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Traditionally, approaches to managing resources
in society or providing services have tended to be
presented as a stark choice between control by the
state or by market mechanisms. This binary division
ignores a crucial third possibility: management
by autonomous citizens. Evidence suggests this
approach is crucial to the wellbeing
of both individuals and societies.

TWO REAL-WORLD STORIES
One: a medieval city called Ghent. The remnants of the age-old
St-Baafs abbey are a public museum. Sounds logical; it is where the
history of the city started. But the municipal government had to cut its
budget and, as there are not many visitors, the site is closed. For a few
years, nothing happens. Who cares? Then the people of the neighbourhood decide it is a great shame, a beautiful medieval refectory and
garden hidden from public life. They take action because such a thing
of beauty should be shared by everyone. They start a citizens’ initiative
and organise lectures and concerts in the abbey. It evolves into a very
successful organisation. Twenty years later, around 150 volunteers
organise more than 200 public events, reaching out to thousands of
people. A vibrant new urban common is created.
Two: a big country called Germany. In the 1990s, the state produces
electricity mostly from nuclear energy and fossil fuels. Even in light of
climate change, the four big German electricity companies think that
business as usual is the only way forward. Investing in renewables
is laughed at. So citizens come together and start their own energy
initiatives, mostly renewable energy cooperatives (REScoops). In cities
and villages, the idea turns out to be contagious, and together they
start to change the energy system. Nowadays, half of the new renew-
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able energy systems in Germany are owned

These two examples are in line with research

by citizens and their organisations. Call it a

done in the Netherlands on citizens’ initia-

state-wide network of local commons.

tives. In one way or another, they all have to
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rely on support from the government, be it for
a space they need for their activities, a piece of

YOU’LL NEVER WALK ALONE

land for urban agriculture, or some money. As

These examples are true, but they only tell

we will argue, this support is not a problem,

half the story.

but rather is a vital part of democracy.

In Ghent, the neighbours had to ask for the

There is still a dimension missing in these sto-

key to the abbey. The civil servant responsible,

ries: the economic one. People in Germany

probably a visionary, not only gave it to them

who produce their own renewable electricity

but added: “Nobody can inspire such an abbey

still sell it on a market, albeit a highly regu-

as a neighbourhood”. Several departments

lated one. And, luckily, when there is no wind

of the municipal government actively sup-

or sun they can buy energy that comes from

ported the citizens’ initiative, by, for example,

other sources or other countries. Even if the

announcing the activities in the newsletter of

‘Neighbours of the Abbey’ is run by volun-

the official neighbourhood centre. The respon-

teers, they also have to pay their bills. So they

sible alderman had to back their civil servants

run a café during their activities, which, from

who, in a gesture of trust, just handed over the

a Belgian perspective, is the most obvious

keys; after a while, on a permanent basis.

thing to do financially.

lish themselves in such numbers because of

COMPLEX THINKING

a stimulating legal framework, with stable

Let’s move from the examples to the general

feed-in tariffs for the renewable energy deliv-

societal debate. If, for instance, we look at

ered to the energy network. First introduced

opinions about how we should organise hous-

in 1990, this law was consolidated with the

ing, they tend to lie on a spectrum between

ambitious Law on Renewable Energy (and

two opposing views. On the Left, there is the

other far-reaching government policies) ten

view that the government is the best option

years later. When the financial crisis arrived

to organise it in a fair way. On the other side,

later, putting your money in renewable energy

the Right argues that only the market can

systems was not only a civil gesture, but also a

allocate houses in an optimal manner. On

financially smart move.

a higher level, a lot of commentators inter-
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In Germany, the REScoops could only estab-
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TOGETHER
WITH THE
LIBERALS AND
THE SOCIALISTS,
ECOLOGISTS

preted the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 as the victory of the Right
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side of the spectrum. Concretely, in countries such as the UK, this led

THAT A
COMBINATION

to the dismantling of public social housing, and the transferral of care
homes from the public to the private sector.

OF MARKET,

What matters is that discussions on this, as well as other areas of

STATE AND

society, are trapped in a Left-Right framework, within which the

AUTONOMY

radical Left, without any critical analysis, invariably pushes the government forward as a solution and the Right, equally unquestion-

COMPONENTS

ingly, only sees merit in the market approach by private companies.

IS OPTIMAL

It is as if the citizen – the bearer of democracy – may only watch
from the side-lines and is unable to propose solutions to societal
needs. Remaining on the question of housing for elderly people,
arguments for citizens’ initiatives like, for example, the Abbeyfield
Houses, are rarely heard in the mainstream debate. This initiative
was born in 1956 in Britain in response to a growing social problem:
an increasing number of elderly people in the poor neighbourhoods
of London were no longer able to live independently in a dignified
manner. Today, the British Abbeyfield Society manages 700 homes
with 7,000 seniors, aided by 10,000 volunteers1. Abbeyfield is a concept of collective living and a volunteer movement which has already
taken root in many countries.
This is not to imply that citizens’ initiatives are the panacea for all
challenges; but they can be an important part of the future if we are
willing to widen our gaze. These examples clearly demonstrate that we
have three basic options to address these challenges and to organise
society. This broadened view of society can be visualised in the following triangle. The spectrum discussed above is actually only the line at
the base of the triangle.

1 On its website, it is described as follows: “The residents are individuals aged over 55 who wish to keep
control over their own lives. Together, they create a pleasant, safe and socially enriching living environment.
In the house lives a coordinator who, if necessary, can provide care.”
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Each corner indicates an extreme society: a

current post-industrial society that promotes

fully market-oriented society; a 100 per cent

other forms of participation in social life from

state-run society; or one exclusively managed

the perspective of autonomy, rather than that

by autonomous citizens. How a given society

of money and work. This is exactly the field

formulates a response to a social need – such

of the commons.

