinor osTrom, GoverninG The commons: The evoluTion of insTiTuTions for 
collecTive acTion (1990).

3 Garrett Hardin, The Tragedy of the Commons, 162 sci. 1243 (1968). On Hardin, 
the “tragedy of the commons” and its reception, see Fabien Locher, Les pâturages 
de la guerre froide: Garrett Hardin et la ‘tragédie des communs,’ 60 revue 
d’hisToire moderne eT conTemporaine 7 (2013) (fr.), translated in Fabien 
Locher, Cold War Pastures, Garrett Hardin and the ‘Tragedy of the Commons,’ 
cairn-inT (2013) https://www.cairn-int.info/article-E_RHMC_601_0007--cold-
war-pastures-garrett-hardin-and.htm).
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on the topic, notably via her action within the International Association for 
the Study of the Commons (IASC).

The goal of this Article is to write a social and political history of this now 
preeminent approach to the commons, with a focus on E. Ostrom’s contributions 
to its emergence and rise. My methodology is that of Science and Technology 
Studies (STS), applied here to the production of knowledge on the dynamics 
of human societies.4 Rather than focus on the history of concepts,5 my inquiry 
aims to apprehend the history of the concrete knowledge production practices 
behind the creation of the Ostromian commons paradigm.6

I will focus on the materiality of scholars’ research practices (fieldwork, 
data collecting, indexing and analysis), on their intellectual and institutional 
strategies, their networking practices, how their research was funded, and their 

4 See Michael Mair, Christian Greiffenhagen & William Sharrock, Social Studies 
of Social Science: A Working Bibliography (NCRM Working Paper No. 8, 2013), 
http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/3219/1/soc_studies_of_soc_science.pdf; Theodore 
Porter & Dorothy Ross, Introduction, in 7 cambridGe hisTory of science 1 
(Theodore M. Porter & Dorothy Ross eds., 2003). On social sciences, economics 
and expertise, see Theodore m. porTer, TrusT in numbers: The pursuiT of 
objecTiviTy in science and public life (1995); alain desrosières, Gouverner 
par les nombres: l’arGumenT sTaTisTique ii [GoverninG by The numbers: The 
sTaTisTical arGumenT ii] (2008); philip mirowski, machine dreams: economics 
becomes a cyborG science (2001). On STS in general, the bibliography is 
huge. For an introduction, see jan Golinski, makinG naTural knowledGe: 
consTrucTivism and The hisTory of science (1998); serGio sismondo, an 
inTroducTion To science and TechnoloGy sTudies (2004); The handbook of 
science and TechnoloGy sTudies (Edward Hackett et al. eds., 3d ed. 2008).

5 For studies dealing with the conceptual analysis of Ostrom’s work and how it 
was received, see derek wall, The susTainable economics of elinor osTrom: 
commons, conTesTaTion and crafT (2014); vlad Tarko, elinor osTrom: an 
inTellecTual bioGraphy (2016); Craig Johnson, Uncommon Ground: The 
‛Poverty of History’ in Common Property Discourse, 35 dev. & chanGe 407 
(2004); Carol M. Rose, Ostrom and the Lawyers: The Impact of Governing the 
Commons on the American Legal Academy, 5 inT’l j. commons 28 (2011).

6 In this respect, eyewitness accounts by the protagonists themselves are priceless: 
Frank van Laerhoven & Elinor Ostrom, Traditions and Trends in the Study of 
the Commons, 1 inT’l j. commons 3 (2007); Thomas Dietz et al., The Drama 
of the Commons, in The drama of The commons 3 (Elinor Ostrom et al. eds., 
2002); Charlotte Hess, Tracking the IASCP: Crafting an Organization: The 
Early History of IASCP and the Workshop Connection, 6 polycenTric circles 
1 (1999). 

http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/3219/1/soc_studies_of_soc_science.pdf


536 Theoretical Inquiries in Law [Vol. 19.2:533

interactions with administrative and academic institutions and actors.7 I will 
analyze the history of the Workshop in Political Theory and Policy Analysis, 
the research center that E. Ostrom and her husband Vincent founded and 
animated for some 40 years at Indiana University, Bloomington. By doing 
so, I hope to be able to analyze the close ties between the form and content 
of the Ostromian theories on the commons and the main lines of tension in 
the society that saw their emergence. One of my main arguments is that for 
understanding the Ostromian approach to the commons and its emergence 
in the 1980s, it is crucial to analyze the research practices invented at the 
Workshop during the preceding decade, in the context of E. Ostrom’s works 
on urban policing, consolidation and community governance.

I will use different scales of analysis. I will very closely observe Ostrom 
and her teams’ daily work. I will look at the construction of networks that 
made the Workshop the nerve center of research on the commons. I will 
sometimes leave Bloomington to understand the dynamics operating within 
large U.S. public and quasi-public institutions.

Where a story starts is always, to a certain extent, left to the narrator’s 
discretion. But still, nothing would have been possible if a certain type of 
analysis had not been becoming more and more influential at the time of E. 
Ostrom’s early career, that is, rational choice theory.8

I. PublIc choIce, resources and InstItutIons:  
rFF and usaId

In the 1970s, rational choice theories became increasingly popular in U.S. 
political and administrative circles. They gained more and more influence 

7 On the practical, material and institutional dimensions of the STS research agenda, 
see supra note 4. On financing of post-WW2 social sciences and humanities, see 
Hunter Crowther-Heyck, Patrons of the Revolutions: Ideals and Institutions in 
Postwar Behavioral Science, 97 isis 420 (2006); Tiago Mata & Tom Scheiding, 
National Science Foundation Patronage of Social Science, 1970s and 1980s: 
Congressional Scrutiny Advocacy Network, and the Prestige of Economics, 
50 minerva 423 (2012); mark solovey, shaky foundaTions: The poliTics-
paTronaGe-social science nexus in cold war america (2013); Tim B. Mueller, 
The Rockefeller Foundation, the Social Sciences, and the Humanities in the Cold 
War, 15 j. cold war sTud. 108 (2013); science bouGhT and sold: essays in 
The economics of science (Philip Mirowski & Esther-Mirjam Sent eds., 2002).

8 Ironically and paradoxically, rational choice approaches underlay the arguments 
of the so-called tragedy of the commons and of the free rider, and also paved 
the way for the Ostromian paradigm — but at the price of a certain distancing.
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in federal administrations and public policy expert think tanks, particularly 
in connection with development and environmental governance issues. The 
dissemination of rational choice tools contributed to the highlighting of 
institutions and their “improvements” as the key to making progress on 
these two fronts. This evolution influenced the intellectual culture prevailing 
in administrative and political circles. It was particularly felt in two U.S. 
institutions of key importance to development and environmental issues: the 
think tank Resources for the Future (RFF) and the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID).

In 1975, a new manager was appointed to the RFF, Charles J. Hitch. One 
of Hitch’s objectives was to bring the research of the think tank closer to the 
realities of policymaking. He reorganized the organization into three sections, 
one of them devoted to the theme “Institutions and Public Decisions.” He 
wanted to extend the expertise of the think tank beyond the scope of its 
economic approach to the environment and resources (analysis of externalities, 
microeconomics, and taxation).

