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PREFACE

Although the essays it contains were written in the last few years, this book
draws upon interests and activities that go back almost two decades.
Varieties of Environmentalism elaborates in detail ideas first tentatively put
forward in Martinez-Alier’s history of ecological economics, published in
1987, and in Guha'’s history of the Chipko movement, published two years
later. Those books each ended by noting the differences between
environmentalism in First and Third World contexts. That contrast became
one focus of our subsequent research, the results of which are presented
here *

Over the years we have discussed varieties of environmentalism with
many colleagues, among them Bina Agarwal, Tariq Banuri, Frank
Beckenbach, Mike Bell, Peter Brimblecombe, Bill Burch, Fred Buttel,
Madhav Gadgil, Enrique Leff, James O’Connor, Martin O’Connor, Paul
Richards, Joel Seton, LoriAnn Thrupp, Victor Toledo, Stefano Varese and
Donald Worster. These colleagues have pursued for a long time — 20 years
in some cases - lines of research parallel to our own. The notion of an
‘environmentalism of the poor” developed in this book will not be a novelty
to them.

An especial word of thanks is owed to the Social Science Research
Council (SSRC), whose Joint Committee on Latin American Studies
convened a series of meetings on the environmentalism of the poor. Several
of the ideas put forward here were first discussed at those meetings in
Oxford, New York and New Delhi. At the SSRC, Enrique Mayer and
Lawrence Whitehead, both members of the Joint Committee, and Eric
Hershberg, Programme Officer, gave strong support to our work.

The authors of this book met in August 1988, when Martinez-Alier came
to India at the invitation of Paul Kurian, an economist and social activist
then with the Institute for Cultural Research and Action in Bangalore. Paul
Kurian, who died tragically in 1993, not yet 40, had a wide range of
intellectual and political interests. A student of New Delhi’s Jawaharlal
Nehru University in its halcyon years (the early 1970s), he later worked
with a pioneering trade union, the Chattisgarh Mines Shramik Samiti;
wrote scholarly essays on Solidarity in Poland; and lived for a time in
Sandinista-ruled Nicaragua. He then developed a keen interest in
ecological economics, and was at work on a doctorate in the field at the

* Chapters 1,4,5,8 and 10 have been authored by RG; chapters 2,3,6,7 and 9 are by JMA.
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time of his death.

We dedicate this book to India’s Paul Kurian and to England’s Edward
Palmer Thompson, another friend who is no longer with us. E. P. Thompson
is, of course, one of the most influential historians of our time, but it is not
so well known that he had an abiding interest in the environment. Signs of
this interest appear, indirectly, in his biography of that great early ‘red-
green’ thinker, William Morris, and in his involvement in the peace
movement. It was also expressed more directly in personal conversation
and in some of his later writings; as for instance his book Customs in
Common (1991), which refers to 18th century peasant protesters as
‘premature Greens’, and to John Clare as one who ‘may be described,
without hindsight, as a poet of ecological protest’. Two years later, in what
was very likely the last review he wrote, of a book on Indian environmental
history, Thompson wondered why ‘so much ecological writing should be so
deeply depressing’. He noted that ‘despite all exploitation and abuse, that
vast area of fissured land, from the Himalaya to the tip of the peninsula, is
so rich still in so many resources and species that one wonders if one might
be permitted a glimmer of utopian encouragement.” Full of optimism until
the end, and with not just the Indian sub-continent in mind, he asked,
‘Might the downward drift not yet be turned around?’

In remembering Paul Kurian and E. P. Thompson we invoke not so
much personal friendships as a wider socialist tradition of thought and
hope, a tradition that needs to be renewed and revitalised for the future. In
1991, shortly after the collapse of the Soviet Union, a group of distinguished
Marxist scholars published, under the auspices of a distinguished Marxist
press, a volume of essays with the gloomy title After the Fall. The authors of
the present book, however, felt no sense of failure at the happenings in
eastern Europe; on the contrary, we felt a sense of relief, at being able to go
back, in a spirit of fraternity and open-ness, to alternative traditions of left-
wing thought crushed by some 70 years of Marxist and (especially) Leninist
arrogance. Before Bolshevism became the Big Brother on the Left, traditions
of anarchism, syndicalism, and peasant populism - to name only three —
existed on more or less equal terms with it. An ecological politics for the
next century must, we believe, build on the insights of these ‘other” varieties
of socialism in their pristine 19th century forms and as they have been
elaborated by an array of 20th century thinkers, some of whom are duly
honoured in these pages.

This book is in the first instance a work of comparative history,
an account and analysis, over time and across societies, of the varieties
of environmentalism that we understand to be characteristic of the
modern world. But we must also own up to another and not always
hidden agenda: the bringing into dialogue of socialism
and environmentalism, two radical traditions that have tended
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to talk past rather than talk to each other.
Ramachandra Guha and Juan Martinez-Alier

Bangalore and Barcelona
November 1996
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INTRODUCTION

In the winter of 1925-6, the English writer Aldous Huxley embarked with
his wife on a six month tour of Asia, his first sojourn outside Europe.
Landing in Bombay, they cut a wide swathe through the sub-continent: the
northern Himalaya, the Rajasthan desert, the towns of Benares and
Lucknow in the Indo-Gangetic Plain and the colonial city of Calcutta. From
India the couple proceeded to Burma, then on to Malaya, Java and the
Philippines. Leaving the tropics behind them, the Huxleys spent a few days
in Japan before returning home in June 1926.

Like other English writers of his generation, Huxley went abroad only
to write about it. He published a diary of his Indian travels, Jesting Pilate,
that enraged his hosts for its negative portrayal of Indian music, Indian
architecture and Indian religion. The book aroused intense feelings at the
time, not least for its dismissal of the Taj Mahal (‘Marble’, Huxley said,
‘conceals a multitude of sins’). But Jesting Pilate was not the only literary
work that resulted from his travels. Huxley also wrote an essay with the
intriguing title “Wordsworth in the Tropics’, an essay that attracted little
attention when it was published, and appears to be wholly forgotten now.'
But so far as we can tell, it was the first published contribution to the
comparative study of environmentalism, which is why we resurrect it here.

‘“Wordsworth in the Tropics’ exhibits the easy confidence of one who has
just enlarged his own range of experience. Huxley deems it a pity that
Wordsworth himself ‘never travelled beyond the boundaries of Europe’.
For a ‘voyage through the tropics would have cured him of his too easy and
comfortable pantheism. A few months in the jungle would have convinced
him that the diversity and utter strangeness of nature are at least as real and
significant as its intellectually discovered unity. The “Wordsworthian who
exports his pantheistic worship of Nature to the tropics’, claims Huxley, ‘is
liable to have his religious convictions somewhat rudely disturbed.’

In Huxley’s view, the appreciation and love of nature could only
flourish in benign temperate ecologies: it could scarcely be exported to the
dark, forbidding and (to Europeans, at any rate) dangerous tropics. The
worship of Nature came easily, almost naturally, to those who lived
‘beneath a temperate sky and in the age of Henry Ford’. But this adoration
was possible only ‘in a country where Nature has been nearly or quite
enslaved to man’. For ‘Nature, under a vertical sun, and nourished by the
equatorial rains, is not at all like the chaste, mild deity who presides over
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the... prettiness, the cosy sublimities of the Lake District’. It “is easy to love
a feeble and already conquered enemy’, remarks Huxley, but ‘an enemy
with whom one is still at war, an unconquered, unconquerable, ceaselessly
active enemy — no; one does not, one should not, love him’. For despite its
beauty, the tropical forest was terrifying and sinister, its ‘vast masses of
swarming vegetation alien to the human spirit and hostile to it’.?

Two years after Huxley’s essay appeared, another British
intellectual-aristocrat offered a somewhat different interpretation of why,
and how, the love of Nature came to be a cultural force in the modern West.
This was the Cambridge scholar G. M. Trevelyan, whose contribution to the
environmental debate’ is as little remembered today as is ‘Wordsworth in
the Tropics’.

By training a social historian, Trevelyan located the wellsprings of
Nature-love not in a distinctive and benign ecology but within secular
changes in economic and social life. What is for the writer an incidental and
throwaway comment (‘the age of Henry Ford’) becomes for the scholar the
central explanatory variable. The ‘love of nature in its most natural and
unadulterated form’, notes Trevelyan, ‘has grown pari passu with the
Industrial Revolution. James Watt and George Stephenson were
contemporaries of Rousseau and Wordsworth, and the two movements
have gone on side by side ever since, each progressing with equal rapidity’.
One movement furthered the appreciation and understanding of natural
beauty; the other movement intensified the rate at which Nature was
destroyed. As Trevelyan perceptively remarks: ‘No doubt it is partly
because the destruction is so rapid that the appreciation is so loud’. This
sense of nostalgia was heightened by the conditions of city life, the
condition now of the vast majority of English people. Their separation from
the natural world, enforced by urban living, fostered a yearning to return
periodically and for short spurts to Nature — ‘and for that reason, if for no
other, the real country must be preserved in sufficient quantity to satisfy the
soul’s thirst of the town dweller’.

