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A Primer on the Epistemology of New Commons
Issa Mansoori?

Abstract

By framing development as an emergent property of collective consciousness, this paper
provides a fresh epistemological lens to address local and global common challenges, such as
inequality, social, cultural, and ecological degradation, and resource management through
commoning.

The paper argues for the ‘new commons’, reimagining the concept of development by integrating
insights from the philosophy and neuroscience of consciousness. Moving beyond economic
conventional and institutionalist paradigms, it explores how development, like consciousness,
functions as an interconnected and emergent system that transcends the sum of its parts.

Countering neoliberal ideologies and prioritizing collective intention instead of pluralistic action,
‘new commons’ can be defined from a different perspective. Also, distinct from Ostrom’s
common resource management model, the new commons framework emphasizes the societal
construction of shared spaces and values through collective consciousness.

Keywords: New commons, Development, Epistemology, Economic goods.
Introduction

As Ziai (2019) suggests, a meta-theory of development is required to provide a comprehensive
framework for explaining the new economic logic, new commons, and local culture. This article
tries to explain the 'new commons' through the lens of 'development as consciousness.'

This paper navigates beyond conventional paradigms of development and post-development
critiques, proposing a different epistemological approach that incorporates insights from the
philosophy and neuroscience of consciousness.

By aligning development with consciousness—individual and collective—the development
discourse transcends reductionist narratives, embracing the nuances of collective consciousness,
intentionality, and social construct.

Through this lens, the new commons concept emerges as a transformative paradigm, challenging
neoliberal assumptions of individualism and privatization of commons and resources. Instead, it
foregrounds collective action and co-creating shared resources and knowledge systems. This
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paper unpacks these ideas, situating the "new commons" within broader theoretical debates, and
elucidates the critical role of collective consciousness in fostering a more inclusive model.

l. Development as Consciousness

Unlike conventional development and post-development approaches, a more inclusive approach
to development can be advanced by integrating insights from the philosophy and neuroscience
of consciousness (Mansoori, 2024). Both consciousness and development encompass the
interconnectedness and interdependence of all things within a system. Both are not reducible to
the sum of their constituent parts - such as signals, neurons, and synapses, as well as education,
environment, and economy. They are more than just the aggregation of their individual
constituents. They possess emergent properties—qualities that arise from the interactions and
relationships between the parts, not from the parts themselves. Both consciousness and
development exemplify this emergent property with its subjective unity and integrated
experience. Furthermore, they constantly shift and evolve, responding to internal and external
stimuli. They are dynamic entities continually adapting and responding to changes within and
around them (McGillivray, 2016; Ziai, 2016; Mukhopadhyay, 2009).

Upgrading the landscape from individual to group consciousness leads to a discussion of joint
consciousness, which describes the capacity of minds to be jointly directed at objects, states of
affairs, goals, or values. It transcends individual mental states, encompassing shared beliefs,
desires, and intentions that emerge within social contexts. (Searle, 2004; Rotila, 2015; Ule, 2015;
Mukhopadhyay, 2018; Dennison, 2022).

However, two types of joint consciousness need to be distinguished. The first, Shared or pluralistic
consciousness, concerns external stimuli, such as the shared awareness of a book ("We are aware
of this book"), which reflects multiple individuals' acknowledgment of an external reality. Shared
consciousness enables individuals to experience the actions and emotions of others (Shteynberg
et al., 2020).

Shared consciousness would create pluralistic intention, acknowledging the inherent multiplicity
of desires within a group. A common activity or location may get individuals together, but their
underlying goals can be diverse and even contradictory. Connected action and shared action are
included in this term. Online communities in which the members follow their own goals while
focusing on a shared topic can be categorized in this perspective (Jankovic & Ludwig, 2017;
Bratman, 2014; Chant, 2007).

The second, collective consciousness, is represented by representations stemming from internal
stimuli, such as collective emotions or beliefs ("We are aware that we like this book. Building upon
shared consciousness, group self-awareness arises when a collection of individuals transcends
individual perspectives and recognizes itself as a unified entity, constituting the fabric of social
constructs (Shteynberg et al., 2023).