In this way, Hitch strove to make room for new approaches developed 
internally by political analyst Edwin T. Haefele. The latter’s research was 
based on the observation that common-property resources of water and publicly 
managed lands were subject to conflicts between competing users, and that 
these conflicts were increasingly arbitrated by experts of the state or federal 
executive branch.9 Haefele considered it essential to vest the legislative branch 
with decision-making powers with respect to these common resources. His 
work thus consisted of using concrete cases to devise new mechanisms of 
representative government in which common-property resources governance 
imperatives had been integrated.10 He used the tools of rational choice theory 
and drew upon its classic authors (William H. Riker, Lloyd Shapley, and 
Mancur Olson). In particular, he proposed to amend the U.S. Constitution 
by including an explicit provision “forcing private decision makers to take 
account of the costs they impose on other people” when using the nation’s 
common-property resources.11 In January 1974, thanks to a grant from the 
Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, Haefele organized a large forum on 
governance mechanisms of common-property resources (air, water, public 
land), convening both RFF administrators and outsiders.12

9 Edwin T. Haefele, Decision-making in Common Property Resources, 26 j. soil 
& waTer conservaTion 132 (1971).

10 edwin T. haefele, represenTaTive GovernmenT and environmenTal manaGemenT 
(1973).

11 Id. at 12.
12 The Governance of common properTy resources (Edwin T. Haefele ed., 1974).
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When Haefele joined the University of Pennsylvania, he was succeeded at 
RFF by economist Clifford S. Russell. In 1977, Russell launched a program 
aiming “first, to focus on institutions themselves rather than on technical 
problems concerning specific resources; and second, to go beyond description 
and informal speculation in order to apply the methods and models of public 
choice theory, a developing field concerned with problems of making collective 
decisions which are binding on all.”13 In 1978, he organized a forum on this 
topic supported by the Rockefeller Foundation.14 Thus, in the 1970s, funding 
obtained from or directly granted by RFF contributed to the development of the 
rational choice approach in U.S. political science and resource economics. In 
particular, these funds made possible via a grant a long-term research project 
that became a classic, Russell Hardin’s book Collective Action.15

In this book, Russell Hardin followed in the footsteps of Mancur Olson.16 
Like Olson, he concluded that full participation in collective action is not 
rational. However, since environmentalist and pacifist mobilizations did take 
place in the 1970s, he looked beyond rational choice to explore what he called 
“extra-rational motivations” for collective action. In the foreword to the book, 
Clifford S. Russell explained that “the major spur to [RFF’s] undertaking and 
supporting of collective choice research came from observing how frequently 
sound economic and engineering reasoning about environmental problems 
led to prescriptions for policies and public institutions that came to nothing 
in the real world of public decisions.”17 Analysis and reform of decision-
making processes guided by rational choice could, he hoped, help ward off 
the inefficiency of management and representative institutions.

At the same period, RFF turned to a new field of activity, development, in 
response to a request by USAID, which had the same new focus on institutions. 
In a 1978 memorandum, one can read that 

in its development efforts A.I.D. has consistently had to confront 
problems of institutional mechanisms for reaching the poor, stimulating 
their participation, mobilizing local resources, or assessing local needs 
and demands. […] we generally lack a clear understanding of how 
to design and stimulate effective participatory structures. […] in the 

13 Resources for the Future, Annual Report for the Year Ending September 30, 
1977, at 20 (RFF Documentation Center, RFF, Washington, D.C.).

14 collecTive decision makinG: applicaTions from public choice Theory (Clifford 
S. Russell ed., 1973).

15 russell hardin, collecTive acTion (1982).
16 mancur olson, The loGic of collecTive acTion: public Goods and The Theory 

of Groups (1965).
17 See hardin, supra note 15, at xi.
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analysis of comparable problems within the United States, applications 
of political economy theory have played an increasing role in dealing 
with problems of representation, policy implementation, the design of 
welfare programs, and the allocation of resources for ‘public goods’ 
[…]. We need better understanding of the processes of institutional 
collective choice.18

USAID addressed this challenge in two ways. First, the agency collected 
case studies from two of its regular partners, Cornell University’s Rural 
Development Committee (run by Norman Uphoff and John M. Cohen) and 
the consulting firm Development Alternatives, Inc. Second, it partnered with 
RFF to strengthen its institutional analysis capacity. These two institutions 
cooperated on the application of public choice theory to rural development 
challenges under the coordination of Russell and USAID Administrator 
Norman K. Nicholson.19 The collaboration led to a conference and published 
proceedings20 about the “design of an institutional framework which minimizes 
costly free-riding, while guaranteeing more efficient provision of public 
goods.”21 The public goods in question here were local infrastructure — roads, 
dams, and irrigation systems funded and/or managed by Third World states 
and development institutions.

Among the contributors to the volume were Robert H. Bates and Samuel 
L. Popkin and a young scholar, James T. Thomson, who addressed the issue 
of the environmental risk incurred by deforestation related to domestic or 
handicraft use of wood. Thomson’s research was rooted in dissertation fieldwork 
conducted in Nigeria between 1970 and 1972.22 Analysis of development 

18 Memorandum from DS/RAD Kenneth Korhner to DAA/DS Marjorie Belcher 
(USAID, Apr. 4, 1978) (unpublished memorandum), http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/
pdaaq835.pdf.

19 Proposal for a working conference on possible contributions of public choice 
theory to rural development programs from Resources for the Future to Agency 
for International Development (USAID, Apr., 1978) (unpublished proposal); 
Project Implementation order/technical services. Political Economy Seminar 
(USAID, June 19, 1978) (unpublished report), http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/
pdaaq835.pdf.

20 public choice and rural developmenT (Clifford S. Russell & Norman K. 
Nicholson eds., 1981).

21 Dave N. Laband, Public Choice and Rural Development, 37 pub. choice 381 
(1981) (book review).

22 James T. Thomson, Law, Legal Process and Development at the Local Level in 
Hausa-Speaking Niger: A Trouble Case Analysis of Rural Institutional Inertia 
(1976) (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Indiana University) (on file with the 
Herman B. Wells Library, Indiana University).
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processes within a political science framework led him to focus on tree 
management methods in a region where sedentary farmers coexisted with 
nomadic herders. In the 1970s, this issue of deforestation was much discussed 
because it was identified as one of the roots of the ongoing socio-ecological 
crisis in the Sahel, an issue which I will address in Part II.

Using the framework of public choice theory, Thomson sought to identify 
which institutional mechanisms were best able to ensure “sustainable yield 
management of the local woodstock.”23 He emphasized the fragility of the 
latter, which, as a de facto unregulated common property resource, was bound 
to experience the tragedy of the commons described by Garrett Hardin.24 He 
expressed a nuanced view on the efficiency of private property as a good 
management mode, and was decidedly negative about state regulations 
inherited from the colonial period. Above all, his conclusions were supportive 
of forms of management by communities: “Reforms should give villagers 
greater incentives to participate in woodstock management by authorizing 
local communities to make and enforce management rules necessary and 
relevant in light of local conditions.”25 “Only if villagers act as coproducers 
helping to maintain and manage common property resources systems,” he 
stated in 1978, “will the effort be pervasive enough to prevent environmental 
ruin in the Sahel.”26

II. usaId and sahel Pastures: the roots oF the 
“commons” academIc movement

In November 1982,27 the Board on Science and Technology in International 
Development (BOSTID) of the U.S. National Research Council sent one of 

23 James T. Thomson, Public Choice Analysis of Institutional Constraints on 
Firewood Production Strategies in the West African Sahel, in public choice 
and rural developmenT, supra note 20, at 121.

