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Syllabus 
 
This seminar was created and taught annually for decades by Elinor Ostrom, IU’s Noble Prize-
winning political-economist. What follows immediately below is her own syllabus from the last 
time she taught the seminar in Fall 2011. The goals of the seminar remain essentially the same 
today, even though it is structured a bit differently. A strong focus remains on the fundamental 
elements or “pillars” of the “Bloomington School of Political Economy,” which, though not 
explicitly mentioned in her syllabus, underpinned all of it.  
 
The central questions underlying this course are: 
 

• How can fallible human beings achieve and sustain self-governing ways of life and self- 
governing entities as well as sustaining ecological systems at multiple scales? 

 
• When we state that institutions facilitate or discourage effective problem-solving and 

innovations, what do we mean by institutions and what other factors affect these 
processes? 

 
• How do we develop better frameworks and theories to understand behavior that has 

structure and outcomes at multiple scales (e.g. household use of electricity affecting 
household budget and health as well as community infrastructure and investments and 
regional, national, and global structures and outcomes)? 

 
• How can institutional analysis be applied to the analysis of diverse policy areas including 

urban public goods, water and forestry resources, and healthcare? 
 

To address these questions, we will have to learn a variety of tools to understand how 
fallible individuals behave within institutions as well as how they can influence the rules that 
structure their lives.  This is a particularly challenging question in an era when global concerns 
have moved onto the political agenda of most international, national, and even local governing 
bodies without recognizing the importance of the local for the global.  Instead of studying how 
individuals craft institutions, many scholars are focusing on how to understand national and 
global phenomena.  It is also an era of substantial political uncertainty as well as violence, 
terrorism, and disruption.  Many of the problems we are witnessing today are due to a lack of 
understanding of the micro- and meso- levels that are essential aspects of global processes. 
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In our effort to understand self-governance, we will be studying the four “I’s”:  

individuals, incentives, institutions, and inquiry. 
 

To understand processes at any level of organization, one needs to understand the 
individuals who are participants and the incentives they face.  When we talk about “THE” 
government doing X or Y, there are individuals who hold positions in a variety of situations 
within “THE” government.  We had better understand how individuals approach making 
decisions in a variety of situations given the incentives they face.  Those incentives come from a 
variety of sources, but a major source, particularly in the public sector, are the rules of the game 
they are playing.  Institutions include the rules that specify what may, must or must not be done 
in situations that are linked together to make up a polity, a society, an economy, and their inter-
linkages.  To understand this process, we must be engaged in an inquiry that will never end. 
  

The settings we study are complex, diverse, multi-scaled, and dynamic.  Thus, we need to 
develop frameworks that provide a general language for studying these complex, multi-scaled 
systems.  And, we can learn a variety of theories (and models of those theories) that help us 
understand particular settings.  We cannot develop a universal theory of actions and outcomes in 
all settings for all time.  Thus, our task of inquiry is a lifelong task. And, the task of citizens and 
their officials is also unending.  No system of governance can survive for long without 
commonly understood rules and rule enforcement.  Rule enforcement relies on varying degrees 
of force and potential use of violence.  Consequently, we face a Faustian bargain in designing 
any system of governance. 
 

A self-governing entity is one whose members (or their representatives) participate in the 
establishment, reform, and continued legitimacy of the constitutional and collective choice rules-
in-use.  All self- organized entities (whether in the private or public spheres) are to some extent 
self-governing.  In modern societies, however, it is rare to find any entity whose members (or 
their representatives) have fashioned all of the constitutional and collective-choice rules that they 
use.  Some rules are likely to have come from external sources.  Many rules will have come from 
earlier times and are not discussed extensively among those using the rules today. 
 

On the other hand, even in a totalitarian polity, it is difficult for central authorities to 
prevent all individuals from finding ways of self-organizing and creating rules of their own. 
Some of these may even be contrary to the formal laws of the totalitarian regime.  Given that 
most modern societies have many different entities, let me rephrase the first question on Page 1: 
How can fallible individuals achieve and sustain large numbers of small, medium, and large-
scale self-governing entities in the private and public spheres? 
 