Ilustrative here was the change in English perceptions of the Alps and
the Scottish Highlands; once regarded as hostile they were, by the time
Trevelyan wrote, the epitome of what was wild and, therefore, beautiful.
This change in attitude towards mountain scenery, observes the historian,
‘is almost identical in time and progress with the march of the industrial
revolution, and has, I think, a certain causal connection with it’. In his
explanation, the

Modern aesthetic taste for mountain form, is connected with a moral and
intellectual change, that differentiates modern civilized man from civilized man in
all previous ages. | think that he now feels the desire and need for the wildness and
greatness of untamed, aboriginal nature, which his predecessors did not feel. One
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cause of this change is the victory that civilized man has now attained over nature
through science, machinery and organization, a victory so complete that he is
denaturalizing the lowland landscape. He is therefore constrained to seek nature
in her still unconquered citadels, the mountains.*

Huxley and Trevelyan were both spokesmen for the progressive and
privileged intelligentsia of England. At this time, nature appreciation was
restricted by and large to writers and professionals of the upper classes, and
was not the mass phenomenon it subsequently became. With hindsight, the
historian’s interpretation seems to have worn better than the novelist’s. The
diversity and ‘utter strangeness’ of nature in the tropics, which Huxley felt
would put off Western nature lovers, is indeed what is increasingly
attracting them to it. Western man, having denaturalised his lJowlands and
his mountains, can find aboriginal nature only in the rainforests of the
Amazon or of Borneo, with their astonishing diversity of animal, insect and
plant life, all of which seem now so appealing to him. Saving the rainforest,
those ‘vast masses of swarming vegetation’, is, with the possible exception
only of saving the whale, the great environmental cause of our times. Even
if most nature lovers come no closer to the rainforest than watching a
television programme set there, the readiness with which they part with
cash to save it testifies to a spirit of kinship with — not, as Huxley supposed,
hostility to — the tropical forest.

In contrast, Trevelyan anticipates, in several crucial respects, the core
arguments of historians of modern environmentalism. From the 1960s, as
the movement for environmental protection acquired deep roots in one
industrialised country after another, a series of writers offered
interpretations which, albeit unknowingly, took as their point of departure
the Trevelyan thesis that rapid industrialisation and urbanization lead both
to a separation from nature and to a greater and self-conscious move to
protect and identify with it. In 1963, the year after Rachel Carson published
her landmark book, Silent Spring, one historian commented upon the
‘paradoxical ability” of the American people ‘to devastate the natural world
and at the same time to mourn its passing.”

This has been, in fact, an ability widely shared across the North.
Consider Sweden, a wealthy industrial nation of some 8.5 million people,
600,000 of whom have country cottages and even more own leisure boats.
In their working life these people are caught up in ‘the landscape of
industrial production’, ruled by ‘rationality, calculation, profit and
effectiveness’, escaping only on holidays and weekends to ‘another
landscape of recreation, contemplation, and romance’. Two Swedish
anthropologists present — should one say (re)present? — in their formal
language the conclusions that the Cambridge historian arrived at half a
century earlier. ‘It is the alienation from the natural world’, they write, ‘that
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is a prerequisite for the new sentimental attachment to it. Nature must first
become exotic in order to become natural.”

The Trevelyan thesis might also be viewed as a precursor of the theory
of ‘post-materialism” which, by the late 1970s, was to acquire hegemonic
status in the literature on the environmental movement. The political
scientist Ronald Inglehart, who coined the term, argued that rapid
economic growth since World War II had, through the creation of a mass
consumer society, led to the satisfaction of material needs and expectations
for the vast majority of the population.” Opinion polls now showed an
increasing desire for “post-materialist’ pursuits, such as the enjoyment of a
beautiful and clean environment. The growing popular interest in nature
was not so much a rejection of the modern world as a proper fulfilment of
it. As a British journalist crisply put it, ‘when everyone turns
environmental, prosperity has truly arrived. Greenness is the ultimate
luxury of the consumer society’

The theory of post-materialism, or Trevelyan updated, provides a clear
and in many respects persuasive explanation for the development and
popularity of the environmental movement in the North. What resonance
does it have outside? Although Inglehart and Trevelyan were both silent on
this question, it appears that the postmaterialist framework does not allow
for the expression of environmental concern in the less developed world.
For example, the influential Anglo-American journal World Development
invites papers which study ‘the implications for the development efforts of
the Third World of Western concerns for the environment’, meaning, of
course, that the Third World itself has none.’ Likewise, in February 1986 a
left-wing columnist wrote in the New Statesman that ecology movements
‘are or seem luxuries affordable only in societies which have a high degree
of control over the natural environment; equally, they are only necessary in
those societies’.” Later the same year, an editorial in the New York Times
deplored the hostility to technology displayed by the sentimental cult of
nature among some American environmentalists, cautioning against its
export overseas. “To African villagers or Asian peasants’, it remarked,
‘nature is not a friend but a hostile force to be propitiated. Salvation [for
them] lies not in organic gardening but in fertilisers, pesticides and
fungicides, indeed the very stuff produced at [the Union Carbide plant in]
Bhopal’, the accident in which had given renewed strength to the
opponents of modern technology.”

The implication is that the poor are not green either because they lack
awareness (with no taste for environmental amenities when faced with
more immediate necessities), or because they have not enough money (yet)
to invest in the environment, or both reasons together. One also notices a
beguiling linearity in these formulations. Indeed, some commentators
argue that on the environmental as much as the economic front, the more
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developed country shows the less developed one the image of its future.
‘The Third World’, claims the Executive Director of the Sierra Club, ‘looks
upon having a system of national parks and protected areas as an indication
of the country’s level of development’.” The expression of
environmentalism here becomes a mark of acceptance into the club of rich
nations, a shedding of the embarrassing euphemism ‘less developed’ for a
label (‘developed’) which can be worn with honour. When, in the early
1990s, a wave of environmental protests rocked South Korea, Western
commentators viewed this as the ‘inevitable’ consequence of growing
affluence, the sign that Korea was now ‘waking up to the environment’.””

Wisdom may be deemed conventional when it unites ideologues of the
left and right, scholars as well as journalists. The views quoted above,
excerpted from the British and American press, find strong confirmation in
more academic appraisals of the origins of environmental concern. Writing
with the magisterial air that seems to come naturally to economists, Lester
Thurow claims that ‘If you look at the countries that are interested in
environmentalism, or at the individuals who support environmentalism
within each country, one is struck by the extent to which environmentalism
is an interest of the upper middle class. Poor countries and poor individuals
simply aren’t interested’ * Even Eric Hobsbawm, that most learned of modern
historians, himself a pioneer in the study of social protest, suggests in his
recent history of the 20th century that

It is no accident that the main support for ecological policies comes from the rich
countries and from the comfortable rich and middle classes (except for
businessmen who hope to make money by polluting activity). The poor, multiplying
and under-employed, wanted more ‘development’, not less."

EXAMPLES OF ENVIRONMENTAL CONFLICT

Project Tiger

The Chenchus are a community of hunters and gatherers living in the hills
and forests of the Krishna basin in the southern Indian state of Andhra
Pradesh. In the early decades of this century their forests were taken over
by the state (the princely state of Hyderabad); the new rulers of the forest,
the Nizam’s Forest Department, sharply restricted Chenchu access to fruit,
food and game.” More recently, parts of the Chenchu habitat have been
constituted as a tiger reserve under Project Tiger, India’s most ambitious
conservation programme. This has meant more restriction on the
movement of Chenchus and on their access to forest produce. The problem,
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as the Chenchus see it, is that ‘they have to pay for the protection of tigers
while no one pays for the conservation of their communities’. As one tribal
told a visitor from the state capital, ‘If you love tigers so much, why don’t
you shift all of them to Hyderabad and declare that city a tiger reserve?’”

The Siberian Programme

Several thousand miles to the north, on the Siberian coast, a joint
Russian-American programme was lauched three years ago to save the
endangered Siberian tiger, a species even more vulnerable, at an estimated
200 to 250 animals, than its Indian cousin, which numbers in excess of 2000.
Ecologists from around the world now descend upon a region suddenly
made accessible after decades of isolation, much ‘to the bemusement of the
5,000 locals who believe their own suffering is more important than that of
the tiger’. The project is under threat from local hunters and fisherfolk who
wonder why no one makes a fuss about their predicament. For the condition
of the Russian economy is appalling, and there are few sources of
employment or income — one of which is the poaching of the said tiger. This
can yield upwards of U.S. $5,000 in tiger skin and bones (used in Chinese
medicine).”

The Galapagos Islands

These islands off the coast of Ecuador have a unique place in the natural
history of the globe because of Charles Darwin and the giant tortoises he
studied there. The conservation programmes on the islands are funded in
large part by an international foundation, named after Darwin. As much as
97percent of the Galapagos archipelago enjoys the status of a national park.
There is too a Charles Darwin Research Station, manned by Northern
scientists. A ‘corps of dedicated conservationists is fighting for the long-
term preservation of the islands’, but they face increasing hostility from
local residents. Fisherfolk are bitter about the ban on catching lobsters and
on shark fishing: moreover, the meat of the protected tortoise forms part of
the islanders’ diet. In October 1993 the fishermen burnt in procession an
effigy of a leader of the Darwin Foundation; the following April some
islanders organised a raid on a colony of tortoises, killing 31 of them and
leaving another seriously injured. The scientists at the Darwin station first
wanted to fly out a veterinarian from the University of Florida to treat the
injured animal, but then decided to fly it to the United States ‘apparently
because they feared that Galapagos residents would rise up in anger if the
tortoise were treated at a local clinic built for humans’. Fifteen months later
the conflict had shifted to another protected species. On January 1995, a
group of pepineros (sea-cucumber fishermen) marched on and seized control
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both of the Darwin research station and the headquarters of the Galapagos
National Park in Puerto Ayora, on the island of Santa Cruz. Masked and
armed with clubs and machettes, the pepineros demanded that the ban on
fishing sea-cucumbers, imposed in December 1994, be lifted forthwith."”