24 Id. at 133-36.
25 Id. at 149.
26 James T. Thomson, African Villages and Public Services 6 (Oct. 27, 1978) 

(unpublished draft, Indiana University Digital Library of the Commons), https://
dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/handle/10535/4305 (last visited Mar. 31, 2018).

27 We have provided a detailed analysis of the material covered in this section in 
an earlier study about the relationship between the commons and development: 
Fabien Locher, Third World Pastures: The Historical Roots of the Commons 
Paradigm (1965-1990), 151 quaderni sTorici 303, 303-09 (2016). 
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its program officers, Jeffrey Gritzner, on a mission to Switzerland.28 BOSTID 
was a development institution specialized in producing expertise on science 
and technology applied to energy, agriculture, conservation and resource 
management.

Gritzner’s mission consisted of seeking collaboration with the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature, whose headquarters were in Gland, 
Switzerland. But he took advantage of his stay to meet with a man with an 
interesting field experience, Omar Draz. Draz had devised and implemented 
a very specific range management system, first in Saudi Arabia (1962-1966) 
then in Syria. This system was based on a pre-Islamic set of rules governing 
access to and use of rangelands known as hema (or himā).29 Draz revived this 
system, thinking that its falling into disuse explained the ecological degradation 
observed in Near Eastern arid ecosystems. Starting in 1970, he implemented his 
ideas within the framework of the National Range Development Programme 
launched in Syria by the government, the U.N. Development Programme, FAO, 
and the World Food Programme. He established rules of access to pastures 
modeled on the hema system for each village, tribe, and lineage. Inspired by 
vernacular practices, his system also took part in an agrarian modernization 
project establishing cooperatives for acquiring modern equipment and sharing 
costs of fattening of cattle.

This model, which sought to combine tradition and modernity, made a 
certain splash in the development community and particularly caught Gritzner’s 
interest. The BOSTID program officer was also a scientist specialized in the 
Sahel.30 There he had observed in the field vernacular rules of land management 
similar to the hema system, and known as herima. When he came back from 
Switzerland, Gritzner was convinced that what Draz had done in the Syrian 
steppes could be applied in the Sahel.31 Draz’s project also tied in with 

28 BOSTID, Trip Report, National Academy of Science Archives, Washington, 
D.C., Nov. 16 – Dec. 9, 1982 (unpublished report), http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/
pdaam662.pdf, (last visited Mar. 31, 2018).

29 omar draz, The hima sysTem of ranGe reserves in The arabian peninsula: iTs 
possibiliTies in ranGe improvemenT and conservaTion projecTs in The middle 
easT (1969); Omar Draz, Revival of the Hema System of Range Reserves as a 
Basis for the Syrian Range Development Programme, in 1 proc. inT’l ranGeland 
conGress 100 (Donald N. Hyde ed., 1978).

30 jeffrey GriTzner, The wesT african sahel: human aGency and environmenTal 
chanGe (1988).

31 Looking back, it turns out that the results are much more ambiguous. In addition, 
the system installed by Draz appears to be a form of “recreation of tradition” 
not quite in line with local realities. Jonathan Rae et al., Tribes, State, and 
Technology Adoption in Arid Land Management (IFPRI, CAPRi Working Paper 
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Gritzner’s institutional concerns: the latter was looking for ideas that would 
help launch a new collaboration cycle between BOSTID and its main funder, 
USAID, on the Sahel.

Since the late 1960s, the Sahel strip had undergone a series of deep social 
and environmental crises, which inspired a strong interventionism on the part 
of Western development institutions in the 1970s and 1980s. Humanitarian as 
well as strategic concerns motivated this mobilization: the region had to be 
stabilized in order to counter Soviet influence and local Marxist movements. 
The United States became deeply involved starting in 1973, particularly through 
USAID initiatives. From the outset, the agency subcontracted BOSTID to 
perform an assessment of the situation in the region. It went on with funding 
the activities of an Advisory Committee on the Sahel created in 1978 within the 
Board and in charge of studying solutions combining economic development 
and resource conservation. However, the year 1983 marked the end of this 
institutional cycle when the USAID contract expired. The Board then pondered 
what new initiatives could be launched in the Sahel. 

It was then that Gritzner was contacted by three junior scholars, James 
T. Thomson, Margaret McKean, and David Feeny.32 They had met in April 
1983 at a conference on the history of deforestation in the twentieth century.33 
Their exchanges gave rise to the idea of a large multidisciplinary inquiry on 
forms of management of what they called “common property resource.”34 
Thomson, who was familiar with the development community, wrote a draft 
proposal that he sent to Gritzner. The offer was timely and tied in perfectly 
with the latter’s reflections on hema and herima.

A brainstorming meeting was held at BOSTID in September 1983.35 The 
“institutional design” issue was central to the nascent initiative, as the Board’s 
quarterly report read:

No. 15, 2001), https://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/handle/10535/3730, (last visited 
Mar. 31, 2018); Jonathan Rae, Getting in Steppe: The Evolution of Participatory 
Institutions for Rangeland Management in the Syrian Arab Republic, 2 land 
reform, land seTTlemenT & cooperaTives 72 (2000).

32 Hess, supra note 6.
33 See world deforesTaTion in The TwenTieTh cenTury (John F. Richards & 

Richard P. Tucker eds., 1998).
34 This term was largely used by the actors, E. Ostrom included, in the 1980s, and 

therefore we use it in our own narrative. This doesn’t imply that we support or 
criticize this analytical categorization.

35 Summary – Planning Meeting for Proposed Workshops Concerned With Common 
Property Resources and Environmental Management (National Academy of 
Science Archives, Washington, D.C., file “International Relations. 1984. Bd 
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Growing social instability, expanding populations, and diminishing 
resources in many developing countries make it critically important that 
laws and institutions governing the management of common property 
resource be better designed so that these resources – trees and shrubs, 
grasslands, soils, water and wildlife – can be exploited on a sustained-
yield basis. Access to information concerning effective institutional 
design would help developing country and donor government personnel 
as well as other individuals in planning, implementing, and evaluating 
environmental rehabilitation and management efforts.36

Institution analysis using public choice theory was at the heart of the 
project, but with two major nuances. First, the approach purported to be 
interdisciplinary and open to contributions from anthropology, sociology, and 
soil and life sciences. Second, the public choice tools had to be used without 
dogmatism or rigid application of a strict rational-strategic actor model. For 
that matter, the need to break from the view that resource users were unable 
to self-organize and manage commons — described as commonly held by 
practitioners of public choice theory — surfaced during discussions. 