We cannot thoroughly understand all of the diverse processes of self-governance in any 
semester-long or year-long course of study.  How humans can govern themselves is a question 
that has puzzled and perplexed the greatest thinkers of the last several millennia.  Many have 
answered that self-governance is impossible.  In this view, the best that human beings can do is 
live in a political system that is imposed on them and that creates a predictable order within 
which individuals may be able to achieve a high level of physical and economic well-being 
without much autonomy.  In this view, the rules that structure the opportunities and constraints 
facing individuals come from outside from what is frequently referred to as “the state.” 
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For other thinkers, rules are best viewed as spontaneously emerging from patterns of 

interactions among individuals.  In this view, trying to design any type of institution, whether to 
be imposed on individuals or self-determined, is close to impossible or potentially disastrous in 
its consequences.  Human fallibility is too great to foretell many of the consequences that are 
likely to follow.  Efforts to design self-governing systems, rather than making adaptive changes 
within what has been passed along from past generations, involves human beings in tasks that are 
beyond their knowledge and skills. 
 

The thesis that we advance in this seminar is that individuals, who seriously engage one 
another in efforts to build mutually productive social relationships – and to understand why these 
are important – are capable of devising ingenious ways of relating constructively with one 
another.  The impossible task, however, is to design entire social systems “from scratch” at one 
point in time that avoid the fate of being monumental disasters.  Individuals who are willing to 
explore possibilities, consider new options as entrepreneurs, and to use reason as well as trial and 
error experimentation, can evolve and design rules, routines, and ways of life that are likely to 
build up to self-governing entities with a higher chance of adapting and surviving over time than 
top-down designs.  It takes time, however, to learn from errors, to try and find the source of the 
error, and to improve one part of the system without generating adverse consequences elsewhere. 
  

Successful groups of individuals may exist in simple or complex nested systems ranging 
from very small to very large.  The problem is that in a complexly interrelated world, one needs 
effective organization at all levels ranging from the smallest work team all the way to 
international organizations.  If the size of the group that is governing and reaping benefits is too 
small, negative externalities are likely to occur.  Further, even in small face-to-face groups, some 
individuals may use any of a wide array of asymmetries to take advantage of others.  Individuals, 
who are organized in many small groups nested in larger structures – a polycentric system – may 
find ways of exiting from some settings and joining others.  Or, they may seek remedies from 
overlapping groups that may reduce the asymmetries within the smaller unit.  If the size of the 
group that is governing and reaping benefits is too large, on the other hand, essential information 
is lost, and further, the situation may again be one of exploitation. 
 

Scale and complex nesting are only part of the problem.  Another part has to do with how 
individuals view their basic relationships with one another.  Many individuals learn to be 
relatively truthful, considerate of others, trustworthy, and willing to work hard.  Others are 
opportunistic.  Some approach governance as involving basic problem-solving skills.  Some 
approach governance as a problem of gaining dominance over others.  The opportunities for 
dominance always exist in any system of rule- ordering, where some individuals are delegated 
responsibilities for devising and monitoring conformance to rules and sanctioning rule breakers. 
Those who devise self-governing entities that work well only when everyone is a “saint” find 
themselves invaded by “sinners” who take advantage of the situation and may cause what had 
initially worked successfully to come unglued and fail. 
 

Thus, the initial answer to the first question on Page 1 is: Self-governance is possible in a 
setting, if . . . 
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• most individuals share a common, broad understanding of the biophysical, cultural, and 
political worlds they face; of the importance of trying to follow general principles of 
trust, reciprocity, and fairness; and of the need to use artisanship to craft their own rules; 

 
• most individuals have significant experience in small to medium-sized settings, where 

they learn the skills of living with others, being responsible, gaining trust, being 
entrepreneurial, and holding others responsible for their actions; 

 
• considerable autonomy exists for constituting and reconstituting relationships with one 

another that vary from very small to very large units (some of which will be highly 
specialized while others may be general purpose organizations); 

 
• individuals learn to analyze the incentives that they face in particular situations (given the 

type of physical and cultural setting in which they find themselves) and to try to adjust 
positive and negative incentives so that those individuals who are most likely to be 
opportunistic are deterred or sanctioned. 

 
The above is posed as a “possibility” not a determinate outcome.  In other words, we 

view self-governing entities as fragile social artifacts that individuals may be able to constitute 
and reconstitute over time.  A variety of disturbances are likely to occur over time.  A key 
question is to what kind of disturbances is a self-organized governance system robust?  We can 
make scientific statements about the kinds of results that are likely if individuals share particular 
kinds of common understandings, are responsible, have autonomy, possess analytical tools, and 
consciously pass both moral and analytical knowledge from one generation to the next.  These 
are strong conditions! 
 