These three cases are widely separated in space, yet a common thread runs
through them. They seem to collectively exemplify the post-materialist
thesis that the countries of the South (among whom Russia must now be
reckoned) are too poor, too narrow-minded, or too relentlessly focused on
the short-term to be Green. Sometimes, indeed, this interpretation takes on
the nature of a self-fulfilling prophecy, so that it is advanced not only by
Northern sociologists or ecologists but by people in the South. ‘It’s beautiful
to speak of ecology when you have your pockets full of bills’, remarks
Alberto Granja, a native of the Galapagos, ‘but what’s it worth when you
are dying of hunger?

The converse of this thesis, that the South is “too poor to be Green’, is
the belief that programmes of environmental protection in the Third World
are nothing but a form of conservation imperialism, a Northern conspiracy
to keep the Third World forever underdeveloped. This argument was
eloquently put forward by the Indian Prime Minister, at the United Nations
Conference on the Human Environment, held in Stockholm in June 1972.
Mrs Gandhi appears later to have gone back on this position, but it is still
widely held by Third World intellectuals and by some politicians too. The
Indian cartoonist and columnist Abu Abraham has talked of an
‘international vested interest in blocking the progress of the poorer nations,
especially if they want to develop their own resources and become
economically independent’. And so he deeply suspects ‘advice that comes
from foreign sources. I mistrust the Gandhism and the environmentalism
that is often imparted to us from London, Bonn or Washington’.”

This distrust has been expressed rather more forcefully and
influentially by the Malaysian Prime Minister, Dr Mahathir bin Mohamad.
Some years ago, a British schoolboy wrote to Dr Mahathir conveying his
anguish at the destruction of the rainforest in that country. ‘I am ten years
old’, wrote Darrell Abercrombie, and

When | am older | hope to study animals in the tropical rain forests. But if you let
the lumber companies carry on there will not be any left. And millions of animals
will die. Do you think that it is right just so one rich man gets another million
pounds or more. | think it is disgraceful.

And this, in part, is Dr Mahathir’s reply:

| hope you will tell the adults who made use of you to learn all the facts. They
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should not be too arrogant and think they know how best to run a country. They
should expel all the people living in the British countryside and allow secondary
forests to grow and fill these new forests with wolves and bears etc. so you can
study them before studying tropical animals.”

Here we find an uncanny congruence between the Chenchu of the Andhra
forest and the Malaysian Head of State. “Take your tigers to the city’, says
one, speaking for his tribe. ‘Grow back your forests and bring back the
animals you have destroyed’, says the other, speaking for his nation. We
can't afford to be green, say both.

Or do they?

OTHER EXAMPLES OF CONFLICT

Introduction of Eucalyptus Trees

Throughout the world, forestry departments have accorded the eucalyptus
tree ‘most favoured species’ status. It grows quickly, has a variety of
economic uses as fuel and pulpwood, and requires little or no supervision
as it is not browsed by goats or cows. In consequence it has spread far and
wide outside its native habitat, becoming unquestionably the best-known
Australian export, but not the best-loved. Take the tree’s introduction to the
Pakham district of Thailand, which is close to the border with Kampuchea.
In its pursuit of an export-oriented development strategy, the Thai
government has encouraged the production of wood chips and paper pulp.
Quite often, existing deciduous forests are cleared to make way for
monocultures of the Australian tree. In the forests of Pakham these schemes
have threatened peasants who settled these areas towards the end of the last
century. When the Thai Royal Forestry Department gave a contract to a
private company to plant eucalyptus trees, it was immediately opposed by
the villagers, who said their rice did not grow well near this water-guzzling
and soil-depleting tree. Led by a Buddhist monk, Phra Prajak Khuttajitto,
peasants protested by burning a eucalyptus nursery in 1988, an act repeated
the following year. But theirs was a programme of destruction and of
renewal, for they also collaborated with the monk in a replanting
programme using local species.”

The Ogoni People

In November 1995, nine years after insisting that ecological concern was an
exclusively Northern phenomenon, the New York Times was forced to front-
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page the activities of an African environmentalist. The circumstances were
tragic, for the man in question, Ken Saro-Wiwa, had just been executed by
the military rulers of his country, Nigeria. Saro-Wiwa, a playwright of
international renown, had been mobilising his Ogoni people against the
destruction of their homeland by oil drilling. The Ogoni live in the delta of
the Niger river, where the Anglo-Dutch company Royal Shell operates deep
and vastly profitable oil wells. Starting operations in 1958, Shell had taken
out an estimated 900 million barrels of crude from the region. The Nigerian
Federal Government also benefited handsomely from these operations,
earning revenues in excess of US$15 billion. As only 1. 5 percent of this
money was ploughed back into the oil-bearing areas, the Ogoni remained
without jobs, schools or hospitals. Thirty-five years of drilling had instead
led to death and devastation — ‘a blighted countryside, an atmosphere full
of ... carbon monoxide and hydrocarbon; a land in which wildlife is
unknown; a land of polluted streams and creeks, a land which is, in every
sense of the term, an ecological disaster’. It fell to Saro-Wiwa and his
associates to organise the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People
(MOSOP). MOSOP’s efforts culminated in a mass meeting on 4 January
1993, when an estimated 300,000 men and women marched in solidarity
and protest, holding twigs, their chosen environmental symbol. Saro-Wiwa
then underwent prolonged periods of incarceration before being judicially
murdered on never-proven charges of abetting the killing of four pro-
government Ogoni chiefs.”

The Dutch Environment

Aldous Huxley notwithstanding, there have by now been thousands of
European travellers in search of unspoiled tropical forests to explore, praise
and protect. In a notable and possibly unique reversal of this traffic, the
Dutch Alliance for Sustainable Development invited, in late 1991, four
Southern scholars to write a report on the Dutch environment. A Brazilian
anthropologist, an Indian sociologist, a Tanzanian agronomist and an
Indonesian activist, two men, two women, spent six weeks in the
Netherlands, travelling the country and talking to a cross-section of its
citizens and public officials. Their investigations culminated in a critical but
not always cold look at how the Dutch were managing their environment.
In their ‘addiction to affluence’ — as exemplified in an overreliance on the
motor car, dependence on the lands and resources of other countries, and
the high levels of pollution this consumption engendered — the Dutch were
seen to be a microcosm of the North as a whole. Posing the sharp question,
‘Can Dutch society put limits to itself’, the four critics thought the
developed political culture offered possibilities of self-correction - but only
if political action was accompanied by technical change, individual
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restraint, and a wider resolve to share their wealth with the less-advantaged
societies of the South.”

If our previous illustrations ‘proved’ that environmentalism was of no
concern to the poor, this second set of three cases seems to show the
opposite, to wit, the existence of a clearly articulated environmentalism in
the countries of the South. There are, of course, many varieties of
environmentalism, and it is one of the objects of this book to show, with
reference to different individuals, communities and nations, which variety
attracts and which repels. One might broadly say (while reserving the
refinements and qualifications for later chapters) that poor countries and
poor individuals are not interested in the mere protection of wild species or
natural habitats, but do respond to environmental destruction which
directly affects their way of life and prospects for survival. For as the
Pakham monk Phra Prajak Khuttajitto points out, ‘even the Buddha and his
disciples knew the importance of the harmony and interdependence
between man and nature’. This activist monk saw the eucalyptus project as
symptomatic of a wider process of development in Thailand, one
insensitive to local needs and the environment. The Forestry Department,
he remarks, is but a ‘tool” of outside profiteers — it has ‘let the forest become
destroyed because it was intended as a reserve for the use of capitalists’.
Prajak thus calls ‘for a decentralisation of power structures, local and more
equitable resource management, and the use of sustainable cultural
practices leading towards a new self-reliance’.*

Likewise, while European supporters of Ken Saro-Wiwa, such as the
British novelist William Boyd, saw his predicament in terms of the violation
of human rights by a brutal and authoritarian regime, the Ogoni leader
himself understood his struggle to be as much environmental as it was
political. The underlying philosophy of MOSOP, he wrote, is ‘ERECTISM,
an acronym for Ethnic Autonomy, Resource and Environmental Control’.
Like the Buddhist monk, Saro-Wiwa the playwright outlined an alternative
to the dominant development path which has, as its building blocks, self-
reliance, decentralisation, social justice and hence, environmental integrity.
Finally, the authors of A Vision from the South offer a global perspective
consistent with these local ones. By urging the people of the North to ‘de-
consumerise’, to ‘cut down on their life-style of overproduction and
overconsumption’, they show how ‘sustainability will only come with
equity among nations and a shift in the West’s cherished assumptions about
nature, science and other peoples’ cultural ways’.” Following these four
Southerners, one might respond to the question posed by the editors of
World Development by asking, in turn: ‘What are the implications for the de-
development effort of the West of Third World concerns for the
environment’?
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CONCLUSION

This book offers to the conventional wisdom of Northern social science an
alternative and sometimes oppositional framework for more fully
understanding both the ‘full-stomach” environmentalism of the North as
well as the ‘empty-belly’ environmentalism of the South. Varieties of
Environmentalism  deals, for the most part, with the perceptions and
valuations of nature among subordinated social groups, such as peasants
and fisherfolk. The environmentalisms of the poor, we argue, originate in
social conflicts over access to and control over natural resources: conflicts
between peasants and industry over forest produce, for example, or
between rural and urban populations over water and energy. Many social
conflicts often have an ecological content, with the poor trying to retain
under their control the natural resources threatened by state takeover or by
the advance of the generalised market system. This ecological content is
then made visible by writers and intellectuals associated with such
movements. We explore, in different societies and historical periods, the
origins, articulations and ideologies of conflicts over nature. In interpreting
social conflict against a backdrop of physical deterioration and natural
resource crises, we depart from the prevailing tendency to view
environmentalism in largely mental terms as a question of values affirmed
or denied, ‘post-materialist’ or ‘anti-materialist’.”*

The main focus of this book is on environmental conflicts in South Asia
and Latin America. We introduce historical and comparative perspectives
into the study of environmentalism, including gender issues, and also
analyse the international ecological conflicts that have sharpened since the
Earth Summit of June 1992. Essays on the ‘ecology of affluence’, which draw
on our research in Europe and the United States, are included as well. Thus
we place in context some peculiarly North American types of
environmentalism, as for instance the cult of the wilderness, but we also
note and comment on the recent upsurge of a quite different type of
environmentalism in the United States, the ‘Environmental Justice’
movement.