The project of rethinking “common property resource” management in 
connection with the Sahel was part of a larger historical context. As I have 
already shown in detail,37 in the 1970s, the Sahel crisis was at the center of 
fierce theoretical and political debate on the question of the commons. It 
all started when MIT produced a USAID-commissioned expert assessment 
modeling events in the language of system dynamics. The conclusions by 
project manager William Seifert and Anthony Picardi, a graduate student of 
Seifert’s in charge of the “pastoral” dimension of the analysis, were radical. 
The main cause of the crisis was the “tragedy of the commons” described 
by Garrett Hardin, whereby Sahelian herders destroyed their own soils. As 
Picardi put it, this degradation mechanism “is the exact problem syndrome of 
the herdsmen in the Sahel.”38 Seifert and Picardi’s thesis, which they sought 

on Sc & Tech for Internatl Development Com on Sahel: Adv,” Sept. 8-9, 1983) 
(unpublished report).

36 BOSTID Quarterly Report to the Board 15-16 (National Academy of Science 
Archives, Washington, D.C., file “International Relations. 1983. Bd on Sc & 
Tech for Internatl Development Quarterly Reports: Jul”, July–Sept. 1983) 
(unpublished report).

37 Locher, supra note 27.
38 Anthony Picardi, A Framework for Evaluating Long-Term Strategies for the 

Development of the Sahel-Sudan Region: A System Analysis of Pastoralism in 
the West African Sahel, 78 USAID rep., pt. 5 (1974).



544 Theoretical Inquiries in Law [Vol. 19.2:533

to publicize,39 was challenged by a number of development anthropologists, 
such as Michael Horowitz, who stressed the environmental efficiency of 
vernacular rules governing the use of common pastures. What had actually 
caused the current crisis, they insisted, was the destabilization of these rules. 
Their position was dominant at BOSTID, where Horowitz took part in research 
work on the Sahel. Thus the Board was since the mid-1970s a favorable 
environment for a “positive” approach to commons governance institutions.

The September 1983 meeting initiated by Thomson, McKean, and Feeny 
brought together the latter, BOSTID and USAID program officers and four 
researchers recruited for their expertise in the topic.40 Four decisions were 
made: to ensure the continued existence of the research group; to organize a 
large interdisciplinary conference on common property resource management; 
to create an international network of researchers working on the topic; and to 
apply for USAID funding.41 They received the grant money in August 1984 
thanks to the decisive action of Norman K. Nicholson, who had worked towards 
acclimating public choice theory to USAID during the previous decade.

The synergy between the group’s enthusiasm and the financial and political 
means of BOSTID and USAID worked wonders. It led to the creation of the 
Common Property Resource Network, which had 800 members in July 1985 
and 2200 two years later.42 In 1989, it became the International Association 
for the Study of Common Property (IASCP), now central to promoting 
multidisciplinary research on commons governance at an international level 
(known today as the International Association for the Study of the Commons).43 
Another great outcome of the initiative was a large conference held at Annapolis 

39 See, e.g., Anthony C. Picardi & William W. Seifert, A Tragedy of the Commons 
in the Sahel, 78 Tech. rev. 42 (1976).

40 Jere Gilles, Ronald Oakerson, Pauline Peters and C. Ford Runge.
41 A Proposal to the Agency for International Development to fund an Advisory 

Committee on the Sahel, 3-4, 14-16 (National Academy of Science Archives, 
Washington, D.C., file “International Relations. 1984. Bd on Sc & Tech for 
Internatl Development Com on Sahel: Adv”, 1984) (unpublished proposal).

42 Report from the Working Group on Common Property Resource Management 
Conference on Advances in Institutional Analysis, Dubrovnik (Library of the 
Vincent and Elinor Ostrom Workshop, Indiana University Bloomington, file 
“Common property resource project – advisory group,” Oct. 23, 1987) (unpublished 
report).

43 On the “Common Property Resource Network” and its composition, see Locher, 
supra note 27, at 324-25.
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in April 1985, considered today as groundbreaking in the history of commons 
research.44

III. GovernInG urban communItIes: the WorkshoP as 
“center oF calculatIon”

Elinor Ostrom was not associated with the early stages of the BOSTID initiative. 
Only in September 1984 was she asked to join the nascent Common Property 
Resource Network.45 One explanation is that E. Ostrom had not worked on natural 
resource economy since the late 1960s. In her PhD. dissertation, submitted 
at UCLA in September 1964, she had studied groundwater management in 
Southern California’s West Basin.46 However, at the time she did not conceive 
her case study in terms of a commons or collective action dilemma. Her 
dissertation work was already influenced by the early stages of what would 
become public choice theory via her reading of Buchanan and Tullock’s The 
Calculus of Consent (1962).47 But Mancur Olson and Garret Hardin had not 
produced their classic works yet. Reading Hardin’s in 1969 immediately 
raised her skepticism. As a matter of fact, as she later explained, she knew 
of at least one case in which Hardin’s reasoning did not fit in with empirical 
evidence — and that was the case she had studied in her dissertation.48 Her 
reaction was then to write a critical discussion of the argument of the “tragedy 
of commons,” which outlined an alternative to the Hardinian model in a few 
pages.49 However, immediately afterwards, she moved away from natural 
resource issues for more than a decade.

44 proceedinGs of The conference on common properTy resource manaGemenT 
(Apr. 21-26, 1985) (1986).

45 Letter from Jeffrey Gritzner to Elinor Ostrom (Elinor Ostrom Archives, box 
097/067-6, June 1, 1984).

46 Elinor Ostrom, Public Entrepreneurship: A Case Study in Ground Water Basin 
Management (Sept. 29, 1964) (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, UCLA).

47 james buchanan & Gordon Tullock, The calculus of consenT: loGical 
foundaTions of consTiTuTional democracy (1962). 

48 Interview by Margaret Levi with Elinor Ostrom, Co-Founder and Co-
Dir. of the Workshop in Political Theory and Policy Analysis at Ind. Univ. 
(2010), www.annualreviews.org/userimages/ContentEditor/1326999553977/
ElinorOstromTranscript.pdf.

49 Elinor Ostrom, Collective Action and the Tragedy of the Commons, in manaGinG 
The commons 81-173 (Garrett Hardin & John Baden eds., 1977). See also Vincent 
Ostrom & Elinor Ostrom, A Theory for Institutional Analysis of Common Pool 
Problems, in manaGinG The commons 157 (1977) (1969). 
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And yet, for understanding the emergence of the Ostromian commons 
paradigm, it is crucial to analyze the research practices that Elinor Ostrom and 
her team invented at the Workshop in Political Theory and Policy Analysis in 
the 1970s. The specific material, cultural and intellectual context constituting 
this site of knowledge production played a crucial role in fashioning the 
methodology, language and even the perspective of what would be identified 
as Ostrom’s theory of self-government. At the time, however, the Sahel 
and Nepal were not at the heart of her reflections on communities’ political 
capacities. The streets of Saint Louis, Chicago and Los Angeles constituted 
Ostrom and her team’s physical and conceptual research field.

The Workshop was founded by E. and V. Ostrom in 1973 as an independent 
research unit in Indiana University’s Political Science Department. The 
Ostroms’ objective was to promote public choice approaches in the analysis 
of public and governmental decision-making arrangements. They had not 
only a theoretical but also — if not as much — a practical ambition: “Major 
public policy implications,” they wrote, “will follow as well. Alternative 
solutions will be available for dealing with problems associated with the so-
called ‘urban crisis’ and other critical policy issues.”50 Analyses must serve 
to diagnose “social pathologies,” propose institutional reforms, and evaluate 
their impacts. This emphasis on political science as applied science went 
along with an idiosyncratic operating model. The Workshop’s income was 
almost exclusively derived from research contracts obtained by the Ostroms 
and from the couple’s graciously donated honorariums.

