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PREFACE

Most of the contributors to Liberation Ecologies have some connection with the
Geography departments at Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts, and the
University of California at Berkeley. It is perhaps appropriate that two institutions
most closely associated with research on the relation between culture, material
life, and environment should form the crucible in which an effort is made to
push forward the frontiers of thinking about nature-society relations. There is
of course little in this volume of a theoretical or conceptual nature reminiscent
of the work of George Perkins Marsh, or for that matter Carl Sauer. But the subject
matter of the book—wetlands in Africa, local farmer knowledges in Latin America,
soil degradation in China—and the moral commitment to the health of the
environment are surely in keeping with the Berkeley and Clark traditions.

A number of chapters in this volume were initially written for two Special
Issues of the journal Economic Geography focusing on the environment-
development-social movements nexus. All of these chapters have been substantially
rewritten and several other chapters commissioned to ensure greater geographical
and thematic breadth. The starting point for the project was the very success of
recent geographic work on the environment—the emergence of “political ecology”
in which geographers such as Piers Blaikie, Susanna Hecht, and Harold Brookfield
played central roles. The theoretical heart of this body of scholarship was the
linking of political economy (typically of a Marxist or neo-Marxist variety) with
ecology, or earlier forms of cultural ecology. In attempting to chart what Blaikie
and Brookfield called the shifting dialectic of nature—society relations, important
new avenues were opened for research and activism. These included analyses
of how the capacity to manage resources could be constrained by the relations
of production in which peasants were enmeshed, how particular forms of state
subsidy stimulated the mining of the soil, or how local forms of knowledge could
be harnessed in ecologically adaptive ways. Liberation Ecologies begins from
these insights, attempts to explore the absences, silences, and weaknesses of
political ecology, and presents the work of a new generation of scholars socialized
and intellectually formed by the body of work they now seek to extend, deepen,
even criticize.
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Not surprisingly, this project has been shaped in complicated ways by larger
intellectual currents in North Atlantic and Third World academia: the skepticism
about so-called meta-narratives, the proliferation of poststructural critiques of
rationality, science, and development, and wide-ranging debates over the character
and potential of environmentally based social movements (typically counterposed
against the supposed exhaustion of class-based politics). All of these larger debates
appear in various guises in the chapters in this volume, and the synergy between
political ecology and poststructural social theory, in our view, lends the case
studies their particular power and originality. It is a sign of the historical moment
that no discussion of “environment” or “development” can begin without
interrogating the meanings of these keywords and the various discourses and
practices in which they are situated. The engagement between knowledge-power
institutions and political ecology courses through virtually all the contributions
to Liberation Ecologies and lends it some originality. Lest it be thought that we
are invoking thematic unity or political consensus around a new, established
form of analysis (“beyond” political ecology), it needs to be said that there are
important tensions and differences among the contributors (including the editors)—
as well as important confluences—yet in our minds this lends to the project an
additional frisson.

The editors have been centrally engaged with the project since its initiation
three years ago and have subsequently worked closely with the authors to ensure
an engagement with issues raised in the introduction (Chapter 1). There is no effort
in our introduction to lay out a theoretical agenda, or to outline a prospectus of
research. Rather, we attempt to locate political ecology and studies of development—
environment on a larger intellectual canvas in such a way that new sorts of questions
might be asked, new avenues opened up, new synergies created. It is driven naturally
in our case by a normative and political commitment to the liberatory potential of
environmental concerns and to the community movements rising around natural
themes in the South.

Michael Watts would like to acknowledge the support of the Social Science
Research Council/MacArthur Foundation International Peace and Security Program
which supported his research during the period in which this book was written.
Many of the ideas in the introduction and conclusion (Chapters 1 and 12) were
first aired in the course of teaching graduate seminars on “Nature, Culture, and
Social Theory” at the University of California, Berkeley. I am especially indebted
to the following individuals who were central intellectual figures in those seminars:
Priya Rangan, Peter Taylor, Iain Boal, Sharad Chari, William Boyd, Carolyn Trist,
James McCarthy, Susanne Friedberg, Ravi Rajan, the Bay Area CNS Collective, Dick
Norgaard, and Donald Moore. In the final stages of preparing the book, my son
Ethan Louis Watts was born. He has red hair and a touch of green in his eyes. His
commitment to liberation ecology seems not to be in question.

Richard Peet would like to thank Bruce Bratley, Jody Emel, Tom Estabrook,
Elaine Hartwick, Ann Oberhauser, Kathy Olsen, Phil Steinberg, Elliot Tretter, and

Xi
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Danny Weiner for providing a discursive environment in, and especially around,
Worcester, Massachusetts, in which the ideas contributed to this book could evolve,
and a Clark University Faculty Development grant for financial support during the
summer of 1995, when the project was completed.
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LIBERATION ECOLOGY

Development, sustainability,
and environment in an age of
market triumphalism

Richard Peet and Michael Watts

Even society as a whole, a nation, or all existing societies put together, are
not owners of the Earth. They are merely its occupants, its users; and like
good caretakers, they must hand it down improved to subsequent generations.

(Marx, Capital, Vol. 1)

In this world which is so respectful of economic necessities, no one really
knows the real cost of anything which is produced. In fact the major part of
the real cost is never calculated; and the rest is kept secret.

(Debord, The Society of the Spectacle)

Driven by momentous political and economic changes and by apocalyptic visions
of impending global ecological doom, the environmental question has returned
to center stage, and with a vengeance (Turner et al. 1990; World Bank 1992). In
the return of the repressed we frequently hear the language of “sustainability”
and “sustainable development.” The meanings of these terms are hotly contested
(O’Connor 1994). But the new lexicon is so endemic it appears with as much frequency
in the frothy promotional literature of the World Bank as in the rhetoric of the
Sierra Club, the US military, or the myriads of Third World grassroots environmental
and community movements. Whatever its semantic ambiguity, sustainability has
the effect of linking three hitherto relatively disconnected discourses. It is now
taken for granted that the global environmental crisis, and a renewed concern
with global demography (the return of the Malthusian specter) are inseparable from
the terrifying map of global economic inequality (Adams 1991; Lipietz 1988), from
the devastating portrait of our times painted in the 1995 World Health Organization
report in which poverty wields its destructive influence at every stage of human
life. In sharp contrast to the 1960s, even conventional views confirm that eradicating
poverty through enhancing and protecting livelihood strategies is as much an
environmental sustainability issue and a fertility question (in which women’s
employment andeducation figures centrally) as a “simple” asset or resource
endowment question (World Bank 1992).
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This new emphasis on nature-society relations in the context of concerns over
the growing polarity of world income (UNDP 1992) has its genesis in a distinctive
fin de siecle intellectual and political-economic atmosphere. First, the collapse of
many actually existing socialisms and the rise of a neo-liberal hegemony in policy
circles signals, for many, the exhaustion, if not the extinction, of socialist and, in
many cases, import substitution or welfarist models of development. Second, there
is a resurgence of environmentalist concerns articulated explicitly in global terms
(e.g. global climate change, ozone depletion) as the 1992 UN Conference on
Environment and Development in Rio made clear. Global ecology and the discourse
of global environmental management and governance, however, is attached to a
renewal of the old debate over the specter of Malthusian over-population (World
Bank 1992), though the UN Cairo Population Conference in 1994, unlike earlier
conferences, revealed a new sensitivity to the plight of women in population planning.
And, third, the rise of political ecology, which offered a powerful Marxist-influenced
analysis of resource use and environmental conservation during the 1970s and
early 1980s (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987) is increasingly shaped, prodded, and
challenged by wide-ranging debates within social and development theory. In the
late 1980s and early 1990s, a number of loosely related theoretical ideas embracing
post-Marxist, action-research oriented, and poststructuralist ideas contributed to
“a renewed interest in the diversity of development experience” (Booth 1995:xiii).
This vibrant body of work challenges the ostensibly modernist and Eurocentric
character of development itself, positing in its place various “alternatives to
development” (Escobar 1995; Sachs 1993) and a kind of postmodern discourse
on development (Slater 1992). Indeed, poststructural concerns with knowledge—
power, institutions and regimes of truth, and cultural difference have proven
compelling in the rethinking of both development theory and political ecology,
as this book testifies.

Located on this expansive canvas of intellectual and political-economic ferment,
Liberation Ecologies explores, through a series of rich case studies drawn from
Latin America, Africa, East, Southeast, and South Asia, the current debates over
development and the environment. In choosing this title we seek to emphasize a
number of concerns. Obviously we wish to mark the potential liberatory or
emancipatory potential of current political activity around environment and resources.
However, we also wish to signal the fact that the proliferation of environmental
concerns linked to questions of development has other profound theoretical and
practical consequences. One is that the politics of the environment seem to embrace
a wide terrain including not just new social movements, but transnational
environmental alliances and networks, multilateral governance through, for example,
the Global Environmental Facility of the World Bank, and a sensitivity to a panoply
of local conflicts and resistances that may not warrant the term “movement.” Another
is that theories about environment anddevelopment—political ecology in its various
guises—have been pushed and extended both by the realities of the new social
movements themselves, and by intellectual developments associated with discourse
theory and poststructuralism. These exciting new developments—many of which
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appear in the chapters which follow—represent for us the possibility of a more
robust political ecology which integrates politics more centrally, draws upon aspects
of discourse theory which demand that the politics of meaning and the construction
of knowledge be taken seriously, and engages with the wide-ranging critique of
development and modernity particularly associated with Third World intellectuals
and activists such as Vandana Shiva, Arturo Escobar, and Victor Toledo. Liberation
Ecologies highlights, in other words, new theoretical engagements between political
ecology and poststructuralism on the one hand, and a practical political engagement
with new movements, organizations, and institutions of civil society challenging
conventional notions of development, politics, democracy, and sustainability on
the other.

Our introduction is structured around three broad themes which link environment-
development theory and the particular conditions of the 1980s and 1990s outlined
so far. The first is political ecology itself—that is to say the efforts begun in the
1980s to “combine the concerns of ecology and a broadly defined political
economy...[which] encompasses the constantly shifting dialectic between society
and land-based resources” (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987:17). This leads to a discussion
of how political ecology may be extended through poststructural critiques of Western
reason and discourse theory. Second, we examine the lineaments of this turn to
poststructuralism and discourse in general, but with particular reference to
development theory (what we call “mapping” development discourse). Finally,
we turn to environmental politics, and specifically ideas on social movements and
other political forms which are struggles for livelihood but nonetheless are ecological
“insofar as they express objectives in terms of ecological requirements for life”
(Martinez-Alier 1990:7).

POLITICAL ECOLOGY: A DEVELOPMENT
DISCOURSE FOR THE 1990s?

Twenty-five years after the first stirrings of Earth Day, Spaceship Earth, and a worldwide
environmental awareness, it is clear that environmentalism—now couched in the
language of sustainability—is back on the political agenda. Some nineteen green
parties are active in a dozen West European states, environmental movements dot
the landscape of the former socialist bloc, and the link between ecology and Third
World poverty has been sealed in such unthreatening and centrist documents as
the 1987 Brundtland Commission Report and the Rio Declaration of 1992. It is
tempting to see this proliferation of green politics as history repeating itself, but
the current conjuncture is quite different from that of the 1960s and early 1970s.
First, the restructuring of capitalism in the North Atlantic economies has radically
transformed the regulatory environment, whilenew institutional forms of globalization
and market integration (WTO, NAFTA), coupled with new and more destructive
technologies and substances in a climate of aggressive deregulation in privatized
economies, suggests a quite different world from 1969. Second, the growth of
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peripheral Fordism and high rates of industrial growth in some of the new
industrializing states (Brazil, Korea, Taiwan) has exacted a heavy environmental
toll, while the terrifying environmental record in the former “socialist” bloc is now
slowly becoming public knowledge (Feshbach and Friendly 1992). Indeed, there
is a profound sense in which the very crisis of socialism itself was precipitated by
serious environmental and resource problems generated by the economics of shortage.
And, third, the recognition of new long-term catastrophic global tendencies (global
warming, ozone depletion, biogenetic hazards) has spawned new efforts at multilateral
and transnational institutional regulation and governance: witness UNCED in Rio,
the Montreal protocols on climate change, and the efforts to green GATT (Esty
1994; Sand 1995).

The intellectual firmament of the last fifteen years is also markedly different
from that of the first environmental wave of the 1960s, which was dominated by
Darwinian or Malthusian thinking and simple organic analogies. Perhaps the most
important line of recent social scientific thinking about environment and development
is “political ecology.” The term can be traced with some certainty to the 1970s
when it emerged as a response to the theoretical need to integrate landuse practice
with local-global political economy (Wolf 1972) and as a reaction to the growing
politicization of the environment (Cockburn and Ridgeway 1979). Subsequently
taken up by geographers, anthropologists, and historians (Bryant 1991), it is perhaps
most closely associated with Blaikie (1985) and Blaikie and Brookfield (1987). In
their view, political ecology combines the concerns of ecology with “a broadly
defined political economy” (1987:17): accordingly environmental problems in the
Third World, for example, are less a problem of poor management, overpopulation,
or ignorance, as of social action and political-economic constraints. Standing at
the center of Blaikie and Brookfield’s political ecology is the “land manager” whose
relationship to nature must be considered in “a historical, political and economic
context” (1987:239).

Political ecology is part of a larger body of work which had its origins in the
critique of ecological anthropology and “cultural ecology” in the late 1970s (Watts
1983). This earlier theory gained currency during the first wave of the post-war
environmental movement in the late 1960s, and drew attention to the adaptive
capacities of indigenous societies both in the efficacy of their “cognized models”
of the local environment (for example, farmers in the Ivory Coast possessed a
sophisticated understanding of local soil conditions and botanical relations), and
in their structural similarities to all biological populations and living systems.
Rappaport’s (1967) classic account of the role of ritual pig killing among the
Tsembaga Maring in local environmental regulation of fragile tropical ecosystems
was a model of this ethnographically rich “systems thinking” about human adaptation
to the environment. Culture—for example ritual practices or social structure—
was seen to function as a homeostat or regulator with respectto environmental
stability. These studies took concepts derived from ecological theory or cybernetics
and applied them directly to the sphere of social life; peasant societies were
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adaptive systems just like any other biological population, and culture was posited
as an ecologically functional attribute of the evolutionary demands of the
environment. Societies were closed homeostatic systems populated, as Jonathan
Friedmann caustically observed, by “cybernetic savages.” Typically working in
rural and agrarian Third World societies, cultural ecologists nonetheless unearthed
important data on local ethnoscientific knowledges and the relations between
cultural practices and resource management—something which has re-emerged
in the current concern with indigenous technical knowledge and the activities
of the Center for Indigenous Knowledge for Agriculture and Rural Development
in The Hague—but typically placed these in an overarching regulatory structure
derived from the cybernetic and self-correcting properties of closed living systems.
Many societies studied were actually part of large, complex, open political economies
and it was precisely this openness—in short, market and state involvements of
various sorts—which in many cases seemed to undermine, or be in contradiction
with, the ideas of equilibrium and homeostasis on which geographers and
anthropologists had drawn (Nietschmann 1973).

By the late 1970s, propelled by the appeal of Marxism and political economy
and the proliferation of a radical peasant studies literature which privileged
production over biological relations, ecologically concerned social scientists
attempted to weld together the compelling questions of how communities were
being integrated into, and transformed by, a global economy (“economic change”)
with local resource management and environmental regulation and stability
(Grossman 1984; Watts 1983). During the 1980s, this attempt at synthesis met
a second phase of environmental activism (the rise of the green movements
worldwide) and a recognition of the deepening global human-induced
modifications of the environment in part driven by the rapid industrialization
of parts of the South and a renewed institutional concern with the consequences
of high rates of demographic growth especially in Africa, South Asia, and parts
of the Middle East (Meyer and Turner 1992). Forged in the crucible of Marxian
or neo-Marxian development theory, this new “political ecology” was not inspired
by the isolated rural communities studied by Rappaport but by peasant and
agrarian societies in the throes of complex forms of capitalist transition. Market
integration, commercialization, and the dislocation of customary forms of resource
management—rather than adaptation and homeostasis—became the lodestones
of a critical alternative to the older cultural or human ecology.

Political ecology and its limits

Environmental degradation is created...by the rational response of the poor
households to changes in the physical, economic and social circumstances
in which they define their survival strategies.

(de Janvry and Garcia 1988:3)
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If political ecology reflects a confluence between ecologically rooted social science
and the principles of political economy, its theoretical coherence nonetheless remains
in question. A broad and wide-ranging approach, encompassing the work of such
diverse scholars as Susanna Hecht, Harold Brookfield, Anna Bramwell, Susan Stonich,
Michael Redclift, and Ram Guha, political ecology seems grounded less in a coherent
theory as such than in similar areas of inquiry (cf. Bryant 1992 who specifically
identifies contextual sources of ecological change, questions of access, and political
ramifications of environmental alteration; see also Bramwell 1989). Some of the
tensions and heterogeneities within the approach are reflected in Blaikie and
Brookfield’s (1987) key text Land Degradation and Society. The authors raise a
number of important issues including the social origins of degradation, the plurality
of perceptions and definitions of ecological problems, the need to focus on the
land manager (and his/her opportunities and constraints), and the pressure of
production on resources.

Land Degradation and Society contains three broad motifs which turn on
the relation between poverty and degradation. The first is the concept of
marginality and how political, economic, and ecological marginality can be self-
reinforcing: “land degradation” as they say “is both a cause and a result of
social marginalization” (1987:23). Second, the pressure of production on resources
is transmitted to the environment through social relations which compel the
land manager to make excessive demands (“the pressure of deprivation” as
they call it). And finally, in keeping with poststructuralism, they acknowledge
that the facts of degradation are contested, and that there will always be multiple
perceptions (and explanations)—one person’s degradation is another’s soil fertility.
All of this amounts to a radical critique of the pressure-of-population-on-resources
view of environment and points to the need for a rethinking of both conservation
and development.

Blaikie and Brookfield’s important intervention represents within geography,
and social theory more generally, a sophisticated extension of previous efforts
to integrate questions of access and control over resources—relations of
production as realms of possibility and constraint—with human ecology. But
there are also complementarities between the ideas in Land Degradation and
Society and those of other social theorists working on questions of ecological
crisis and rehabilitation. Like the work of Little and Horowitz (1987), regional
political ecology focuses on the producer and ecological pressure points; it
shares with Redclift (1987) an emphasis on the contradictions of development;
and with Jane Collins (1987) a sensitivity to the social causes of degradation
and the need for a rethinking of development itself. Like Bunker’'s (1985)
Amazonian study, Blaikie and Brookfield employ a regional analysis sensitive
to spatial variation and environmental heterogeneity; like Perrings (1987) they
raise the suggestion that the market-price system as a means to regulate the
environment is limited by the time perspectives of economic agents under
capitalism and by the presence of uncertainty. And not least they share with
Martinez-Alier and Schluepmann(1987) a belief that value in land (what Blaikie
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and Brookfield call “landesque capital”) is inconsistent with both neo-classical
economic theory and Marx’s labor theory of value.

Collectively this body of work has punched a huge hole in the pressure-of-
population-on-resources view, and the market distortion or mismanagement
explanation of degradation. In their place it has affirmed the centrality of poverty
as a major cause of ecological deterioration (de Janvry and Garcia 1988; Martinez-
Alier 1990; Mellor 1988; see Blaikie and Brookfield 1987:48). This represents an
important advance in our thinking about nature-society relations but it nonetheless
requires a much greater refinement, and an explicit theorization which is typically
lacking because of political ecology’s frequent appeal to plurality. What then are
some of the limits and weaknesses of the political ecology that emerged in the
late 1970s and early 1980s?

