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Professor Poteete’s commentary describes some of the mechanisms and sources of 
conceptual inconsistency in the study of common property and underlines the 
importance of consistency in order to both communicate effectively and make our 
research more relevant. While the analysis provides a valuable perspective on 
disciplinary division, politics and conceptual evolution as sources of conceptual 
inconsistency in the CPR research, some additional points might prove helpful.
My experience with the application of the Common Property Regimes framework stems 
from analysing the management regimes of the common reindeer ranges in Northern 
Norway. This investigation was done at a time (2001) when the rangeland resources 
were generally perceived as highly degraded and the regime governing them as utterly 
ineffective. I used the paradigm provided by Political Ecology in order to interrogate and 
juxtapose two different discourses regarding the status of reindeer herding in the area. 
The “hegemonic discourse” of the government presented the situation as an epitome of 
the ‘tragedy of the commons’. It argued for the privatisation of the ranges (currently in 
process) and centralised control of the number of animals grazing on these ranges 
“managed in principle as a common resource with open access to a large number of 
herders”. In contrast, the discourse of the herders presented many varied causes and 
nuances of the downturn of reindeer herding. They associated the degradation with the 
introduction of the concept of ‘common pasture’. Since it was common anybody could 
graze anywhere they wanted, which to the herders did not mean that it was “common,” 
but rather that it was simply “free”.

This is a perfect example not only of the dangers of conceptual inconsistency in 
reducing the strength of a scientific paradigm, but also of the political motivations and 
vested interests inherent in such a loose application of concepts (‘a common resource 
with open access’). If concepts like ‘common resource’ and ‘open access’, despite their 
relatively consistent and strict definitions, can be so easily used as Trojan horses for 
policy-making, what could be expected when politicians use ‘participation,’ ‘equity,’ 
‘legitimacy,’ or ‘sustainability’? concepts like ‘common resource’ and ‘open access’,
despite their relatively consistent and strict definitions, can be so easily used as Trojan 
horses for policy-making, what could be expected when politicians use participation,’ 



‘equity,’ ‘legitimacy,’ or ‘sustainability’? From my experience, the use of discourse 
analysis provided a useful tool in identifying and exposing these inconsistencies and the 
rationalities behind them.

Regarding the disciplinary fragmentation and re-negotiation of conceptual consensus as 
sources of inconsistency, some remarks are warranted. The interdisciplinary approach 
used to explain, describe and clarify property rights and types of goods inside the CPR
framework, is often acknowledged. Seldom, however, is it specified that this approach is 
inherently indicated by the very nature of the problem, as such research requires
new (better and more refined) concepts, drawing on sources as varied as law and game-
theory. Science as a problem-solving process relies on theory as a major link between 
the roles of practitioner and researcher. This problem-driven practice, common in 
interdisciplinary studies, often faces challenges in meeting academic rigour deriving 
from methodological pluralism and conceptual affiliation. This is even more evident if
disciplinary division combines with the use of loose meanings, creating a feedback loop 
resulting in more inconsistency. This problem can be explained by the initial tendency of 
a CPR researcher to think as a clinician, that is to try and solve the problem directly, in a
case-by-case fashion, rather than developing a theory, and then (contributing to) a 
paradigm. In a practical sense, therefore the loose use of terms and methodologies is the 
norm, unfortunately.

Indeed, this eclectic manner is intrinsically a source of (potential) inconsistency, by not 
conforming to previous attitudes, meanings, and practice. Yet, this disruption of
‘conceptual consensus’ by forcing the re-examination of assumptions and meanings, 
leads to a better understanding of mechanisms underlying the way CPR’s
function. The challenge eclecticism poses is twofold: one, the theoretical and 
methodological outline of such an approach has to be rigorous and the selection of 
various concepts and methods, as well as their interpretation, explained; and two, the 
relevance of the results (be they descriptive or quantitative) derived from such a method
will have to face criticism within competing theoretical frameworks. This could lead to 
their being discarded as populist/ political arguments.

The challenge lies in transforming this practice from threat to tool by identifying areas in 
which controversies and knowledge gaps exist, in order to convey reality more clearly, 
develop more consistent theory, and avoid that each of us is “partly in the right” while 
all are “in the wrong”.
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