With this view, small self-governing entities may exist as an enclave in the midst of 
highly authoritarian regimes.  This may not be a stable solution, but self-governance may provide 
opportunities to develop productive arrangements for those who establish trust and reciprocity 
backed by their own willingness to monitor and enforce interpersonal commitments.  If the 
macro structure is not hostile or even supports and encourages self-organization, what can be 
accomplished by smaller private and public enclaves can be very substantial.  This is initially a 
bottom-up view of self-governance.  Productive small-scale self- organization, however, is 
difficult to sustain over time in a larger political system that tries to impose uniform rules, 
operates through patron-client networks or uses terror to sustain authoritarian rule.  Having 
vigorous local and regional governments and many types of voluntary associations is part of the 
answer but not sufficient in and of itself. 
 

Simply having national elections, choosing leaders, and asking them to pass good 
legislation is hardly sufficient, however, to sustain a self-governing society over the long run. 
Electing officials to national office and providing them with “common budgetary pools” of 
substantial size to spend “in the public interest” creates substantial temptations to engage in rent-
seeking behavior and distributive politics.  The central problem is how to embed elected officials 
in a set of institutions that generates information about their actions, holds them accountable, 
allows for rapid response in times of threat, and encourages innovation and problem solving.  
Solving such problems involves the design of a delicately balanced system.  It requires decisions 
from sophisticated participants who understand the theory involved in constituting and 
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reconstituting such systems and share a moral commitment to the maintenance of a democratic 
social order. 
 

Now, what is the role of the institutional analyst in all of this?  Well, for one, it is 
essential for those who devote their lives to studying the emergence, adaptation, design, and 
effects of institutional arrangements to understand a very wide array of diverse rules that exist in 
an equally diverse set of physical and cultural milieus.  To understand how various rules may be 
used as part of a self-governing society, one has to examine how diverse rules affect the 
capacities of individuals to achieve mutually productive outcomes over time or the dominance of 
some participants over others.  Eventually, one has to examine constellations of embedded 
institutional arrangements rather than isolated situations.  And, one has to examine the short-run 
and long-run effects of many different types of rules on human actions and outcomes.  Further, 
one has to acquire considerable humility regarding exactly how precise predictions can be made 
about the effects of different rules on incentives, behavior, and outcomes achieved.  Design of 
successful institutions may indeed be feasible.  Designed institutions, which tend to generate 
substantial information rapidly and accurately and allow for the change of rules over time in light 
of performance, are more likely to be successful than those resulting from “grand designs” for 
societies as a whole. 
 

To be an institutional analyst, one needs to learn to use the best available theoretical and 
data collection tools, while at the same time trying to develop even better theories and 
conducting further empirical studies that contribute to our theoretical understanding of self-
governing systems.  All tools have capabilities and limits.  The task of the skilled artisan – 
whether an institutional theorist or a cabinetmaker– is to learn the capabilities and limits of 
relevant tools and how best to use a combination of tools to address the wide diversity of puzzles 
that one comes across in a lifetime of work. 
 

Relevant tools are plentiful in the sense that we do have an extensive body of political, 
social, and economic theory that focuses on the impact of diverse rules on the incentives, 
behavior, and likely outcomes within different settings.  These tools are limited, however, in that 
many of the most rigorous theories make questionable assumptions about both the individual and 
about the settings within which individuals find themselves.  This can be problematic for 
explaining behavior in many settings.  These explicit and often implicit assumptions may mask 
some of the deeper problems of sustaining democratic systems over time.  Many of the difficult 
problems that human beings face in trying to develop and sustain democratic organizations are 
assumed away when one starts with assumptions that individuals have complete and perfect 
information and can make error-free calculations about expected consequences for themselves 
and no one else in complex, uncertain worlds. 
 

Further, when assumptions are made that the structure of the situations facing individuals 
are fixed and cannot be changed by those in the situation, little effort is devoted to addressing 
how individuals affect their own situations.  Yet, these same assumptions (full information and 
fixed structures) are useful when the analyst wants to examine the expected short-term outcomes 
of an institutional and physical setting, where the options available to individuals are narrowly 
constrained and where individuals have many opportunities to learn about the costs and benefits 
of pursuing diverse options.  Learning which assumptions, theories, and models to use to analyze 
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diverse institutional arrangements combined with diverse settings is an important aspect of the 
training of institutional analysts. 
 

During this seminar, we will use a variety of theoretical tools.  These will help us to 
understand the Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework that we have been 
developing over many years at the Workshop as well as the more recent Social-Ecological 
Systems (SES) framework.  The skilled institutional analyst uses a framework to identify the 
types of questions and variables to be included in any particular analysis.  The artisan then 
selects what is perceived to be the most appropriate theory available given the particular 
questions to be addressed, the type of empirical evidence that is available or is to be obtained, 
and the purpose of the analysis.  For any one theory, there are multiple models of that theory that 
can be used to analyze a focused set of questions.  Choosing the most appropriate model 
(whether this is a mathematical model, a simulation, a process model or the design for an 
experiment) also depends on the particular puzzle that an analyst wants to examine. 
 