First, those who place an undue emphasis on poverty and poor peasants must
recognize that impoverishment is no more a cause of environmental deterioration
than its obverse, namely affluence/capital. Hecht and Cockburn (1989) make this
point with respect to the rates of deforestation in the Amazon basin. The danger
is to neglect the obvious power of capital as a material force in degradation and,
as a consequence, come close to blaming the victim albeit in terms of the situational
rationality of the land manager who is compelled to mine the soil or fell the forest.
Second, the focus on poverty is perhaps not unrelated to the bias toward rural,
agrarian, and Third World matters in Land Degradation and Society, and indeed
in political ecology more generally (a bias which this book reinforces in part!).
How, for example, might poverty or political ecology help explain worker injuries
in the maquila plants in northern Mexico, toxic dumping in Nigeria, or urban water
pollution in Turin? And, third, Blaikie and Brookfield privilege land—with good
reason in view of its special significance in largely agrarian Third World states—
as opposed to other “resources.” The point we emphasize is that a poverty-centered
analysis is, as the authors concede, only part of the story: there are other stories
to tell of worker health and safety, air pollution, the decay of Third World cities,
and of the restructuring of capitalism, and so on. The extent to which this partiality
is of any analytical consequence rests, of course, on the theory which grants to
poverty its causal powers.

Poverty, then, is at best only a proximate cause of environmental deterioration.
In other words, one has to have a theory capable of explaining how the poverty
of specific land managers is reproduced through determinate structures and by
specific relations of production. Blaikie and Brookfield move some way toward
this goal by isolating production but in an extremely diffuse and inconsistent
way. Specifically, they invoke marginalization (which is an awkward label for
several complex and contradictory processes) and an absence of control over
resources. In short they make the land manager, and occasionally the production
unit, the fulcrum, trapped within complex webs of relations, all held together
by a political economy which, in a rather unhelpful way, is lumped together as
“exogenous” (1987:70). These exogenous, and largely untheorized, inputs into
the political ecology decision-making model (i.e. how and why the land manager
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acts) purportedly explain declines in land quality, a process which, according
to Blaikie and Brookfield, only elicits three responses: perception correction,
“change the social data,” and migration. In short, a very broad and untheorized
exogenous cause seems deterministically to produce quite specific outcomes;
which is hardly the sort of dialectical analysis that they themselves suggest should
be on offer.

In spite of the fact that Blaikie and Brookfield talk of the selection of strategic
factors which have causal power, we are not given a theory which helps us in the
act of selection. Rather we are provided with “a chain of explanation” (one begins
with the Nepalese farmers and ends with Nepal’s relationship to India) in which
there is no sense how or why some factors become causes. Coupled with their
emphasis on plurality, the authors actually produce not “a theory which allows
for...and identifies complexity” (1987:239), but an extremely diluted, diffuse, and
on occasion voluntarist series of explanations. Degradation can arise under falling,
rising, or stable population pressures, under an upswing or downswing in the
rural economy, under labor surplus and labor shortage; in sum, under virtually
any set of conditions. The best that Blaikie and Brookfield provide is what they
call a “conjunctural” explanation which seems to operate under all empirical
circumstances.

Despite their claims for theory construction and the importance of social structural
antecedents, Blaikie and Brookfield actually present an ad hoc and frequently
voluntarist view of degradation. Political ecology is radically pluralist and largely
without politics or an explicit sensitivity to class interest and social struggle. Yet
any analysis of land-based resources must surely confront and incorporate politics
inscribed in various social arenas: familial-patriarchal, production-labor process,
and the state (Burawoy 1985). Politics must be central to political ecology in order
to give the bare bones of “poverty” some sort of flesh if it is to be employed analytically.
Political ecology comes closest to theory when it invokes surplus extraction and
yet the authors on occasion seem more inclined to abandon theory altogether.
Rather than outlining an explicit theory of production or political economy and
an arsenal of middle-level concepts, Blaikie and Brookfield only provide a plurality
of disconnected linkages and levels. Hence their discussion of degradation in socialist
economies can only conclude that it exists, and cannot offer any insights into the
question they pose, namely “is there a distinctive socialist environmental
management?” (1987:208), which presupposes a theorization of socialist political
economy.

In short, political ecology’s conception of political economy appears fuzzy (“almost
every element in the world economy,” 1987:68) and diffuse. Their emphasis on
plurality comes perilously close to voluntarism while their chains of explanation
seem incapable of explaining how some factors become causes. Particularly striking
is the fact that political ecology has very little politics in it (an issue which a number
of chapters in this book take on—especially Chapters 4, 9 and 10 by Bebbington,
Schroeder and Suryanata, and Rangan). There is no serious attempt at treating
the means by which control and access of resources or property rights are defined,
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negotiated, and contested within the political arenas of the household, the workplace,
and the state.

These lacunae in Blaikie and Brookfield’s book, coupled with its broad inter-
disciplinary focus, have pushed the field of political ecology in a number of
important and interesting directions. In our view, these developments have been
driven by a dialogue with a larger intellectual environment—ideas drawn from
poststructuralism, gender theory, critical theories of science, environmental history,
and Marxist political economy—and by the realities of a panoply of ecological
movements and struggles throughout the Third World and in post-socialist
transitional states. No attempt is made here to review this burgeoning field of
political ecology—indeed many of these concerns are raised directly by chapters
in this book—but rather we point to several fruitful avenues for debate and empirical
exploration. It is striking, nonetheless, how political ecology has, from its inception,
wrestled with the way management questions—whether in the form of regulatory
apparatuses, local knowledge systems, new community or resource-user groups—
must occupy an important space in civil society. As we suggest on our map of
development discourse (see Table 1.1), political ecology, like much of development
theory in the 1990s, also seems to be increasingly concerned with institutions
and organizations in the context of shifting configurations of state and market
roles.

New directions, new questions

A number of loosely configured areas of scholarship have extended the frontiers
of political ecology and have elaborated and developed the important work of
Blaikie, Brookfield and others. The first attempts to refine political economy within
the ambit of political ecology: in other words to make the causal connections
between the logics and dynamics of capitalist growth and specific environmental
outcomes rigorous and explicit. Some of the most exciting new work centers
on efforts at explicitly re-theorizing political economy and environment at several
different levels. At the philosophical level there are debates over Marxism and
ecology (Benton 1989; Grundemann 1991; see also Leff 1995) and whether the
labor process is compatible with eco-regulation and the notion of biological limits.
The work of James O’Connor (1988) and the journal Capitalism, Nature, Socialism
(CNS) starts from the “second contradiction of capitalism.” In this view Marx
identifies production conditions (nature, labor power, and communal conditions
of production) which capital cannot produce for itself as commodities. The state
mediates, and hence politicizes, conflicts around these conditions (environmental
movements, feminism, and social movements) in an effort at maintaining capitalist
accumulation. Many contributions to CNS explore these ideas in various parts
of the Third World. Also there are attempts at harnessing specific concepts drawn
from political economy as a way of linking the two structures of nature and society.
For example how the simplereproduction squeeze compels self-exploitation among
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peasants who mine the soil; or how functional dualism can facilitate labor migration
which undermines local conservation or constrains sustainable herding practices
(Faber 1992; Garcia Barrios and Garcia Barrios 1990; Little and Horowitz 1987;
Stonich 1989; Toulmin 1992; Watts 1987). Much remains to be done, however,
in theorizing the specific dynamics of actually existing socialisms and the
environment (Herskovitz 1993). Here, of course, the devastating ecological
consequences of socialist political economy must be located not with respect to
markets and profit but in relation to what Janos Kornai calls “the economics of
shortage,” that is to say the complementary and contradictory rationalities of
centralized state planning (and its attachments to industrial gigantism and heavy
goods) on the one hand, and the reciprocities and networks at the enterprise
level on the other.

A second broad thrust questions the absence of a serious treatment of politics
in political ecology. Efforts at integrating political action—whether everyday
resistance, civic movements, or organized party politics—into questions of resource
access and control have proven especially fruitful (Broad 1993; Kirby 1990). At
the household management level, several studies focus on gender and domestic
politics and struggles around the environment (Agarwal 1992; Guha 1990; MacKenzie
1991; see also Chapters 8 and 9 by Carney and Schroeder and Suryanata in this
volume) specifically focused on property rights, labor, and the micro-politics of
access and control within the domestic sphere. At other levels of analysis—the
state, interstate, and multilateral institutions, and local, i.e. community level resource
control—important new work has forged analytical links between power relations,
institutions, and environmental regulation and ecological outcomes. Rich’s book
on the World Bank (1994) and more generally the ecological establishment, Peter
Hass’s studies of transnational scientific communities (1993)—epistemic communities
in his lexicon—and international environmental agreements, Peter Sand’s (1995)
analysis of post-UNCED legal frameworks, all illustrate David Harvey’s suggestion
that “control over resources of others in the name of planetary health [and]
sustainability...is never too far from the surface of many western proposals for
global environmental management” (1993:25). Peluso’s brilliant study (1993a)
links the historiography of criminality with everyday resistance to show how
state power and forest management institutions are contested by Indonesian
peasants, and raises the larger issues of the colonial legacy and of coercive patterns
of conservation. In subsequent work on Kenya, Peluso shows how the militarization
of environmental and resource conservation can be legitimated by international
conservation groups (Peluso 1993b). What is at stake here is the more general
question of participation, community rights, and local needs in environmental
protection and conservation strategies (Utting 1994). Finally, the emancipatory
potential which unites nature with social justice is a key theme in the emerging
body of work on the ecology of the poor (Broad 1993; Gadgil and Guha 1992;
Hecht and Cockburn 1989; Martinez-Alier 1990) and in the large body of work
on Indian environmental movements (see IICQ 1992). Contained within this work
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is a sensitivity to the panoply of political forms—movements, domestic struggles
over property and rights, contestations within state bureaucracies—and the ways
in which claims are made, negotiated, and contested.

A third focus is the complex analytical and practical association of political
ecology and the institutions of civil society. The growth of environmental movements
largely unregulated by, and distinct from, the state poses sharply the question
of the relations between civil society and the environment. There are two obvious
facets of these relations, both of which have received some attention. The first
is the origins, development, and trajectories of the environmental associations
and organizations (see Escobar 1995; Ghai 1992; Socialist Review 1992). What
are the spaces within which these movements develop and how, if at all, do
they articulate with other organizations and resist the predations of the state
(see Bebbington and Moore, Chapters 4 and 6 in this volume)? The second draws
on the substantial literature on local knowledges and ecological populisms (Richards
1985; Warren 1991). The concern is not simply a salvage operation—recovering
disappearing knowledges and management practices—but rather a better
understanding of both the regulatory systems in which they inhere (see the literature
on common property, Ostrom 1990) and the conditions under which knowledges
and practices become part of alternative development strategies. In this latter
sense we return to the politics of political ecology but more directly to the
institutional and regulatory spaces in which the knowledges and practices are
encoded, negotiated, and contested (see Bebbington and Jarosz, Chapters 4 and
7 in this volume) and ultimately to the relation between democracy and
environmentally sound livelihoods.

A fourth theme employs discursive approaches to tackle head on Blaikie and
Brookfield’s point about the plurality of perceptions and definitions of environmental
and resource problems. Several new lines of thinking are important. One draws
upon the critical studies of science as a way of exploring the politics of what one
might call “regulatory knowledge”; why particular knowledges are privileged, how
knowledge is institutionalized, and how the facts are contested. Beck’s (1994) work
on risk and reflexive modernization, and Shrader-Frechettes (1990) work on risk
and rationality are important illustrations of this sort of research. Another line of
thinking traces the history of particular institutions—say forestry—and how particular
knowledges and practices are produced and reproduced over time (Sivaramakrishnan
1995; Rangan, Chapter 10 in this volume). The genesis and transmission of
conservation ideas, and the institutions of national parks and their management,
have been explored productively in this way (Beinart and Coates 1995; Grove 1993;
Neumann 1992). Another line of work examines the globalization of environmental
discourse and the new languages and institutional relations of global environmental
governance and management. Taylor and Buttel (1992), for example, trace the
moral and technocratic ways in which the new global discourse on the environment
is privileged, and how in the formulation of environmental science some courses
of action are facilitated over others.

11



PEET AND WATTS

The question of doing environmental history represents a fifth aspect of an
invigorated political economy (in this regard see the new journal Environmental
History edited by Richard Grove). In providing much-needed historical depth to
political ecology, environmental historians raise important theoretical and
methodological questions for the study of long-term environmental change. The
obvious theoretical contrasts between Worster (1977), Merchant (1993), and Cronon
(1992) point to an extraordinary heterogeneity in the field. Contained within each
is the idea of writing alternative histories from the perspective of long-term
ecosystemic changes which cannot be captured with the clumsy unilinear models
of agricultural and environmental change. The relations between agrarian
intensification and the environment are rarely so simple. Tiffen and Mortimore’s
(1994) study of Machakos District in Kenya shows how population increased
five-fold between 1930 and 1990 but the environmental status actually improved
over the same period. Soil structure improved and even woodfuel was sustained.
Similarly Fairhead and Leach (1994), working in Sierra Leone, locate forest quality
and biodiversity in the influence of past landuse practices. Like new work on
Amazonia and South Africa, they show how habitation and cultivation can improve
soil and support denser woodlands. As they put it, “vegetation patterns are the
unique outcomes of particular histories not predictable divergences from
characteristic climaxes” (1994:483). In a sense the new environmental historians
meet on the same ground as a quite different intellectual tradition, derived from
the so-called agrarian question (cf. Kautsky 1906), which attempts to chart the
ways in which the biological character of agriculture shapes the trajectories of
capitalist development (Kloppenberg 1989). Opportunities for exploring the long-
term capitalization of nature through “appropriation” and “substitution” (Goodman
et al. 1990; O’Connor 1994), and their environmental ramifications, can, and should
be, readily seized by political ecologists.

Finally, there is the much-needed interrogation of the term “ecology” in political
ecology and the extent to which political ecology is harnessed to a rather outdated
view of ecology rooted in stability, resilience, and systems theory (Zimmerer 1994).
Botkin (1990) and Worster (1977), among others, describe the relatively new ecological
concepts which pose problems for the theory and practice of political ecology.
The shift from 1960s systems models to the ecology of chaos, that is to say chaotic
fluctuations, disequilibria, and instability, suggests that many previous studies of
range management or soil degradation resting on simple notions of stability, harmony,
and resilience may have to be rethought (Zimmerer 1994). The new ecology is
especially sensitive to rethinking space-time relations to understand the complex
dynamics of local environmental relations in the same way that the so-called dialectical
biologists (Levins and Lewontin 1985) rethink the evolutionary dynamics of biological
systems. Notwithstanding Worster’s (1977) warning that disequilibria can easily
function as a cover for legitimating environmental destruction, some of the work
on agro-ecology (Altieri and Hecht 1990; Gleissman 1990; see also Zimmerer, Chapter
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5 in this volume) suggests that the rethinking of ecological science can be effectively
deployed in understanding the complexities of local management (for example
in intercropping and pest management).

All of these new directions are not necessarily of a theoretical piece, and it
remains to be seen where the conceptual confluences and tensions will arise
within the political ecology of the 1990s. What is striking, however, is the extent
to which these new directions attempt to engage political ecology with certain
ideas and concepts derived from poststructuralism and discourse theory. There
is in other words an extraordinary vitality within the field reflecting the engagements
within and between political economy, the power-knowledge field, and critical
approaches to ecological science itself. As a shorthand we refer to these confluences
and engagements as “liberation ecology.” The implication in this notation is to
recognize the emancipatory potential of what we will call the “environmental
imaginary” and to begin to chart the ways in which natural as much as social
agency can be harnessed to a sophisticated treatment of science, society, and
environmental justice. Of course, a major site of such engagement is in the analysis
of social and environmental movements, a field which draws together the explosive
growth of organizations and civic movements around sustainability with an implicit
critique (and an alternative vision) of “development.” It is to the philosophical
and social theoretical underpinnings of development and the environmental
imaginary that we now turn.

DISCOURSE, RATIONALITY, AND DEVELOPMENT

Cogito ergo sum.
(Descartes)

Poststructural theory’s fascination with discourse originates in its rejection of modern
conceptions of truth. In modern philosophy truth resides in the exact correspondence
between an externalized reality and internal mental representations of that reality.
Enlightenment philosophy considered all minds to be structurally similar, truths
to be universal, and knowledge potentially the same for everyone. By comparison,
following the philosophers Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and Dewey, the postmodern
theorist Rorty (1979:171) argues that the notion of knowledge as representation
should be abandoned in favor of knowledge without foundations: “knowledge
as a matter of conversation and of social practice, rather than as an attempt to
mirror nature.” For Foucault (1972, 1973, 1980; Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982; Rabinow
1986), similarly, each society has a regime of truth, with control of the “political
economy of truth” constituting part of the power of the great political and economic
apparatuses: these diffuse “truth,” particularly in the modern form of “scientific
discourse,” through societies, in a process infused with social struggles. In the
poststructural view, then, truths are statements within socially produced discourses
rather than objective “facts” about reality.
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Discourse theory

A “discourse” is an area of language use expressing a particular standpoint and
related to a certain set of institutions. Concerned with a limited range of objects,
a discourse emphasizes some concepts at the expense of others. Significations
and meanings are integral parts of discourses just as, for example, the meaning of
words depends on where a statement containing them is made (Macdonell 1986:1—
4). Hence for Barnes and Duncan (1992:8) discourses are “frameworks that embrace
particular combinations of narratives, concepts, ideologies and signifying practices,
each relevant to a particular realm of social action.” Discourses vary among what
are often competing, even conflicting, cultural, racial, gender, class, regional, and
other differing interests, although they may uneasily coexist within relatively stable
(“hegemonic”) discursive formations.

Discourse theory came to prominence in the context of the critique of Western
rationality. Horkheimer and Adorno (1991) found European rationality liberating
at the cost of political alienation. Foucault (1980:54) found Western rationality’s
claim to universal validity to be “a mirage associated with economic domination
and political hegemony.” But as Young (1990:9) points out, the French
poststructural philosophical tradition is concerned particularly with the relation
between the universal truth claims of the Enlightenment and the universal power
claims of European colonialism; the new critical stress on this relation has
stimulated a “relentless anatomization of the collusive forms of European
knowledge.” Hence Derrida (1971:213) says: “the white man takes his own
mythology, Indo-European mythology, his own /ogos, that is, the mythos of
his idiom, for the universal form of that he must still wish to call Reason.” In
this view, then, Enlightenment reason is a regional logic supporting, reflecting,
and justifying a history of global supremacy rather than a universal path to
absolute truth. Reason, in a word, is ideological.

This critique of truth and re-emphasis on discourses of power when projected
into space produces a new approach to inter-regional relations, among other things
focused on the discursive relations between hegemonic and dominated regions.
Said (1979:2) argues that “the Orient” helped define Europe as its contrasting image
(i.e. as “its other”); “Orientalism” is a “mode of discourse with supporting institutions,
vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, doctrine, even colonial bureaucracies and colonial
styles” through which European culture was able to “produce” the Orient (politically,
imaginatively, etc.) in the post-Enlightenment period. Because the Orientalist discourse
limits thought, the Orient was not, and is not, a free subject of thought or action.
Vico observed that humans make their own history based on what they know;
extending this to geography, Said finds localities, regions, geographical sectors
like Orient and Occident, to be humanly “made.” Subsequent work extends this
notion of “discourses on the other” to a whole history of the different European
conceptions (“science fictions”) of “alien cultures” (Hulme 1986; McGrane 1989;
Todorov 1984).
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For Bhabha (1983a, 1983b:19), conversely, representations of the Orient in
Western discourse evidence profound ambivalence towards “that otherness which
is at once an object of dislike and derision.” Colonial discourse, for him, is founded
more on anxiety than arrogance, and colonial power has a conflictual economy—
hence colonial stereotyping of subject peoples is complex, ambivalent, contradictory
representational form, as anxious as it is assertive. So, for example, in an analysis
of mimicry, Bhabha (1984) argues that when colonized people become “European”
the resemblance is both familiar and menacing to the colonists, subverting their
identities. The hybrid that articulates colonial and native knowledges may reverse
the process of domination as repressed knowledges enter subliminally, enabling
subversion, intervention, and resistance (Bhabha 1984). Similarly for Baudet
(1965:vii): “the Europeans images of non-European man are not primarily, if at
all, descriptions of real people, but rather projections of his own nostalgia and
feelings of inadequacy.”

