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Identifying and Understanding the Commons 
 
What are the commons? Are there common characteristics that you can use to identify the 
commons? The following are guidelines to developing a basic understanding of what comprises 
the commons.  
 
 
• Is the activity, resource, etc., open to anyone?  
 

A sidewalk is free and open to all, as is the air we breathe and the language we speak. 
Anyone can go to Central Park, or walk along the river, or go to the library. We don’t have 
to ask anyone’s permission to speak English or Spanish, or pay a fee for the words we use. 

  
• Are there conditions for using a commons?  
 

There are conditions for attending the public schools (e.g., we have to be a certain age, be 
residents of the city, etc.) The streets are free but to drive a car on them we have to have a 
license and the car has to be registered and insured. We may also have to pay for parking. 

  
Sometimes the conditions are informal. A playground basketball court technically is open 
to all. However if there are people playing, you better be at their skill level if you want to 
try to join the game. Front stoops are also technically open to everyone, although only 
those who know the people who live there might sit on them. 

   
• Who sets the rules?  
 

Rules are built into the languages we speak. There are no police who make sure we use the 
language correctly — except where we learn the rules of language in school. However if 
we don’t use it correctly, sometimes people will correct us and enforce our language use in 
certain settings.  
  
Musical notes, chords, scales etc., are also examples of a common language that we are free 
to use. Music has its own internal rules, although we can stretch those rules. But if we don’t 
do it well people may avoid the music we create.  
 
The same is true of lines. Most people get into line and respect the people who got there 
ahead of them. If someone tries to cut in front they may find themselves facing a 
confrontation.  
  
Sidewalks are a mixture. There are formal conditions, laws that say we can’t rob or assault 
others with whom share the sidewalk. But for the most part we follow an informal social 
code. You don’t stare at people or hassle people or walk into people. Playgrounds are  
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mixtures too. On most playground basketball courts there is an informal rule: winners play 
and losers sit.  

         
• Is a commons limited or unlimited?  
 

Some commons are without limit (infinite). No one ever will exhaust the English language 
or the musical scales or the numbers 1-100 by using them. Thus there is no need for rules to 
limit use. Such rules would only stifle people for no good reason.  
 
On the other hand some commons are limited (finite). The air is an example. It can hold 
only so much noise or gunk, and that’s why we have to set limits. There is only so much 
space in a park or on a sidewalk before it becomes overcrowded.  
  
Some commons are limited in theory but not practice. Technically the public library could 
be jammed to overflowing but it rarely is, and the same is true of Central Park.  

  
• Do we have any say (voice) in these rules, and how?  
 

Having a say in making and enforcing rules is a basic distinction between a commons and 
private property. In private property — e.g., a store — the owner sets the rules and we have 
a limited say in. For example, health, safety, product labeling are still in the context of 
private property... With a commons all citizens have a voice, for example in the 
governments and block associations, etc., that we elect.  
 
Whether that say is effective is another matter, and one worthy of discussion too. Once we 
establish that a commons is ours, and that we are joint owners, then our right to have a say 
in the management of our own property becomes all the more clear. 

          
• Can or should a commons produce revenue?  
 

When a commons is limited and desirable then we can charge people for using it. This can 
help pay for upkeep of the commons and help pay for other things as well, such as schools. 
Parking is an example, admission fees for zoos and other attractions are another.  

 
• When should there be a charge for the use of a commons and when should it be free?  
 

Should there be fees for using public basketball courts to help keep them in good 
condition? Should people have to pay to use the public library? Should people be expected 
to pay to walk across the Brooklyn or George Washington Bridge?  

 
• Who has rights or first “dibs” on the commons?  
 

Sometimes there are conflicting uses for a limited commons. Young people want to play in 
the street and cars want to drive in it. Some people want to put noise in the air and some  
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want peace and quiet. There can’t be both at the same time — noise and quiet. So which 
gets priority? Who decides? 

  
  
• When should something be a commons in the first place?  
 

There is a big push today to abolish the commons and make everything part of the 
economic market. Private corporations would own the libraries, the schools, the 
playgrounds, the water system, maybe even some streets, and people would have to pay 
prices to use them. When is that okay and when is that not okay? Why? 

 

Some additional characteristics are: 

• Commons aren’t included in the economic market; 
• Commons are sometimes invisible; and  
• Commons can be non-exclusionary.


