
 

 
 
 

 
Commons Workshop: Shifting Worldview 

Seeing, Naming, and Claiming the Commons 
 
On the Commons designed this workshop to introduce the commons to a group of 
people. It should by led by a lead facilitator. 
 
Introduction: 
The Power of Paradigm: Thinking Past the Proscribed (10 min) 
  

- EXERCISE: Moon/Earth Exercise (use picture of earth from space)  
 Have them reflect for themselves about what they call 

“home” – what are the feelings, images? 
 Share some of those. 
 Now show the image of the earth as seen from the moon.  Ask a 

set of questions: What do you feel as you look at it?  If you 
think of this as “home”, what changes about your sense 
of home? 

 
- Facilitator talk piece: In this exercise there are aspects which we don’t see 

because of our accustomed vantage point:  How things get shaped by 
dominant ideas or common vantage points. Some of that is innocuous—there 
is nothing wrong with thinking about a cozy home:   

o But there are also lots of ways that our ability to see and 
imagine is so conditioned by dominant paradigms that we 
forget that there is more to the story, or that other 
possibilities exist or even that things can change. This is the 
power of a dominant worldview and cultural paradigm.  

o It so naturalizes one way of seeing that it eclipses any other.   
o It can be very powerful to see things in a different way (e.g., when 

people first saw the earth photo it opened the door to a paradigm shift, 
gave a big boost to the environmental movement. 
 

- We did this exercise to stretch our minds, to break out of the confines of our 
usual thinking. Consider this quote: “Transformed realities require 
transformed imagination.” - Walter Bruggeman: 

 
- Facilitator transition:  Why the commons? 

o We need to break out of the old paradigms that limit our work. We 
need a new paradigm. We are trapped in a set of power relationships 
and realities defined by a market paradigm. We are looking for ways to 
offer and create new possibilities and solutions. 

o Acknowledge the work of the group you are working with—
connect why the commons with their challenges and history. 

 



 

Seeing the Commons (25 min) 
 

- The commons is a powerful paradigm with a rich history here in the US and in 
many other cultures.  And yet it has increasingly become invisible and 
unnamed in our modern world. We are going to spend some time excavating 
and “seeing, naming and claiming” the story of the commons today, 
and explore what it has to offer our work.  

- Define commons: Reference the handout.(see appendix) The 3 tributaries: 
natural, societal, cultural. Write up on flip chart and list a few examples of 
each.  

- Have them reflect to themselves: Think over your life, what has been a 
commons with which you have or had a significant experience? 
Why was it significant? (5)  

- Share in pairs (5)  
- Facilitator: Share some highlights with the group. 

o Add the type of commons they name to the lists up front.  
o Write up ways that the commons were significant to them. Name the 

kind of meaning and significance they hold. 
o This is “seeing” the commons, rekindling our memory of the 

commons in our lives. Now we are going to explore naming the 
commons. 

o What is unseen/un-named is also vulnerable. Commons are often 
invisible and suppressed in our consciousness, almost unthinkable. We 
are losing things we don’t have a language or conception of. Today we 
are going to focus on seeing, naming, and claiming the 
commons and exploring why that is important. 

 
Naming: What is happening and Why? (45 min) 
 

- There has been a thread of commons through U.S. History but there has is 
also been a constant threat to the commons and a practice of exclusion. 
Several examples include timber barons, railroads, exclusion from schools, 
and public space, etc.  

- Facilitator: Ask them to reflect on what is happening to the commons in 
their lives.  

o Use a pen and paper to capture their sense of this. (5) 
o Share in 3 person clusters, identify core ideas to share back. 

(10) 
o Hear from each cluster and discuss. (15) 
o A participant in an earlier conversation suggested that all of these 

attacks on the commons could be called colonization (e.g. stolen, 
privatized, depleted, appropriated, funding cut, encroached on, 
diminished, externalized onto, value extracted). We are trying that 
word out as a way of talking about the threat to the commons. It is also 
is a way of suggesting how our minds get conditioned, or “colonized” by 
the dominant market paradigm.  

o Naming colonization tells a story of loss, things/ways of being we 
lament. 



