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A  N O T E  B E F O R E  Y O U  R E A D

This work is offered for education and leadership development. It is not legal, financial, accounting, investment, medic‐
al or psychological advice; take the advice of a qualified professional who knows your circumstances. Companies and
events are described from the public record as the author understands it; characterisations are the author’s analysis. Ex‐
amples are illustrative, and no particular outcome is promised to any reader.

A B S T R A C T

The pasture in William Forster Lloyd's lecture of 1833 had no gate. It needed none, because nobody in
the argument ever spoke to anybody else.  Each herdsman decided alone,  added his  cow, and went
home. The ruin of the grass followed from the silence as surely as from the cows. Every real commons in
this book has a gate, or something that does a gate's work. A door before a cathedral in Valencia, where
eight farmers sit at noon on Thursday. A list drawn up each September in a Turkish harbour. A barn in
Törbel in February, where a household can see how much hay is left. A dashboard that sixty engineers
can read the next morning. A table on a Sunday, with the account open and the coffee still hot. In each
case the gate is where the people who share something meet, see what has happened to it, and say so to
each other. That is the whole difference between Hardin's pasture and Ostrom's. The grass is the same
grass. The difference is the talking at the gate.
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What Oxford could not see

The pasture in William Forster Lloyd's lecture of 1833 had no gate. It needed none, because nobody in the
argument ever spoke to anybody else. Each herdsman decided alone, added his cow, and went home. The
ruin of the grass followed from the silence as surely as from the cows.

Every real commons in this book has a gate, or something that does a gate's work. A door before a cathed‐
ral in Valencia, where eight farmers sit at noon on Thursday. A list drawn up each September in a Turkish
harbour. A barn in Törbel in February, where a household can see how much hay is left. A dashboard that
sixty engineers can read the next morning. A table on a Sunday, with the account open and the coffee still
hot. In each case the gate is where the people who share something meet, see what has happened to it, and
say so to each other. That is the whole difference between Hardin's pasture and Ostrom's. The grass is the
same grass. The difference is the talking at the gate.

This last chapter reads the whole book as one living system, sets it beside the other books of the house, says
plainly what the book does not show, and ends where it began. Its claim is short: a commons is not kept by
its rules but by the loops the rules make possible, and the person who keeps one is less a manager than a
gardener, who tends the conditions in which the users govern themselves.

The whole, read as one organism

Chapter 4 read Ostrom's eight principles as the parts of a single organism: a membrane, senses, a reflex, re‐
pair, and a nervous system that nests the small loops inside larger ones. Read from the end, the book has
the same anatomy, and it is worth seeing it whole.

The first half was the senses. Chapter 2 found the shared things nobody had named, which is the first act of
any commons: noticing that it is one. Chapter 3 listened to the critics, which is the senses turned on the
idea itself. Chapter 7 read old cases slowly, for the details a list cannot hold. Before anything is changed,
something has to be seen, and seen by more than one person.

The middle was the membrane and the reflex. The Commons Charter of Chapter 6 says who is in, what is
shared and where the door is. The ladder of Chapter 5 says what happens the first time someone takes too
much, and makes that first response a word between peers rather than a charge from above. The field
manual of Chapter 8 installs both, in an order the users can carry.

The working chapters were repair and learning. Chapter 10's conversations are how a group settles what it
disagrees about before the disagreement hardens, and how the people above it are brought to set an out‐
come and leave the method alone. Chapter 9's health sheet is the commons sensing itself: not only the con‐
dition of the resource, but whether the loops that would catch the next problem are still turning.
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And Chapter 11 was the smallest layer of the nesting, the household, where most people first govern any‐
thing they share and where the loops are smallest, gentlest and most frequent. A leader who has kept a
joint account well on Sunday mornings already knows the shape of a Thursday meeting.

Santa Anna's  Ecstatic Economics surveys a range of alternatives to extractive economics, from worker co‐
operatives to community land trusts, and finds beneath them all something it calls more important than
any one of them:

a pattern emerges that is more important than any individual strategy75

The first feature of that pattern, in the book's account, is a feedback loop restored. The worker-owner
shares in the consequences of a decision; the member of a community farm knows the farmer.

In each case, the feedback loop that extractive economics severed has been sutured back togeth‐
er.75

That is what each of the book's three composites has been doing on a small scale. The rota in Chapter 1 had
no loop between the weekends worked and the people who benefited from them. The cloud budget had no
loop between the server left running and the bill. The consultancy's bench had no loop between a request
and its cost to the other eleven teams. In each case the work was not to add a rule but to close the loop, so
that the consequence of taking came back, quickly and mildly, to the person who took.
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The agreement is part of the equipment
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The agreement is part of the equipment

There is a second thing the book has been saying throughout, and it is the one most easily missed by a read‐
er who came for the tools.