The book begins with a case study of environmental conflict in the
Indian state of Karnataka. Chapter 2, moving upwards from the local to the
national and the global, presents a framework for understanding what we
call ‘ecological distribution conflicts’. It presents a detailed classification of
the varieties of environmentalism in the modern world, outlining a research
agenda towards the fulfilment of which this book takes but a few, tentative
steps. Anticipating the economist’s objection — ‘It may work in practice, but
does it work in theory?” — Chapter 3 then takes apart the argument
(advanced most influentially in the Brundtland Report of 1987) that poverty
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is a prime cause of environmental degradation. We thus establish, in theory
as well as in practice, that to be poor is very often a very good reason to be
green. From these ‘materialist’ analyses we move in Chapter 4, to a
comparative study of environmental ideas, understood generically and
with reference to India and the United States. We next turn to North-South
conflicts, potential and actual, with a polemic against ‘deep ecology’
followed by a study of the competing claims over biodiversity of
indigenous and peasant communities, multinationals, and nation-states.
Finally, Chapter 7 studies ecological ideas in an urban context (a context
neglected by environmentalists and by environmental historians); thus Part
I, which began with an essay of one author’s home state, ends with a study
of the other’s home city.

In Part II we rehabilitate three forgotten (or at any rate insufficiently
honoured), exemplars whose thought has a surprisingly contemporary
ring. To the All-American holy trinity of John Muir, Aldo Leopold and
Rachel Carson we offer three other names for inclusion in the
environmentalist’'s pantheon: the Indian spiritualist and politician
Mahatma Gandhi; the (emigré) Romanian economist Nicholas Georgescu-
Roegen; and the American polymath Lewis Mumford. Our choices are
dictated not so much by a policy of geographical correctness as by our own
familiarity with these thinkers, and by our utter conviction that their ideas
provide both a deeper understanding and a plausible way out of the global
environmental crisis.

Varieties of Environmentalism ranges over a number of disciplines and
regions. One of us is an economist and anthropologist of Latin America and
Europe; the other a sociologist and historian of South Asia and North
America. Only Africa, of the major continents of the world, is not covered
here. The essays move geographically from Karnataka in southern India to
the Pacific Rim (mainly California, Ecuador and Peru), via Europe, with
visits to the German Greens and the Olympic city of Barcelona. Historically,
these essays look back sometimes over 100 years, to the exploitation of
guano in Peru, or the establishment of huge, state-managed programmes of
forest management in British India. Sometimes they look back even further,
to the demographic collapse in the Americas after 1492. But most of the
essays are contemporary, reaching out to the ongoing struggle against the
Narmada dam in central India and the court case brought by some of the
indigenous people of Ecuador against Texaco in New York.

Diverse in their location and in their illustrative examples, these essays
none the less have, we believe, a strong thematic unity. They are united by
a shared analytical aproach, deriving from ecological history and political
economy, and consolidated by several years of close interaction and
collaboration. They are united, too, by a shared research strategy: the
combination of archival and field materials, the focus on conflict, the
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exploration of the ideologies that underpin or justify environmental
movements of the poor and of the rich. Above all, they are united by the
urge to see each case comparatively, to set the North by, and sometimes
against, the South. We are interested, certainly, in what neo-Wordsworths
might say or do in the Tropics, but also in what old Gandhians might say
and do in the Temperate Zone.
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Chapter 1

The Environmentalism of the Poor?

The environmentalists in any area seemed very easy to identify. They were, quite
simply, members of the local aristocracy.. The environmental vision is an
aristocratic one... It can only be sustained by people who have never had to worry

about security.
(US journalist William Tucker, 1977)

The first lesson is that the main source of environmental destruction in the world
is the demand for natural resources generated by the consumption of the rich
(whether they are rich nations or rich individuals and groups within nations)...
The second lesson is that it is the poor who are affected the most by
environmental destruction.

(Indian journalist Anil Agarwal, 1986)

THE ORIGINS OF CONFLICT

When India played South Africa in a cricket international in Calcutta, the
great Indian cricketer, Sunil Gavaskar, was asked by a fellow television
commentator to predict the likely winner. ‘I tried to look into my crystal
ball,’, answered Gavaskar ‘but it is clouded up by the Calcutta smog.” He
might well have added: ‘To clear it I then dipped my crystal ball in the river
Hooghly [which flows alongside the city’s cricket stadium], but it came up
even dirtier than before.”

The quality of air and water in Calcutta is representative of conditions
in all Indian cities; small wonder that foreign visitors come equipped with
masks and bottles of Perrier. Less visible to the tourist, and to urban Indians
themselves, is the continuing environmental degradation in the
countryside. Over 100 million hectares, or one-third of India’s land area, has
been classed as unproductive wasteland. Much of this was once forest and
land ground; the rest, farmland destroyed by erosion and salinisation. The
uncontrolled exploitation of groundwater has led to an alarming drop in the
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water table, in some areas by more than five metres. There is an acute
shortage of safe water for drinking and domestic use. As the ecologist
Jayanta Bandyopadhyay has remarked, water rather than oil will be the
liquid whose availability (or lack of it) will have a determining influence on
India’s economic future.”

The bare physical facts of the deterioration of India’s environment are
by now well established.’ But more serious still are its human consequences,
the chronic shortages of natural resources in the daily life of most Indians.
Peasant women have to trudge further and further for fuelwood for their
hearth. Their menfolk, meanwhile, are digging deeeper and deeper for a
trickle of water to irrigate their fields. Forms of livelihood crucially
dependent on the bounty of nature, such as fishing, sheep-rearing or basket-
weaving, are being abandoned all over India. Those who once subsisted on
these occupations are joining the band of ‘ecological refugees’, flocking to
the cities in search of employment. The urban population itself complains
of shortages of water, power, construction material and (for industrial units)
of raw material.

Such shortages flow directly from the abuse of the environment in
contemporary India, the too rapid exhaustion of the resource base without
a thought to its replenishment. Shortages lead, in turn, to sharp conflicts
between competing groups of resource users. These conflicts often pit poor
against poor, as when neighbouring villages fight over a single patch of
forest and its produce, or when slum dwellers come to blows over the
trickle of water that reaches them, one hour each day from a solitary
municipal tap. Occasionally they pit rich against rich, as when the wealthy
farmers of the adjoining states of Karnataka and Tamil Nadu quarrel over
the water of the river Kaveri. However, the most dramatic environmental
conflicts set rich against poor. This, for instance, is the case with the Sardar
Sarovar dam on the Narmada river in central India. The benefits from this
project will flow primarily to already pampered and prosperous areas of the
state of Gujarat, while the costs will be disproportionately borne by poorer
peasants and tribal communities in the upstream states of Madhya Pradesh
and Maharashtra. These latter groups, who are to be displaced by the dam,
are being organised by the Narmada Bachao Andolan (Save the Narmada
Movement), which is indisputably the most significant environmental
initiative in India today.

The ‘Indian environmental movement’ is an umbrella term that covers
a multitude of these local conflicts, initiatives and struggles. The
movement’s origins can be dated to the Chipko movement, which started in
the Garhwal Himalaya in April 1973. Between 1973 and 1980, over a dozen
instances were recorded where, through an innovative technique of protest,
illiterate peasants — men, women and children - threatened to hug forest
trees rather than allow them to be logged for export. Notably, the peasants
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were not interested in saving the trees per se, but in using their produce for
agricultural and household requirements. In later years, however, the
movement turned its attention to broader ecological concerns, such as the
collective protection and management of forests, and the diffusion of
renewable energy technologies.*

The Chipko movement was the forerunner of and in some cases the
direct inspiration for a series of popular movements in defence of
community rights to natural resources. Sometimes these struggles revolved
around forests; in other instances, around the control and use of pasture,
and mineral or fish resources. Most of these conflicts have pitted rich
against poor: logging companies against hill villagers, dam builders against
forest tribal communities, multinational corporations deploying trawlers
against traditional fisherfolk in small boats. Here one party (e.g. loggers or
trawlers) seeks to step up the pace of resource exploitation to service an
expanding commercial-industrial economy, a process which often involves
the partial or total dispossession of those communities who earlier had
control over the resource in question, and whose own patterns of utilisation
were (and are) less destructive of the environment.

