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ARTICULATING VOICES FROM THE COMMONS:
INTERPRETATION, TRANSLATION & FACILITATION
ROLES AND MODES FOR COMMON PROPERTY SCHOLARSHIP

MARSHALL W. MURPHREE.
Center for Applied Social Sciences
University or Zimbabwe

Keynote Address delivered to The Sixth Annual Common Property Conference of the
International Association for the Study of Common Property, organized on the theme
"Voices from the Commons. " 6 - 9 June 1996, Berkeley, California, USA

LET ME BEGIN BY TRYING TO REPAY OUR ORGANIZERS FOR THE CHANCE TO DELIVER

this keynote address by saying how important this Association is. Its arena of
interest has no long and discrete status in the disciplinary categories of academia

and is sometimes regarded with bemusement by scholars comfortable with conven-
tion. It is, however, part of a healthy academic trend to redress the disciplinary fis-
sion which has characterized university history in this century through interdiscipli-
nary approaches to given issue-sets. The common property focus is part of this trend,
with multi-faceted significance for a range of issues which scholarship has in the past
tended to treat in a fragmented, piece-meal fashion.

I suggest, however, that the single most relevant aspect of common property scholar-
ship today is its salience for environmental concerns, if we take these to be human-
kind's contemporary concerns for systems of enduring and sustainable livelihoods on a
planet with variable and finite resources. Defined in this way, environmental concerns
relate both to human/resource interactions and to human/human relationships.
Contemporary environmentalism recognizes this in its collective manifestos and con-
ventions. But generally its focus remains on the resource base and its scholarship
remains the fiefdom of natural science. When this scholarship approaches social issues
it tends to flounder in generalities, lacking the informing paradigms required.

Nowhere is this more evident than in the contemporary policy enthusiasm to link
conservation and development objectives. Recently I participated in a wildlife policy
consultation organized by a major development agency, presenting a paper under the
title "Wildlife in Sustainable Development: Approaches to Community
Participation." The rather prosaic title was not mine; it was prescribed by the orga-
nizers who were interested in finding "robust, cost-effective and efficient, non-subsi-
dized systems and institutions" for the use of wildlife resources in rural African devel-
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