In the ordinary view, the resource is the asset and the arrangement for sharing it is overhead: the meeting
is a cost, the charter is paperwork, the time spent on Thursday is time not spent on the work. In the read‐
ing this book has given, the arrangement is part of the productive equipment, as much as the canal or the
dashboard, because it is what lets the resource keep producing. A house essay on Ostrom's work, gathered
in the corpus of Luminous Prosperity, puts it in a sentence:

When a community agrees on grazing limits, that agreement becomes infrastructure.76

business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-pasture-was-never-empty · business.hautelumiere.life

T H E  G A T E  I N  T H E  E V E N I N G

6

https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-pasture-was-never-empty
https://business.hautelumiere.life/


A leader who takes that sentence seriously will treat a fifteen-minute meeting that ends early as a working
machine, not an indulgence, and will be as reluctant to cancel it as to switch off a server. A household that
takes it seriously will protect its Sunday morning in the same way. The cost of the agreement is small and
regular. The cost of its absence is large and arrives all at once, usually late at night.

The same reading explains why the book has kept warning against installing the principles as a template. A
template is a machine part: it is made elsewhere and fitted. An agreement is grown by the people who will
live under it, and it works because they grew it. Chapter 3's field experiments with forest villagers in rural
Colombia, where an outside rule imposed on the players tended to do worse over time than their own con‐
versation, are the clearest warning in the book. The sponsor in Chapter 8 who stays out of the method is
not being polite. The sponsor is protecting the part of the equipment that only the users can make.
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What the keeper of a commons does
H A U T E  L U M I È R E  ·  T H E  P A S T U R E  WA S  N E V E R  E M P T Y  ·  C H A P T E R  T W E LV E

What the keeper of a commons does

If the arrangement is grown rather than fitted, the role of the person who starts it changes. It is less like
building and more like tending.

The keeper notices first, and makes what was noticed visible to everyone else. That is the team lead on
Monday with three months of swaps in a table. The keeper goes first, naming their own draw on the shared
thing before anyone else's, which is the partners' conversation in Chapter 10 and the first rung of the lad‐
der turned on oneself. The keeper holds the gate open: keeps the regular meeting short and real, makes sure
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a dispute raised this week is heard this week, and writes the door into every boundary so that a boundary
does not become a wall. And the keeper steps back, again and again, from the method, so that the users'
own norms have room to work.

None of that is glamorous. Most of it is fifteen minutes on the same day each week. Ostrom's cases suggest
it is also what long-lived commons have in common across centuries and cultures that otherwise share
nothing: somebody keeps showing up at the gate.

The last paragraph of the house essay on Ostrom begins with three sentences that could serve as the keep‐
er's brief:

Build like it’s alive. Govern like it breathes. Measure like it matters.76

Beside the other books

This book is one of ten in a series that reads economic life through the same lens, each taking a different
organ of the living economy. The commons sits at the centre of several of them.

Ostrom's triad of trust, reciprocity and reputation, which Chapter 6 traced to her presidential address of
1997, runs through The Channel Keeps It, which reads the experimental evidence on reciprocity she drew on,
and ends at the same irrigation channels on the plain of Valencia where this book spent its Thursday. Prin‐
ciple 2B, the proportion between what each person gives and what each receives, becomes a question about
pay in the history of gainsharing. Principle 3, the right of the people who live under the rules to change
them, becomes a question about who owns the firm in the volume on employee ownership. The loops of
Chapter 4 are read at the scale of a whole economy in the volume on complexity, and the long life of Tör‐
bel's winter rule, five centuries and counting, belongs beside The Long Clock, which is about the time a com‐
pany needs. The volumes on ecological economics, regeneration, embedded markets and scarcity take the
same reading to the biosphere, to waste, to society and to the question of what enough means. All of them
grow from Santa Anna's Ecstatic Economics, and all of them are gathered at hautelumiere.life.
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What this book does not show
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What this book does not show

A book that has asked its readers to write down what each study cannot show owes them the same account
of itself.

The principles are drawn from survivors. Ostrom read the commons that lasted and then the ones that
failed, and asked what the survivors had that the failures lacked. That is strong evidence of association and
weak evidence of cause. The review of ninety-one studies in Chapter 3 found the principles well supported,
and the later work found that they matter in combinations rather than one at a time. Neither shows that
adopting them will make a particular commons last.

The house's reading is a lens, not a finding. Reading the principles as membrane, senses, reflex and repair is
this book's way of making them usable. It fits the evidence, and it converges with Stafford Beer's account of
viable systems, built independently, which is some reason to trust it. It is not something Ostrom wrote,
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and a reader who finds a different way of seeing the principles that serves their commons better should use
it.