The outcome of collective consciousness is the collective intention, which highlights the
coordinated purpose that binds a group together. It signifies a unified objective that transcends
individual differences and motivates coordinated action. Sports teams and scientific research
collaboration function based on a collective intention (Searle, 1999; Tuomela, 1995; Gilbert, 1989;
Bratman, 1992).

Looking at the emergence of collective consciousness as a metaphor for the development
process, development can be defined as enhancing shared and pluralistic consciousness to a
meta-level of collective consciousness, intentionality, and action to build and rebuild social
constructs and institutions. These constructs and institutions might aim at economic and
noneconomic goals.

Il. New Commons

The new common is a local and global, social and ecological, material and immaterial space where
communities can reclaim autonomy, where nature can regenerate, and where knowledge can be
made and shared equitably. The new commons can be seen as systems where resources are
managed collectively, which is different from the liberalism beliefs (Esteva, 2014; Shiva, 2010; Ziai,
2019).

Based on liberalism beliefs, 'individual self-interested choice' is the driving force behind all human
activities. As Smith put it, "It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker
that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not
to their humanity but to their self-love" (1776, p. 7). From this viewpoint, collective actions are,
in fact, the sum of individual self-interested vectors. According to Hayek (1978), humans have no
universal and comprehensive secondary action for managing the surrounding world. Social
abstractions are self-organizing orders subject to selective evolution. From this perspective, the
existing world order is an aggregation of individual orders instead of a single integrated entity
(Colgan, 2019). A result of this type of order is disregarding collective attributes and preferences
at the community, national, and global levels.

On the other hand, there is a long history of discussion about 'commons.' Samuelson (1954)
divided the world into two categories: private consumption and public consumption goods.
Musgrave (1959) contended that excludability is also important in classifying goods as public or
private. It refers to the possibility of preventing people from enjoying a good after it has been
produced.

Olson (1965) discussed that the study of public goods was not necessarily the concept of exclusion
itself but rather how to explain collective action problems. In large groups, individuals have less
incentive to contribute to public goods because they can benefit even if they do not participate
(free-riding). This is especially true when the benefits are spread out, and the costs are
concentrated on those who contribute. Further, Ostrom (2002) challenged the idea that public
goods were doomed to fail and offered a more nuanced perspective on how communities can
cooperate for sustainable management. Her research showed that communities could develop
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their own rules to ensure sustainable use of these resources. She proposed a new framework for
the effective management of Common Pool Resources (CPRs), characterized by high exclusion
costs and subtractability of use, contingent upon the structure of property rights regimes. Ostrom
et al. (1999) identified four primary regimes: Open Access, Group Property, Individual Property,
and Government Property.

Recognizing the complexity, Ostrom (2010) introduced the concept of a rules framework to
analyze the intricate socio-ecological interactions within CPR systems. This framework
emphasizes the significance of institutional arrangements, including formal rules, informal norms,
and decision-making processes, in shaping resource use outcomes.

Jointness of Use or Construction
Alternative Use Joint Use
Private good Tool good
Feasible
Exclusion Bread, shoes, automobile Theatre, nightclub, tel.
haircut, books, etc. service, tool rad, cable TV,
electric power
Common pool resources Public good
Infeasible
Exclusion Water pumped from a Peace and Security, national
groundwater basin, fish defense, mosquito
taken from an ocean, crude abatement, fire protection,
oil extracted from an oil field weather forecast, “public”
TV

Figure 1. Four types of goods
Source: Adapted from Ostrom, 2005.

Developing Ostrom’s approach, Bollier and Helfrich (2012, 2015, 2019) introduced their triad of
commoning, which integrates the three spheres of social life, peer governance, and provisioning,
to show how commoning is simultaneously a cultural, social, and economic practice. Bauwens
and colleagues (2017) also draw attention to the immaterial commons, but their example goes to
digital and peer-product commons. However, they innovatively argue that although capitalism
prioritizes market forces as an economic institution, leading to commodifying all virtual goods
and services, the elimination of markets is not the solution. Markets can exist within a commons-
oriented society as coordinating mechanisms, but their function must shift from extractive to
generative.