One complex, controversial, and very much unresolved issue is whether discourse
theory can recover the voices of colonized peoples. Something like this is the aim
of the “subaltern studies group” (Guha and Spivak 1988). Guha’s (1983:2-3) original
position was that colonial historiography denied the peasant recognition as a subject
of history. Acknowledging peasants as makers of rebellion means attributing to
them a consciousness (cf. Gramsci 1971:53). Guha tries to identify the (recurring)
elementary aspects in such a rebel consciousness, his main theme being that the
peasant’s subaltern identity includes an imposed negative consciousness from which,
however, revolt often derives from inversion (as with the fight for prestige). Spivak
(1987:206-7) however sees the subaltern studies groups attempt to retrieve a subaltern
or peasant consciousness as a strategic adherence to the essentialist and humanist
notions of the Enlightenment. As long as such Western, modernist notions of
subjectivity and consciousness are left unexamined, the subaltern will be narrativized
in what appear to be theoretically alternative but politically similar ways (MacCabe
1987:xv). Spivak’s alternative involves the structural notion of subject-positions,
in which the “subject,” for example of a statement, is not the immediate author
but “a particular, vacant place that may in fact be filled by different individuals”
(Foucault 1972:95; see also Foucault 1980:196-7). Here Spivak seeks to reinscribe
the many, often contradictory, subject-positions assigned by multiple colonial relations
of control and insurgency, so that a subaltern woman, for example, is subjected
to three main domination systems, class, ethnicity, and gender. From this she reaches
the extreme, and for us indefensible, position that subaltern women have no coherent
subject-position from which to speak: “the subaltern cannot speak” (Spivak 1988:308).

Regional discursive formations

These themes only indicate the potentials of discourse theory for understanding
relations between geographical groups of people. We find these positions attractive
in that here, at least, poststructural theory links with the causes of oppressed
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peoples, the geographical dimensions of power relations, and the relentless critique
of everything, even notions usually considered to be emancipatory. We find
particularly suggestive the hierarchical relations between centralized power
articulated through hegemonic, rational, “truthful” discourses and the “mythological”
discourses of peripheralized and dominated peoples. By criticizing the modern
belief in rational humans speaking objective science, poststructural theory opens
a space in which a wide range of beliefs, logics, and discourses can be newly
valorized.

We theorize this in terms of “regional discursive formations” (cf. Lowe 1991;
see also Peet 1996). Certain modes of thought, logics, themes, styles of expression,
and typical metaphors run through the discursive history of a region, appearing
in a variety of forms, disappearing occasionally, only to reappear with even greater
intensity in new guises. A regional discursive formation also disallows certain
themes, is marked by absences, silences, repressions, marginalized statements,
allowing some things to be mentioned only in highly prescribed, “discrete,” and
disguised ways. Within a regional discursive formation even competing “opposite”
notions often employ the same metaphors, perhaps even similar logics. Hence
oppositional positions may be partly captured by hegemonic discourses which
shift to incorporate particularly insightful and vivid images. We argue that regional
discursive formations originate in, and display the effects of, certain physical,
political-economic, and institutional settings. Hegemonic discursive formations
grounded in material, political, or ideological power supremacies extend over
spaces with greatly different physical characteristics and discursive traditions.
As the previous discussion indicates, we find particularly relevant to the geographical
imagination theoretical notions dealing with the power-saturated interactions and
interchanges between people immersed in regional discursive formations,
articulations which leave no discourse intact, which continually produce hybrids.
We stress the theme of the discourse on nature as a powerful, almost primordial,
element in discursive formation; here we see links with what we later call
“environmental imaginaries.”

The discourse of development

The world knows much better now what [development] policies work and
what policies do not...[Now] we almost [never] hear calls for alternative
strategies based on harebrained schemes.

(World Bank Official, cited in Broad 1993:154)

Such reconceptualizations of power-knowledge, discourse, and space see
development as perhaps the main theme in the Western discursive formation;
it is simply the case that, in the West, the passage of time is understood
developmentally, that is, “Things are getting better all the time.” By contrast,
poststructuralism has increasingly come to see development efforts as “uniquely
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efficient colonizers on behalf of central strategies of power’—the apparent ability
to “make things better” is the main way of achieving power (Dubois 1991:19;
Schuurman 1992; Slater 1992; Watts 1993). The pioneering work, by Escobar
(1984-5, 1988, 1992a, 1995), thus finds modern development discourse to be
the latest insidious chapter of the larger history of the expansion of Western
reason; that is, he believes reasoned knowledge uses the developmental language
of emancipation to create systems of power in a modernized world. Such
hegemonic discourses, appropriate societal practices, meanings, and cultural
contents into the modern realm of explicit calculation, subjecting them to Western
forms of power-knowledge. They ensure the conformity of the myriad peoples
of the world to First World (especially American) types of economic and cultural
behavior.

For Escobar, development has penetrated, integrated, managed, and controlled
countries and populations in increasingly detailed ways. It has created a type of
underdevelopment which is politically and economically manageable. Its power
acts not by repression but normalization, the regulation of knowledges, the
moralization of issues. The new space of the “Third World,” carved out of the vast
surface of global societies, is a new field of power dominated by development
sciences accepted as positive and true. Yet, he says, political technologies which
sought to erase underdevelopment from the face of the earth end up, instead,
multiplying it to infinity.

Thus the Western, modernist discursive formation, formulated during
momentous changes in global power relations, in control over nature, in science
and technology, has as its dynamic theme the core concept of “development.”
This seizes control of the discursive terrain, subjugating alternative discourses
which Third World people have articulated to express their desires for different
societal objectives. People are controlled, or “discursively regulated” (Peet 19906),
by replacing their aspirations with Western mimicry. Through critique, post-
structural theory wants to liberate aspirations. In the following section we map
in detail recent tendencies in the content and meaning of this contentious concept
of “development.”

Mapping development discourse: a cartography of power

The postindependence development efforts failed because the strategy was
misconceived. Governments made a dash for “modernization”, copying but
not adapting Western models.... This top down approach demotivated ordinary
people, whose energies most needed to be mobilized in the development effort. ...
The strategy lafter Independencel failed. .. because it was based on poorly adapted
Jforeign models. The vision was couched in the idiom of modernization....
In recent years, however, many elements of this vision have been challenged.
Alternative paths have been proposed. They give primacy to agricultural
development, and emphasize not only prices, markets and private sector
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activities but also capacity building, grassroots participation, decentralization
and sound environmental practices.... The time has come to put them fully
into practice.

(World Bank 1989:3, 36, emphasis added)

Failed modernization, alternative visions, grassroots participation, people power,
environmental sustainability: this is not a vocabulary typically associated with the
most influential advocate of global capitalist development. Could the World Bank
really have embraced the popular energies of “ordinary people” in the name of
sustainable development alternatives? At the heart of its long-term strategy, says
the Bank, is the desire to release energies that permit “ordinary people...to take
charge of their lives” (World Bank 1989:4, emphasis added). What is on offer is a
recognition, indeed celebration, of democratization movements which have attended
the frontal assault (led in large measure by global regulatory institutions like the
IBRD [International Bank for Reconstruction and Redevelopment] and the IMF)
on various state-centered development strategies (i.e. everything from government
subsidies of food, to state provision of tertiary education, to import substitution
industrialization strategies).

The “new” World Bank approach can be contested at many levels: its ability to
rewrite history to suit the Bank’s own ideological purposes, its unwillingness to
assume accountability for its own failures (whether smallholder colonization schemes
in Brazil or massive dam projects in India), its still flimsy commitment to the
environment, its partial and limited interpretation of sustainability, and so on. But
what is particularly striking is not the purported newness of what has been variously
called the “Washington consensus” or the “new realism,” but its historical antiquity;
in other words the ease with which the Bank’s new approach can be situated on
a much larger map of development ideas, the links to what might be called a
cartography of development discourses. Unlike the World Bank, which believes
that the 1950s represents a historic watershed with the arrival of development thinking
in Africa and elsewhere, development theorizing has a much deeper history and
one characterized by a recycling of key development ideas which appear, disappear,
and reappear in new guises under changed political-economic and ideological
circumstances (what we referred to earlier as regional discursive formations). While
these ideas may have real power and endurance as Hall (1989:390) rightly notes
in his discussion of the spread of Keynesian thinking, “they do not acquire political
force independent of the constellation of institutions and interests already present
there.”

A genealogy of “development”

There is a genealogy of the Saint-Simonian doctrine [of development as a
response to the faults of Progress] which runs from and through the nineteenth
century to the present. One genealogical line from Comte to John Stuart
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Mill and then...to the Fabian socialists who domesticated [this] doctrine for
Britain.
(Cowen and Shenton 1995:iii)

In his book Keywords Raymond Williams (1976:104-6) notes that the complex
genealogy of “development” in Western thinking can “limit and confuse virtually
any generalizing description of the current world order.” Rather it is in the analysis
of the “real practices subsumed by development that more specific recognitions
are necessary and possible.” The history of these “real practices” is, however,
long and complex. While “development” came into the English language in
the eighteenth century with its root sense of unfolding, it was granted a new
lease of life by the evolutionary ideas of the nineteenth century (Rist 1991;
Williams 1976). As a consequence, development has rarely broken from organicist
notions of growth or from a close affinity with teleological views of history,
science, and progress in the West (Parajuli 1991). By the end of the nineteenth
century, for example, it was possible to talk of societies in a state of “frozen
development.” Even radical alternative intellectual traditions, Marxisms among
them, carried the baggage of historical stages, scientism, and modernization,
forms of universalism which carried the appeal of secular Utopias constructed
with rationality and enlightenment. Development was modernity on a planetary
scale in which the West was the “transcendental pivot of analytical reflection”
(Slater 1992:312).

There is another aspect to the genealogy, however, traced by Cowen and Shenton
(1995) to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century notions of Progress, and specifically
to development as a sort of theological discourse set against the disorder and
disjunctures of capitalist growth. Classical political economy—including Smith, Ricardo,
Malthus, and the like—is suffused with the tensions between the desire for unfettered
accumulation on the one hand and unregulated desire as the origin of misery and
vice (Herbert 1991). Development in Victorian England emerged in part, then, as
a cultural and theological response to Progress. Christopher Lasch (1991), for example,
has described a late nineteenth century obsessed by cultural instability and cataclysm.
Saint-Simon devoted himself in his last years to a new creed of Christianity to
accompany his industrial and scientific vision of capitalist progress. Trusteeship,
mission, and faith were, according to Cowen and Shenton, the nineteenth-century
touchstones of development.

Of course there is a more modern sense in which Third World development as
state and multilateral policy harnessed to the tasks of championing economic growth,
improving welfare, and producing governable subjects is of more recent provenance
(Sachs 1992). These origins of development theory and practice as an academic and
governmental enterprise—and of development economics as its hegemonic
expression—are inseparable from the process by which the “colonial world” was
reconfigured into a “developing world” in the aftermath of the Second World War.
Africa, for example, became a serious object of planned development after the Great
Depression of the 1930s. The British Colonial Development and Welfare Act (1940)
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and the French Investment Fund for Economic and Social Development (1946) both
represented responses to the crises and challenges which imperial powers confronted
in Africa, providing a means by which they could negotiate the perils of independence
movements on the one hand and a perpetuation of the colonial mission on the other.
The field of Development Economics which arose in the 1940s and 1950s—for example,
the growth theories of Lewis, Hirschmann, and Rodenstein—sprouted in the soil of
imperial planning initiatives, albeit propelled after 1945 by the establishment of a
panoply of global development institutions (Bretton Woods, the United Nations)
and President Truman’s “program of development based on the concepts of democratic
fair dealing” (20 January 1949, cited in Esteva 1992:6).

A cartography of development

If development theory (and development economics in particular as its dominant
expression) is a post-1945 construction rooted in growing U.S. hegemony on the
one hand and the geopolitics of post-colonialism on the other, it nevertheless can
be deposited on a much larger historical ground of ideas about comparative economic
growth and sociopolitical transformation. One simple way to map development
discourse historically in terms of its normative (i.e. goal-oriented) content, is to see
development as a constant oscillation between the centrality of state, market, and
civil society as means to secure key goals such as economic growth, social welfare,
environmental sustainability, and national sovereignty (Table 1.1). This intellectual
cartography is in no sense exhaustive—it refers largely to Eurocentric development
theory associated with conventional development institutions and practices—and
only refers to the normative (as opposed to the positive) aspects of development
theory. As a heuristic device, however, it highlights a number of important points.

The first is to historicize one form of development itself, locating in the complex
geopolitical environment of the inter- and post-war period, the construction, or
more properly the invention, of development as planned social and economic
improvement (Escobar 1992a; Watts 1993). A second is the recognition that
development discourse is calibrated around the relative weight attributed in its
normative vision to the role of the state, the market, and civil institutions. Typically,
at any historical moment the prevailing or dominant development ideas—a particular
center of intellectual gravity—are closely identified with one of these normative
poles. For example, the 1980s counter-revolution, as Toye (1987) calls it, which
shifted the market to center stage, a shift which stands in sharp contrast to the
1950s when there was widespread acceptance of some sort of state planning—a
strange hybrid of a Gerschenkronian and Keynesian state—as a prerequisite for
“catching up” and as a response to the maladies of relative backwardness. A third
implication of Table 1.1 is that each vertical axis—state, market, civil society—is
engaged in some sort of internal and external puzzle-solving. Internal because
market-based theories, for example, are part of a tradition of market-based thinking
which engages with itself as a prerequisite for developing new and different
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interpretations of the world. External in the double sense that particular ideas and
theories within one of these vertical axes are always driven and shaped by their
engagement with the other theoretical traditions external to it (certain forms of
state-led theorizing are driven by their engagement with market-led explanations),
but also because these same ideas are simultaneously part of a dialogue with the
“external” world, that is to say by the problems, issues, and realities to which the
theories must be made to speak. For example, the remarkable rise of the newly
industrializing countries (NICs)—South Korea and Taiwan—in the post-1970 period
acted as a major point of reference for debates over the relative significance of
regulated or unregulated markets in their “catching up” and whether the East Asian
NICs are free-market or “Leninist” success stories (Amsden 1989; Wade 1990).

No simple or direct relation exists between particular theoretical traditions—
Marxism or modernization theory for example—and each axis. Marxism does not
dismiss entirely the role of the market, for example, although the market nexus is
defined in a particular way (Elson 1988); similarly, neo-liberalism rarely jettisons
the state in toto, although it too is defined in a particular fashion. In this sense,
theories tend to combine the normative content of development as particular
configurations of state, market, and civil society, each constituted in ways peculiar
to the core propositions of each theory. Different theoretical traditions tend naturally
to weight these normative elements quite differently. In this sense, development
theories may be distinguished in terms of the extent to which states, markets, and
civil society fail. For example, whatever the purported virtues of markets, they
may be monopolistic, imperfect, inflexible, or encourage externalities. Often seen
as compensatory mechanisms for market failure, states may be rigid and inflexible
mechanisms for allocating resources, they may be poorly co-ordinated, may create
rents for particular classes, or may simply colonize civil society (Stern 1989). Civil
society, often seen as a critical mediating space between state and market, a repository
of rights, participation, and associational life, may equally be the crucible within
which religious, ethnic, or other identifications impose strictures. It is important
to emphasize, however, the lateral (i.e. diachronic) dimension to Table 1.1 in the
sense that the intellectual and discursive traditions surrounding the market, state,
and civil society engage each other, an engagement driven in some measure by
the pressing development realities they seek to explain (for example Colclough
and Manor’s recent book [1991] is entitled States or Markets?).

These lateral and vertical dimensions vastly simplify the complexities of practical
and theoretical differences in the field of development discourse. Individuals
may shift locations on the map during the course of their careers—for example
Albert Hirschmann moved from being a growth theorist in the 1950s to an
institutionalist in the 1990s—and all theoretical traditions, almost by definition,
contain particular definitions of states, markets, and civil society, which in some
way reinforces the earlier point about the lack of correspondence between the
vertical axis and theories of development per se. Last, it needs to be emphasized
that development ideas are always regionalized into what we earlier called regional
discursive formations: Latin American dependency theory is part of a particular
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regional discursive formation whose genesis and character was very much wrapped
up with intellectual figures and activists associated with the Economic Commission
for Latin America and subsequently with a number of Chilean and Brazilian
universities. Likewise, some traditions of Marxist theorizing and forms of state planning
have a distinctive Indian or South Asian character.

Development theory in the 1980s and 1990s

The Cold War is over and Communism and the socialist bloc have collapsed.
The United States and Capitalism have won, and in few areas of the globe
is that victory so clear cut...as Latin America. Democracy, free-market economics
and pro-American outpourings of sentiment and policy dot the landscape
of a region where until recently left-right confrontation and the potential
for social revolution and progressive reform were widespread.
(Castaneda 1993:3)

Poverty is the leading cause of premature death and ill health across the
planet and the gaps between rich and poor are widening not closing the
World Health Organization warned this week.... In a Foreword, Hirosho
Nakajima, WHO's director-general, describes the report as “a devastating portrait
of our times.... Poverty...wields its destructive influence at every stage of
human life and for most of its victims the only escape is an early grave.
Poverty provides that too.”

(Guardian 7 May 1995:1)

In relation to this simple map, the 1980s represented a period of retrenchment
and restructuring in which recession and the debt crisis focused attention on
short-term management (“disequilibria”). The literature was dominated by questions
of stabilization and adjustment, driven increasingly by a neo-liberal orthodoxy
which sought to reaffirm the necessity of reintegration into a global market and
emphasized a “back to the future” strategy (i.e. a return to the colonial model
of comparative advantage and export-oriented commodity production). The East
Asian NICs were studied as success stories in the context of widespread failure
(stagnation, corruption, de-industrialization) of debt- or state-led development
models. State-centered analysis focused both on the so-called relative autonomy
(or “embeddedness”) of the developmental state in Taiwan and South Korea and
the problems of state accountability, credibility, and rent-seeking in Latin America
and Africa, not least in relation to the 1980s reform packages for stabilization.
Ironically, state- and market-centered theories converged at the level of analytics
in development economics, largely through transaction cost and collective action
theory and the so-called “new institutional economics” (Bardhan 1989). By the
1990s in a rather different geopolitical and economic environment—the end of
the Cold War, a declining debt burden, new social actors—development seemed
to gravitate around the “balance” between state, market, and civil organizations,
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each with different incentive schemes and compliance—co-operation mechanisms
(de Janvry et al. 1991).

For both theoretical and empirical reasons, then, the 1980s saw a growing concern
with institutions, whether expressed in terms of agrarian social relations (Bardhan
1989), state—society relations (Migdal 1989), or new social movements (Melucci
1988). Moreover, criticisms levelled at the failings of both neo-liberal and
authoritarian—bureaucratic development provided considerable momentum for
a focus on institutions within civil society, especially agreements based on bargaining,
co-operation, and persuasion. As de Janvry et al. (1991:4) note:

When the state fails to deliver public goods, insurance, management of
externalities, minimum basic needs and democratic rights, civil organizations
may fill the vacuum. The same holds for the market where market failures
lead to the emergence of [civil] institutions, many of which take the form of
organizations.