The 1970s witnessed increased public financial support for solicited 
projects targeted at responding to the great challenges of U.S. society: security, 
pollution, transportation, energy, urban planning and health.51 Emblematic 
of this scientific mobilization was National Science Foundation (NSF)’s 
Research Applied to National Needs (RANN) program. Between 1971 and 
1977, it spent some 750 million dollars (2017 value) to fund short-term, one- 
to two-year applied research projects.52 The social sciences greatly benefitted 
from this financial inflow. They were viewed by political and administrative 
authorities as likely to develop possible solutions to the great problems of 

50 Workshop Annual Report 1973-75 (Library of the Vincent and Elinor Ostrom 
Workshop, Indiana University, Bloomington, May, 1975) (unpublished report).

51 oTTo n. larsen, milesTones and millsTones: social science aT The naTional 
science foundaTion, 1945-1991 (1992); Mata & Scheiding, supra note 7.

52 Herbert A. Simon, History of RANN’s Style, Purpose, and Criteria of Managing 
Research (Carnegie Mellon U., 1969 (unpublished memorandum), http://doi.
library.cmu.edu/10.1184/pmc/simon/box00045/fld03519/bdl0001/doc0001 (last 
visited Mar. 31, 2018).
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the moment. What needed to be particularly addressed was the “urban crisis” 
of U.S. cities, which found expression in violence, a worsening of living 
conditions, and social disintegration.53

The modus operandi of the Workshop gave it great autonomy vis-à-vis 
Indiana University, but also made answering calls for projects a permanent 
necessity. It suited the Ostroms’ way of doing research, combining empiricism, 
theorization, and application to endeavors of social reform. But this choice 
can also be explained, at least during the first years of the Workshop, by the 
political science community’s hostility to public choice, and the Ostroms’ desire 
to protect their independence through self-reliance. Along with Buchanan and 
Tullock’s Center for the Study of Public Choice at George Mason University, 
the Workshop was one of the only academic structures to adopt this approach 
in the field of political science.54

By the early months of 1984, after 11 years of existence, the Workshop had 
brought 32 contracts to completion on forms of organization of local public 
administrations for a total of close to 3.8 million dollars. They were financed 
by the NSF/RANN program, NIMH, the Department of Justice, and the State 
of Indiana. It was an astounding success: in comparison, during the period 
1970-1979, in all the United States, the NSF’s cumulative budget relative to 
political science funding amounted to 18 million dollars.55

During the 1970s, E. Ostrom no longer worked on her dissertation topic, 
natural resource management, but focused on metropolitan policing. Her 
interest in the topic started as a syllabus extension to her classes at Indiana 
University, where she had been an associate professor since 1969. In the 
spring of 1970, she decided to complement one of her seminars on fieldwork 
research.56 She instructed her students to conduct a survey in six Indianapolis 
neighborhoods, of which three were under the city’s jurisdiction and three 
were incorporated communities with their own police forces. The study 
concluded that autonomous police forces performed better. The following year, 
the survey was pursued in two majority African-American neighborhoods in 
Chicago. The conclusions were similar: locally organized small-scale police 
forces received better subjective evaluations and were less costly. These 

53 Crowther-Heyck, supra note 7.
54 Vincent Ostrom particularly had very close ties with them. For a history of 

public choice focusing on Buchanan and Tullock, see sTeven G. medema, The 
hesiTanT hand: TaminG self-inTeresT in The hisTory of economic ideas (2009).

55 National Science Foundation, Federal Funds for Research and Development, Fiscal 
Years 1970-2003, Detailed Statistical Tables, l.academicdirect.org/Management/
education/us/nsf04335.pdf.

56 On E. Ostrom’s experiences in teaching and research, see Elinor Ostrom, Ventures 
in Teaching and Research, 16 a&s The review 10 (1974).
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experiments led to a teaching/research program funded by the NSF and NIMH 
in spring 1972. This time, the Saint Louis Metropolitan Area was selected for 
its institutional diversity, and the scope of the study was expanded to include 
45 residential areas. Two thousand citizens and two hundred police officers 
were interviewed by Ostrom and her graduate and undergraduate students. 
Central to the study was the “consolidation” issue. Urban growth and the 
“urban crisis” context raised the question whether communities should be 
consolidated, i.e., merged into one jurisdiction — a solution thought to be 
more efficacious than non-consolidation.

This question was at the heart of another research contract, which occupied 
Ostrom’s attention during most of the 1970s. The “Police Services Study” 
was funded by NSF/RANN and aimed to compare a series of institutional 
arrangements for the provision of police services in metropolitan areas. It tied 
in with one of RANN’s priorities, reducing urban violence.57 It also was a key 
issue in the consolidation vs. decentralization debate. Launched in June 1974, 
the police study was conducted by E. Ostrom, Roger B. Park and Gordon 
Whitaker. It went on for six years with a huge grant amount of 2 million 
dollars (2017 value: 8 million dollars).58 The investigation covered 200 urban 
areas throughout the country.59 The researchers interviewed police officers, 
neighborhood residents, and city government officers. They observed police 
shifts, produced questionnaires and statistics, then modeled and analyzed the 
data. They also engaged in managerial activities, recruiting interviewers and 
subcontracting certain tasks to firms or other departments.

The vast police study was decisive in turning the Workshop into what Bruno 
Latour called a “center of calculation”: a place gathering and accumulating a 
great number of “inscriptions”, whose processing produces both the formulation 
of theoretical discourses and social legitimization of these discourses as 
“scientific” statements.60 In the case of the Workshop, the study of sociopolitical 
organizations motivated the production and analysis of a vast amount of 
structured information accumulated in the form of databases and document 
storage and retrieval systems.

57 Crowther-Heyck, supra note 7, at 99.
58 This calculation is based on a conversion to current value of the three funding 

installments (1974-1976, 1977, and 1977-1979).
59 elinor osTrom eT al., policinG meTropoliTan america (1977); elinor osTrom 

eT al., paTTerns of meTropoliTan policinG (1978).
60 bruno laTour, la science en acTion [science in acTion] (1989) (Fr.); Bruno 

Latour, Comment Redistribuer le Grand Partage [redistributing the Great 
Divide], 110 revue de synThèse 203 (1983).
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Designing and implementing paper-based or digital databases at a time 
when there were no available turnkey tools was an essential aspect of Ostrom’s 
work in the 1970s. This also meant that ways of modeling field observations 
and interviews had to be invented. This form of scientific practice shaped 
the “Police Services Study” and, more generally, structured the life of the 
Workshop. Together with the study, an exhaustive database documenting 
U.S. city services was produced. This served both scholarly and institutional 
purposes: behind scientific motivations, there was a long-term strategy of 
accumulation aiming to establish the Workshop as a national center for urban 
studies. E. Ostrom was hoping that the NSF would finance a national urban 
studies center at Bloomington, as it did for the American National Election 
Studies at the University of Michigan.61

Research undertaken in the 1970s was also a continuation of V. Ostrom’s 
work at UCLA. In the late 1950s, he had been in charge of the Metropolitan 
Study of Los Angeles. In a famous article published in 1961, he and the 
economist Charles Tiebout argued that a mosaic of municipalities forming a 
“polycentric political system” could be more effective and democratic than 
a single dominant center — a “Gargantua.”62 E. Ostrom was trained as a 
PhD student in this intellectual atmosphere, where urban issues, theoretical 
effervescence, and promotion of small-scale government intermingled.