More often than not, the agents of resource-intensification are given
preferential treatment by the state, through the grant of generous long
leases over mineral or fish stocks, for example, or the provision of raw
material at an enormously subsidised price. With the injustice so
compounded, local communities at the receiving end of this process have
no recourse except direct action, resisting both the state and outside
exploiters through a variety of protest techniques. These struggles might
perhaps be seen as the manifestation of a new kind of class conflict. Where
‘traditional” class conflicts were fought in the cultivated field or in the
factory, these new struggles are waged over gifts of nature such as forests
and water, gifts that are coveted by all but increasingly monopolised by a
few.

There is, then, an unmistakable material context to the upsurge of
environmental conflict in India; the shortages of, threats to and struggles
over natural resources. No one could even suggest, with regard to India,
what two distinguished scholars claimed some years ago with regard to
American environmentalism, namely that it had exaggerated or imagined
the risk posed by ecological degradation.’” All the same, the
environmentalism of the poor is neither universal nor pre-given - there are
many parts of India (and the South more generally) where the destruction
of the environment has generated little or no popular response. To
understand where, how and in what manner environmental conflict
articulates itself requires the kind of location-specific work, bounded in
time and space, that social scientists have thus far reserved for studies of
worker and peasant struggles.
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This chapter focuses on an environmental conflict that was played out
between 1984 and 1991 in the southern Indian state of Karnataka. This
conflict is perhaps not as well known outside India as the Chipko or
Narmada movements. But its unfolding powerfully illustrates the same,
countrywide processes of resource deprivation and local resistance.

CLAIMING THE COMMONS IN KARNATAKA

On 14 November 1984, the government of Karnataka entered into an
agreement with Harihar Polyfibres, a rayon-producing unit located in the
north of the state; the company forms part of the great Indian industrial
conglomerate owned by the Birla family. By this agreement a new company
was formed, called the Karnataka Pulpwoods Limited (KPL), in which the
government had a holding of 51 per cent and Harihar Polyfibres held 49 per
cent. KPL was charged with growing eucalyptus and other fast-growing
species of trees for the use by Harihar Polyfibres. For this purpose, the state
had identified 30,000 hectares of common land, spread over four districts in
the northern part of Karnataka. This land was nominally owned by the state
(following precedents set under British colonial rule, when the state had
arbitrarily asserted its rights of ownership over non-cultivated land all over
India), but the grass, trees and shrubs standing on it were extensively used
in surrounding villages for fuel, fodder and other materials.®

The land was granted by the state to KPL on a long lease of 40 years, and
for a ridiculously low annual rent of one rupee per acre. As much as 87. 5
per cent of the produce was to go directly to Harihar Polyfibres; the private
sector company also had the option of buying the remaining 12.5 per cent.
All in all, this was an extraordinarily advantageous arrangement for the
Birla-owned firm. The government of Karnataka was even willing to stand
guarantee for the loans that were to finance KPL's operations: loans to be
obtained from several nationalised banks, one of which was, ironically, the
National Bank of Agriculture and Rural Development.

For years before the formation of KPL the wood-based industry, faced
with chronic shortages of raw material, had been clamouring for captive
plantations. Forests were being depleted all over India; in fact, this
deforestation had itself been caused primarily by over-exploitation of trees
to meet industrial demand. Although the state had granted them handsome
subsidies in the provision of timber from government forests, paper, rayon
and plywood companies were keen to acquire firmer control over their
sources of supply. Indian law prohibited large-scale ownership of land by
private companies: in the circumstances, joint-sector companies (i.e., units
jointly owned by the state and private capital) provided the most feasible
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option. Indeed, no sooner had KPL been formed then industrialists in other
parts of India began pressing state governments to start similar units with
their participation and for their benefit.

But, of course, paper and rayon factories were not alone in complaining
about shortages of woody biomass. A decade earlier, the Chipko movement
had highlighted the difficulties faced by villagers in gaining access to the
produce of the forests. In the wake of Chipko had arisen a wide-ranging
debate on forest policy, with scholars and activists arguing that state forest
policies had consistently discriminated against the rights of peasants, tribals
and pastoralists, while unduly favouring the urban—industrial sector.”

There was little question that, as a result of these policies, shortages of
fuel and fodder had become pervasive throughout rural India. In Karnataka
itself, one study estimated that while the annual demand for fuelwood in
the state was 12. 4 million tonnes (mt), the annual production was 10. 4 mt
— a shortfall of 16 per cent. In the case of fodder, the corresponding figures
were 35. 7 and 23 mt, respectively — a deficit of as much as 33 per cent.®

The fodder crisis in turn illustrated the crucial importance of species
choice in programmes of reforestation. From the early 1960s, the
government’s Forest Department had enthusiastically promoted the
plantation of eucalyptus on state-owned land. In many parts of India, rich,
diverse natural forests were felled to make way for single-species
plantations of this tree of Australian origin. As in the Thai district of
Pakham (discussed in the Introduction), this choice was clearly dictated by
industry, for eucalyptus is a quick growing species sought after by both
paper and rayon mills. But it is totally unsuitable as fodder — indeed, one
reason eucalyptus was planted by the Forest Department was that it is not
browsed by cattle and goats, thus making regeneration that much easier to
achieve. Environmentalists deplored this preference for eucalyptus, which
was known to have negative effects on soil fertility, water retention and on
biological diversity generally. Eucalyptus was, moreover, a ‘plant which
socially speaking has all the characteristics of a weed’, in that it benefited
industry at the expense of the rural poor, themselves hard hit by biomass
shortages. These critics advocated the plantation and protection instead of
multi-purpose, indigenous tree species more suited for meeting village
requirements of fuel, fodder, fruit and fibre.’

In the context of this wider, all-India debate, the formation of KPL
seemed a clearly partisan move in favour of industry, as the lands it took
over constituted a vital, and often irreplaceable, source of biomass for small
peasants, herdsmen and wood-working artisans. Within months of its
establishment, the new company became the object of severe criticism. In
December 1984, the state’s pre-eminent writer and man of letters, Dr Kota
Shivram Karanth, wrote an essay in the most popular Kannada daily,
calling on the people of Karnataka to totally oppose ‘this friendship
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between Birlas and the government and the resulting joint-sector company’.

The opposition to KPL grew after 15 July 1986, the date on which the
state actually transferred the first instalment of land (3,590 hectares) to KPL.
Even as the company was preparing the ground for planting eucalyptus,
petitions and representations were flying thick and fast between the villages
of north Karnataka (where the land was located) and the state capital of
Bangalore, 250 miles to the south. The Chief Minister of Karnataka,
Ramkrishna Hegde, was deluged with letters from individuals and
organisations protesting against the formation of KPL; one letter, given
wide prominence, was signed by a former Chief Minister, a former Chief
Justice and a former Minister, respectively. Meanwhile, protest meetings
were organised at several villages in the region. The matter was also raised
in the state legislature.”

In the forefront of the movement against KPL was the Samaj Parivartan
Samudaya (Association for Social Change, SPS), a voluntary organisation
working in the Dharwad district of Karnataka. The SPS had in fact cut its
teeth in a previous campaign against Harihar Polyfibres. It had organised
a movement against the pollution of the Tungabhadra river by the rayon
factory, whose untreated effluents were killing fish and undermining the
health and livelihood of villagers living downstream. On 2 October 1984
(Mahatma Gandhi’s birth anniversary), SPS held a large demonstration
outside the production unit of Harihar Polyfibres; then in December 1985, it
filed a public interest litigation in the High Court of Karnataka against the
State Pollution Control Board for its failure to check the pollution of the
Tungabhadra by the Birla factory."

Before that petition could come up for hearing, SPS filed a public
interest writ against Karnataka Pulpwoods Limited, this time in the
Supreme Court of India in New Delhi. SPS was motivated to do so by a
similar writ in the state High Court, filed by a youth organisation working
among the farmers in the Sagar taluka (county) of the adjoining Shimoga
district. Here, in a significant judgement, Justice Bopanna issued a stay
order instructing the Deputy Commissioner of Shimoga to ensure that
common land was not arbitrarily transferred to KPL, and that villagers be
allowed access to fodder, fuel and other usufruct from the disputed land.”

Submitted in early 1987, the Supreme Court petition was primarily the
handiwork of SPS. The petitioners spoke on behalf of the 500,000 villagers
living in the region of KPL's operations, the people most directly affected by
the action of the state in handing over common land to one company. The
transferred land, said the petition, ‘is the only available land vested in the
village community since time immemorial and is entirely meant for
meeting their basic needs like fodder, fuel, small timber, etc. Neither
agriculture could be carried out, nor the minimum needs of life, such as
leaves, firewood and cattle fodder could be sustained without the use of the
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said lands.’

In this context, the petition continued, the arbitrary and unilateral
action of the state amounted to the passing of ‘control of material resources
from the hands of common people to capitalists’. This was a ‘stark abuse of
power’, violating not just the general canons of social justice but also two
provisions of the Indian Constitution itself: the right to fair procedure
guaranteed by Article 14, and the right to life and liberty (in this case, of the
village community) vested under Article 21 of the Constitution. Finally, the
petitioners contended that the planting of monocultures of Eucalyptus, as
envisaged by KPL, would have a ‘disastrous effect on the ecological balance
of the region’.”