Differently, Shiva (2010) and Esteva (2014) offered some new challenges from a noneconomic
point of view. They argue that previous works highlight the potential for self-governance of
resources, which could be undermined by corporate interests or privatization. They also argue
that 'commons' and 'resources' differ fundamentally. When one treats commons as resources,
he/she loses sight of their deeper — subjective — significance. The enclosure movement was a
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turning point, where customary rights to shared resources were replaced by private ownership.
Nature is not something to be owned or exploited for profit but rather a shared life support
system. The Idea of Shiva and Esteva is close to Linebaugh's (2008) perspective in which
‘commons' is more than just a noun referring to a resource. It represents a social activity and the
relationship between people and nature. Linebaugh suggests using ‘commons' as a verb to
capture this dynamic aspect better. From this perspective, commoning is an activity rooted in
ethics, community, and cultural renewal. The commons are alternatives to both capitalism and
centralized governance, not merely a framework for resource management.

Furthermore, Ziai (2017) and Schéneberg and colleagues (2022) offer a compelling vision of how
collective action and shared resources can challenge existing power dynamics and foster
transformative change. Their work provides a roadmap for reimagining social organization and
reclaiming spaces of collective agency.

In line with Ziai, Schoneberg, and Bauwens's arguments, the ‘new commons’ debate should be
able to propose its approach beyond the confines of state-centric or market-driven approaches.
This approach would connect grassroots movements, local communities, and global advocacy
networks through collective intention and action to address global challenges such as climate
change, inequality, and social justice, as well as local ones.

Yet, as Bollinger and Helfrich (2019) categorize, most studies have focused on patterns rather than
principles of commoning and new commons. Therefore, although patterns acknowledge the
complexity and specificity of real-world situations, there is a lack of discussion on the
epistemological principles leading to a meta-theory of development.

Discussion

From the viewpoint of development as consciousness, there are essential differences between
the approach of ‘new commons’ and the previous ones, including Ostrom’s idea. The differences
cannot be reduced to their (non)economic perspectives but foreground collective emergence and
the co-creation of shared soft and hard resources. Some differences are discussed in the
following, and new thoughts are shared.

In Ostrom’s approach, the singularity of every self-interested individual is presupposed, which
requires balancing interventions. Also, in most previous studies, including Ostrom’s (1990, 1999),
physical common resources are represented as commons. Conversely, Shiva and Esteva’s beliefs
indicate that commons are created and developed societally, which usually are intersubjective
(Shiva, 2010).

In essence, while both scenarios involve shared resources and collaborative action, the focus of
intention differs. Former studies like Ostrom’s encompass shared intention emphasizing the
external goal, while new common includes collective intention accentuating the community itself
and its broader values and aspirations.



In the case of Ostrom’s common resource management (2008), fishermen within a community
develop a shared understanding of the ecological dynamics of the fishery, recognizing the impact
of overfishing on the long-term health of the fish stocks. Through dialogue and consensus-
building, they establish shared rules for fishing practices, such as catch limits, seasonal closures,
and instrument restrictions. Community members actively monitor fishing activities and enforce
agreed-upon rules, ensuring everyone follows the shared understanding of the benefit of all other
lake stakeholder individuals. The rules take care of individuals' self-interests.

In Shiva (2010) and Esteva's (2014) new commons, for instance, seed banks preserve and
exchange locally adapted seeds, fostering biodiversity and protecting farmers' rights (Vernooy et
al.,, 2015). Communities that maintain seed banks share a deep respect for biodiversity, a
commitment to ecological sustainability, and a belief in the importance of local food systems.
Seed banks embody collective memory and traditional knowledge passed down through
generations. This knowledge includes seed selection, cultivation practices, and ecological
rationality. The act of preserving and sharing seeds strengthens community identity and fosters a
sense of collective responsibility for the long-term well-being of the ecosystem and future
generations.

In addition, all previous researchers, including Ostrom, elaborated on the commons from the
consumption viewpoint. However, in the ‘development,” the matter is not only consumption but
primarily how to build up, empower, and maintain the soft commons.

