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A NOTE FROM THE EDITORS

We have departed slightly from our usual CPR FORUM format in this issue.
Instead of the single FORUM commentary and set of responses, we have asked
three contributors to write commentaries on the same general topic: the relation-
ship between theory and practice in the field of common property resource man-
agement. The result, as our readers will see, is a varied interpretation of the task
by the three writers, each of whom thinks about and uses theories of property in
different contexts. As always, the opinions expressed are those of the authors
and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the editors or the position of the
IASCP. We expect that these pieces will generate a great deal of further thought
amongst our diverse readership, given their widespread interest in and commit-
ment to both the development of theory and the implementation of theoretical
ideas in natural resource management practice. We invite you all to write us
with your own thoughts and ideas about this topic. We will consider all contribu-
tions for publication in the Letters section of subsequent Digests. Enjoy.

:?

Scientists, Chickens, and Other Practitioners
LARS CARLSSON

Lulea University, Sweden

WHAT USE DO LOCAL PEOPLE IN MALI, NEPAL, OR ITALY HAVE FOR
research on common-pool resources (CPR)? To put it another way, under what cir-
cumstances can the practical and the theoretical world of property studies meet? This
question is relevant for all types of empirical research. Throughout the existence of the
International Association for the Study of Common Property (IASCP), its annual con-
ferences have attracted researchers as well as practitioners. The idea is that the two
worlds they represent will be cross-fertilized. Supposedly this is done by enhancing
applied research, and by stimulating exchange of practical experiences and more for-
mal academic products. The conferences contain two types of contributions: case
descriptions without explicit aspirations to theory making and more traditional
research products with a significant level of abstraction and generalization. Can these
two groups ever really meet? This article is intended to offer some tentative answers to
this question.

The question itself is brought about by a debate that took place during the sixth
continued on page 2
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IASCP conference in Berkeley 5-8 June 1996. Michael
Goldman's exciting panel "Critical Voices from the
Commons" added extra fuel to the fire. The debate can be
summarized as follows. One group revealed that they thought
that the conference contained too many case studies without
any theoretical challenges. This opinion was questioned by
another group, "the practitioners," who raised fears that a
development towards more theoretical contributions might
lose the link to the field. They also seemed to mean that prac-
titioners have legitimate claims on the outcomes of CPR-
research. A practitioner, for example a consultant, needs to
know how to behave on site, for instance when dealing with
common forests in Africa or irrigation systems in Asia. Others
launched the wonderful, but unrealistic idea of assembling all
scientific knowledge on the issue to develop "the" theory of
common property. Presumably this theory could then be used
as a guideline for practitioners all over the world! Basically this
discussion boils down to a question of the general relation
between something called practice and the towers of science,
between the rice fields of Burma, or the forests of Nepal, and
the world of science and universities.

THE RELATION BETWEEN THEORY AND PRACTICE

What is practice, and what is a practical problem? A practical
problem can be understood as an issue raised by persons who
have encountered some empirical puzzle. Practical problems
are reflected in statements such as: "How can the devastation
of forests be stopped? Why does the irrigation system have
such poor capacity? Or, look at the rich farmers who empty
the wells!" These translate into practical problems as they are
perceived by local people or issues that in one way or anoth-
er relate to specific settings. However, the definition of the
problems might be formulated by people other than those
who experience them. For example, social workers, consul-
tants, or aid bureaucrats are often in positions that enable
them to formulate questions which are practically relevant.
When I talk about practitioners in this article, I refer to two
groups of people: 1) local people and 2) consultants, bureau-
crats, and other outsiders, e.g. NGOs.

Scientists, on the other hand, are supposed to produce gener-
al knowledge useful and applicable outside the settings where
they collect their data (Chalmers, 1990). Their primary aim is
to explain, not merely to describe, why, how and under what
circumstances one state of affairs caused another. This requires
theory. If we aim to explain the causes of a phenomenon, we
end up in theory. Theoretical as well as practical questions can
be characterized by different level of relevance. Not all ques-
tions are equally relevant, either in science or practice. The
discussion so far can be summarized in the following figure.
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SCIENTIFIC VALUE

RELEVANCE IN PRACTICE
HIGH LOW

HIGH

LOW

Figure 1. The relation between scientific value and relevance in
practice (The problematic is discussed in detail in Dahlstrom,
1980)

One problem is that questions with high theoretical relevance
can be of low practical importance. For example, the aid bureau-
crat is probably may not be assisted in deciding whether he
should support a project by reading theoretical research reports
on the philosophy of decision making. These pieces might be
relevant for the theory of collective action, for instance, but irrel-
evant for practical application. The scientist, on the other hand,
earns less academic credit and theoretical sophistication by deal-
ing with problems already "solved" on a theoretical level.
Research on common property can provide us with solutions to
a great number of problems that are highly relevant to various
field settings. They are not used because often the solutions to
these problems depend on the establishment of appropriate
political and social structures. This is normally not the task for
scientists, bureaucrats, or field workers. In a democracy, it is a
job for the carriers of the problems, the people; this is the very
idea of self governance.