Further, there are multiple tools that are used in the conduct of research ranging from 
individual case studies, meta-analyses, large-N studies, laboratory and field experiments, GIS 
and remote sensing, agent- based models, and others. Institutional analysts respect all of these 
methods when used to understand human behavior in diverse settings.  No scholar can use all of 
these methods well nor are they all appropriate for the study of all institutional settings, but it is 
important to learn more about diverse tools and their strengths and weaknesses for examining 
diverse research questions.    

 
End of Professor Ostrom’s 2011 syllabus. 

 
Class Participants 

 
In addition to the students who are enrolled in this seminar for credit, the seminar will be 

attended by Visiting Scholars, who come to the Workshop to study for a semester or a year. 
Those Visiting Scholars are not required to complete the paper assignment, but are supposed to 
keep up with the readings. In addition, other “Workshoppers,” i.e., members of the Affiliated 
Faculty of the Ostrom Workshop, are always welcome to participate in any or all seminar 
meetings. Some weeks, I will invite specific Workshoppers to lead the seminar on topics that are 
within their special expertise. But I plan to be in attendance for each and every meeting, unless I 
have to be out-of-town for some reason.  

 
Schedule of Topics and Reading Assignments 

 
This is a reading-heavy course. The full schedule of topics and reading assignments will 

be available on the seminar’s CANVAS page. All the required readings, with the exception of 
two required books, are found under the “Files” tab. The two required books are: Elinor Ostrom, 
Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action (Cambridge 1990); 
and Amy Poteete, Marco Janssen, and Elinor Ostrom, Working Together: Collective Action, the 
Commons, and Multiple Methods in Practice (Princeton 2010). (You should have completed the 
first book by the third week of the semester, and the second before the last week of the semester). 
I will also be highlighting, both in class and in the readings, a couple of other Lin’s books: Elinor 
Ostrom, Roy Gardner, and James Walker, Rules, Games and Common-Pool Resources (1994) 
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and Elinor Ostrom, Understanding Institutional Diversity (2005). But you are not required to 
purchase or read those entire books. Understanding Institutional Diversity contains Ostrom’s 
most comprehensive and rigorous explication of the “Institutional Analysis & Development 
framework,” from which this Seminar derives its title. Because of its rigor, however, many 
readers find it a difficult read. In fact, one of my goals for this Seminar is that, by its end, you 
will be in a position to comprehend that book on just one or two readings (NB: It took me two 
readings to comprehend it).   
 

Paper and Memo Requirements 
 

Enrolled students are expected to write a 25-page or so (double-spaced) paper for the “mini-
conference,” which is usually held the Monday following the last week of classes. Non-student 
participants are also encouraged to draft a paper for the “mini-conference.” At the mini-
conference, papers will not be presented by their authors but by other affiliated members of the 
Workshop (faculty and advanced graduate students). Presenters will summarize the paper in 10 
minutes, then provide 5 minutes of feedback, after which the authors will have 5 minutes to 
respond, followed by general discussion among all participants. The main goal of the mini-
conference is to provide an object lesson in how to prepare and deliver conference papers. The 
main purpose of having papers presented by Workshoppers other than the authors is to give the 
authors a sense of how their writing is read and interpreted by other scholars, so that they learn 
how to get their ideas across with the greatest possible clarity. 
 
Paper topics are due, along with a precis (or draft introduction), before Week 9 of the semester. 
That week will be devoted to an initial discussion of everyone’s paper topics and research 
problems. 
 
In addition to the main seminar paper, enrolled students will be responsible for preparing a 
memo, every other week, reflecting on the writings for the upcoming week’s seminar session. I 
will usually incorporate questions and comments from those student memos in my prepared 
remarks for the class session. 
 
The only other major requirements for all participants in the seminar are to attend all classes (or 
as many as possible), read closely all of the assigned readings, and come prepare to discuss them 
in detail. The seminar is not designed for me to be talking the entire time. We will all learn a 
great deal more if everyone participates actively. Now that the course is cross-listed between 
Political Science, SPEA, and the law school, along with the participation of Visiting Scholars 
and other assorted Workshoppers, we should have a wide variety of perspectives to share. 
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