At the global level, the main reason global policies regarding the control of global warming have
not succeeded, from this viewpoint, is that global role players have not yet reached a collective
intention toward the concept and subject. It is terrific that the behavior at the global level is
mainly close to ‘pluralistic intention’ (in which everybody looks for his/her own advantages
through an I-you relationship) rather than ‘collective intention.” Besides, most activities, even the
‘degrowth’ movement, focus on consumption. The most recent instance, the 29th Conference of
the Parties (COP29) in Baku, was marked by a significant conflict between developed and
developing countries on the issue of climate finance (Obergassel, 2024). Nations, mainly
developed ones, primarily pursued their own national interests regarding the consumption of
natural resources. This included concerns about economic competitiveness, protecting existing
industries (like fossil fuel-consuming ones), and minimizing financial burdens. President Trump’s
new withdrawal from the Paris Agreement is another example of this approach (White House,
2025).

To illustrate, intersecting the types of goods and joint intentions, commons are categorized in
Figure 2. The new commons can be considered in quadrant A, which results from building the
common through collective intention. The ‘common resource’ consumption is in quadrant D,
which encompasses the management of consumption by a pluralistic action of separated
individuals who follow their interests. The recent movements persuading the ‘degrowth’ may be
put in quadrant B as, although they carry out the collective intention, they focus on the decline
in the consumption of resources. Also, movements that form through social media, such as Wall
Street 99%, are categorized in quadrant C.
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Emergence Consumption
A B
Collective intention
e New commons e  Degrowth movement
(Objective or subjective/Global or local)
C D

Shared intention

New-built shared goods
(Connected actions)

Common resource management
(Ostrom’s model)

Figure 2. Types of Commons

Source: Figure Created by Author

Focusing on economic goods as carriers of value, as Klamer (2020) argues, goods are not simply
commodities with monetary worth but embody cultural, social, and personal significance. A
community initiative carries intangible values such as creativity, connection, and identity,
transcending their material existence. This inspires a vision of economics that aligns with looking
at social commons as goods.

Based on the above argument, two new types of goods can be distinguished from Ostrom’s
categories: a) pluralistic/shared goods and b) collective goods.

Jointness of Use or Construction

Feasible
Exclusion

Infeasible
Exclusion

Alternative Use

Joint Use

Joint construction

Private good

Bread, shoes, automobile
haircut, books, etc.

Tool good

Theatre, nightclub, tel.
service, tool rad, cable TV,
electric power

Pluralistic good

Stag hunt

Common pool resources

Water pumped from a
groundwater basin, fish taken
from an ocean, crude oil
extracted from an oil field

Public good

Peace and Security, national
defense, mosquito
abatement, fire protection,
weather forecast, “public” TV

Collective good

Seed bank,
Fight for the homeland,
prisoner’s dilemma

Figure 3. Typology of Goods and the Position of Pluralistic and Collective Goods

Source: Figure Created by Author, Adapted from Ostrom, 2005.




These typologies enhance Ostrom’s framework by introducing a richer understanding of the
motivations and intentionality underlying resource governance. While traditional theories often
presuppose pluralistic intentions, where individuals act out of self-interest and align their goals
through shared rules, by centering collective intentionality—a unified purpose that prioritizes the
group’s collective values and aspirations over individual interest—commons are redefined.

This shift in focus aligns with societal and ecological inclusive development, providing a more
holistic understanding of how communities can build and govern commons in which new kinds
of goods are included. In this context, commoning as the collective intention is a prerequisite for
successful joint construction and use in the development process.

Conclusion

The epistemology of development, illuminated through the lenses of consciousness and the new
commons, reveals a paradigm shift in our understanding of social and ecological systems. This
approach transcends conventional- and post-development frameworks by integrating
consciousness's emergent and collective dynamics into development theory, offering a holistic
model grounded in collective intentionality and societal co-creation.

The concept of the new commons, emphasizing collective values and governance, highlights the
inadequacy of models rooted in individualism and pluralistic intentions. Instead, it calls for a
unified, meta-level collective consciousness to address social and socio-economic hew commons
and global challenges such as inequality and ecological degradation. This shift from consumption-
oriented approaches to one that prioritizes the construction and empowerment of shared, soft
commons proposes a development-as-consciousness approach, which integrates shared and
collective consciousness into a new governance of commons, fostering emergent and adaptive
systems.

Ultimately, this perspective encourages communities and global actors to move beyond
fragmented pluralism toward a cohesive framework of collective options, enabling the
emergence of transformative solutions that honor humanity's and nature's interconnectedness.
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