The arguments of equity and ecological stability aside, this petition is
notable for its insistence that the lands in contention were common rather
than state property, ‘vested in the village community since time
immemorial’. Here the claims of time and tradition were counterposed to
the legal status quo, through which the state both claimed and enforced
rights of ownership. In this respect the petition was perfectly in line with
popular protests in defence of forest rights, which since colonial times have
held the Forest Department to be an agent of usurpation, taking over by
superior physical force land which by right belonged to the community.*

On 24 March 1987, the Supreme Court responded to the petition by
issuing a stay order, thus preventing the government of Karnataka from
transferring any more land to KPL. Encouraged by this preliminary victory,
SPS now turned to popular mobilisation in the villages. In May, it held a
training camp in non-violence at Kusnur, a village in Dharwad district,
where 400 hectares of land had already been transferred to KPL. A parallel
organisation of villagers, the Guddanadu Abhivruddi Samiti (Hill Areas
Development Committee) was initiated to work alongside SPS. The two
groups held a series of preparatory meetings in Kusnur and other villages
nearby for a protest scheduled for 14 November 1987, to coincide with the
third anniversary of the formation of KPL.

On 14 November, about 2,000 people converged at Kusnur. Men,
women and children took an oath of non-violence in a school yard, and
then proceeded for a novel protest, termed the Kithiko-Hachiko
(Pluck-and-Plant) satyagraha. Led by drummers, waving banners and
shouting slogans, the protesters moved on to the disputed area. Here they
first uprooted 100 saplings of Eucalyptus before planting in their place tree
species useful locally for fruit and for fodder. Before dispersing, the
villagers took a pledge to water and tend the saplings they had planted.”

The next major development in the KPL case was the partial vacation,
on 26 April 1988, by the Supreme Court of the stay it had granted a year
previously. Now it allowed the transfer of a further 3,000 hectares to KPL
(such interim and ad hoc grants of land were also allowed in 1989 and
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1990)." The court seeming to have let them down, SPS prepared once more
for direct action. They commenced training camps in the villages, planned
to culminate in a fresh Pluck-and-Plant satyagraha. Meanwhile, journalists
sympathetic to their movement intensified the press campaign against
KPL.”

The mounting adverse publicity, and the prospect of renewed popular
protest, forced the government of Karnataka to seek a compromise. On 3
June 1988, the Chief Secretary of the state government (its highest ranking
official) convened a meeting attended by representatives of SPS, KPL and
the Forest Department. He suggested the setting up of a one-man
commission, comprising the distinguished ecologist Madhav Gadgil, to
enquire into the conflicting claims (and demands) of the villagers and KPL.
Until the commission submitted its report, KPL was asked to suspend its
operations in Dharwad district, and SPS to withdraw its proposed monsoon
satyagraha.

The setting up of committees and commissions is of course a classic
delaying tactic, in India resorted to by colonial and democratic
governments alike, to defuse and contain popular protest. In this case, the
government had no intention of formally appointing the Madhav Gadgil
Commission, for the ecologist was known to be a critic of the industrial bias
of state forest policy, and likely to report adversely on KPL. Thus the
commission was never set up; in response, SPS started organising another
Pluck-and-Plant satyagraha for 8 August 1988. This time, however, the
protesters were arrested and removed before they could reach KPL's
eucalyptus plot.

In later years, non-violent direct action continued to be a vital plank of
SPS’s strategy. In an attempt to link more closely the issues of industrial
pollution and the alienation of common land, it organised in August 1989,
in the towns of Hangal and Ranibennur, public bonfires of rayon cloth made
by Harihar Polyfibres. The burning of mill-made cloth recalled the bonfires
of Manchester textiles during India’s freedom movement. Whereas that
campaign stood for national self-reliance or swadeshi, this one affirmed
village self-reliance by rejecting cloth made of artificial fibre. The following
year, 1990, SPS reverted to its own patented method of protest. On Indian
independence day (15th August), it invited the respected Chipko leader
Chandi Prasad Bhatt to lead a Pluck-and-Plant satyagraha in the Nagvand
village of the Hirekerrur taluka of Dharwad.”

While these protests kept the issue alive at the grassroots, SPS
continued to make use of the wider political and legal system to its
advantage. Through friendly contacts in the state administration, it
obtained copies of four orders issued in 1987 by the Chief Conservator of
Forests (General), an official known to be particularly close to the Birlas. By
these orders he had transferred a further 14,000 hectares of forest land to
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KPL, an area far in excess of what the Supreme Court had allowed. On the
basis of these ‘leaked’” documents, SPS filed a further Contempt and Perjury
petition in October 1988.

Meanwhile, the SPS persuaded public sector banks to delay the release
of funds to KPL, pending the final hearing and settlement of the case in the
Supreme Court. It had also effectively lobbied the government of India in
New Delhi to clarify its own position on KPL-style schemes. In February
1988, an official of the Union Ministry of Environment and Forests, making
a deposition in the Supreme Court, stated unambiguously that the raising
of industrial plantations by joint-sector companies required the prior
permission of the government of India. Later the same year, a new National
Forest Policy was announced, which explicitly prohibited monocultural
plantations on grounds of ecological stability. In June 1989 the Secretary of
the Ministry of Environment and Forests wrote to the government of
Karnataka expressing his disquiet about the KPL project.

Within Karnataka, resolutions asking the government to cancel the KPL
agreement were passed by local representative bodies, including several
Mandal Panchayats, local councils each representing a group of villages, as
well as the Zilla Parishad (district council) of Dharwad. This was followed
by a letter to the Chief Minister, signed by 54 members of the state
legislature and sent on 11 July 1990, asking him to close down KPL so as ‘to
reserve village common land for the common use of villagers’. With public
opinion and the central government arrayed against it, and possibly
anticipating an adverse final judgement in the Supreme Court, the
government of Karnataka decided to wind up KPL. The company’s closure
was formally announced at a board meeting on 27 September 1990, but by
then KPL had already ceased operations. In its report for the previous
financial year (April 1989 to March 1990) the company complained that
‘during the year the plantation activity has practically come to a standstill,
excepting raising 449 hectares of plantations’— a tiny fraction of the 30,000
hectares of common land it had once hoped to capture for its exclusive use.

A VOCABULARY OF PROTEST

The struggle against KPL had as its mass base, so to speak, the peasants,
pastoralists, and fisherfolk directly affected by environmental abuse. Yet
key leadership roles were assumed by activists who, although they came
from the region, were not themselves directly engaged in production. Of the
SPS activists involved more or less full-time in the movement, one had been
a labour organiser, a second a social worker and progressive farmer, a third
a biology PhD and former college lecturer, and a fourth an engineer who
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had returned to India after working for years in the United States. Crucial
support was also provided by intellectuals more distant from the action.
These included the greatest living Kannada writer, Dr Shivram Karanth, a
figure of high moral authority and for this reason the first petitioner in the
Supreme Court case against KPL. A co-petitioner was the Centre for Science
and Environment, a respected Delhi-based research and advocacy group
whose influence in the media and in the government was shrewdly drawn
on by the activists from Karnataka.

This unity, of communities at the receiving end of ecological
degradation and of social activists with the experience and education to
negotiate the politics of protest, has been characteristic of environmental
struggles in India. In other respects, too, the SPS-led struggle was quite
typical. For underlying the KPL controversy were a series of oppositions
that frame most such conflicts in India: rich versus poor, urban versus rural,
nature for profit versus nature for subsistence, the state versus the people.
However the KPL case was atypical in one telling respect, for
environmental movements of the poor only rarely end in emphatic victory.

To put it in more explicitly ecological terms, these conflicts pit
‘ecosystem people’ ~ that is, those communities which depend very heavily
on the natural resources of their own locality - against ‘omnivores’,
individuals and groups with the social power to capture, transform and use
natural resources from a much wider catchment area; sometimes, indeed,
the whole world. The first category of ecosystem people includes the bulk
of India’s rural population: small peasants, landless labourers, tribals,
pastoralists, and artisans. The category of omnivores comprises
industrialists, professionals, politicians, and government officials — all of
whom are based in the towns and cities — as well as a small but significant
fraction of the rural élite, the prosperous farmers in tracts of heavily
irrigated, chemically fertilised Green Revolution agriculture. The history of
development in independent India can then be interpreted as being, in
essence, a process of resource capture by the omnivores at the expense of
ecosystem people. This has in turn created a third major ecological class:
that of ‘ecological refugees’, peasants-turned-slum dwellers, who eke out a
living in the cities on the leavings of omnivore prosperity.”

In this framework, the ‘environmentalism of the poor’ might be
understood as the resistance offered by ecosystem people to the process of
resource capture by omnivores: as embodied in movements against large
dams by tribal communities to be displaced by them, or struggles by
peasants against the diversion of forest and grazing land to industry. In
recent years, the most important such struggle has been the Narmada
Bachao Andolan (NBA), the movement representing the ecosystem people
who face imminent displacement by a huge dam on the Narmada river in
central India. The movement has been led by the forty-year-old Medha
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Patkar, a woman of courage and character once described by a journalist as
an ‘ecological Joan of Arc’.

A detailed analysis of the origins and development of the Narmada
conflict cannot be provided here,” but there is one aspect of the movement
that is of particular relevance to this book; namely, its flexible and wide-
ranging vocabulary of protest.