Of particular interest are development strategies that build relations of complementarity
between civil organizations and the market and the state.

This resurgence of civil society in development thinking has been driven by a
complex set of political forces and intellectual confluences. We have already referred
to the impact of “people’s power” in the overthrow of various Stalinisms in Eastern
Europe but one should take note also of the proliferation of new social actors
and civic movements, in part as a response to the austerity of the 1980s, in Latin
America, South Africa, the Philippines, India, and more recently in parts of sub-
Saharan Africa (we discuss this in more detail later). But there has also been a
rethinking of the relations between culture and development by returning to the
modernization theory of Shils, Geertz, and Weber (Hoben and Hefner 1991), in
the role of grassroots organizations in the context of diminishing states and expanding
markets (Uphoff 1991), in the social embeddedness of states and markets (Evans
1991; Friedland and Robertson 1991), in the endogeneity of development institutions
and social norms (de Janvry et al. 1991), and in the promotion of local knowledge
systems and resource management (Richards 1985; Warren 1991). All of these quite
different tendencies nonetheless reaftirm the confluence of analytics noted by Bardhan
(1989) in his observation that the analysis of institutions has emerged as a central
problematic, whether expressed in terms of analytical Marxism, the contract theory
of the neo-institutionalists, or the anthropological study of common property
regulation.

Environment, development, and civil society: “populism” and sustainability

To throw some light on discussions about “the people” and “the popular”,

one need only to bear in mind that the “people” or “the popular”...is first

of all one of those things at stake in the struggle between intellectuals.
(Bourdieu 1990:150)
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According to the United Nations Development Program (UNDP 1992) the
polarization of global wealth doubled between 1960 and 1989. In the fin de siecle
world economy, 82.7 per cent of global income is accounted for by the wealthiest
20 per cent, while the poorest 20 per cent account for 1.4 per cent of world
income. In 1960, the top fifth of the world’s population made thirty times more
than the bottom fifth; by 1989 the disparity had grown to sixty times. The growing
bi-modal character of relations between the North and South (indeed within Third
World states, as Brazil, the Philippines, and India testify) is unquestionably rooted
in the period of adjustment and stabilization since the oil crisis of the 1970s.
For good reason, then, have many intellectuals and activists from the South come
to see development discourse as a cruel hoax, a “blunder of planetary proportions”
(Sachs 1992:3). “You must be either very dumb or very rich if you fail to notice,”
notes Mexican activist Esteva (1992:7) “that ‘development’ stinks.” It is precisely
the groundswell of anti-development thinking, oppositional discourses that have
as their starting point the rejection of development, of rationality, and the Western
modernist project (see Escobar, Chapter 2 in this volume), at the moment of a
purported Washington consensus and free-market triumphalism, that represents
one of the striking paradoxes of the 1990s. Ironically, however, both of these
discourses—whether the World Bank line or its radical alternative—look to civil
society, participation, and ordinary people for their development vision for the
next millennium.

It is perhaps unsurprising that the enhanced emphasis within current development
discourse on consolidating and promoting civil society has often drawn from the
various strains of populism, in other words ideas about the power of what the
World Bank called “ordinary people.” Populism here implies not only a broadly
specified development strategy—that is to say, the promotion of small-scale, owner-
operated, anti-urban programs which stand against the ravages of industrial capitalism
(Kitching 1980)—but also a particular sort of politics, authority structure, and ideology
in which an effort is made to manufacture a collective popular will and an “ordinary”
subject (Laclau 1977). In general populism: “is...based on the following major premiss:
virtue resides in the simple people, who are in the overwhelming majority, and in
their collective traditions” (Wiles 1969:1606, original emphasis). The recycling of
populisms in development discourse, therefore, contains both an historical
continuity—the recurrent motif of “the people” and “the ordinary” in development
policy and practice—and an historical difference insofar as populist claims are
always rooted in specific and local configurations of political and ideological discourses
and practices.

Populism in no sense exhausts discussions of the role of civil society and
civic traditions in development (see Gramsci 1971; Keane 1988; McGuigan 1992;
Watts 1995) but it represents an important line of thinking and theorizing from
the early nineteenth century to the present. Indeed a distinctive feature of
populism—which perhaps explains its current appeal—is its flexible ability to
draw on liberalism, nationalism, and socialism in fashioning its pragmatic, rather
than political, agenda:
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[Populism]...is profoundly a-political...It goes beyond democracy to
consensus...It calls on the state to inaugurate restoration, but it distrusts
the state and its bureaucracy and would minimize them before the rights
and virtues of local communities and the populist individual.

(Macrae 1969:162)

But when “people” are invoked in developmental discourses about civil society—
whether the World Bank singing the praises of the ordinary African worker or the
geographer lauding peasant science—who the people are, and how they are
constructed, are precisely political questions (Bennett 1986).

Populist strategies, and the language of populism more generally, rest on what
Laclau (1977:193) calls the “double articulation of discourse”: that is, on the one
hand the tensions between “the people” and those who rule (the power bloc), and
on the other the various ways in which “the people” and their interests are articulated
or aligned with specific classes. How, in other words, does particular populist language
articulate with a particular power bloc and how is a particular populist subject
“interpolated”—for example, the ordinary peasant possessed of local knowledge
and resource management capability, or the informal sector worker equipped with
the entrepreneurial skills for appropriate technology or flexible specialization? There
is little doubt that the confluence of social movements in the former socialist bloc
(the 1989 “revolutions”) with a neo-liberal conservatism which advertises individual
agency in the marketplace (for example the authoritarian populism of Mrs Thatcher)
has helped sustain a developmental populism for the 1990s reflected in the uncritical
promotion of NGOs, civil institutions, and the power of ordinary people.

Current populist development thinking, therefore, can and should be located
on a larger historical canvas, but its particular character and specificity must be
rooted in the realpolitik of the end of the Cold War, a widespread disenchantment
with state-administered politics, and in the self-interested, freedom-loving individual
of the neo-liberal counter-revolution (Bierstecker 1990; Fukuyama 1990). But as
we shall see, populism is also an important ingredient in the development-environment
debate, whether expressed in terms of grassroots green movements, indigenous
technical knowledge for sustainable development, or the calls for administrative
decentralization in local resource management. Civil society and populist thinking,
in other words, cut across many of the issues which are treated in this volume
(see Chapters 4, 5, 9, and 10 by Bebbington, Zimmerer, Schroeder and Suryanata,
and Rangan in particular).

POLITICS, MOVEMENTS, CIVIL SOCIETY:
A LIBERATION ECOLOGY?

Development can only occur when the people it affects participate in the
design of the proposed policies, and the model which is implemented thereby
corresponds to the local people’s aspirations.... The indigenous people of
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the Amazon have always lived there; the Amazon is our home. We know its

secrets, both what it can offer us, and what its limits are...
(Statement by the Co-ordinating Body for the Indigenous Organizations
of the Amazon Basin, 1989)

Political economy and political ecology have long been interested in social
movements of many kinds. Much of the work theorizing social movements begins
with Marxism, historical materialism, and a dialectical theory of social and
environmental change. In the materialist view the productive transformation
of nature is the primary activity making possible the whole structure of human
existence. The productive forces (labor and means of production such as tools,
machines, infrastructure) are organized by social relations (kinship, lineage,
class) fundamentally characterized by inequalities of power—for example a
minority class owning nature and the means by which continued life is made
possible. The idea more generally is that modes of production create appropriate
forms of consciousness, ideologies, and politics and have a certain level and
type of effect on natural environment. From a dialectical view, societal dynamics
emerge from contradictory oppositions in the material reproduction of existence,
conflicts between the forces of production and a limited natural environment
for example, which result in crises. These moments of contradictory crisis are,
for classical Marxists, the contexts in which class existing “in-itself” engages
in intensified political struggle and becomes class “for-itself,” that is a group
with collective identity, a collective agent which forces necessary social and
environmental transformations. In Marx’s own works, class is the main form
of social engagement, and control of the means of production its primary terrain
of struggle (Marx 1970).

Critique of classical Marxism

This economistic theory of society is open to severely restrictive “readings” or
interpretations: notions of the “iron laws of history” in which technology creates
change; reducing people to being passive “bearers” of social relations; and focusing
on class to the exclusion of other social relations, are prominent examples. The
Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci (1971) argued for two modifications to classical
Marxism. First, social strife endemic to capitalist and other modes of production
may be countered by state force (army, police) but also by an ideological and
cultural hegemony operating through traditions, myths, conventional morality, and
“common sense,” all of which are significant terrains of struggle. Second, transformative
human actions do not result automatically from material contradictions; they are
mediated by subjective meanings and conscious intentions. Material changes, such
as resource deprivation or environmental crisis, may create higher propensities
for transformative action and limit the range of its possible outcomes, but ideological
and political practices are relatively autonomous and are literally the decisive moments
in the transformation of material conditions into political practices. Gramsci believed
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that capitalism could be transformed only through a range of counter-hegemonic
movements using new strategies in several realms of social, political, and cultural
life.

Similarly, various “neo-" and “post-" Marxist critics often accept Marxian principles
of class stratification and social antagonism, but also challenge parts of the classical
Marxist account (Cohen 1982). Two main aspects of Marxism, an evolutionary
unfolding of the objective contradictions between the forces and relations of
production (Marx 1970), and “the history of class struggles” (Marx and Engels 1974:84),
are found not easily to cohere in a single theory (Habermas 1971). Similarly Marxist
theory is said to find all spheres of social life penetrated by a single, productivist
logic which privileges economy and identifies class relations as key to the structure
of domination and the forms of resistance; for Cohen (1982:xiii) this occludes other
aspects of society and precludes an understanding of the novelty of recent social
movements.

Neo-Marxist theorists modify the classical formulation. Theoreticians like Marcuse
(1964) search for a substitute revolutionary subject to play the leading role previously
assigned to the proletariat. “New working class” theorists (Aronowitz 1973; Gorz
1967; Mallet 1969) see welfare state capitalism providing a new strategy for labor.
Structural Marxist class analysis (Poulantzas 1973; Wright 1979) rejects many of
the features stressed by humanist Marxism to concentrate on classes defined as
effects of structures. Theorists of the “new intellectual class” (Gouldner 1979; Szelenyi
and Konrad 1979) transfer attention from workers to critical intellectuals. Despite
such modifications, for critics like Cohen (1982:3), the presupposition of Marxism
remains that production relations are key to the logic of society and radical social
movements. Post-Marxists, by comparison, argue that production is only one arena
for collective resistance, that groups other than the working class are now significant
sources of social movements, that greater attention has to be given to active processes
of human agency.

Cohen (1985) also criticizes the (non-Marxist) “resource-mobilization paradigm”
based in conflict models of collective action (Gamson 1975; Oberschall 1973; Tilly
et al. 1975). Here the assumption is that conflicts of interest are built into
institutionalized power relations. Collective actions involve the rational pursuit
of interests by conflicting groups (Olson 1965). The mobilization of groups depends
on their resources, especially the social networks in which they are embedded
and their organizational structures. This approach assumes that individuals join
groups when the benefits from so doing exceed the costs. Yet it remains unclear
from this point of view why individuals acting rationally in pursuit of their interests
get involved in groups (the “free rider problem” [Miller 1992]) and what gives groups
their solidarity in the first place. Many theorists therefore maintain that such neo-
utilitarian, rational-actor models are inapplicable, for collective action involves
something other than strategic or instrumental kinds of rationality. Thus Habermas
(1984) differentiates system, in which people operate under strategic rationalities
following technical rules, and lifeworld, with its communicative rationality oriented
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towards consensus, understanding, and collective action. For Habermas social
movements of resistance emerge when commodifying systems colonize lifeworlds;
resistance struggles are as much against dominant rationalities as they are against
institutional control.

The result of such criticisms is a position which analyzes the conditions and
processes by which structural change is transformed into collective action
(Klandermans and Tarrow 1988). Here geography is both part of the structure (as
with control of space, environments, resources, etc.) and part of the process by
which structures are transformed into collective actions (the influence of terrains
of struggle on the forms and intensities of struggles [Ackelsberg and Breitbart 1987—
8]). Group consciousness and collective identities are made through the sharing
of confined spaces in places with definite environmental conditions, and have
tendencies towards common environmental imaginaries, an idea we develop in
our conclusion (Chapter 12). Even the clarification of terms like “terrains,” “fields

» o«

of action,” “arenas,” etc. (Rucht 1988) is only just beginning. Clearly, however,
this is rich in potential, especially in the area of social struggles over natural

environments—what we refer to as liberation ecologies.

Urban social movements

Drawing on the Marxist tradition, but again differing significantly from it, a series
of works explores the connections between contradictions, crises, and urban social
conflicts. This work was precipitated by the rise of protest movements (civil rights,
student, feminist, environmental, etc.) often centered on identity politics which
came to be referred to as the “new social movements”—as compared with “old”
movements, such as working-class organizations. In Castells’s (1977) early work,
urban social movements respond to the structural contradictions of the capitalist
system; but these contradictions are of a plural-class and secondary nature, involving
various deprivations, rather than the working class struggling to control the productive
apparatus. Thus protest movements organize around common interests on a variety
of terrains of struggle, often in opposition to the state and other political and
sociocultural institutions, rather than the economically ruling class directly. Indeed,
Castells (1983:299) came to believe (wrongly in our opinion) that “the concept of
social movement as an agent of social transformation is strictly unthinkable in the
Marxist theory.” He argues instead that social change happens when a new urban
meaning is produced through conflict, domination, and resistance to domination.
For Castells (1983:311) “the new emerging social movements call for the pre-eminence
of human experience over state power and capitalist profit.”

Another sequence of works in the post-Marxist vein stems from collaboration
between Laclau and Mouffe. Mouffe (1984) argues that the commodification of
social life, bureaucratization, and “cultural massification” create new forms of
subordination to which new social movements respond. Laclau and Mouffe (1985)
find the common denominator of all the new social movements (urban, ecological,
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feminist, anti-racist, regional, or sexual minorities) to be their differentiation from
workers’ struggles considered as class struggles. Indeed Laclau (1985:29) argues
that:

Categories such as “working class”, “petit bourgeois”, etc. [have become]
less and less meaningful as ways of understanding the overall identity of
social agents. The concept of “class struggle” for example, is neither correct
nor incorrect—it is, simply, totally insufficient as a way of accounting for
contemporary social conflicts.

For Laclau (1985:27) the rise of the new social movements precipitated a crisis in
the way social agents and conflicts are theorized. It became increasingly difficult
to identify social groups with a coherent system of “subject positions.” The social
transformations of the twentieth century weakened the ties between the subject’s
various identities so that, for example, the worker’s position in the relations of
production and his/her position as consumer, resident, or political participant, are
increasingly autonomous: this autonomy specifies the new social movements. For
Laclau, also, subject-positions always display openness and ambiguity and there
is no fully acquired social identity. Further, the social contradictions to which social
agents respond cannot be reduced to moments of an underlying societal logic—
“the social is in the last instance groundless” (Laclau 1985:34). This leads to a differing
conception of radical politics. In the nineteenth century, Laclau says, crises involved
a total model of society and social struggles developed a unified political imaginary.
In the twentieth century, a multiplication of points of rupture in society leads to
a proliferation of antagonisms, each tending to create its own space and politicize
a specific area of social relations. What Laclau (1985:39) calls the “moment of
totalization” in the political imaginary is now restricted to specific demands in
particular circumstances. Rather than finding this a political retreat, Laclau finds
the democratic potential of the new social movements lying precisely in their implicit
demands for a radically open and indeterminate view of society.

The self-production of society

Given such (partly valid) criticisms some recent theorizing has drawn, instead,
on a tradition in French social theory initiated by Castoriadis, drawing on the
French and German phenomenological traditions and continued, in modified
form, by Touraine. Like Marx, Castoriadis begins with the physical environment,
the biological properties of human beings, and the necessity of material and sexual
reproduction, for which fragments of logic and applied knowledge must be created.
But he claims this is as true for apes as it is for humans. Instead for Castoriadis
(1991:41):

The construction of its own world by each and every society is, in essence,
the creation of a world of meanings, its social imaginary significations, which
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organize the (pre-social, “biologically given”) natural world, institute a social
world proper to each society (with its articulations, rules, purposes, etc.),
establish the ways in which socialized and humanized individuals are to be
fabricated, and insaturate the motives, values, and hierarchies of social (human)
life. Society leans upon the first natural stratum, but only to erect a fantastically
complex (and amazingly coherent) edifice of significations which vest any
and every thing with meaning.

Knowing a society therefore entails reconstituting the world of its social imaginary
significations. Furthermore, for Castoriadis (1991:34): “History does not happen
to society: history is the self-deployment of society.” His notion is that the elements
of social-historical life are created each time (in terms of relevance, meaning,
connections, etc.) in and through the particular institution of society to which they
“belong.” Thus each social-historical instance has an essential singularity:
phenomenologically specific in the social forms and individuals it creates, ontologically
specific in that it can put itself into question, explicitly alter itself through self-
reflective activity.

Similarly Touraine (1988) replaces the construct of society as a system driven
by an inner logic with society as a “field of action.” His stress lies more on the
social praxis involved in the genesis of norms and conflicts over their interpretations.
Whereas in Marxism classes are defined structurally by positions in the production
process, for Touraine they are defined more directly in terms of social action.
Touraine distinguishes himself from the main message of structural/poststructural
social theory. From Marcuse to Althusser to Foucault and Bourdieu, the claim is
that social life is nothing more than “the system of signs of an unrelenting
domination” (Touraine 1988:71)—in such systems radical social movements would
be quickly shunted to the margins. For Touraine, by comparison, the necessary
decomposition of society, the passage from one cultural and societal field to
another, makes possible the entry of social movements with transformative
capabilities.

At the core of his analysis lie conflicts over “cultural orientations,” between an
innovative ruling class which manages culture and people subordinated to its
domination (Touraine 1988:155). For Touraine (1985:750—4) social conflicts involve
the competitive pursuit of collective interests but also the reconstitution of social,
cultural, or political identities; above all, conflict occurs over control of the main
cultural patterns through which relationships with the environment are normatively
organized. Most significantly, for Touraine, class struggles and social movements
express conscious contestation over the “self-production of society,” by which he
means the work society performs on itself in terms of reinventing its norms, institutions,
and practices. Struggles over historicity lie at the center of the functioning of society
and the processes by which society is created.
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New social movements in the Third World

Recent social movements theory has therefore moved away from what are frequently
found to be the restrictions of classical (Marxist) theories. But also the geographic
focus of research has tended to shift towards new social movements in the Third
World, particularly Latin America. A multiplication of groups independent of
traditional trade unions and political parties—squatter movements and
neighborhood councils, base-level communities within the Catholic Church,
indigenist associations, women’s associations, human rights committees, youth
meetings, educational and artistic activities, coalitions for the defense of regional
traditions and interests, self-help groupings among unemployed and poor people—
created a new social reality which, in Evers’s (1985:44) terms, “lies beyond the
realm of traditional modes of perception and instruments of interpretation.” Radical
theorists found in these movements potential for a new political hegemony
constructed through the direct action of the masses. This radical optimism has
more recently been tempered as some movements declined and their limited
potential was realized. Nevertheless it remains the case that Third World people’s
movements rather than First World workers’ movements are seen as potentially
transformative of the existing social structures.

Although not strictly in the social movements tradition, some of the more interesting
ideas in this vein derive from the work of Scott on everyday resistance (1985, 1990).
Scott, too, criticizes structuralist variants of Marxism for assuming that class relations
can be inferred from a few diagnostic features like the dominant mode of production.
While economic factors structure the situations faced by human actors, people fashion
their own responses within these, based on their experiences and histories. Also,
class does not exhaust the total explanatory space of social actions, especially in
peasant villages, where kinship, neighborhood, faction, and ritual links are competing
foci of human identity and solidarity: “the messy reality of multiple identities [is]
the experience out of which social relations are conducted” (Scott 1985:43).

