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Private property. Nothing is more central to capitalism, and nothing stands more in the way of a just 
and sustainable future.

It is not hard to look back to societies without private property; in remote parts of the planet, some still 
exist. Nor is it hard to imagine futures without private property; indeed many science fiction writers 
have done this convincingly. In my own vision of a future world, I live in a community where farms, 
factories, stores, and residential areas are all managed by and for the community as a whole. We trade 
some of the products we produce for those from other communities, which are part of a larger network 
that coordinates production and trade in such a way that no region is disadvantaged.

But how can we imagine getting there by 2050 when people believe that property is the result of hard 
work and sacrifice on the part of the owners, that a system based on private property is necessary for 
efficiency, that ultimately There Is No Alternative to private property?

There are modest signs that these assumptions are already being called into question. As described and 
studied by Elinor Ostrom, David Bollier, and others, communities around the world are claiming or 
reclaiming the commons: everything from land and water to knowledge and technology to commerce 
and banking. What these disparate movements share is, in Bollier's words, “a community that manages 
a resource by devising its own rules, traditions, and values”. And what Ostrom's research shows is that 
commons-based systems work.

Though these projects are in the right direction, they fail to directly challenge the large corporations or 
the state that backs them up. These after all are the property holders that are really behind the climate 
crisis and other forms of ecological devastation.

What we must begin to address is the historical origins of the “right” to property, how, in Proudhon's 
words, “private property is theft”. It is only when large numbers of people question this right that it will
be possible to take on and dispossess the big property owners and ultimately abolish private property.