What types of help can the scientists give aid bureaucrats, hired
consultants, or others whose jobs are to develop practical results?
In fact, like chickens and other creatures in an agroecosystem,
there is a strong interdependence between science and practice.
The scientist committed to empirical research pecks at the grains
left by practitioners with the aim of producing theory. The con-
sultant will hopefully peck some useful products from this the-
ory in order to fertilize the practical reality within his field of
activity. It is hardly beneficial for the scientist or the practition-
er, or for the general production of knowledge, if each one only
pecks in his own sphere. Consulting without inflow of new ideas
is bad consulting and researchers only chewing theories have lost
the very source of theory building, namely contact 'with the
empirical reality.

It is essential to focus on this relation between empirical
research, theory, and practice when discussing the activities of

IASCP, and the value of the annual conferences. The academic
world is filled with meetings and conferences where famous and
less famous researchers peck at each others' papers and reports,
sometimes without any clear connection to the reality they try
to explain. The IASCP meetings are allegedly different; they
provide an arena where the two "chickens" can meet, give and
take, produce and consume knowledge. One danger is that
prominent researchers might stop attending the conferences
because of a "lack of intellectual stimulation." Nor would it ben-
efit the production of knowledge about common property if
field people believed themselves too distant from theoretical
abstractions or that their experiences have less value. On the
other hand, claiming that scientists should always act like con-
sultants is wrong, since that is not their job! In the same way, it
is unfair to demand of consultants the practices appropriate to
academic research.

We might never develop the theory of common property, but
practice will always provide fruitful topics to be studied.
Independently of whether we are labeled practitioners or scien-
tists (lots of people are both! Indeed there are examples of bril-
liant attempts to bridge the gap between science and the practi-
cal world of common property. (See for example, Ostrom, 1992
and Thomson, 1992) we can all deal with problems and ques-
tions that are "practice-relevant." When common property
research no longer is relevant for practice, i.e., when its theories
no longer fertilize the practical reality, it is sealing its own fate.
This is prevented by organizing cognitive fields, literally and fig-
uratively speaking, where researchers as well as practitioners can
discuss and exchange experiences from their respective worlds.
The IASCP conferences help relevant issues to be decided in
open discussions, exchange of experiences, contestation, and
conversation. Only in this way can we reach some mutual
understanding concerning the extremely wide field called com-
mon property. An open public realm is the basis of mutual
understanding. Presumably IASCP can provide such an envi-
ronment.

This might help us, practitioners as well as researchers, to avoid
the worst of all boxes in Figure 1: the box characterized by low
practical and scientific relevance. This box must be avoided. It
represents the cynics' habitat. Fisheries, forests, and other com-
mon-pool resources are too important to be left to cynics play-
ing with people's lives from offices far away from practical expe-
rience. The goal of IASCP is to provide an environment where
questions characterized by a high degree of both practical and
theoretical relevance can be discussed. For this endeavor, all
"good chickens" are needed.
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Rethinking Properly
PETER VANDERGEEST

Department of Sociology
York Univeristy, Ontario, Canada

MY WORK AND THAT OF MY COLLEAGUES INVOLVED
in an Asian Resource Tenure Group involves both a theory of
practice and an attempt to develop knowledge useful for
strengthening the likelihood that local informal claims on
resources might be recognized. We are developing a frame-
work for understanding changing legal and informal tenure
arrangements guiding access to forests. I will begin by outlin-
ing the framework we use for understanding property, and
then discuss briefly some of the ways we have used this frame-
work in workshops and applied research.

Property minimally involves a legitimate and enforceable claim
to some kind of resource. As such, property is a set of every-
day practices as well as social relationships and rules. To illus-
trate the complexity of what this implies, I have included a
partial list of some characteristics of property that I use in a

course on political ecology:

1. A given item may have different resources. For example, a
tree can be useful for fruit, timber, firewood, shade, regu-
lating water flows, habitat for various animals, fixing car-
bon, establishing property claims on land, or tracing one's
ancestry.

2. The same person does not necessarily claim rights to all
uses of a given resource.

3. Property rights held by some people may have priority
over others.

4. Property is not just about rights to use a resource, but
may also be about responsibility. For example, the right
to harvest fruit may follow from caring for a tree; right to
a swidden plot may be contingent on preventing the
spread of fire.

5. Among rural people, priority in rights is often structured
through kin relations.

6. Rules or practices structuring priorities of different
resources and who has access to them are often not clear-
cut.

7. Rules or practices can and do change, as conditions change.

8. There may be conflict between these different uses—for
example, should cattle be killed for meat, or used for
plowing?

9. Because rules or practices can change, and because of
potential conflict, institutions are necessary to resolve dis-
putes, conflicts, and making changes.

10. In order to ensure compliance with dispute resolution,
there needs to be some kind of enforcement mechanism.

11. In cases of conflicting property claims, those able to have
their claims enforced ill be successful.

12. In a given situation, there will be many different forms of
property. Rights and responsibilities may be held by indi-
viduals, by families, by communities, or by the state. Or all
of these, all at the same time. Rules may be unwritten or
written. They may be enforced by pressure within the fam-
ily or community, or by local gunmen, or by state police.

Pauline Peters, in the January 1997 CPR Digest, suggests that
we need to dislodge the conceptual hold of property as a way
of avoiding the harm done by placing all forms of resource
uses under the holy trinity of state, private, and common
property categories. I too have been uncomfortable with the
conceptual hold of terms like common property and the asso-
ciated empirical search for examples of how undifferentiated
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