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The regulation of institutions for managing commons in Europe 1100-1800

Project goal
T h i s  p r o j e c t  a i m s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  h o w  e f f i c i e n t  a n d  e f f e c t i v e  r e g u l a t i o n  c a n  b e
d e v e l o p e d ,  e x e c u t e d  b y  w e l l ‐ f u n c t i o n i n g  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  

We focus on commons, which are institutions for collective action (1) which existed in the European countryside 
for centuries, and were set‐up to regulate the collective use of natural resources (grassland, woodland, water) for 
large parts of the rural population. Although the European commons largely disappeared under governmental 
pressure, especially during the liberalization wave of the 19th century (2; 3) commons are still omnipresent in many 
developing countries and still survive in many parts of Europe today (4; 5). 

Our project concentrates on the regulation of commons in Western and Southern Europe, examining the internal 
structure and changes of rules on various commons, in relation to a number of independent variables such as 
population growth, changing land use (e.g. the balance between arable and waste land), climate, etc.

The main objective of the project is to initiate a European‐wide comparison of bodies of rules by studying 
commons in Western and Southern Europe, using the regulations that can be found in various historical records, 
for several centuries in each case. Once the specific rules are entered into the collective database, we intend to 
analyse these according to a jointly developed method of analysis, and publish our conclusions in high‐ranking 
journals. 

All data collected for the project will, after the publication of the analysis results, be freely available via 
www.collective‐action.info

Method
In order to understand the institutional diversity that can be found within the
European boundaries we aim to develop a collective “grammar” of institutions,
in line with 2009 Nobel prize winner Elinor Ostrom’s attempts to do so (6), but
applicable to longitudinal analysis. As historians we believe that a (very)
long‐term perspective on institutional change is a condition sine qua non we
cannot understand what makes institutions resilient to external change and
internal problems.
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