Drawing on phenomenology and ethnomethodology, Scott (1985:80) argues
that subordinate classes “have rarely been afforded the luxury of open, organized,
political activity” which is the preserve of the middle classes and intelligentsia.
Instead he focuses on:

everyday forms of peasant resistance—the prosaic but constant struggle between
the peasantry and those who seek to extract labor, food, taxes, rents and
interest from them. Most of the forms this struggle takes stop well short of
outright collective defiance. Here I have in mind the ordinary weapons of
relatively powerless groups: foot dragging, dissimulation, false compliance,
pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, arson, sabotage, and so forth.

(Scott 1985:29)

In struggles over land, everyday resistance might entail piecemeal peasant squatting
on plantation or state forest land; open defiance, by contrast, would be a mass
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invasion that challenges property rights. Everyday forms of resistance are often
the most significant and effective over the long run.

Drawing more directly on poststructural themes, Escobar (1992b) sees social
movements equally as cultural struggles over meaning as over material conditions
and needs. Escobar draws a number of themes which might make this cultural
dimension more visible. First is a more accurate theorization of the practice of
everyday life through which culture is created and reproduced—the idea is to locate
daily life at the intersection of the articulation of meaning through practice on the
one hand and macro-processes of domination on the other. Second he finds it
necessary to rethink the relations between everyday life, culture, and politics: in
terms, for example, of Touraine’s (1981, 1988) notion of historicity; or Melucci’s
(1988) proposition that networks of relationships submerged in everyday life lie
behind the creation of cultural models and symbolic challenges by movements;
or Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) argument that politics is a discursive articulatory
process. Third, there is developing a micro-sociology and ethnography of popular
resistance: de Certeau’s (1984) notion that the “marginal majority” effect multiple,
infinitesimal changes in the dominant forms under which they live; Fiske’s (1989:10)
claim for “semiotic resistance” which originates in the “desire of the subordinate
to exert control over the meaning of their lives”; and Williams’ (1980) insistence
on the continuation of residual practices that have a collective character and which
can provide a basis for resistance and action. Generally the idea for Escobar (1992b)
is to relate structural theories of global transformation to the “subjective mapping
of experience.”

The notion of everyday resistance may be combined with a poststructural interest
in discourses of protest. A wide array of popular statements which often appear
only at the local level can be read, for example, as evidences of environmental
resistance. Academic work, displayed in several of the chapters of this book, can
usefully compare “documentary” evidence of resistance with a critique of hegemonic
discourses on development and environment. Here the mission is to pose alternatives
in stronger terms. Rather than “speaking for” subaltern peoples, the idea is to help
uncover discourses of resistance, put them into wider circulation, create networks
of ideas. Rather than saying what peasant consciousness should be, were it to be
“correct,” the idea is to allow discourses to speak for themselves.

Environmental movements, environmental security

This literature suggests several themes for a liberation ecology. As we have seen,
critiques of classical Marxism widen the spectrum of social movements opposing
a hegemony extending far beyond control of productive resources to include
culture, ideology, way of life; there is a particular interest, stemming from
poststructural work on discourse, in examining the thoughts, imaginaries, statements,
and institutions of both dominant and subaltern groups. The mediations between
structural contradictions, deprivations, and various forms of socio-political actions
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are now seen as highly significant, rather than contradiction automatically producing
organized opposition. These mediations seem to consist of at least five moments
or types: (1) perceptions and interpretations which place the adverse situations
faced by people into their meaning systems; (2) the sense of collective identity,
commonality with others, often place-based or environmentally structured; (3)
conditions which spur deprived, injured, or aggrieved people to different levels
or types of actions ranging from sullen individual resistance to organized social
movements; (4) linkages between social movements which create broad-based
political forces; (5) the possibility of joining “old” social movements, such as
unions and leftist parties, to new movements, such as organizations advocating
environmental justice.

Many of these ideas have been deployed in the analysis of burgeoning Third
World “environmental movements” (Ghai and Vivian 1992). While some work,
often by political scientists working in the “new” domain of environmental security,
posits simple and unmediated relationships between environmental change and
social instability/civil strife (see Homer-Dixon et al. 1993), much of the
environmental movements’ literature tends to the local in its purview and often
focuses on efforts to take resources out of the marketplace, to construct a sort
of moral economy of the environment (see Martinez-Alier 1990). Broad (1993),
for example, documents what she calls a new citizens’ movement in the Philippines
(5-6 million strong) consisting of “mass-based organizations” which arise from
the intersection of political-economic plunder and local demands for participation
and justice. In much of this literature the label “environmental” is hardly appropriate,
since the proliferation of grassroots and NGO movements often focus more broadly
on livelihoods and justice. Indeed, it is striking how indigenous rights movements,
conservation politics, food security, the emphasis on local knowledges and calls
for access to, and control over, local resources (democratization, broadly put)
crosscut the environment-poverty axis. This multi-dimensionality is, according
to some (Escobar 1992a), indicative of a new mode of doing politics, so-called
autopoietic (that is to say, self-producing and self-organizing) movements which
exercise power outside the state arena and which seek to create “decentered
autonomous spaces.”

These are ambitious claims which require careful scrutiny, though we are in
general in agreement with Antje Linkenbach (1994:81-2) when she says that:

Ecological movements are not creating a new economics for a new
civilization, they are not presenting a solution for the crisis of the modern
world, and they do not have the capacity...for ending development. But
they can show the difficulties, shortcomings and limited scopes of the
dominant as well as the alternative models for development at the level
of action.

However, if reasonable people can disagree over the potential and scope of these
movements, it is striking how little is said in the “environment as social movement”
literature about the conditions under which local movements transcend their locality,
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and hence contribute to the building of a robust civil society, and about the continuing
problems of productivity and growth in the face of mass poverty. Whatever their
shortcomings analytically, however, the existence of such grassroots livelihood
movements—rubber tappers in eastern Amazonia, tree huggers in North India, or
Indian communities fighting trans-national oil companies in Ecuador—represents
for the new social movements community the building blocks for an “alternative
to development” (Sachs 1992).

CONCLUSION: POLITICAL ECOLOGY REDUX

Like other ideologies environmentalism is socially constructed but it is an
especially indeterminate, malleable ideological form.
(Buttel 1992:15)

[Almbiguity runs through all of the most important discourses on economy
and the environment today.... Precisely this obscurity leads so many people
so much of the time to talk and write about “sustainability”: the word can

be used to mean almost anything...which is part of its appeal.
(O’Connor 1994:152)

Political ecology is changing as the underlying social theory moves in post-structural
directions and as new developments and tendencies occur in the politics of
environment. In terms of the former, social theory is itself an arena of struggle,
changing in the sources it draws upon, the themes it stresses, the shape of its
contemplative imagination, and the directions and significance of its political
outcomes. In terms of the latter, social struggles over land and resources, the
environmental conditions of human existence, erupt in a profusion of styles and
intensities, sometimes becoming full-fledged social movements, sometimes
remaining as more prosaic and circumscribed individual resistance. As these two
tendencies interact, political ecology as a specialized branch of critical social
theory undergoes its own partly autonomous shift in thematic structure and
theoretical style, very much as earlier versions also are critiqued and revised.
Earlier in this chapter we surveyed the origins of political ecology and its concern
to link the political economy of development—typically expressed through the
ability of the land manager to manage his/her resources in the context of particular
relations of production and circulation—with the traditional environmental concerns
of ecological anthropologists and geographers. We then placed political ecology
in a broader context which encompasses debates over the nature of modernity
itself. The renewal of long-standing skepticism about modernity and its rationality,
this time as poststructural and postmodern philosophies, leads social theory in
fascinating directions, many of which are worth pursuing for the challenges they
pose and the insights they stimulate. The simple notion that truth is socially and
culturally constructed, rather than discovered already existing as a quality inherent
in things, reverberates through social theory, revealing itself in remarkably diverse
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places. In particular the critique of reason as the discovery of eternal verities,
re-emphasizes the imaginative and discursive aspects of reasoning as a creative,
constituting act which transforms realizations about what already exists into projects
of how to make new things exist. Thus environmental crises do not project truth
into consciousness, on the basis of which people act in appropriate ways. Rather,
multiple realizations about all levels of environmental problems are one main
source stimulating a series of creative reactions which may (or may not) emerge
as fully formed social movements. Furthermore, these movements are collectivities
organized around common concerns and oppressions. But as well as being practical

y

struggles over livelihood and survival, they contest the “truths,” imaginations,
and discourses through which people think, speak about, and experience systems
of livelihood.

Hence in terms of social theory and political ecology we find both a broader
conception of the forms of contention (from class struggle to social movements to
everyday resistance) and a deeper conception of what is contended (from ownership
of productive resources to control over the human imagination). We suggest that
the social imaginaries and discourses which environmental and other social
movements contend, do not arise on the head of a pin or in a de-natured ivory
tower. Rather, the environment itself is an active constituent of imagination, and
the discourses themselves assume regional forms that are, as it were, thematically
organized by natural contexts. In other words, there is not an imaginary made in
some separate “social” realm, but an environmental imaginary, or rather whole
complexes of imaginaries, with which people think, discuss, and contend threats
to their livelihoods—a claim we discuss and elaborate in more detail in our concluding
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chapter. Notions like “environmental imaginary,” which draw on the Marxist
conception of consciousness, poststructural ideas about imagination and discourse,
and, dare we add, environmental determinism from early-modern geography, open
political ecology to considerations so different that we propose a new term to
describe them—Iliberation ecology. The intention is not simply to add politics to
political ecology, but to raise the emancipatory potential of environmental ideas
and to engage directly with the larger landscape of debates over modernity, its
institutions, and its knowledges.

Liberation ecology is not set in concrete as an already formed structure of ideas.
It is a discourse about nature, Marxist in origin, poststructural in recent influence,
politically transformative in intent, but subject still to the fiercest of debates. These
concern vital, fundamental issues, such as attitude towards modernity, rationality,
and emancipation. Compare Chapters 2 and 4 by Escobar and Yapa, so critical of
such basic tenets of modernism as developmentalism or environmentalism that
they advocate their abandonment, with Chapter 10 by Rangan, critical of the Chipko
movement, that darling of the anti-modernists, or Chapter 4 by Bebbington, which
shows that Ecuadorean movements defend their indigenous cultures by self-
consciously embracing modern techniques. Our own position—certainly not endorsed
by everyone in this volume—tends towards a critical modernism in which rationality
is contended rather than abandoned. But the main point is that liberation ecology
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is a discursive arena rather than a doctrine, a site where the broad issues of politics
and thought that shape and mark our time are freely and audaciously discussed
in terms of their environmental applications.

The poststructural and postmodern critiques of Western science as rationality
in its pure and universal form thus open the way for a fuller understanding of
the multiplicity of ways of comprehending the extraordinarily complex nexus
of development-environment relations. A poststructural ecology may begin with
the devastating environmental consequences of modernity but it deepens this
practical critique by arguing for its path-dependency, substantially different local
discourses about environment, each marked by its own contradictions, each with
lessons to teach and problems to avoid. In this sense a retrieval of peasant and
indigenous discourses on nature, land use, and ecological regulation and
management need not romanticize pre-capitalist or non-Western relations between
society and nature as Shiva (1991) does. Furthermore, one of the great merits of
the turn to discourse, broadly understood, within political ecology, is the demands
it makes for nuanced, richly textured empirical work (a sort of political-ecological
thick description) which matches the nuanced beliefs and practices of the world.
Some of the contributions to this book precisely capture this fine-grained and
culturally sensitive analysis.

In our view, accounts of environment and development should begin still
with the overall contradictory character of relations between societies and natural
environments and recognize that dialectics remains a compelling theory of
contradiction, crisis, and change (see Harvey 1993). But we would argue that
poststructural theory, which owes much of its appeal to the deconstruction of
the Western myths of science, truth, and rationality, itself has fabricated a
mythology about the dialectic or, rather, has taken the “dialectic” of Stalin’s
iron laws of history as its prevailing model. The dialectic, then, is portrayed
as an idealist device in which thesis incorporates antithesis during teleological
passage to an already given synthesis, allowing no room for contingency,
difference, or, for that matter, the new. In our view, dialectical analysis instead
imagines a system of relations which does not consume the autonomy of the
particular; it is one in which a number of dynamic tendencies in shifting
hierarchical arrangements are constantly disturbed and dislocated by new
sequences of different events, a dynamic which has pattern, order, and
determination without being teleological. It is a theory of totalities which, because
it values their unique aspects, is not totalizing.

This body of work at its best locates specific sorts of movements emerging
from the tensions and contradictions of under-production crises, understands
the imaginary basis of their oppositions and visions of a better life and the
discursive characters of their politics, and sees the possibilities for broadening
environmental issues into a movement for livelihood, entitlements, and social
justice. This is a tall order, and in a sense the theoretical work has only just
begun. We believe that this book represents, from a multiplicity of vantage
points, a common effort to refine and deepen the political, and in so doing
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pushes toward what we have termed a liberation ecology. Furthermore, we
also believe that the contributions to this volume—to return to the quotations
by Buttel and O’Connor cited at the beginning of the conclusion—provide building
blocks on which environmentalism and sustainability can be critically assessed
and hopefully reconstructed.
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CONSTRUCTING NATURE

Elements for a poststructural
political ecology

Arturo Escobar

INTRODUCTION: THE DISCOURSE OF NATURE
AND THE NATURE OF DISCOURSE

This chapter argues for a poststructural political ecology. The project reflects a
growing belief that nature is socially constructed, something entirely different from
saying “There is no real nature out there”; but it takes the further step of insisting
that the constructs of political economy and ecology as specifically modern forms
of knowledge, as well as their objects of study, must be analyzed discursively. It
is necessary to reiterate the connections between the making and evolution of
nature and the making and evolution of the discourses and practices through which
nature is historically produced and known. The relationship between nature and
capital has been articulated historically by different discursive regimes, including
in recent times—as we shall see—the discourses of sustainable development and
biodiversity conservation. The argument developed here is thus a reflection on
the discourses of nature from the vantage point of recent theories of the nature of
discourse.

From a certain poststructural perspective (Foucaultian and Deleuzian in particular)
there cannot be a materialist analysis which is not, at the same time, a discursive
analysis. The poststructural analysis of discourse is not only a linguistic theory; it
is a social theory, a theory of the production of social reality which includes the
analysis of representations as social facts inseparable from what is commonly thought
of as “material reality.” Poststructuralism focuses on the role of language in the
construction of social reality; it treats language not as a reflection of “reality” but
as constitutive of it. That was the whole point, for instance, of Said’s (1979)
Orientalism. For some, there is no materiality unmediated by discourse, as there
is no discourse unrelated to materialities (Laclau and Mouffe 1985). Discourse, as
used in this chapter, is the articulation of knowledge and power, of statements
and visibilities, of the visible and the expressible. Discourse is the process through
which social reality inevitably comes into being.
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Anthropologists have recently incorporated these insights into analyses of
systems of production and systems of signification, systems of meanings of
nature, and systems of use of resources, as inextricably bound together (Comaroff
and Comaroff 1991; Gudeman and Rivera 1990; Hvalkof 1989). Political ecologists
are beginning to emulate this fruitful trend. Space, poverty, and nature are seen
through the lens of a discursive materialism “where ideas, matter, discourse,
and power are intertwined in ways that virtually defy dissection” (Yapa 1995:1).
Insisting that we look at the way local cultures process the conditions of global
capital and modernity (Pred and Watts 1992) is another important step in this
direction.

In this chapter, I also take as point of departure a recent claim in political economy:
the suggestion that capital, undergoing a significant change in form, enters an
“ecological phase.” No longer is nature defined and treated as an external, exploitable
domain. Through a new process of capitalization, effected primarily by a shift in
representation, previously “uncapitalized” aspects of nature and society become
internal to capital. “Correspondingly, the primary dynamic of capitalism changes
form, from accumulation and growth feeding on an external domain, to ostensible
self-management and conservation of the system of capitalized nature closed back
upon itself” (M.O’Connor 1993:8). This transformation is perhaps most visible in
discussions of rainforest biodiversity: the key to the survival of the rainforest is
seen as lying in the genes of the species, the usefulness of which could be released
for profit through genetic engineering and biotechnology in the production of
commercially valuable products, such as pharmaceuticals. Capital thus develops
a conservationist tendency, significantly different from its usual reckless, destructive
form.

This proposal significantly qualifies views of the dialectic of nature and capital.
The argument has been that capitalist restructuring takes place at the expense of
production conditions: nature, the body, space. Driven by competition and cost-
shifting among individual capitals/capitalists, this restructuring signifies a deepening
of the encroachment of capital on nature and labor, an aggravation of the ecological
crisis, and an impairment of capital’s conditions of production—what James O’Connor
(1988, 1989) calls “the second contradiction” of capitalism. For M.O’Connor, the
expansionist drive of capital onto external nature implied by the second contradiction
is only one tendency. Another entails a more pervasive discursive incorporation
of nature as capital. This calls not for exploitative accumulation—with the concomitant
impairment of production conditions—but, on the contrary, the sustainable
management of the system of capitalized nature. Although the two forms may coexist,
the first is prelude to the second, which appears when brute appropriation is contested
by social movements. To the extent that the second entails deeper cultural
domination—even the genes of living species are seen in terms of production and
profitability—we are led to conclude that it will continue to achieve dominance
in the strategies of both capital and social movements.
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The present chapter is a contribution to the understanding of the articulations
established by capital between natural and social systems. It argues that both forms
of capital—exploitative and conservationist, modern and postmodern, let us say—
are necessary given current conditions in the Third and First Worlds; both—not
only the second form—require complex cultural and discursive articulations; both
take on different but increasingly overlapping characteristics in the Third and First
Worlds, and must be studied simultaneously; both can be studied by appealing to
a poststructural political ecology; and that social movements and communities
increasingly face the double task of building alternative productive rationalities
and strategies, and culturally resisting the inroads of new forms of capital and
technology into the fabric of nature and culture.

The first part of the chapter develops a nuanced reading of the discourse of
sustainable development to bring out its mediation between nature and capital,
particularly in the Third World. The second part elaborates the two forms of ecological
capital; a brief example from the Pacific Coast region of Colombia is presented to
show their respective rationalities and modes of operation. The third part analyzes
the discourses of technoscience and biotechnology through which a veritable
reinvention of nature is being effected, most clearly in the most industrialized countries,
but increasingly in the Third World as well. The fourth part discusses the implications
of the analysis for social practice; it focuses on the possibility of building alternative
production rationalities by social movements faced with the two logics of ecological
capital. The conclusion restates the case for the development of a poststructuralist
political ecology as a means of ascertaining the types of knowledge that might be
conducive to eco-socialist strategies.

“SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT”:
DEATH OF NATURE, RISE OF ENVIRONMENT

By starting with the contemporary discourse that most forcefully seeks to articulate
our relation to nature, we can “unpack” dominant assumptions about society and
nature, and the political economy that makes such assumptions possible: the discourse
of “sustainable development,” launched globally in 1987 with the report of the
World Commission on Environment and Development convened by the United
Nations under the chair(wo)manship of Norway’s former prime minister, Gro Harlem
Brundtland. That report, published under the title Our Common Future, begins
as follows:

In the middle of the twentieth century, we saw our planet from space for
the first time. Historians may eventually find that this vision had a greater
impact on thought than did the Copernican revolution of the sixteenth century,
which upset the human self-image by revealing that the earth is not the center
of the universe. From space, we saw a small and fragile ball dominated not
by human activity and edifice, but by a pattern of clouds, oceans, greenery,
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and soils. Humanity’s inability to fit its doings into that pattern is changing
planetary systems, fundamentally. Many such changes are accompanied by
life-threatening hazards. This new reality, from which there is no escape,
must be recognized—and managed.