 

- Facilitator: We don’t want to get stuck here—through hopelessness, we can 
only be oppositional. Instead, we are seeking possibilities. 

- Yearning for a different future, way of living. This is linked to 
remembering our personal and collective history, inviting our imagination to 
open to a new sense of possibility. 

o Historical link. The commons is not a new concept, it has ancient 
roots. It has existed, not in a utopian way, a thread of the commons in 
history. 

o There is a different story in our midst—one where we see that yearning, 
where we see the commons being revived and restored. People are 
laying claim to the commons in new ways. 

o Can they think of examples? 
 
 Break (10) 
 
Laying Claim to the Commons and our Future (70)  

 
- Central to the question of reclaiming our commons is the need to change who 

has power over decisions that shape our future, who benefits and how the 
average person understands and acts within the context of their own agency 
or power.    
 

- While there may be a strong sense that things need to change, it is hard to 
imagine what that could look like. 
 

- It is hard to imagine a different set of relationships because the market 
paradigm, as we’ve discussed, dictates and legitimizes what the current nature 
of these relationship should be: who should have power, and how it should be 
exercised. 

 
o Note for people the difference between markets (which are about 

selling/buying goods/services) and a market paradigm, which shapes 
our entire culture. Markets could exist within a different paradigm, but 
their nature would change.  

 
- In order to disrupt this, to shake up our thinking, we want to suggest that we 

try on the idea of operating out of a commons paradigm and see what 
it suggests. What would happen if you were to incorporate this into your 
worldview? In this paradigm, we operate out of a perspective of laying claim 
to the commons that have been colonized. 
 

- These two paradigms have very different characteristics.  
 

- Facilitator presents the characteristics in each operating system (see 
appendix)  

 
- What might operating out of the commons paradigm suggest?  For one thing, 

it starts with laying claim to that which has been colonized. Facilitator could 
use direct example. (In a recent commons workshop, one person who has 



 

been working on energy policy and electric utility issues for many years 
suddenly said, “Oh my god, the grid is really ours! We need to claim that and 
not allow the utility companies to claim them only for their own profit.”) 

 
- 7:55 Small group exercises: So we’re going to ask you to do a little imagining 

in small groups.   
o Imagine that you are operating out of a paradigm where we 

want to make all the different aspects of the commons (3 
rivers) visible and claim them. We want public policies and 
institutional structures geared to protecting and expanding the 
commons—and all of what that would mean for our common life 
together. People will still exchange goods through various markets, but 
decision-making is to be shaped by the need to protect and expand the 
commons. 

o Take one or more of the issues you are reading about, 
concerned about, and talk with your neighbors and friends 
about them (transportation education, health care, etc.). Then 
discuss these questions: 

 What can we, as people and communities, lay claim to that we 
are not now claiming? 

 How then, is the starting point different for thinking about these 
challenges? What possible new solutions could emerge?  

 What does it suggest about power in our society? How and who 
makes decisions? Who benefits? 

o Give people 30 minutes and ask them to take the last 5 minutes 
to quickly develop some sort of creative expression of their 
conversation—through a skit, a story, a song, a drawing, or whatever 
captures the. Just a 1-2 minute representation. 

 
-  Present skits, etc. 

 
Closing (10)  

- A sense of the group. After exploring the commons paradigm with us, I would be 
interested in hearing any quick thoughts and feelings you have. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Market Paradigm rewards and encourages 
 
Relationships:   
- transactional 
- control 
- dominance  
- competitive 
- winners and losers, inequity based and inequity producing 

 
Ownership:   
- individual or benefiting a few, “me first” 
- exclusive 
- unhampered consumption 
- scarcity based 
- owners get to decide  

 
Other 
- short sighted 
- they emphasize profit over all 

 
  
 
Commons creates the possibility of rewarding and encouraging 
 
Relationships:   
- mutual, sustained, open ended 
- community matters 
- generative, creative 
- mutually benefiting 
- we are in this together – we seek equity and broad benefit 

 
Ownership: 
- common good oriented 
- stewardship 
- we all have a stake 
- open access 
- universal benefit 
- decision making is democratic, transparent 

 
Other 
- take long view 



 

- they emphasize meaning, connection, right livelihood, sustainability, etc.  
 