E. Ostrom’s convictions regarding “good” community management modes 
first crystallized in her Californian work and became firmly established in 
her research on urban policing. Central to them was her conviction regarding 
the absence of political “panaceas,” especially when they involve large-scale 
consolidation and a “Gargantua” state or municipalities. In the 1970s, her focus 
on the political capabilities of urban communities led to her rapprochement 
with activists militating for new forms of “neighborhood government.” She 
grew closer to Milton Kotler, a very active theoretician and practitioner of 
what he called the “modern revolution of local control.” Kotler’s position 
was very radical at first, applying the framework of imperialism analysis to 
the downtown-periphery relationship. In a 1969 manifesto, he urged urban 
communities to break free from large cities’ bureaucratic and oligarchic power 

61 Letter from Elinor Ostrom to Dean Homer A. Neal (Elinor Ostrom Archives, 
box 19-110/06. Nov. 17, 1978).

62 Vincent Ostrom et al., The Organization of Government in Metropolitan Areas: 
A Theoretical Inquiry, 55 am. pol. sci. rev. 831 (1961).
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and stand up for their political, social, and economic rights.63 “Liberty,” he 
wrote, “lies in a self-governing community.”64 

In 1976, E. Ostrom and Kotler launched the Neighborhood Organization 
Research Group (NORG). It aimed to encourage research on neighborhoods. 
The endeavor was short-lived, but it shows E. Ostrom’s will to be engaged 
with nonacademic actors in order to ally understanding and the transformation 
of society, in the context of the “Neighborhood revolution” of the 1970s. 
This movement, which was very dynamic in the United States, championed 
neighborhood life, in which it saw a crucible for new sociopolitical subjectivities, 
for the struggle against city establishments, and for resistance to urban planning 
and “modernization.” Socially and politically diverse, it advocated a whole 
series of community organization models, of which Ostromian polycentrism, 
with its emphasis on economic efficiency and satisfaction of citizens’ individual 
needs, was a variant.

III. the WorkshoP In the early 1980s

At the beginning of the 1980s, the Ostroms’ research took a turn that placed 
them very close to the themes emerging at the same time at BOSTID.

In 1981 and 1982, the Bielefeld Zentrum für interdisziplinäre Forschung 
(Center for Interdisciplinary Research) brought together internationally recruited 
scholars in residence on the theme “Guidance, control and performance 
evaluation for public systems.” E. and V. Ostrom spent several months there, 
from January 1982 and October 1981 respectively to August 1982.65 This 
residence marked a turning point in the Workshop’s scientific orientation. Upon 
their return from Bielefeld, the Ostroms charted a new course in its activities 
towards greater internationalization of research themes and collaborations.66 
This international perspective was quite novel in the Workshop, where research 
had so far focused on the United States — city public services for Elinor, and 
federalist political tradition for Vincent.

The change involved, first, the creation of a new seminar coordinated 
by V. Ostrom and devoted to the “comparative study of public institutions.” 

63 milTon koTler, neiGhborhood GovernmenT: The local foundaTions of poliTical 
life (1969).

64 Id. at xii.
65 Vincent Ostrom contributed to editing the group’s final report: Guidance, conTrol 

and performance evaluaTion for public sysTems (Franz-Xavier Kaufmann, 
Giandomenico Majone & Vincent Ostrom eds., 1986).

66 The Workshop’s simultaneous move to a new location on the Indiana University 
campus added a symbolic dimension to these transformations.
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The objective was, on the one hand, to compare public-choice and game-
theory approaches with those of classical authors such as Hume, Smith and 
Tocqueville, and on the other hand, to use them in a comparative analysis of 
worldwide — i.e., Western, socialist, and Third World — public institutions.

In 1983, the Ostroms also envisaged applying for USAID funding for the 
first time. In a report on the creation of the seminar, they wrote: “We anticipate 
that the U.S. Agency for International Development (AID) may be a source 
of funding of post-doctoral fellowships from the Third World and mid-career 
training fellowships for persons involved in international assistance programs.”67 
In the spring of 1983, V. Ostrom applied for a $244,000 grant for a “Research, 
training and dissemination program in institutional analysis and design.”68 
The money was to finance the new seminar, designed as a discussion forum 
for international visiting scholars. Production of a Handbook on Institutional 
Analysis and Design was also planned. The handbook was to serve as a field 
analytical framework for USAID officers. The award of the grant in 1984 
sealed an unprecedented partnership between the Workshop and USAID. 
Agents from the institution were sent to Bloomington as visiting scholars to 
attend the comparative study seminar.69 E. Ostrom was invited to serve on 
the evaluation team of a USAID educational project in Kenya.

The topics of the international seminar revealed the new trends at work 
in the Workshop: global approaches; development; and a comeback of the 
natural resource and resource governance issue. Its syllabus opened with a text 
devoted to the Sahel crisis, emphasizing the need for institutional solutions.70 
However, E. and V. Ostrom continued, we can implement these solutions 
only if we fully understand how certain institutions contribute to the failure or 
success of development. We have at our disposal, they argued, a great variety 
of empirical cases generated throughout human history. “By identifying what 
is universal in human experience we have the basis for reasoned calculations 
and rational choice about creating social forms instead of depending entirely 
on blind chance.”71 So far, they suggested, we have limited the range of 
possibilities by seeing the market and the state as the only alternatives, but 
we need abandon that binary choice: “Kinship structures, clans, voluntary 

67 Workshop Annual Report 1982, 3-4, Library of the Vincent and Elinor Ostrom 
Workshop, Indiana University, Bloomington, Mar 1983 (unpublished report).

68 Workshop Annual Report 1983, 14, Library of the Vincent and Elinor Ostrom 
Workshop, Indiana University, Bloomington, Feb 3, 1984 (unpublished report).

69 Workshop Annual Report 1984, Library of the Vincent and Elinor Ostrom 
Workshop, Indiana University, Bloomington, Feb 16, 1985 (unpublished report).

70 Id. at App. A (Seminar on Patterns of Order and Development in Human Society 
Syllabus, 1984/1985).

71 Id.
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associations, and community organization need to be conceptualized as 
having a fundamental place in the political economy of human societies.” 
The Ostroms’ stated purpose was not to enforce top-down social engineering, 
but rather to facilitate the emergence of efficient institutions produced by 
the actors themselves. The conceptual framework was to be public choice 
theory, the “Law and Economics” paradigm, as well as game and economic 
anthropology theories.