(World Commission on Environment and Development 1987:1)

The category “global problems,” to which Our Common Future belongs, is of recent
invention. Its main impetus comes from the ecological fervor fostered by the Club
of Rome reports of the 1970s, which provided a distinctive vision of the world as
a global system where all parts are interrelated, thus demanding management on
a planetary scale (Sachs 1988). The notion that nature and the Earth can be “managed”
is an historically novel one. Like the earlier scientific management of labor, the
management of nature entails its capitalization, its treatment as commodity. Moreover,
the sustainable development discourse purports to reconcile two old enemies—
economic growth and the preservation of the environment—without significant
adjustments to the market system. This reconciliation is the result of complex discursive
operations involving capital, representations of nature, management, and science.
In the sustainable development discourse, nature is reinvented as environment
so that capital, not nature and culture, may be sustained.

Seeing the Earth from space was not so great a revolution. This vision only re-
enacted the scientific gaze established in clinical medicine at the end of the eighteenth
century. The representation of the globe from space is but another chapter of the
alliance which, two centuries ago, “was forged between words and things, enabling
one to see and to say” (Foucault 1975:xii). Twentieth-century space exploration
belongs to the paradigm defined by the spatialization and verbalization of the
pathological, effected by the scientific gaze of the nineteenth-century clinician.
As with the gaze of the clinician at an earlier time, environmental sciences today
challenge the Earth to reveal its secrets to the positive gaze of scientists. This operation
only ensures, however, that the degradation of the Earth be redistributed and
dispersed, through the professional discourses of environmentalists, economists,
geographers, and politicians. The globe and its “problems” have finally entered
rational discourse. Disease is housed in nature in a new manner. As the medicine
of the pathological led to a medicine of social space (the healthy biological space
was also the social space dreamt of by the French Revolution), so will the “medicine
of the Earth” result in new constructions of the social that allow some version of
nature’s health to be preserved.

In the Brundtland Report, we find a reinforcing effect between epistemology
and the technologies of vision.

The instruments of visualization in multinationalist, postmodernist culture have
compounded [the] meanings of disembodiment. The visualizing technologies
are without apparent limit.... Vision in this technological feast becomes
unregulated gluttony; all seems not just mythical about the god trick of seeing
everything from nowhere, but to have put the myth into ordinary practice.
(Haraway 1988:581)
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The Report thus inaugurated a period of unprecedented gluttony in the history of
vision and knowledge with the concomitant rise of a global ecocracy.

This might sound too harsh a judgment. We should construct the argument
step by step. To begin with, management is the sibling of gluttonous vision,
particularly now when the world is theorized in terms of global systems. The
narrative of management is linked to the visualization of the Earth as a “fragile
ball.” Carrying the baton from Brundtland, Scientific American’s September 1989
Special Issue on “Managing Planet Earth” reveals the essence of the managerial
attitude. At stake for this group of scientists (all either male academics or
businessmen) is the continuation of the existing models of growth and
development through appropriate management strategies. “What kind of planet
do we want? What kind of planet can we get?” asks the opening article (Clark
1989:48). “We” have responsibility for managing the human use of planet earth.
“We” “need to move peoples and nations towards sustainability” by effecting
a change in values and institutions that parallel the agricultural or industrial
revolutions of the past.

The question in this discourse is what new manipulations can we invent to
make the most out of nature and “resources.” But who is this “we” who knows
what is best for the world as a whole? Once again, we find the familiar figure of
the (white male) Western scientist-turned-manager. A full-page picture of a young
Nepalese woman “planting a tree as part of a reforestation project” is exemplary
of the mind-set of this “we.” Portrayed are not the women of the Chipko movement
in India, with their militancy, their radically different forms of knowledge and
practice of forestry, defending their trees politically and not through carefully
managed “reforestation” projects. Instead there is a picture of an ahistorical young
dark woman, whose control by masculinist and colonialist sciences, as Shiva
(1989) has shown, is assured in the very act of representation. This regime of
representation assumes that the benevolent hand of the West should save the
earth; the Fathers of the World Bank, mediated by Gro Harlem Brundtland, the
matriarch-scientist, and the few cosmopolitan Third Worlders who made it to
the World Commission, will reconcile “humankind” with “nature.” It is still the
Western scientist that speaks for the Earth.

But can reality be “managed”? The concepts of planning and management embody
the belief that social change can be engineered and directed, produced at will.
The idea that poor countries could more or less smoothly move along the path of
progress through planning has always been held to be an indubitable truth by
development experts. Perhaps no other concept has been so insidious, no other
idea gone so unchallenged, as modern planning. The narratives of planning and
management, always presented as “rational” and “objective,” are essential to
developers (Escobar 1992). A blindness to the role of planning in the normalization
and control of the social world is present also in environmental managerialism.
As they are incorporated into the world capitalist economy, even the most remote
communities of the Third World are torn from their local context, redefined as
“resources” to be planned for, managed.
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The rise of sustainable development is related to complex historical processes,
including modifications in various practices (of assessing the viability and impact
of development projects, obtaining knowledge at the local level, development
assistance by NGOs); new social situations (the failure of top-down development
projects, new social and ecological problems associated with that failure, new forms
of protest, deficiencies that have become accentuated); and international economic
and technological factors (new international divisions of labor with the concomitant
globalization of ecological degradation, coupled with novel technologies that measure
such degradation). What needs to be explained, however, is precisely why the
response to this set of conditions has taken the form of “sustainable development,”
and what important problems might be associated with it. Four aspects are involved
in answering this question.

First, the emergence of the concept of “sustainable development” is part of a
broader process of the problematization of global survival, a process which induces
a re-working of the relationship between nature and society. This problematization
appeared as a response to the destructive character of development, on the one
hand, and the rise of environmental movements in both the North and the South,
on the other, resulting in a complex process of internationalization of the
environment (Buttel et al. 1990). What is problematized is not the sustainability
of local cultures and realities, but rather that of the global ecosystem, “global”
being defined according to a perception of the world shared by those who rule
it. Ecosystems professionals tend to see ecological problems as the result of complex
processes that transcend cultural and local contexts. The slogan “Think globally,
act locally” assumes not only that problems can be defined at a global level, but
also that they are equally compelling for all communities. The professionals believe
that since all people are passengers of spaceship earth, all are responsible for
environmental degradation. They do not always see, in short, that there are great
differences and inequities in resource problems between countries, regions,
communities, and classes.

Second, the sustainable development discourse is regulated by a peculiar
economy of visibilities. Ecosystems analysts have discovered the “degrading”
activities of the poor, but have seldom recognized that such problems were rooted
in development processes that displaced indigenous communities, disrupted
people’s habitats and occupations, and forced many rural societies to increase
their pressures on the environment. Now the poor are admonished not for their
lack of industriousness but for their “irrationality” and lack of environmental
consciousness. Popular and scholarly texts alike are filled with representations
of dark and poor peasant masses destroying forests and mountainsides with axes
and machetes, thus shifting visibility and blame away from the large industrial
polluters in North and South, and the predatory way of life fostered by capitalism
and development, to poor peasants and “backward” practices such as slash-and-
burn agriculture.

Third, the ecodevelopmentalist vision expressed in mainstream versions of
sustainable development reproduces central aspects of economism and
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developmentalism. The sustainable development discourse redistributes in new
fields many of the concerns of classical development: basic needs, population,
resources, technology, institutional co-operation, food security and industrialism
are found reconfigured and reshuffled in the sustainable development discourse.
That discourse upholds ecological concerns, although with a slightly altered logic.
By adopting the concept of “sustainable development,” two old enemies, growth
and the environment, are reconciled (Redclift 1987), unfolding a new field of social
intervention and control. Given the present visibility of ecological degradation,
this process necessitates an epistemological and political reconciliation of ecology
and economy, intended to create the impression that only minor corrections to
the market system are needed to launch an era of environmentally sound development,
and hiding the fact that the economic framework itself cannot hope to accommodate
environmental concerns without substantial reform (Marglin 1992; Norgaard 1991a,
1991b). The sustainable development strategy, after all, focuses not so much on
the negative consequences of economic growth on the environment, as on the
effects of environmental degradation on growth and the potential for growth. Growth
(i.e. capitalist market expansion) and not the environment has to be sustained.
Poverty is believed to be a cause, as well as an effect, of environmental problems;
growth is needed to eliminate poverty and, in turn, protect the environment. Unlike
the discourse of the 1970s, which focused on “the limits to growth,” the discourse
of the 1980s was fixated on “growth of the limits” (Sachs 1988).

Fourth, the reconciliation of growth and environment is facilitated exactly by
the new concept of the “environment,” the importance of which has grown steadily
in the post-Second World War ecological discourse. The development of ecological
consciousness accompanying the rapid growth of industrial civilization also effected
the transformation of “nature” into “environment” (Sachs 1992). No longer does
nature denote an entity with its own agency, a source of life and discourse, as
was the case in many traditional societies, and with European Romantic literature
and art of the nineteenth century. For those committed to the world as resource,
the “environment” becomes an indispensable construct. As the term is used today,
“environment” includes a view of nature from the perspective of the urban-industrial
system. Everything that is relevant to the functioning of this system becomes part
of the environment. The active principle of this conceptualization is the human
agent and his/her creations, while nature is confined to an ever more passive role.
What circulates are raw materials, industrial products, toxic wastes, “resources”;
nature is reduced to stasis, a mere appendage to the environment. Along with the
physical deterioration of nature, we are witnessing its symbolic death. That which
moves, creates, inspires—that is, the organizing principle of life—now resides in
the environment.

The danger of accepting uncritically the sustainable development discourse is
highlighted by a group of environmental activists from Canada:

A genuine belief that the Brundtland Report is a big step forward for the
environmental/green movement...amounts to a selective reading, where the
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data on environmental degradation and poverty are emphasized, and the
growth economics and “resource” orientation of the Report are ignored or
downplayed. This point of view says that given the Brundtland Report’s
endorsement of sustainable development, activists can now point out some
particular environmental atrocity and say, “This is not sustainable development”.
However, environmentalists are thereby accepting a “development” framework
for discussion.

(Green Web 1989:6)

Becoming a new client of the development apparatus by adopting the sustainable
development discourse means accepting the scarcity of natural resources as a given
fact; this leads environmental managers into stressing the need to find the most
efficient forms of using resources without threatening the survival of nature and
people. As the Brundtland Report put it, the goal should be to “produce more
with less” (World Commission on Environment and Development 1987:15). The
World Commission is not alone in this endeavor. Year after year, this dictum is
reawakened by the World Watch Institute in its State of the World reports, a main
source for ecodevelopers. In these reports, ecology is reduced to a higher form
of efficiency, as Wolfgang Sachs (1988) perceptively says.

Although ecologists and ecodevelopmentalists recognize environmental limits
to production, a large number do not perceive the cultural character of the
commercialization of nature and life integral to the Western economy, nor do they
seriously account for the cultural limits which many societies have set on unchecked
production. It is not surprising that their policies are restricted to promoting the
“rational” management of resources. Environmentalists who accept this presupposition
also accept imperatives for capital accumulation, material growth, and the disciplining
of labor and nature. In doing so they extrapolate the occidental economic culture
to the entire universe. Even the call for a people-centered economy runs the risk of
perpetuating the basic assumptions of scarcity and productivism which underlie the
dominant economic vision. In sum, by rationalizing the defense of nature in economic
terms, advocates of sustainable development contribute to extending the economization
of life and history. This effect is most visible in the World Bank approach to sustainable
development, an approach based on the belief that, as the President of the Bank
put it shortly after the publication of the Brundtland Report, “sound ecology is good
economics” (Conable 1987:6). The establishment in 1987 of a top level Environment
Department, and the “Global Environmental Facility” (read: the Earth as a giant market/
utility company under Group of Seven and World Bank control) created in 1992,
reinforce the managerial attitude towards nature: “Environmental Planning”—said
Conable (1987:3) in the same address—“can make the most of nature’s resources
so that human resourcefulness can make the most of the future.”

Again this involves the further capitalization of nature, the propagation of certain
views of nature and society in terms of production and efficiency, not of respect
and the common good. This is why Visvanathan (1991) calls the world of Brundtland
and the World Bank “a disenchanted cosmos.” The Brundtland Report, and much
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of the sustainable development discourse, is a tale that a disenchanted (modern)
world tells itself about its sad condition. As a renewal of the contract between the
modern nation-state and modern science, sustainable development seeks not so
much to caricature the past, as with early development theory, as to control a
future whose vision is highly impoverished. Visvanathan is also concerned with
the ascendancy of the sustainable development discourse among ecologists and
activists. It is fitting to end this section with his call for resistance to co-option:

Brundtland seeks a cooptation of the very groups that are creating a new
dance of politics, where democracy is not merely order and discipline, where
earth is a magic cosmos, where life is still a mystery to be celebrated. ...The
experts of the global state would love to coopt them, turning them into a
secondary, second-rate bunch of consultants, a lower order of nurses and
paramedics still assisting the expert as surgeon and physician. It is this that
we seek to resist by creating an explosion of imaginations that this club of
experts seeks to destroy with its cries of lack and excess. The world of official
science and the nation-state is not only destroying soils and silting up lakes,
it is freezing the imagination.... We have to see the Brundtland report as a
form of published illiteracy and say a prayer for the energy depleted and
the forests lost in publishing the report. And finally, a little prayer, an apology
to the tree that supplied the paper for this document. Thank you, tree.
(1991:384)

CAPITALIZATION OF NATURE:
MODERN AND POSTMODERN FORMS

The sustainable development strategy is the main way of bringing nature into discourse
in what still is known as the Third World. The continuous reinvention of nature
requires not only bringing nature into new domains of discourse but also bringing
it into capital in novel ways. This process takes two general forms, both entailing
discursive constructions of different kinds. Let us call these forms the modern and
postmodern forms of capital in its ecological phase.

The modern form of capital

The first form capital takes in its ecological phase operates according to the logic
of the modern capitalist culture and rationality; it is theorized in terms of what
J.O’Connor (1988, 1989, 1991) calls “the second contradiction” of capitalism. Let
it be recalled that the starting point of Marxist crisis theory is the contradiction
between capitalist productive forces and production relations, or between the
production and realization of value and surplus value. It is important to emphasize
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that from the perspective of traditional Marxist theory capitalism restructures itself
through realization crises. But there is a second contradiction of capitalism that
has become pressing with the aggravation of the ecological crisis and the social
forms of protest this crisis generates. This theorization shows that we need to refocus
our attention on the role played by the conditions of production in capital
accumulation and capitalist restructuring, insufficiently theorized by Marx, yet placed
at the center of inquiry by Polanyi’s (1957) critique of the self-regulating market.
Why? Because capitalist restructuring increasingly takes place at the expense of
these conditions. A “condition of production” is everything treated as if it were a
commodity, even if it is not produced as a commodity—that is according to the
laws of value and the market: labor power, land, nature, urban space, fit this definition.
Recall that Polanyi called “land” (that is, nature) and “labor” (that is, human life),
“fictitious commodities.” The history of modernity and the history of capitalism
must be seen as the progressive capitalization of production conditions. Trees
produced capitalistically on plantations, privatized land and water rights, genetically
altered species sold in the market, and the entire training and professionalization
of labor—from its crudest form in slavery to today’s Ph.D.s—are all examples of
the “capitalization” of nature and human life.

This process is mediated by the state; indeed, the state must be seen as an
interface between capital and nature, including human beings and space. As far
as human beings are concerned, the disciplining and normalization of labor, the
management of poverty, and rise of the social (Donzelot 1979, 1988; Foucault
1979, 1980; Procacci 1991) marked the beginning of the capitalization of life within
the modern era, while urban planning normalized and accelerated the capitalization
of space (Harvey 1985; Rabinow 1989). This type of capitalization has been central
to capitalism since the beginning of the primitive accumulation process and
enclosure of the commons. The instrumental tendency of science was crucial in
this regard, as discussed by philosophers, feminists, and ecologists (Merchant
1980; Shiva 1989).

In fact, one of the defining features of modernity is the increasing appropriation
of “traditional” or pre-modern cultural contents by scientific knowledges, and the
subsequent subjection of vast areas of life to regulation by administrative apparatuses
based on expert knowledge (Foucault 1979; Giddens 1990; Habermas 1975). The
history of capital not only involves exploitation of production conditions; it is also
the history of the advance of the scientific discourses of modernity in areas such
as health, planning, families, education, economy, and the like, through what
Habermas (1987) refers to as the colonization of the lifeworld and Foucault (1980)
as the advance of bio-power. The accumulation of capital, in other words, required
the accumulation of normalized individuals and the accumulation of knowledge
about the processes of capital and populations. This is the primary lesson of the
anthropology of modernity of Western societies since the end of the eighteenth
century. With this observation we wish to emphasize that the modern form of
capital is inevitably mediated by the expert discourses of modernity.
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Capital’s threatening of its own conditions of production elicits manifold and
contradictory attempts at restructuring those conditions in order to reduce costs
or defend profits. Conversely, social struggles generated around the defense of
production conditions must seek two objectives: to defend life and production
conditions against capitals excesses; and to seek control over policies to restructure
production conditions, usually via further privatization. In other words, social
movements have to face simultaneously the destruction of life, the body, nature,
and space, and the crisis-induced restructuring of these conditions (O’Connor 1988,
1991). Often, these struggles pit the poor against the rich as both cultural and
economic actors; there is an “environmentalism of the poor” (Guha 1994; Martinez-
Alier 1992) which is a type of class struggle and, at the same time, a cultural struggle,
to the extent that the poor try to defend their natural environments from material
and cultural reconversion by the market. These struggles are often gender struggles,
in that many aspects of the destruction of production conditions affect women
particularly and contribute to the restructuring of class and gender relations (Mellor
1992; Rao 1989, 1991).

The postmodern form of ecological capital

In the Third World, the continued existence of conventional forms of capitalist
exploitation of people and the environment is organized according to the rules
of the dominant development discourse of the last forty years, for which nature
exists as raw material for economic growth activities (Escobar 1995). While there
are areas “sold” to the sustainable development discourse, others remain firmly
in the grasp of that crude and reckless developmentalism characterizing the post-
Second World War period. As we shall see in the Colombian case, both forms may
coexist schizophrenically in the same geographical and cultural region.

