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The editors of the Journal of Bioeconomics are highly gratified to have the opportunity
to honor the late Elinor Ostrom and her path-breaking work on the commons with this
Special Issue. The commons or, more specifically, the common pool resources of our
natural environment, often meet a tragic fate, though not always. Rather, as Elinor
has pointed out throughout her life-long research, there are ways to avoid the social
dilemmas that emerge when the commons are collectively managed. They can be
found by exploring and understanding the institutions that have in many different
local contexts prevented the tragedy of the commons.

In 1990 Elinor published her seminal work Governing the Commons—The Evo-
lution of Institutions for Collective Action. This book presents a collection of case
studies brilliantly analyzed to derive insights on the principles and mechanisms that
succeeded in addressing problems surrounding the commons, as well as the types
of arrangements that failed. There is also a chapter studying how the institutional
arrangements changed by collective learning processes so that a collapse could be
avoided when unanticipated developments occurred. None of the insights attained by
Elinor have, even almost a quarter of a century later, lost their significance. When
we now have the pleasure to publish her very last paper, entitled “Do Institutions for
Collective Action Evolve?” as the target article of this Special Issue, we see her com-
ing back to a fertile line of thought that provided its name to the subtitle of her 1990
book. We find her employing evolutionary thought to draw a broader picture of how
humans develop cultural strategies to resolve the common-pool resource problems that
inevitably emerge in their collective interactions with nature. Thus, by adding here a
distinctively evolutionary flavor to her institutional analysis, she frames the problem
of the commons within the wider theme of the evolution of human culture.
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Elinor Ostrom was honored with the Nobel Prize in economics in 2009 for her
pioneering work. But, although her research has provided rich insights for economics
specifically, she always promoted an interdisciplinary discourse. She felt equally at
home in other disciplines such as political science, sociology, anthropology, and envi-
ronmental sciences. It is only appropriate, therefore, that the comments on Elinor’s
target article in this issue come from authors representing the multitude of these dis-
ciplinary perspectives on the commons. All commentators have at some stage, and in
some fashion, been engaged in an exchange with Elinor. They have happily accepted
the opportunity to pay tribute to her inspiring genius by taking up the questions on
which she worked so admirably and developing them further. It is precisely through
the diversity of disciplinary perspectives expressed in the comments that the reader
of this Special Issue can gain an impression of relevance and breadth of Elinor’s
approach. As will be seen, her article raises exciting and stimulating questions regard-
ing the challenge of an evolving governance of the commons, questions left to us as
her legacy.

The Journal of Bioeconomics is particularly grateful to David Sloan Wilson’s initia-
tive to print Elinor’s last paper as a target article. We are further indebted to Professor
James Walker of the Vincent and Elinor Ostrom Workshop in Political Theory and
Policy Analysis of Indiana University at Bloomington for his support in making the
manuscript available for publication. Finally, we wish to thank several anonymous
reviewers involved in editing the comments that appear in this issue.
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