During those years, E. Ostrom (re)turned her attention to the common 
property resource issue. In 1983, she applied for and received a grant of 
nearly $70,000 from the NSF for a project entitled “Modeling Institutional 
Arrangements and Their Effects.” The money financed the work of her doctoral 
student William Blomquist.72 His PhD focused on the impact of institutional 
arrangements on the exploitation of interdependent groundwater basins in 
southern California. For E. Ostrom, the project represented a return to her 
PhD research topics. “Water producers utilizing these basins,” she wrote, 
“have faced classic ‘common dilemma situations’ and negotiated changes 
in property and other institutional rules that have enabled them to manage 
their basins relatively successfully.”73 Blomquist’s dissertation analyzed the 
emergence of this (relative) institutional efficiency by particularly looking 
at the role of lawsuits. As Blomquist stated in his dissertation, “The cases 
demonstrate that, where users are able successfully to complete a resolution 
process, destruction can be averted, and efficiency of resource use can even 
be improved, without converting the commons to individually-held private 
property or centrally-controlled public property.”74

This dissertation was but one aspect of E. Ostrom’s growing interest in 
these issues. During the first year of existence of the Workshop’s international 
seminar (1984-1985), half the time was devoted to the theme of “commons, 
collective goods, and community,” emphasizing common pool resources 
and management of “commons dilemma situations.” Participants not only 
discussed articles by Garrett Hardin and James T. Thomson, but also a new 
theoretical contribution on the commons by Ostrom and Blomquist.75

72 William Blomquist, Getting out of the Trap: Changing an Endangered Commons 
to a Managed Commons (Aug. 17, 1987) (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Indiana 
University). This dissertation was complemented by four other case studies 
and became a book: william blomquisT, dividinG The waTers: GoverninG 
GroundwaTer in souThern california (1992).

73 Workshop Annual Report 1983, supra note 68, at 24.
74 Blomquist, supra note 72, at xi.
75 It was published shortly thereafter: William Blomquist & Elinor Ostrom, 

Institutional Capacity and the Resolution of a Commons Dilemma, 5 pol’y 
sTud. rev. 383 (1985).



2018] Historicizing Elinor Ostrom 553

E. Ostrom was invited to join the BOSTID group on common property 
resource as late as April 1985.76 Granted, her renewed interest in the topic 
was recent and she had never worked on the Third World, but this could 
also be explained by the hostile reception she was given by certain National 
Research Council officers. In the polarized political context of President 
Ronald Reagan’s second term, she looked like a Trojan horse of neoliberal 
thought. Her responsibilities as president of the Public Choice Society and 
her long intellectual fraternity with James Buchanan and Gordon Tullock — 
two great figures of U.S. neoliberalism — undoubtedly produced distrust. As 
an internal Council letter reads, “She is […] a theoretical scientist as far as I 
can tell perhaps not the kind we should ‘export’ to third world discussions.”77 
BOSTID Director John Hurley had to defend her recruitment in a memo in 
which, while acknowledging that E. Ostrom’s work had so far dealt with the 
United States, he also insisted on her ability to transpose her analyses to new 
fields.78 It was also USAID’s and particularly Norman Nicholson’s decision 
to include E. Ostrom (who already had an agency’s financial support) in the 
project to strengthen the place given to public choice theory in the common 
property resource initiative.

She soon took the lead in the group, never to relinquish it. She was active 
at different levels, first, with intense theoretical thinking on issues related to 
the commons and collective action institutions.79 In particular, she developed 
her reasoning thanks to game theory, which she had learned and started to 
use at Bielefeld.80 She also conducted a prospective study, trying to identify 
actions to take in order to structure the common property resource field of 
study. Concomitantly, she applied her unmatched skill at finding research 

76 Letter from the National Research Council to Elinor Ostrom (Elinor Ostrom 
Archives, box 97/067-11, Apr. 20, 1985).

77 Letter from Phil Smith to Frank Press (National Academy of Science Archives, 
Washington, D.C., file “International Relations. Bd on Sc & Tech for Internatl 
Development Workshops: Common Property Resources & Environmental 
Management Systems”, Apr. 19, 1985). 

78 Memorandum from John Hurley on Appointment of Elinor Ostrom to Common 
Property Resource Management Panel to Victor Rabinowitch (National Academy 
of Science Archives, Washington, D.C., file “International Relations. Bd on Sc 
& Tech for Internatl Development Workshops: Common Property Resources & 
Environmental Management Systems”, Apr. 29, 1985) (unpublished memorandum).

79 Ostrom presented her reflections at BOSTID group meetings, workshop seminars 
and political science lectures.

80 Interview with Elinor Ostrom, supra note 48.
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support and received a new two-year grant from USAID.81 At the same time, 
BOSTID discontinued its support for research on the commons (apparently 
due to in-house criticism). This situation, together with E. Ostrom’s intellectual 
and personal authority, contributed to making the Workshop the new center 
of “common property resource” studies in the U.S. This was reinforced by 
the comparative study invitation program of the Bloomington seminar, which 
attracted international scholars year after year.

One cannot understand the “Bloomington School” if one does not look 
beyond its academic production to analyze its inquiry, data processing, and 
dissemination practices. This holds particularly true for the research on commons 
governance. This program hinged on collecting, reading, modeling, and carrying 
out meta-analysis of a huge amount of data from “common property resource” 
case studies described in the available scientific and technical literature. In 
a USAID grant proposal, E. Ostrom wrote: “Unmined resources exist in the 
extensive case study literature written by anthropologists, rural sociologists, 
human ecologists, political scientists, and others describing specific resource 
systems and human use patterns.”82 

However, as E. Ostrom explained, these specialists did not read each other. 
For this reason, it was necessary to conduct a large-scale meta-analysis in 
order to identify general rules making it possible to predict which commons 
governance institutions would succeed or fail. To that effect, a complex data 
modeling process was necessary. Ostrom compared it to the process used by 
physicians facing the various existing pathologies: “We need,” she wrote to 
David Feeny in June 1985, “to develop a common enough language that we 
can write some of our case studies as clinicians write their cases […]. Until we 
get enough N of cases which are similar in this and this variable but different 
on this and this variable, we will never advance very much.”83

Fenton Martin, a professional bibliographer working at Indiana University, 
was in charge of identifying and getting the books and articles describing 
cases of commons — which, before the advent of the Internet, was no small 
task. The inquiry benefitted from the project’s institutional ecology: Common 

81 Elinor Ostrom, A Proposal Submitted to USAID to Support a Research Project 
on Institutions and Common-Pool Resources in the Third World: What Works?, 
Indiana University Digital Library of the Commons, Apr. 29, 1986 (unpublished 
working paper), http://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/handle/10535/4062 (last visited 
Mar 31, 2018).

82 Id. at 4-5.
83 Letter from Elinor Ostrom to David Feeny (Elinor Ostrom Archives, box 97/067-

11, June 21, 1985).
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Property Resource Network members provided references and Workshop 
visiting scholars were invited to signal cases and provide publications.84 

The functioning of the Workshop as a “center of calculation” of a vast 
amount of data concerning sociopolitical institutions and the focus on meta-
analysis of a series of case studies were both inherited from the police studies 
of the 1970s. These works on policing and consolidation shaped E. Ostrom 
and her team’s research practices on the long run and deeply influenced 
the form and content of their production on the commons. The objective of 
producing criteria for success (or failure) of the commons institutions was 
one of the main motives for this large-scale approach, in connection with the 
expectations of the sponsors (USAID above all).