The term ‘vocabulary of protest” is offered as an alternative to Charles
Tilly’s well-known concept of the ‘repertoire of contention’. Tilly and his
associates have done pioneering work on the study of dissent and direct
action. Their work has focused on the techniques most characteristic of
different societies, social groups or historical periods. Tilly’s own
understanding of direct action tends to be a narrowly instrumental one,
with participants drawing on, from a broader repertoire of contention, those
techniques which most effectively defend or advance their economic and
political interests.”” But in fact techniques of direct action have at the same
time an utilitarian and an expressive dimension. In adopting a particular
strategy, social protesters are both trying to defend their interests and
passing judgement on the prevailing social arrangements. The latter, so to
say, ideological dimension of social protest needs to be inferred even when
it is not formally articulated — the fact that protesting peasants do not
distribute a printed manifesto does not mean that they do not have
developed notions of right and wrong. In field or factory, ghetto or grazing
ground, struggles over resources, even when they have tangible material
origins, have always also been struggles over meaning. Thus my preference
for the term ‘vocabulary of protest” — for ‘vocabulary’ more than
‘repertoire’, and ‘protest’ more than ‘contention” — helps to clarify the notion
that most forms of direct action, even if unaccompanied by a written
manifesto, are both statements of purpose and of belief. In the act of doing,
protesters are saying something too. Thus the Kithiko-Hachiko satyagraha
was not simply an affirmation of peasant claims over disputed property: as
a strategy of protest, its aim was not merely to insist, ‘This land is ours’, but
also, and equally significantly, to ask, ‘What are trees for?’

To return to the Narmada Bachao Andolan. Like the anti-KPL struggle,
the Narmada movement has operated simultaneously on several flanks: a
strong media campaign, court petitions, and the lobbying of key players
such as the World Bank, which was to fund a part of the dam project. Most
effectively, though, it has deployed a dazzlingly varied vocabulary of
protest, in defence of the rights of the peasants and tribal communities
which were to be displaced by the dam.

These strategies of direct action might be classified under four broad
headings. First, there is the collective show of strength, as embodied in
demonstrations (Hindi: pradarshan) organised in towns and cities.
Mobilising as many people as they can, protesters march through the town,
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shouting slogans, singing songs, winding their way to a public meeting that
marks the procession’s culmination. The aim here is to assert a presence in
the city, which is the locus of local, provincial or national power. The
demonstrators carry a message that is at once threatening and imploring: in
effect, telling the rulers (and city people in general), ‘do not forget us, the
dispossessed in the countryside. We can make trouble, but not if you hand
out justice’.

Second, there is the disruption of economic life through more militant acts
of protest. One such tactic is the hartal or bandh (shut-down strike), wherein
shops are forced to down shutters and buses to pull off the roads, bringing
normal life to a standstill. A variation of this is the rasta roko (road blockade),
through which traffic on an important highway is blocked by squatting
protesters, sometimes for days on end. These techniques are rather more
coercive than persuasive, spotlighting the economic costs to the state (or to
other sections of the public) if they do not yield to the dissenters.

Whereas the hartal or rasta roko aim at disrupting economic activity
across a wide area, a third type of action is more sharply focused on an
individual target. For instance, the dharna or sit-down strike is used to stop
work at a specific dam site or mine. Sometimes the target is a figure of
authority rather than a site of production; thus protesting peasants might
gherao (surround) a high public official, allowing him to move only after he
has heard their grievances and promised to act upon them.

The fourth generic strategy of direct action aims at putting moral
pressure on the state as a whole, not merely on one of its functionaries. Pre-
eminent here is the bhook hartal, the indefinite hunger strike undertaken by
the charismatic leader of a popular movement. This technique was once
used successfully by Sunderlal Bahuguna of the Chipko movement; in
recent years, it has been resorted to on several occasions by Medha Patkar,
the remarkable leader of the Narmada Bachao Andolan. In the bhook hartal,
the courage and self-sacrifice of the individual leader is directly
counterposed to the claims to legitimacy of the state. The fast is usually
carried out in a public place, and closely reported in the media. As the days
drag on, and the leader’s health perilously declines, the state is forced into
a gesture of submission - if only the constitution of a fresh committee to
review the case in contention.

The bhook hartal is most often the preserve of a single, heroic, exemplary
figure. A sister technique, also aimed at shaming the state, is more of a
collective undertaking. This is the jail bharo andolan (literally, ‘movement to
fill the jails’), in which protesters peacefully and deliberately court arrest by
violating the law, hoping the government would lose face by putting
behind bars large numbers of its own citizens. The law most often breached
is Section 144 of the Criminal Procedure Code, invoked, in anticipation of
social tension, to prohibit gatherings of more than five people.
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The pradarshan, hartal, rasta roko, dharna, gherao, bhook hartal and jail bharo
andolan are some of the techniques which make up the environmental
movement’s vocabulary of protest. This is a vocabulary shared across the
spectrum of protesting groups, but new situations constantly call for new
innovations. In the 1970s, peasants in Garhwal developed the idiosyncratic
but truly effective Chipko technique; in the 1980s, the SPS in Dharwad,
opposing eucalyptus plantations, thought up the Kithiko-Hachiko
satyagraha; and now, in the 1990s, the Narmada Bachao Andolan has
threatened a jal samadhi (water burial), saying its cadres would refuse to
move from the villages scheduled for submergence even after the dam’s
sluice gates are closed and the waters start rising.

The techniques of direct action itemised above have, of course, deep
and honourable origins. They were first forged, in India’s long struggle for
freedom from British rule, by Mohandas Karamchand ‘Mahatma” Gandhi.
In developing and refining this vocabulary of protest, Gandhi drew on
Western theories of civil disobedience as well as traditions of peasant
resistance within India itself.”

In fact, Mahatma Gandhi provides the environmental movement with
both a vocabulary of protest and an ideological critique of development in
independent India. (The ‘environmental’ ideas of Mahatma Gandhi are
discussed more fully in Chapter 8.) The invocation of Gandhi is thus
conducted through what might be called a rhetoric of betrayal. For the
sharpening of environmental conflict has vividly brought to light the failed
hopes of India’s freedom struggle. That movement commanded a mass base
among the peasantry, assiduously developed by Gandhi himself, and
freedom promised a new deal for rural India. And yet, after 1947 the
political élite has worked to ensure that the benefits of planned economic
development have flown primarily to the urban-industrial complex.

The KPL case illustrates this paradox as well as any other. On one side
were the peasants and pastoralists of north Karnataka; on the other, an
insensitive state government in league with the second largest business
conglomerate in the country. As one protester expressed it in Kusnur: ‘Our
forefathers who fought to get rid of the foreign yoke thought that our
country would become a land of milk and honey once the British were
driven out. But now we see our rulers joining hands with the monopolists
to take away basic resources like land, water and forests from the (village)
people who have traditionally used them for their livelihood.” In much the
same vein, a Chipko activist once told the present writer: ‘After
independence, we thought our forests would be used to build local
industries and generate local employment, and our water resources to light
our lamps and run our flour mills.” But to his dismay, the Himalayan forests
continued to service the paper and turpentine factories of the plains, and
the rivers were dammed to supply drinking water to Delhi and electricity
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to the national grid which feeds into industries and urban agglomerations
all over India. While private industry has thus gained privileged access to
natural resources, the burden of environmental degradation has fallen
heavily on the rural poor. To invoke a slogan made famous by the Narmada
Bachao Andolan, this has been a process of ‘destructive development’ —
destructive both of rural society and of the natural fabric within which it
rests. In a bitter commentary on this process, the common people of
Dharwad district have come to refer to the noxious air outside Harihar
Polyfibres as ‘Birla Perfume’, to the water of the Tungabhadra river as ‘Birla
Teertha’ (holy water of the Birlas), and to the eucalyptus as ‘Birla Kalpataru’
(the Birla wonder tree).

The environmental movement’s return to Gandhi is then also a return
to his vision for free India: a vision of a ‘village-centred economic order’
that has been so completely disregarded in practice. Perhaps it is more
accurate to see this as a rhetoric of betrayal and of affirmation, as symbolised
in the dates most often chosen to launch (or end) programmes of direct
action. These dates are 2 October, Gandhi’s birth anniversary; 15 August,
Indian Independence Day; and most poignantly, 8 August, on which day in
1942 Gandhi’s last great anti-colonial campaign was launched, the Quit
India movement — in invoking this environmentalists are asking the state
and the capitalists, the rulers of today, to ‘quit’ their control over forests and
water.

Two KINDS OF ENVIRONMENTALISM

In the preceding sections of this chapter, the KPL controversy has been used
to outline the origins, trajectory and rhetoric of the environmental
movement in India. In conclusion, let us broaden the discussion by briefly
contrasting the ‘environmentalism of the poor” with the more closely
studied phenomenon of First World environmentalism. This analysis
derives, for the most part, from my own research on the United States and
India, two countries, ecologically and culturally diverse, but at very
different ‘stages’ of economic development. These are the countries and
environmental movements [ know best, and yet, because of their size and
importance, they might be taken as representative, more generally, of the
North and the South.”

I begin with the origins of the environmental impulse in the two
contexts. Environmental movements in the North have, I think, been
convincingly related to the emergence of a post-materialist or post-
industrial society. The creation of a mass consumer society has not only
enlarged opportunities for leisure but also provided the means to put this
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time off work to the most diverse uses. Nature is made accessible through
the car, now no longer a monopoly of the élite but an artefact in almost
everyone’s possession. It is the car which, more than anything else, opens
up a new world, of the wild, that is refreshingly different from the worlds
of the city and the factory. In a curious paradox, this ‘most modern creation
of industry” becomes the vehicle of anti-industrial impulses, taking one to
distant adventures, to ‘homey little towns, enchanting fairy tale forests, far
from stale routine, functional ugliness or the dictates of the clock’.* Here
lies the source of popular support for the protection of wilderness in the
United States — namely, that nature is no longer restricted to the privileged
few, but available to all.