The sequence and the scripts are untested as a programme. The thirteen weeks in Chapter 8 are drawn
from the principles and the cases, and the scripts in Chapter 10 from the same sources and from ordinary
practice. Nobody has run the sequence across a hundred firms and measured the result. The trust questions
in Chapter 9 have not been validated as a scale.

Every composite is illustrative. The rota, the cloud budget, the consultancy, Ana and Sam, the three sib‐
lings and their cottage were built for teaching. Their figures were set to show a structure, and a real group's
figures will differ, sometimes in the wrong direction.

Durable is not the same as fair. The long-lived commons in this book kept people out as well as keeping
grass in: the landless in Valencia, the newcomers in the Maine harbours, everyone who was not a citizen of
Törbel. The principles answer the question of how a shared thing lasts more directly than the question of
whom it serves. That second question is the reader's to keep asking, and Chapter 3's rule, that every bound‐
ary needs a written door, is the least the book can offer toward it.

And nothing here is investment, legal or tax advice. Where a commons touches ownership, employment or
the law, the lawyer, the collective agreement and the law come first.

There is a phrase from the property scholar Lee Anne Fennell that suits the spirit in which all of this is
offered. She called it Ostrom's Law, and its gist is that an arrangement which works in practice can also
work in theory.77 The phrase reverses the usual order of confidence. Ostrom did not begin with a model
and ask whether villagers could live up to it. She began with what villagers were already doing and asked
what a model would have to look like to explain it. A reader who governs a commons can take the same or‐
der: start from the loop that is already working, and build the theory of the arrangement from there.

Where to work it

The chapters of this book are a single argument and can be read in order. The workbook that follows,
Chapter 13, gathers every tool in one place, in the order a team or a household is most likely to use them,
with a ninety-day plan for a leader and one for a household.

For leaders who would like to work through a commons of their own with someone beside them, from the
first inventory to the sponsor's written confirmation at the end of the quarter, Ammanuel Santa Anna
works with a small number of them one to one, and the first conversation begins at hautelumiere.life.
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The gate

Go back to Lloyd's pasture one last time, and this time walk to the edge of it at the end of the day.

There is a gate there, though the lecture never mentioned it. A man is leaning on it. Another comes up the
lane with his cows and stops beside him, and a third a little later. They talk about the weather, and then
about the grass, which is thinner by the stream this year. One of them says he will keep two cows back un‐
til the rain comes. Another says that is fair, and that he will do the same if it does not. Nobody writes any‐
thing down. Tomorrow evening they will be there again, and the grass will be a little better or a little
worse, and they will say so.

That is the whole of it. It is one of the oldest economic institutions there are, and it is still the one many
organisations and families are missing. A commons is not a field. It is a field with people talking at the
gate.
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The Tool: The Gate Card

A ten-minute practice for the end of a week, for anyone who keeps a commons: the convenor of a team's
charter, the sponsor above several, an adult in a household. It is the loops of Chapter 4 made into five ques‐
tions. Keep it on a single card per commons, for no more than three commons at once.

The commons: The week ending:

1 · The membrane (2 minutes). Did anyone join, leave, or ask to join this week? Did they find the door, or
did they come round it (by asking someone senior, by simply taking)? If round it, write where the door
should have been:

2 · The senses (2 minutes). What did the people who share this see about it this week that they could not
see a month ago? How long after it happened did they see it? If the honest answer is nothing or weeks, write
the one thing that would make it visible sooner:

3 · The reflex (2 minutes). Was a first word said this week, a private and mild do you know why? If not, was
that because nothing happened, or because nobody wanted to say it?

business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-pasture-was-never-empty · business.hautelumiere.life

T H E  G A T E  I N  T H E  E V E N I N G

13

https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-pasture-was-never-empty
https://business.hautelumiere.life/


4 · The repair (2 minutes). Was any disagreement about this commons raised this week? Was it heard this
week, at the agreed place? If it went around the agreed place, to a manager, a parent, or into silence, write
where it went:

5 · The learning and the carrier (2 minutes). Is there a rule that no longer fits? Who would propose chan‐
ging it, and is it always the same person? And the question from Chapter 1: who carried most of the cost of
this commons this week, and have they said so?

Once a quarter, lay the thirteen cards side by side. Count the weeks in which each question had a good an‐
swer. A commons whose cards show the first word said, disputes heard in the week and a rule changed at
least once is alive, whatever else the quarter brought. Take the cards to the next review, with the health
sheet from Chapter 9, and read them with the people who share the commons rather than to them.

A note on method

The rota, the cloud-budget firm, the consultancy, Ana and Sam, and the three siblings are compos‐
ites built for teaching, introduced in Chapters 1, 5, 8 and 11; every figure in them was set for illustra‐
tion. Nothing in this chapter is financial, legal or investment advice.
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