M.O’Connor (1993) is right, however, in pointing at a qualitative change in the
form capital tends to take today. If with modernity one can speak of a progressive
semiotic conquest of social life by expert discourses and economistic conceptions,
today this conquest is being extended to the very heart of nature and life. This
new conquest takes for granted the normalization already achieved by the modern
discourses of science and its administrative apparatuses; not only does it move
on to new territories, it also develops new modes of operation, which O’Connor
understands particularly in the Baudrillardian sense of the pre-eminence of the
sign. Once modernity is consolidated, once “the economy” becomes a seemingly
ineluctable reality (a true descriptor of reality for most), capital and the struggles
around it must broach the question of the domestication of all remaining social
and symbolic relations, in terms of the code of political economy, that of production.
It is no longer capital and labor that are at stake per se, but the reproduction of
the code. Social reality becomes, to borrow Baudrillard’s (1975) phrase, “the mirror
of production.”
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This second form of capital relies not only on the symbolic conquest of nature
(in terms of “biodiversity reserves”) and local communities (as “stewards” of nature);
it also requires the semiotic conquest of local knowledges, to the extent that “saving
nature” demands the valuation of local knowledges of sustaining nature. Local,
“indigenous” and “traditional” knowledge systems are found to be useful complements
to modern biology. However, in these discourses, knowledge is seen as something
existing in the “minds” of individual persons (shamans or elders) about external
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“objects” (“plants,” “species”), the medical or economic “utility” of which their bearers
are supposed to transmit to us. Local knowledge is seen not as a complex cultural
construction, involving movements and events profoundly historical and relational.
Moreover, these forms of knowledge usually have entirely different modes of operation
and relations to social and cultural fields (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). As they
are brought into its politics modern science recodifies them in utilitarian ways.
This triple cultural reconversion of nature, people, and knowledge represents
a novel internalization of production conditions. Nature and local people themselves
are seen as the source and creators of value—not merely as labor or raw material.
The discourse of biodiversity in particular achieves this effect. Species of micro-
organisms, flora, and fauna are valuable not so much as “resources” but as reservoirs
of value—this value residing in their very genes—that scientific research, along
with biotechnology, can release for capital and communities. This is a reason why
communities—particularly ethnic and peasant communities in the tropical rainforest
areas of the world—are finally recognized as the owners of their territories (or
what is left of them), but only to the extent that they accept seeing and treating
territory and themselves as reservoirs of capital. Communities in various parts of
the world are then enticed by biodiversity projects to become “stewards of the
social and natural ‘capitals’ whose sustainable management is, henceforth, both
their responsibility and the business of the world economy” (M.O’Connor 1993:5).
Once the semiotic conquest of nature is completed, the sustainable and rational
use of the environment becomes imperative. It is here that the fundamental logic
of the discourses of sustainable development and biodiversity must be found.

“Biodiversity conservation” in Colombia

A brief example illustrates the differences between the two forms of capital. The
Pacific Coast region of Colombia has one of the highest degrees of biological diversity
in the world. Covering about 5.4 million hectares of tropical rainforest, it is populated
by about 800,000 Afrocolombians and 40,000 indigenous people belonging to various
ethnic groups, particularly Emberas and Waunanas. Since the early 1980s the national
and regional governments have increased their development activities in the region,
culminating in the elaboration of ambitious development plans (DNP 1983, 1992).
The 1992 Sustainable Development Plan is a conventional strategy intended to foster
the development of capitalism in the region. Since the early 1980s, capital has
flowed to various parts of the region, particularly in the form of investments in
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sectors such as African palm plantations, large-scale shrimp cultivation, gold mining,
timber, and tourism. These investments operate, for the most part, in the mode of
the first form of capital. All of the activities of this type of capital tend to contribute
to ecological degradation and the displacement and proletarianization of local people,
who can no longer subsist as farmers and must find precarious jobs in palm oil
plantations and shrimp-packing plants.

Parallel to this, the government has launched a more modest, but symbolically
ambitious, project for the protection of the region’s almost legendary biodiversity,
in peril of being destroyed by activities mediated by the development plan. The
Biodiversity Project (GEF—PNUD 1993), conceived under the directives of the Global
Biodiversity Strategy (WRI/WCU/UNEP 1992) and within the scope of the World
Bank’s Global Environmental Facility (GEF), purports to effect an alternative strategy
for the sustainable and culturally appropriate development of the area. The project
is organized along four different axes: “to know” (to gather and systematize modern
and traditional knowledge of the region’s biodiversity); “to valorize” (to design
ecologically sound strategies to create economic value out of biodiversity); “to
mobilize” (to foster the organization of the black and indigenous communities so
they can take charge of the sustainable development of their environments); and
“to formulate and implement” (to modify institutional structures so they can support
community-oriented sustainable development strategies).

The Biodiversity Project obeys the global logic of the second form of ecological
capital. The Project became possible not only because of international trends, but
was formed also by pressure exerted on the state by black and indigenous
communities in the context of territorial and cultural rights accorded by the reform
of the National Constitution of 1991. The Project designers had to take into account
the views of local communities, and had to accept as important interlocutors
representatives of the black movement which was growing in the context of the
developmentalist onslaught and the reform of the constitution. A few progressive
professionals associated with the black movement have been able to insert themselves
in the national and regional staff of the project. While these professionals seem
aware of the risks involved in participating in a government project of this kind,
they also believe that the Project presents a space of struggle they cannot afford
to ignore.

Along with new forms of biotechnology, the discourse of biodiversity conservation
produced mostly by Northern NGOs and international organizations in the 1990s
achieves an important transformation in our consciousness of and practices towards
nature. As far as the world rainforests are concerned, this discourse constructs an
equation between “knowing” (classifying species), “saving” (protecting from total
destruction), and “using” (through the development of commercial applications
based on the genetic properties of species). Biodiversity prospectors would roam
the rainforest in search of potential uses of rainforest species, and the biotechnological
developments that would allegedly ensue from this task would provide the key
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to rainforest preservation—if appropriately protected, of course, by intellectual
property rights so that prospectors and investors have the incentive to invest in
the epic enterprise of saving nature (WRI/ WCU/UNEP 1992; WRI 1993). Both
capitalism and nature would not only survive but would thrive under the new
scheme dreamed up by scientists, planners, multinational corporations, and genetic
and molecular biology laboratories, among others. Social movements confront a
greening of economics, knowledge, and communities more pervasive than ever
before.

MAKING NATURE: FROM (MODERN) DEATH
TO (POSTMODERN) REINVENTION

It should be clear by now that sustainable development and biodiversity strategies
play a crucial role in the discursive production of production conditions.
Production conditions are not just transformed by “capital”: they have to be
transformed in/through discourse. The Brundtland Report, indeed the entire
sustainable development movement, is an attempt at resignifying nature, resources,
the Earth, human life itself, on a scale perhaps not witnessed since the rise of
empirical sciences and their reconstruction of nature—since nature’s “death,”
to use Carolyn Merchant’s expression (1980). Sustainable development is the
last attempt at articulating nature, modernity, and capitalism before the advent
of cyberculture.

The reconversion of nature effected by the discourses of biodiversity and
sustainable development may be placed in the broader context of what Donna
Haraway (1991) calls “the reinvention of nature.” Reinvention is fostered by sciences
such as molecular biology and genetics, research strategies such as the Human
Genome Project, and biotechnology. For Haraway, however, reinvention began
with the languages of systems analysis developed since the early post-Second World
War period; it marks the final disappearance of our organic notions of nature. The
logic and technologies of command-control have become more central in recent
years, particularly with the development of immunological discourses (Martin 1994)
and projects such as the mapping of the human genome. The language of this
discourse is decidedly postmodern and is not inimical to the post-Fordist regime
of accumulation (Harvey 1989), with its new cultural order of “flexible labor,” which
might also be read symbolically as an attempt to keep dark invaders at a distance
or quickly phagocytize them if they come close enough or become numerous enough
to threaten contagion and disorder.

Haraway reads in these developments the de-naturalization of the notions of
“organism” and “individual,” so dear to pre-Second World War science. She sees
the emergence of a new entity, the cyborg, which arises to fill the vacuum (1985,
1989b, 1991). Cyborgs are hybrid creatures, composed of organism and machine,
“special kinds of machines and special kinds of organisms appropriate to the late
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twentieth century” (1991:1). Cyborgs are not organic wholes but strategic assemblages
of organic, textual, and technical components. In the language of sustainable
development one would say that cyborgs do not belong in/to nature; they belong
in/to environment, and the environment belongs in/to systems.

Haraway concludes that we need to develop a different way of thinking about
nature, and ourselves in relation to nature. Taking Simone de Beauvoir’s declaration
that “one is not born a woman” into the postmodern domain of late twentieth-
century biology, Haraway adds that “one is not born an organism. Organisms are
made; they are constructs of a world-changing kind” (1989b:10). To be more precise,
organisms make themselves and are also made by history. This deeply historicized
account of life is difficult to accept if one remains within the modern traditions of
realism, rationalism, and organic nature. The historicized view assumes that what
counts as nature and what counts as culture in the West ceaselessly changes according
to complex historical factors. Since at least the end of the eighteenth century, “the
themes of race, sexuality, gender, nation, family and class have been written into
the body of nature in western life sciences,” even if in every case nature “remains
a crucially important and deeply contested myth and reality” (1989a:1). Nature as
such (unconstructed) has ceased to exist, if indeed it ever existed.

Nature, bodies, and organisms must thus be seen as “material-semiotic” actors,
rather than mere objects of science pre-existing in purity. Nature and organisms
emerge from discursive processes involving complex apparatuses of science, capital,
and culture. This implies that the boundaries between the organic, the techno-
economic, and the textual (or, broadly, cultural) are permeable. While nature, bodies,
and organisms certainly have an organic basis, they are increasingly produced in
conjunction with machines, and this production is always mediated by scientific
and cultural narratives. Haraway emphasizes that nature is a co-construction among
humans and non-humans. Nature has a certain agency, an “artifactuality” of sorts.
We thus have the possibility of engaging in new conversations with/around nature,
involving humans and unhumans together in the reconstruction of nature as public
culture. Furthermore, “there are great riches for feminists [and others] in explicitly
embracing the possibilities inherent in the breakdown of clean distinctions between
organism and machine and similar distinctions structuring the Western self” (Haraway
1985:92).

Haraway’s work reflects, and seeks to engage with, the profound transformation
brought about by new computer technologies and biotechnology advancing in
the core countries of the capitalist system. The advent of the new era—which
we can perhaps call cyberculture, as a truly post-industrial and postmodern society
(Escobar 1994)—entails a certain cultural promise for more just social configurations.
We should have no doubts by now that a fundamental social and cultural
transformation is under way, which promises to reshape biological and social
life, and which involves both dangers and possibilities. A new regime of bio-
sociality is upon us, implying that “nature will be modeled on culture understood
as practice. Nature will be known and remade through technique and will finally
become artificial, just as culture becomes natural” (Rabinow 1992:241). This might
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bring the dissolution of modern society and of the nature/ culture split, marking
also the end of the ideologies of naturalism—of an organic nature existing outside
history—and even the possibility that the organic might be improved upon by
artificial means.

What all this means for the Third World is yet to be examined. This examination
has to start with inventing a new language to speak of such issues from Third
World perspectives, a language of transformative self-affirmation that allows the
Third World to reposition itself in the global conversations and processes that
are reshaping the world, without submitting passively to the rules of the game
created by them. Sustainable development will not do. Biodiversity, on the contrary,
is becoming inextricably linked to other discourses, such as biotechnology, genetics,
and intellectual property rights (Shiva 1992). But the implications for the Third
World communities placed as “stewards” of organic nature are by no means well
understood. The issues are crucial for communities, as the Afrocolombian activists
of the Pacific Coast have discovered. Not for nothing are corporations developing
aggressive policies of privatizing nature and life. Communities in various parts
of the Third World will have to dialogue with each other to face the
internationalization of ecological capital. Ecological solidarity (South-South and
North-South) must travel this perilous terrain, and perhaps entertain the idea of
strategic alliances between the organic and the artificial (in terms of biotechnology
applications of rainforests’ biodiversity, for instance) against the most destructive
forms of capital.

SEMIOTIC RESISTANCE AND ALTERNATIVE
PRODUCTIVE RATIONALITY

The role of discourse and culture in organizing and mediating “nature” and
“production conditions” is still undeveloped in both the eco-socialist and eco-
feminist conceptions. For the most part, the economistic culture of modernity is
taken as the norm. Behind this lie the relationships between natural and historical
processes. Haraway’s work provides valuable elements for examining this relation
particularly in the context of rising technoculture. The Mexican ecologist, Enrique
Leff, has made a general case for theorizing the mutual inscription of nature,
culture, and history in terms useful for thinking about Third World situations.
As the ecological becomes part of the accumulation process, Leff argues, the
natural is absorbed into history and can thus be studied by historical materialism.
Yet he insists that culture remains an important mediating instance. The
transformation of nature and ecosystems by capital depends upon the cultural
practices of specific societies and the processes of cultural transformations that
are taking place (Leff 1995; see also Godelier 19806).

Leff’s (1986, 1992, 1993, 1995) conceptual effort is linked specifically to the
articulation of an alternative, ecologically sustainable productive rationality from
an integrated perspective of ecology, culture, and production. For Leff, ecological,
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technological, and cultural productivity must be woven together to theorize a new
view of rationality that generates equitable and sustainable processes. “The
environment should be regarded as the articulation of cultural, ecological,
technological and economic processes that come together to generate a complex,
balanced, and sustained productive system open to a variety of options and
development styles” (1993:60).

At the cultural level, cultural practices should be seen as a principle of productivity
for the sustainable use of natural resources. Most clearly in the case of indigenous
and ethnic groups, every social group possesses an “ecological culture” that must
be seen as forming part of the social relations and forces of production. At the
level of production, Leff advocates the development of “a productive paradigm
that is not economistic yet pertains to political economy” (1993:50). The result
would be an alternative production paradigm that relates technological innovation,
cultural processes, and ecological productivity. Less clear in Leff’s work is how
concepts such as “production” and “rationality” can be theorized from the perspective
of different cultural orders.

Based on this reformed view of the environment, Leff calls on ecology activists
and theorists to think in terms of “ecological conditions of production” and a “positive
theory of production,” in which nature is not seen only as production condition,
but actively incorporated into a new productive rationality along with labor and
technology. This call parallels J.O’Connor’s redefinition of production conditions
from the standpoint of the second contradiction, particularly through the actions
of social movements. Leff’s formulation brings into sharper focus the real need
that social movements and communities have for articulating their own views of
alternative development and alternative productive schemes specifically from the
perspective of ecology. The pressure mounts on social movements and community
activists in many parts of the world to engage in this constructive task, as the case
of the black and indigenous activists in the Colombian Pacific Coast shows. Leff’s
ongoing effort at conceptualizing an alternative productive rationality is helpful
in this regard.

The creation of a new productive rationality would entail forms of
environmental democracy, economic decentralization, and cultural and political
pluralism. The creation of spaces in which to foster local alternative productive
projects is one concrete way of advancing the strategy. In sum, Leff seeks to
redefine and radicalize three basic constructs: production, away from economistic
cultural constructions and pure market mechanisms; rationality, away from the
dominant reductionistic and utilitarian views; and management, away from
bureaucratized practice and towards a participatory approach. A strategy such
as this, one might add, implies cultural resistance to the symbolic reconversion
of nature; socioeconomic proposals with concrete alternative strategies; and
political organizing to ensure a minimum of local control over the entire process.
In the landscape of Latin American hybrid cultures (Garcia Canclini 1990),
strategies seem to be required combining modern and non-modern, capitalist
and non-capitalist forms and practices.
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One thing is clear in this debate: social movements and communities in the
Third World need to articulate alternative productive strategies that are ecologically
sustainable, lest they be swept away by a new round of conventional development.
The fact that these alternatives must also be culturally defined—from the
perspectives of cultures which, although hybrid, nevertheless retain a socially
significant difference vis a vis Western modernity—necessarily entails that a
certain semiotic resistance takes place. The worst would be for communities
to opt for conventional development styles. To accede to an era of post-
development—in which the hegemonic effect of the constructs of modernity
might be held in check (Escobar 1995)—communities will need simultaneously
to experiment with alternative productive strategies and to culturally resist capital’s
and modernity’s material and symbolic restructuring of nature. Communities
will need to prevent conventional development, green redevelopment via
sustainable development discourses, and the greening of communities and local
knowledge via discourses of biodiversity.

Is it really possible to imagine an alternative ecological economy based on a
different cultural (not only social) order? If one accepts that this has become an
essential political task, how could analysts investigate the concrete cultural practices
that might serve as a basis for it? What are the macro-economic conditions and
political processes that could make its implementation and survival possible? How
should this alternative social reality engage with dominant market-driven forces?
The importance of such questions will grow as researchers come to realize the
increasing complexity of the cultural politics of nature under way in the wake of
new forms of capital, technoscience, and globalization.

CONCLUSION: TOWARDS A
POSTSTRUCTURAL POLITICAL ECOLOGY

The two socially necessary forms of capital—modern and postmodern—maintain
an uneasy articulation depending on local, regional, and transnational conditions.
Both forms are mediated by discourse: conventional discourses of development,
plus the scientific discourses of modernity, in the case of the first form of ecological
capital; discourses of biodiversity and sustainable development (particularly
in the Third World), and molecular biology, biotechnology, and cyberculture
in the First (and increasingly Third) Worlds, in the case of the second form of
ecological capital. The regime of sustainable development in the South, and
of bio-sociality and cyberculture in the North show a certain degree of
geographical unevenness; yet the connections between them are becoming clearer.
While some regions in the Third World join the ranks of the cyber-culture, poor
communities in the First are affected by the logic of reckless capital and the
paradoxes of sustainability. The division between First and Third Worlds is
undergoing a fundamental mutation in the wake of post-Fordism, cyberculture,
and the ecological phase of capital.
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The discursive nature of capital is evident in the case of the production of
“production conditions.” The resignification of nature as environment; the reinscription
of the earth into capital via the gaze of science; the reinterpretation of poverty as
an effect of destroyed environments; the destruction of vernacular gender and
the concomitant proletarianization and re-articulation of women’s subordination
under modern principles; and the new interest in management and planning as
arbiters between people and nature, all are effects of the discursive construction
of sustainable development. As more and more professionals and activists adopt
the grammar of sustainable development, the reinvention of production conditions
produced by this discourse will be more effective. Institutions will continue to
re/produce the world as seen by those who rule it.

Although many people seem to be aware that nature is “socially constructed,”
many also continue to give a relatively unproblematic rendition of nature. Central
to this rendition is the assumption that “nature” exists beyond our constructions.
Nature, however, is neither unconstructed nor unconnected. Nature’s constructions
are effected by history, economics, technology, science, and myths of all kinds
as part of the “traffic between nature and culture” (Haraway 1989a). Leff (1986,
1995) emphasizes a similar point in his own way. Capital accumulation, he says,
requires the articulation of the sciences to the production process, so that the
truths they produce become productive forces. Thus the sustainable development
discourse must be seen as part of the creation of knowledge linked to capital,
to the extent that the concepts produced participate in reinscribing nature into
the law of value. Although the process of transdisciplinarity involved in the
sciences of ecology is hopeful, Leff (1986) believes, the lack of epistemological
vigilance has resulted in a certain disciplining of environmental themes which
has precluded the creation of concepts useful for the formulation of alternative
ecological rationalities. The analysis of discourses can serve as a basis for
elaborating practical concepts useful to reorient strategies concerning development
and the environment.

If nature and other life forms must now be understood as articulations of organic,
techno-economic, and cultural elements, does this not imply that we need to theorize
this mixture as the appropriate object of biology and ecology, perhaps at the same
time—and dialectically—that these sciences seek to theorize the “laws of nature”
in and of themselves? As Leff (personal communication) rightly says, one must be
cautious in this endeavor, and raise the question of “to what extent by manipulating
nature as reality you manipulate the scientific object of biology. By manipulating
evolution and genetics, to what extent do we also manipulate and reconstruct
the object and the internal laws of biology and genetics?” Perhaps what is needed
is a new epistemology of biology, such as that proposed by the phenomenological
biology of Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela (1980, 1987; Varela et al. 1991).
Works of this kind, attempting to step outside the traditional space of science by
taking seriously the continuity between cognizant self and world, between knowledge
and the social practices that make that knowledge possible, might contribute important
elements to a new biology and ecology. The question of the epistemology of the
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natural sciences is being broached both from poststructuralist perspectives and
reformed phenomenology in Maturana and Varela’s case. Should not it be broached
from that of political ecology as well?

The worldwide spread of value seems to privilege the new biotechnologies.
These further capitalize nature by planting value into it through scientific
research and development. Even human genes become conditions of production,
an important arena for capitalist restructuring, and so for contestation. The
reinvention of nature currently under way, effected by/within webs of meaning
and production that link the discourses of science and capital, should be
incorporated into a political ecology appropriate to that new age whose dawn
we are witnessing. What will count as “organisms” and even “human” for biology,
ecology, geography, and biological anthropology will be intimately mediated
by these processes.