In India, still dominantly a nation of villages, environmentalism has
emerged at a relatively early stage in the industrial process. Nature-based
conflicts, it must be pointed out once again, are at the root of the
environmental movement in countries such as India. These conflicts have
their root in a lopsided, iniquitous and environmentally destructive process
of development in independent India. They are played out against a
backdrop of visible ecological degradation, the drying up of springs, the
decimation of forests, the erosion of the land. The sheer immediacy of
resource shortages means that direct action has been, from the beginning, a
vital component of environmental action. Techniques of direct action often
rely on traditional networks of organisation, the village and the tribe, and
traditional forms of protest, the dharna and the bhook hartal.

Northern environmentalism, in contrast, relies rather more heavily on
the “social movement organisation’ — such as the Sierra Club or the Friends
of the Earth — with its own cadre, leadership and properly audited sources
of funds. This organisation then draws on the methods of redressal
available in what are, after all, more complete democracies — methods such
as the court case, the lobbying of legislators and ministers, the exposure on
television or in the newspaper. But the experience of recent years somewhat
qualifies this contrast between militant protest in the one sphere and
lobbying and litigation in the other. Indian environmentalists (as with the
KPL case} are turning increasingly to the courts as a supplement to popular
protest, while in America, radicals disaffected by the gentle, incremental
lobbying of mainstream groups have taken to direct action - the spiking of
trees, for example — to protect threatened wilderness.

In both the North and the South, however, environmentalism has been,
in good measure, a response to the failure of politicians to mobilize
effectively on the issue of, as the case may be, the destruction of the
wilderness or the dispossession of peasants by a large dam. In India, for
instance, the environmental movement has drawn on the struggles of
marginal populations — hill peasants, tribal communities, fishermen, people
displaced by construction of dams — neglected by the existing political
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parties. And as a ‘new social movement’, environmentalism in the North
emerged, in the first instance, outside the party process. Some
environmentalists considered themselves as neither left nor right,
representing a constituency that was anti-class or, more accurately, post-
class.” However, over time the environmental constituency became part of
the democratic process, sometimes through the formation of Green parties
that fight, and even occasionally win, elections.

Origins and political styles notwithstanding, the two varieties of
environmentalism perhaps differ most markedly in their ideologies. The
environmentalism of the poor originates as a clash over productive
resources: a third kind of class conflict, so to speak, but one with deep
ecological implications. Red on the outside, but green on the inside. In
Southern movements, issues of ecology are often interlinked with questions
of human rights, ethnicity and distributive justice. These struggles, of
peasants, tribals and so on, are in a sense deeply conservative (in the best
sense of the word), refusing to exchange a world they know, and are in
partial control over, for an uncertain and insecure future. They are a defence
of the locality and the local community against the nation. At the same time,
the sharper edge to environmental conflict, and its close connections to
subsistence and survival, have also prompted a thoroughgoing critique of
consumerism and of uncontrolled economic development.

In contrast, the wilderness movement in the North originates outside
the production process. It is in this respect more of a single-issue movement,
calling for a change in attitudes (towards the natural world) rather than a
change in systems of production or distribution. Especially in the United
States, environmentalism has, by and large, run parallel to the consumer
society without questioning its socio-ecological basis, its enormous
dependence on the lands, peoples and resources of other parts of the globe.®
It is absorbed not so much with relations within human society, as with
relations between humans and other species. Here the claims of national
sovereignty are challenged not from the vantage point of the locality, but
from the perspective of the biosphere as a whole. This is a movement whose
self-perception is that of a vanguard, moving from an ‘ethical present’
where we are concerned only with nation, region and race to an ‘ethical
future” where our moral development moves from a concern with plants
and animals to ecosystems and the planet itself.”

In the preceding paragraphs, I have sketched a broad-brush comparison
between two movements, in two different parts of the world, each carrying
the prefix ‘environmental’. One must, of course, qualify this picture by
acknowledging the diversity of ideologies and of forms of action within
each of these two trends. In the United States, anti-pollution struggles form
a tradition of environmental action which has a different focus from the
‘wilderness crusade’. Such, for instance, is the movement for environmental
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justice in the United States, the struggles of low-class, often black
communities against the incinerators and toxic waste dumps that, by
accident and frequently by design, come to be sited near them (and away
from affluent neighbourhoods). One American commentator, Ruth Rosen,
has nicely captured the contrast between the environmental justice
movement and the wilderness lovers. ‘At best’, she writes, ‘the large,
mainstream environmental groups focus on the health of the planet - the
wilderness, forests and oceans that cannot protect themselves. In contrast,
the movement for environmental justice, led by the poor, is not concerned
with overabundance, but with the environmental hazards and social and
economic inequalities that ravage their communities.””

Likewise, the Northern wilderness crusade has its representatives in the
Third World, who spearhead the constitution of vast areas as national parks
and sanctuaries, strictly protected from ‘human interference’. Southern
lovers of the wilderness come typically from patrician backgrounds, and
have shown little regard for the fate of the human communities who, after
parkland is designated as ‘protected’, are abruptly displaced without
compensation from territory that they have lived on for generations and
come to regard as their own.”

These caveats notwithstanding, there remains, on the whole, a clear
distinction, in terms of origins and forms of articulation, between how
environmental action characteristically expresses itself in the North and in
the South. Take these two episodes of protest, one from California, the other
from central India, the last illustrations of this chapter.

In May 1979, a young American environmentalist, Mark Dubois,
chained himself to a boulder in the Stanislaus river in California. The
canyon where he lay formed part of the reservoir of the New Melones dam,
whose construction Dubois and his organisation, Friends of the River, had
long but unsuccessfully opposed. In October 1978, the Army Corps of
Engineers had completed the dam, and the following April it closed the
floodgates. The level of the reservoir started to rise, and it appeared as if the
campaign to ‘Save the Stanislaus’ had failed. But then, in an act of rare
heroism, Mark Dubois went into the waters and chained himself to a rock.
He chose a hidden spot, and only one friend knew of the location.”

Fourteen years later, an uncannily similar strategy of protest was
threatened against another dam, on another river and on another continent.
In August 1993, with the onset of the Indian monsoon, the vast reservoir of
the Sardar Sarovar dam on the Narmada river began filling up to capacity.
It now seemed that the decade-long Narmada Bachao Andolan had
irrevocably lost its fight. But the leader of the movement, Medha Patkar,
decided to drown herself in the waters. Patkar announced her decision to
walk into the river on 6 August, with a group of colleagues, but at a place
and time not to be disclosed. Fearing detention by the police, Patkar
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disappeared into the countryside weeks before the appointed date.

I dare say Medha Patkar had not heard of Mark Dubois, but the
parallels in their chosen forms of protest are striking indeed. Both formed
part of ongoing, popular movements against large dams. It was only when
the movement seemed to have failed that Patkar and Dubois decided to
throw the last card in their pack, offering their lives to stop the dam.
Notably, in both cases the political system was alert (or open) enough not to
allow the environmentalists to make this supreme sacrifice. In Stanislaus,
the Corps of Engineers stopped filling the reservoir, and sent search parties
by air and on land to find and rescue Dubois. In the Narmada valley, Patkar
and her band were found and prevailed upon to withdraw their samarpan
dal (martyrs squad), in return for which the Government of India promised
a fresh, independent review of the Sardar Sarovar project.

While the strategies of direct action might have been superficially
similar, their underlying motivations were not. Mark Dubois and his
colleagues were striving, above all, to save the Stanislaus canyon as one of
the last remaining examples of the unspoilt Californian wilderness. As
Dubois wrote to the Colonel of the Corps of Engineers prior to entering the
river: ‘All the life of this canyon, its wealth of archaeological and historical
roots to our past, and its unique geological grandeur are enough reasons to
protect this canyon just for itself. But in addition, all the spiritual values with
which this canyon has filled tens of thousands of folks should prohibit us
from committing the unconscionable act of wiping this place off the face of
the earth’.”

In contrast, Patkar and her colleagues hoped not only to save the
Narmada river itself, but also (and more crucially) the tens of thousands of
peasants to be displaced by the dam being built on the river. When
completed the Sardar Sarovar project will submerge a total of 245 villages,
with an estimated total population of 66,675 people, most of whom are
tribals and poor peasants.” True, the dam will also inundate old-growth
forests and historic sites, but it will most emphatically of all destroy the
living culture of the human communities who live by the Narmada river. It
is thus that the struggle of Patkar and her associates becomes — as they put
it in a message written on the 42nd anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi’s
martydom — a move ‘towards our ultimate goal of [a] socially just and
ecologically sustainable model of development’.”

The Stanislaus/Narmada or Dubois/Patkar comparison illustrates a
more fundamental difference between two varieties of environmentalism.
The action of Mark Dubois, heroic though it undoubtedly was, was quite in
line with the dominant thrust of the environmental movement in the North
towards the protection of pristine, unspoilt nature: a reservoir of biological
diversity and enormous aesthetic appeal which serves as an ideal (if
temporary) haven from the urban workaday world. In protecting the wild,

20



THE ENVIRONMENTALISM OF THE POOR

it asserts, we are both acknowledging an ethical responsibility towards
other species and enriching the spiritual side of our own existence. In
contrast, the action of Medha Patkar was consistent with the dominant
thrust of the environmental movement in India, which strongly highlights
the questions of production and distribution within human society. It is
impossible to say, with regard to India, what Jurgen Habermas has claimed
of the European green movement: namely, that it is sparked not ‘by
problems of distribution, but by concern for the grammar of forms of life’.*
‘No Humanity without Nature!”, the epitaph of the Northern
environmentalist, is here answered by the equally compelling slogan ‘No
Nature without Social Justice!””
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