Years later, E. Ostrom described the material aspect of those scientific 
practices and their effect on the protagonists themselves: “What was wonderful 
about it was our field was a filing cabinet that we could all go to.”85 But meta-
analysis turned out to be long and complex. E. Ostrom later insisted on how 
difficult it was for her to reach expected conclusions. She eventually reached 
them when choosing cases of commons that had lasted at least a century.86 
She derived her well-known eight principles for (successfully) managing a 
commons from some of these cases, some of which she described in depth in 
her most famous book Governing the Commons.87 In the subsequent decades, 
these principles elicited hundreds of empirical studies aiming to test their 
validity. Today, they form one of the pillars of the contemporary commons 
paradigm.

conclusIon

In 1990, the release of Governing the Commons marked a turning point in 
the research on the commons, by rousing an increasing echo among scholarly 
audiences and the general public. A year before that, the Common Property 
Resource Network had become the International Association for the Study 
of Common Property (IASCP). E. Ostrom played an active role there in 
the following decades. For scholars working on the commons, visiting the 
Workshop and Bloomington became a ritual and a must. The ties between 
the Workshop and USAID also strengthened. The research center and the 
agency sponsored a contract with the consultancy firm Associates in Rural 

84 Letter from Jeffrey Gritzner to Elinor Ostrom (Elinor Ostrom Archives, box 
97/067-6, July 15, 1987).

85 Interview with Elinor Ostrom, supra note 48, at 9.
86 Id. at 10.
87 elinor osTrom, GoverninG The commons, 58-102 (1990).



556 Theoretical Inquiries in Law [Vol. 19.2:533

Development on “Decentralization: Finance and Management” (DFM).88 
The project aimed to identify the causes of failures in the installation of 
infrastructures such as roads and irrigation systems. It also sought to study 
solutions for decentralizing infrastructure and natural resource management. 
Ostrom took part in it, mainly working on Nepal, where she often travelled 
in the 1980s and 1990s. The Nepalese case allowed her not only to conduct 
research relevant to the DFM project, but also to study and assess successes 
and failures of numerous communal irrigation systems on the basis of different 
parameters.

During those years, the commons paradigm gradually spread through the 
development community. In 1992, the World Bank’s yearly World Development 
Report stated that community-based arrangements can enhance sustainable 
development.89 The report came as an opening and self-criticism effort on the 
part of the institution following an initiative by Michael Cernea, a sociologist, 
rural specialist and executive at the World Bank. In the spring of 1988, Cernea 
had invited several commons specialists including Ostrom to share their 
results with executives of the Bank, then coauthored a discussion paper with 
Daniel Bromley in which he criticized the institution’s inability to consider 
community management modes.90 Commons became one of the new keywords 
of the “green neoliberal regime” in the making at the Bank.91 Convergence also 
occurred between the commons paradigm and sociologist Robert Putnam’s 
“social capital” concept and his influential diagnosis on “bowling alone.”92 
Today, 30 years later, the commons has become ubiquitous in the development 

88 associaTes in rural developmenT, inc., decenTralizaTion: finance and 
manaGemenT projecT – final reporT (Dec 1994), http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/
PDABK610.pdf.

89 world developmenT reporT: developmenT and The environmenT 70, 142-44 
(1992).

90 Daniel W. Bromley & Michael M. Cernea, The Management of Common Property 
Natural Resources: Some Conceptual and Operational Fallacies (World Bank 
Discussion Paper No. 57, 1989).

91 Michael Goldman, Customs in Common: The Epistemic World of the Commons 
Scholars, 26 Theory soc’y 1 (1997); michael Goldman, imperial naTure: The 
world bank and sTruGGles for social jusTice in The aGe of GlobalizaTion 
(2005). The influence exerted by the commons paradigm at the World Bank was 
a partial continuation of the neo-institutionalist approaches in place since the 
mid-1980s. Douglass North in particular (who edited Governing the Commons 
at Cambridge Press) played an important role in this “neo-institutionalist turn.” 
See colin leys, The rise & fall of developmenT Theory, 80-103 (1996).

92 roberT puTnam, bowlinG alone: The collapse and revival of american 
communiTy (2000).
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community and beyond. This does not mean that the Ostromian approach is 
not contested, notably by legal scholars and political philosophers,93 but no 
alternative paradigm seems about to replace it in the near future.

The Ostromian paradigm emerged from a specific historical moment marked 
by increasing distrust of modernization, big government and centralization 
ideals. On the left end of the political spectrum, the Nixon years, the Vietnam 
War and U.S. interventionism in Latin America durably discredited the 
executive branch. The urban crisis crystallized criticism of city halls perceived 
as inefficient or even oppressive. Denunciation of big urban and political 
machines was echoed by calls to relocate government to the communities, 
neighborhoods, and citizens’ groups.94 At the same time, the New Right 
denounced the New Deal Consensus and promoted a neoliberal credo that 
the welfare state and administrations are the problem, not the solution. In the 
1970s and 1980s, community, neighborhood, and local autonomy had become 
keywords resounding from all sides, from claims for the revolutionary power 
of neighborhoods to Ronald Reagan’s speeches. E. Ostrom could collaborate in 
a taskforce created by the latter95 and with Milton Kotler, who came from the 
opposite end of the political spectrum. This also helps explain USAID’s support 
for the commons program during those years of triumphant neoliberalism. 
Recourse to communities was (is) also viewed, by some actors, as a way of 
bypassing Third World governments in the context of development actions,96 
and as a tool for providing services that private firms found unprofitable (water 

93 Carol M. Rose, Ostrom and the Lawyers: The Impact of Governing the Commons 
on the American Legal Academy, 5 inT’l j. commons 28 (2011); pierre dardoT 
& chrisTian laval, commun – essai sur la révoluTion au xxie siècle [commons 
– essay on The revoluTion in The 21sT cenTury] (2014).

94 Benjamin Looker, Visions of Autonomy: The New Left and the Neighborhood 
Government Movement of the 1970s, 38 j. urb. hisT. 577 (2012); daniel 
immerwahr, ThinkinG small: The uniTed sTaTes and The lure of communiTy 
developmenT (2015).

95 Michan Andrew Connor, Public Benefits from Public Choice: Producing 
Decentralization in Metropolitan Los Angeles, 1954-1973, 39 j. urb. hisT. 79 
(2013). On the Task Force, see Robert B. Hawkins, My Association with Vincent 
and Lin Ostrom (2014) (unpublished manuscript), https://ostromworkshop.
indiana.edu/pdf/Hawkins_MyAssocWithOstroms.pdf.

96 As an example, the second of the “four pillars” cited by Peter McPherson (who 
headed the agency from 1981 to 1987) was: “Institutional development, focusing 
on decentralizing institutions and encouraging reliance on private and voluntary, 
rather than public, institutions.” samuel hale buTTerfield, u.s. developmenT 
aid – an hisToric firsT: achievemenTs and failures in The TwenTieTh cenTury, 
199-201 (2004).
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distribution in remote rural areas, for example). From the sidewalks of Los 
Angeles to the Nepalese countryside, E. Ostrom’s trajectory embraced these 
tensions and these ambiguities: those of a ‛commons’ political model always 
open to interpretation and negotiation.