17

as the nursing homes – can be situated within

With this broadened view we come to the

THE STRENGTH OF SOCIAL
INNOVATION

core of political ecology, as has been pointed

The autonomy perspective is a key element of

out by the philosopher Philippe Van Parijs.

political ecology (ecologism). As for the other

For this presentation shows the narrowness

two ways of thinking, it is not desirable, from

of the dominant discourse in our society

a Green perspective, to drive society into any

(oscillating between more state or more mar-

single corner of the triangle. Together with

ket), as it only takes place on the horizontal

the Liberals and the Socialists, ecologists

side of the triangle. Once one conceptualises

acknowledge that a combination of market,

the three corner points, with autonomy above

state and autonomy components is optimal.

as the vertical dimension, it becomes immedi-

At the same time, their point of view dis-

ately clear that when the liberal and socialist

tinguishes itself clearly from the liberal and

logics praise the importance of the market or

socialist approach. For ecologists, autonomy

of the state, they not only advocate less state

represents the joyful potential to shape the

or less market, respectively, but plead also

world together. Autonomy is at odds with a

for a smaller autonomous sphere. But there

unilateral individualisation: the joyful shap-

exists a third perspective that emphasises

ing is always done in cooperation with oth-

autonomous activities and, thus, less of both

ers. Therefore ecologists speak about con-

state and market involvement. The horizontal

nected autonomy: I can only find fulfilment

‘Left-Right’ axis is typical of modern indus-

and build a world to live in through a fruitful

trial society; transitioning from this line up

connection with others, which also entails

to the top of the triangle is a feature of the

the dimension of care, for each other, for the
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this triangle.
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This perspective is related to the notion of

FROM PUBLIC-PRIVATE
TO PUBLIC-CIVIL PARTNERSHIPS

stewardship: our freedom to act and change

As these examples show, most citizens’ initi-

the world implies, at the same time, feeling

atives rely in one way or another on coop-

world we live in, and for our living planet.

responsible for it.
As a source of social inno-

eration with the state.

WITH MORE AND MORE

This is not a problem:

CITIZENS TAKING INITIATIVES

it is the future. The neo-

vation, the importance of

OF THEIR OWN, THE

the autonomous sphere
cannot

be

CHALLENGE FOR

underesti-

liberal regime of the last
thirty years dictated that
the best approach to

mated; a lot of solutions

GOVERNMENTS IS TO TURN

organising anything in

to societal challenges did

THEMSELVES INTO A

society was one based

not come from the gov-

on markets and com-

ernment or from business,

PARTNER STATE, AS IS

but from creative citi-

ALREADY HAPPENING IN

to a wide array of pub-

zens. The aforementioned

BOLOGNA AND GHENT

lic-private partnerships,

Abbeyfield Housing is a

petition. This has led

which, most of the time,

good example, as are social innovations such

leads to a government losing its grip on pol-

as car sharing, organic farming initiatives, and

icy areas and citizens paying too much tax

food teams2. And who built the first windmills

for the services delivered. Again, the triangle

to produce electricity? It was citizens develop-

clearly shows the alternative, future way to

ing a positive alternative to nuclear plants in

develop: public-civil partnership. With more

countries like Denmark and Ireland.

and more citizens taking initiatives of their
own, the challenge for governments is to turn

The triangle shows that political ecology can-

themselves into a partner state, as is already

not be reduced to environmental protection.

happening in Bologna and Ghent. Here, pol-

Ecologists want not only to respect the bound-

iticians don’t see their political constituency

aries of the earth’s ecosystem; they strive at

as a region to manage from above, but as a

the same time for a larger independent social

community of citizens with a lot of experi-

sphere where people can deploy their capabili-

ence and creativity. Leaving top-down politics

ties without the interference of market or state.

behind, they develop forms of co-creation and

The final goal is a good life for all.

co-production. In Ghent, citizens developed,

2 Groups of people buying food together from local producers and farmers
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within the frame of a participatory climate

autonomy and creativity can flourish. In

policy, the concept of ‘living streets’: they

combination with other innovations, a uni-

decided by themselves to reclaim their streets,

versal basic income could be part of this new

getting rid of all cars for one or two months.

socio-ecological security framework for the

And the municipal government took care of

21th century.
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all the necessary measures to make it happen in a legal and safe way. With public-civil

The indispensable value of the commons

partnerships, an underestimated area of the

movement is that it enhances and adds to the

triangle of societal possibilities is explored in

institutional diversity of societies; one of the

a positive way.

key features of resilience. This is probably
the most important argument at the political
level in favour of the commons. At the level
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of who we are and how we relate, it stim-

With the revival of the commons, it has

and take care of ourselves and each other.

become clear that there exists a third funda-

What more can we dream of, than citizens

mental way to develop and organise society.

using their freedom to take their future in

Centred on the basic principle of autonomy,

their own hands?

ulates the basic human ability to cooperate

it has its own logic, consisting of specific
forms of social relations based on reciproc-

Their passion is unbeatable.

ity and cooperation. It is more than probable that new commons initiatives will form
a crucial part of the transformation towards
it would be very unwise to strive for a pure
‘commonism’. Just as with communism or
neoliberalism, a society based on only one of
the three approaches to organisation is unable to cope with the broad array of severe
challenges we face nowadays. Having said
that, stimulating and sustaining the commons
requires an active state which develops new
institutions that allows citizens to engage in
transition projects in a secure way, so their
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a social-ecological society. At the same time,