Nature is now modeled as culture; sooner or later, “nature” will be produced
to order. If the production of trees in plantations constituted an important step in
the capitalization of nature, for example, the production of genetically produced
trees (or the “perfect” tomatoes produced at the University of California at Davis)
takes this process to new levels; it takes the tree a step further away from “organic
nature.” The implications of this are unclear. This is why the rising regime of bio-
sociality must find its place at the base of a political ecology and biology as forms
of knowledge about material-semiotic objects—organisms and communities—that
are historically constituted.

This is to say we need new narratives of life and culture. These narratives will
likely be hybrids of sorts; they will arise from the mediations that local cultures
are able to effect on the discourses and practices of nature, capital, and modernity.
This is a collective task that perhaps only social movements are in a position to
advance. The task entails the construction of collective identities, as well as struggles
over the redefinition of the boundaries between nature and culture. These boundaries
will be reimagined to the extent that the practice of social movements succeeds
in reconnecting life and thought by fostering a plural political ecology of knowledge.
As the analysis of concrete practices of thinking and doing, discursive approaches
have much to contribute to this reimagining. Materialist approaches do not need
to exclude this type of analysis.

NOTE

This chapter was originally prepared for the Wenner-Gren Symposium “Political-
economic Perspectives in Biological Anthropology: Building a Biocultural Synthesis”
1992. T thank Alan Goodman and Thomas Leathermann, conference organizers,
and Richard Peet, James O’Connor, Enrique Leff, and Richard Lichtman for thoughtful
comments on previous versions of the manuscript.
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IMPROVED SEEDS AND
CONSTRUCTED SCARCITY

Lakshman Yapa

It is widely believed that poverty is caused by economic underdevelopment, and
that the problem can be solved through economic development—increasing
investment, creating jobs, raising incomes, and improving the general standard of
living. I shall refer to this as the “axiom of economic development”—“axiom” because
these claims seem so obviously true they have become an integral part of “common
sense.” The principal purpose of this chapter is to contest the validity of this axiomatic
belief. I argue that poverty is not the result of lack of development, poor technology,
or scarce resources, but a normal manifestation of the very process of economic
development that is supposed to cure it; development causes modern poverty through
“socially constructed scarcity.” The argument for development-induced scarcity is
made by narrating a story about the Green Revolution—how “improved seeds”
are implicated in the social construction of scarcity.

J

Criticisms of “solutions,” such as high-yielding seeds, are usually countered
by questions like, “Hasn’t the Green Revolution staved off massive hunger in the
Third World?” It is not possible to provide objective “intelligent” answers to such
questions because they presume a certain way of knowing the world. As I show
later in the chapter such questions have little meaning outside that epistemology.
“If development is not the answer, what is the solution to hunger and poverty?”
Over the years, as [ became increasingly skeptical about the promise of development,
I looked to “other models of development”—socialist, sustainable, authentic, and
so on—as possible solutions to poverty. Eventually I concluded that it was impossible
to describe such a space in the pages of an article or as a chapter in a book; the
search for solutions is a discursive convention stemming from the same epistemology
of development that I find so problematic. That still leaves the question unresolved
of how one should address issues of hunger, malnutrition, and poverty.

The usual answer, Green Revolution, is not just a matter of producing more
food with improved seeds. It embodies a particular epistemology of development,
a way of seeing food, technology, nature, culture, and society, an epistemology
I wish critically to engage through my narrative of seeds. In this story there is
no circumscribed space called “the alternative” to the Green Revolution; in fact
there are thousands of site-specific alternatives that emerge in the substantive
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details of the story. It is not possible to jump ahead for a sneak preview because
there is no “solution” to be unveiled at the end of this critique. The “solution”
lies within an understanding of the detailed structure of the critique; the critique
is the solution.

4

By “poverty,” is meant a situation in which households are unable to satisfy
their basic needs for food, clothing, shelter, health care, and functional literacy.
“Economic development” refers to efforts to improve “standards of living” through
ever-higher levels of production and consumption of material goods and services—
that is, through an accelerated growth in GNP. The term “development” is also
used to cover all institutions, values, and economic theories that conceive, support,
and implement this process. In this chapter I refrain from producing a precise
definition of the term “development” because that would not do justice to its many
meanings. My plan is to deal with a specific meaning of the term emerging from
a story about improved seeds and modern agriculture. A full exposition of the
argument of modern poverty as development-induced scarcity would require many
other analyses—of nutrition, health care, housing, clothing, literacy, transport, and
SO on.

There are three principal paradigms within the discourse on economic
development: (1) neo-classical economic theories of underdevelopment concerning
overpopulation, transfer of technology, and diffusion of innovations; (2) neo-
Marxist theories of uneven development concerned with imperialism, dependency,
and world systems; and (3) the environmentalist conception of sustainable
development. There are two other strands of thought—political ecology and new
social movements—that have not wielded much influence in policy circles as
yet. Political ecology combines ecological concerns with political economy (Bryant
1992; Peet and Watts 1993; Pickles and Watts 1992). Political ecology in the 1980s
has produced, in my judgment, some of the most sophisticated theoretical analyses
in development by combining insights from ecology, history, class analysis, the
theory of the state, global capital, gender, and local knowledge systems (Blaikie
1985; Carney 1993; Hecht 1985; Richards 1985; Rocheleau 1991; Watts 1983). Despite
profound differences in their world views, the major paradigms share the central
belief that poverty arises from lack of development, that is underdevelopment,
a condition that can be eradicated with more development. The contrary notion,
that development creates scarcity, calls for a basic rethinking of the “poverty
problem.” We need to rethink what we mean when we say “Bangladesh is a
basket-case of poverty.” We need to examine the suggestive power that geographic
boundaries may have on where the poverty problem is located. I argue that the
“problem” should no longer be confined to the place where we see tangible,
physical evidence of poverty, but should include the very intellect that helped
conceptualize poverty in the first place. This leaves us in a serious predicament,
because academic tools—that is, the paradigms of development and the
epistemology of poverty—pose an obstacle to a solution by distorting understanding
of the problem.
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New seeds (once called “miracle seeds”) are widely understood to be a beneficent
technology dramatically increasing agricultural output—a significant technological
breakthrough in the fight against hunger in the Third World. That is the official
version of the Green Revolution story, inspired by the writings of neo-classical
economists. However, these same seeds reveal a considerably more complex and
contradictory character when viewed from other vantage points, such as political
ecology. Different paradigms, each with its own “way of knowing,” direct our attention
to attributes of seeds other than high yields, and provide important new meanings
to the question, “What are improved seeds?” By moving beyond a view of seeds
as material things, to one of seeds as the embodiment of a nexus of interacting
relations (social, ecological, academic, and so on), we can see how seeds are one
means for dominating people and nature, and how this technology can both create
and destroy use values at the same time.

The story of the epistemological transformation of the Green Revolution, from
seeds of plenty to seeds of scarcity, is important in another respect. It enables a
deeper understanding of the nature of the paradigms themselves—their assumptions,
the origins of their language, their strengths, and limitations. Even as paradigms
inform us about the nature of seeds, seeds inform us about the nature of paradigms.
A seed is an indissoluble nexus of relations. It has been improved, bred, and studied
through an epistemology formed by ahistorical, subject-specific disciplines and
paradigms. The fragmented nature of that discourse prevents us from seeing the
paradox of how improved seeds can give high yields and create scarcity at the
same time. Observers of development projects in the Third World may recognize
that the story of improved seeds told here is not exceptional.

THE NEXUS OF PRODUCTION RELATIONS

The principal analytical scheme used in this chapter is “the nexus of production
relations.” Production is an “economic” activity only in the narrowest sense of
the word, because it includes far more than technology, goods, and markets.
Production is determined at once within a web of relations—technical, social,
ecological, cultural, political, and academic—the understanding of which is
distorted by the subject-specific views of reductionist science (Figure 3.1).
These relations should not be conceived as discrete, analytical categories.
Nor is the list meant to be exhaustive. The relations act, interact, and react
to maintain a dynamic process of production: analytically, there are no visible
seams between them. In a historical sense, the relations are mutually constituted.
An entity that appears technological from one perspective, may be academic
or social from another. I have borrowed the term “production relations” from
Marx (1989 [1869]). However, I have extended the meaning of the term
“production relations” beyond the “social,” its original usage. I have consciously
tried to avoid the problems of the Marxian scheme of associating social relations
with the economic base, and matters of culture, knowledge, and ideology with the

71



YAPA

ACADEMIC ECOLOGICAL

IMPR&)VED
SEEDS

TECHNICAL POLITICAL

SOCIAL CULTURAL

Figure 3.1 Improved seeds: the nexus of production relations

superstructure. I explore the interactions among these relations without any concern
for which may be more determinate or “essential.” There is no a priori assertion
that one kind of relation is more important, determinant, or essential than another.
Production exists in an “overdetermined” system where every aspect “is constituted—
literally created—as the combined effect of all other aspects” (Wolff and Resnick
1987:134).

The concept of “overdetermination” stands opposed to essentialism. The latter
is the “presumption that complex realities of any sort are ultimately reducible to
simpler, or essential, realities” (Graham 1990); under essentialism, some influences
producing an outcome can be shown to be non-essential while others can be shown
to be the essential causes (Graham 1992). Peet (1992) objects to non-essentialism
by insisting that the refusal to separate essential from non-essential leads to indecision
and weakens the base of political activism. In my judgment the academic’s insistence
on discovering the essential (popularly called “finding the root causes”) weakens
political activism by discounting a large number of “non-essential” sites at which
numerous agents engage the circumstances of routine, everyday life. My story of
improved seeds testifies that the non-essentialist approach of the nexus of relations
can expand the scope of activism in South Asian food politics. While lack of access
to land remains an important cause of hunger, the scarcity of food in South Asia
is orchestrated through a bewildering array of mechanisms reaching beyond social
relations of land ownership into the cultural, ecological, political, and academic
realms. Each node in the nexus where scarcity is constructed provides also a site
for mounting political resistance, multiplying the scope for activism; however, the
agents of such activism, and the choice of strategies, may differ drastically from
one node to another.
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The nexus of production relations is a discursive materialist formation (Figure
3.1). Adapting a scheme from Foucault (1980) I argue that each node is a site of
both discursive and non-discursive practices. Technology, culture, and nature are
not only material processes but are constructed and driven by the discourses about
them. For example, at the technical node, there are technical “practices” related
to the use of land, labor, and capital; but these practices are informed and constituted
by various discourses in neo-classical economics, engineering, banking, and so
on. Similar discourses/practices occur at all other nodes of the nexus. Improved
seeds are not mere material entities, distributed, grown, and eaten; they are constituted
by specific social theories (discourses) of technology, culture, and nature. Improved
seeds thus exist in a discursive materialist formation.

The phrase “technical relations of production” in Figure 3.1 is similar to Marx’s
forces of production—the raw materials, resources, labor, and technology used
in production (Marx 1989 [1869]). The term “technical relations” calls attention
to the determination of attributes of production forces in a larger context (i.e.
by other relations). The term “social relations of production” is used in a manner
identical to Marxian economics, where it refers to ownership of the means of
production, the manner in which the means of production are utilized, and the
rules for the social distribution of the final product (Marx 1989 [1869]). Production
requires matter and energy as input and a repository to hold waste materials,
chemicals, and heat, setting in motion myriad interactions with the biophysical
environment—-¢the ecological relations of production.” The phrase “cultural relations
of production” refers to the interaction between economy and culture, in particular
the interaction of production with “the ways of life” of social groups embodied
in shared meaning, beliefs, values, and symbols. Political relations of production
include interactions between the state and society in the organization of economic
activity. In Third World societies the state plays an all-pervasive role in civil society
through its command over development projects. However, I subsume that topic
in this chapter under the heading “social relations”. Academic relations are of
two kinds: internal and external. Internal academic relations arise from the
understanding science has of itself in the production of knowledge, that is the
view of science as neutral, value-free, and non-political (Proctor 1991). External
academic relations refer to the discourses produced at other sites in the nexus:
technical, social, cultural, political, and ecological. Academic descriptions of
production are not necessarily impartial and neutral, because values, assumptions,
objectives, models, and language of representation are all thoroughly imbued
by the entire nexus of production relations. This argument has important implications
for the academic discourse on poverty.

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF SCARCITY

Innumerable mechanisms create scarcity by influencing how “demand end-uses”
are matched to “sources of supply.” An “end-use” is the “use” to which a good is
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put in the “end.” Scarcity may be created by an expansion of end-uses, as with
the creation of demand for new goods through advertising. Even more important
is the manipulation of sources of supply. Imagine that a particular end-use is met
through several different sources of supply. Through time some of these sources
are neglected, “de-developed,” and gradually disappear. For example, nitrogenous
fertilizer can be provided to a field in a variety of ways, including inorganic commercial
fertilizer, animal waste, agricultural residue, crop rotation, the growing of legumes,
interplanting, and slurry from methane digesters. However, inorganic commercial
fertilizer has become the principal, and often the only, means by which crop nutrients
are provided. Increased demand for inorganic fertilizer, and the de-development
of other methods, grew partly out of an academic discourse involving universities,
national and international research institutes, the state, agribusiness, and international
development agencies.

The logic of matching sources to end-uses has application in every area of
technology: food, nutrition, agriculture, manufacturing, health care, housing
construction, transport, and education. The adoption of this principle in the context
of underdevelopment and poverty gives new meaning to the terms “resources,”
“technology,” and “capital.” End-use analysis begins with a needed use value and
looks for the most direct way of satisfying it, minimizing energy, material, and
transport. In fact the entire nexus of production relations can be employed in matching

» o«

sources to end-uses. Thus the terms “resources,” “technology,” and “capital” have
no universal meaning in the absence of a concrete end-use analysis in a given
region. Contrary to the claims of economists “scarcity” has no context-free, universal
meaning; indeed, the physical geography of a region, its ecology, cultural values,
people’s knowledge of plants and animals, class, and power are all essential to
determining what constitutes a “resource.” Resources are not things and they are
not stocks; they are discursive material entities existing in a nexus of relations.

I shall turn next to a detailed consideration of individual sites in the nexus of
improved seeds. The nexus has no inner logic ranking different sites according
to an order of importance. The nexus is also a useful tool to get a perspective on
paradigms of development; by focusing on a class of “essential” causes each paradigm
highlights particular relations but fails to see how scarcity is constructed at a large
number of other sites (including academia).

TECHNICAL RELATIONS

At its most basic level the Green Revolution represented a new technology to
increase the production of cereals, particularly maize, wheat, and rice. It consisted
of high-yielding seeds grown in association with chemical fertilizer, pesticides,
and irrigation; without these inputs the new seeds yielded poorly (Shiva 1991:46).
Two principal points of this paper follow from the “technical” traits of improved
seeds: first, the technical attributes of seeds are not “attributes” as such, but are
relations that determine, and are determined by, the nature of other relations in
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the nexus; second, each node of the nexus is a site at which food scarcity is
constructed, notwithstanding the evidence of statistical data showing impressive
gains in cereal production.

When traditional varieties of cereal are heavily fertilized they lodge (bend
over) under the weight of increased yield. Plant breeders solved the problem
by developing fertilizer-responsive, thick-stemmed dwarf varieties using
hybridization techniques. All modern varieties are the result of hybridization
techniques although the term “hybrid” is confined to the first generation progeny
obtained from crossing two varieties that have been first inbred through several
generations as in the case of corn (Phoehlman and Sleper 1995:159). A seed
grain performs two functions: the endosperm produces food for the germinating
plant (also the source of our own food), and the embryo reproduces the plant.
In recent years there has been an increasing physical separation of the sites at
which these two functions are performed. The reproduction of seeds has moved
into the realm of formal science, experimental plots of research institutes, gene
banks, commercial seed suppliers, bureaucratic processes of seed certification,
and so on. In a word, farmers have lost control over the reproduction of seeds,
a tendency that will intensify with gene research in seeds (Kloppenburg 1988;
Mooney 1979).

The purchase of inputs (seeds, fertilizer, pesticides, and fuel) is a significant
source of expense for small peasant farmers. During the 1970s and early 1980s
most governments offered inputs at subsidized rates in an effort to promote the
adoption of new varieties. With increasing prices of petroleum and the cutting-
back of input subsidies (under economic restructuring), farm costs sky-rocketed.
Using 1961 as the base year the index of food production for the developing countries
increased at the rate of 0.04 per year over the years 1961-91, with much of the
increase coming from cereal production. However, the index of consumption of
commercial nitrogenous fertilizer grew at a staggering rate of 0.28 per year over
the same period. The quantity of nitrogenous fertilizer used per metric ton of food
in the early 1990s was between 3.5 to 4 times the amount used in 1961. The cultivation
of pulses, important sources of protein food for poor people and biological nitrogen
for the soil showed little or no increase during the entire period (calculations were
made from the FAO data diskettes—AGROSTAT-PC 1994). In India all agricultural
inputs increased at an aggregate rate of 4.2 per year between the years 1970-71
and 1979-80, but real output increased at only 2.3 per year. As a result the index
of productivity declined from 100 in 1970-71 to 75 in 1979-80 (Agarwal and Narain
1985:160).

A discussion of technical relations of new seeds is a useful place to make a
general remark about neo-classical economics and spatial diffusion of innovations.
These paradigms assume underdevelopment is caused by an inadequate development
of production forces, a situation that can be corrected by the diffusion of inputs:
capital, know-how, and technological innovations. Accelerated development of
production forces was the answer to underdevelopment. This was the underlying
thinking in promoting high-yielding seeds. Regional prosperity would emerge from
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expanded food production following the adoption of the technical package: seeds,
fertilizer, pesticides, and pump-sets for irrigation; this thinking ignored social,
ecological, cultural, and academic relations of innovations.

SOCIAL RELATIONS

William Gaud of the United States Agency for International Development first
used the term “Green Revolution” in a speech given to the Society for International
Development in March 1968 (Spitz 1987). Gaud alluded to the possibility of a
green technical revolution in food production as counterposed to a red political
revolution. In December 1969, Green Revolution was presented to the U.S.
Congress as a major tool of American foreign policy that provided bright market
prospects to the pesticide, fertilizer, seed, and tractor industries (Spitz 1987).
The very term was thus a political construct. Published documents of the World
Bank and the U.S. Agency for International Development during the 1960s and
1970s show the question of land reform was a significant element of the
development discourse during that time (World Bank 1974). But, as the productivist
logic of the Green Revolution got under way, interest in land reform disappeared
from the official agenda of development. Within Third World countries the state
was the most important agent promoting Green Revolution technology; the massive
project involved national universities, research institutes, ministries, extension
services, imports, subsidized inputs, credit and banking, and so on. The
entrepreneurial spirit of the state coincided with waning interest in land reform;
these state policies were adopted and executed on behalf of powerful class
interests of importers and landlords (El-Ghonemy 1990; Herring 1983; Nandy
1992).

The Green Revolution was promoted without a serious consideration of social
relations of production. This was a crucial mistake, because interpersonal economic
differences and class play important roles in determining who adopts what in rural
areas of the Third World (Blaut 1987; Griffin 1974; Yapa and Mayfield 1978). Griffin
(1974) has made a persuasive argument to this effect with his model of biased
innovations: capital-intensive innovations in the package of high-yielding seeds
soon acquired a landlord bias in the fragmented factor markets of India. A large
number of studies have shown an increase in income inequality and asset distribution
as a result of the Green Revolution (Frankel 1971; Griffin 1974; Harriss 1977; Hewitt
de Alcantara 1976; Pearse 1980; Shiva 1991); these claims have been strongly contested
in a study of rice growing areas of South India (Hazell and Ramasamy 1991). 1
shall not intervene in this debate here as it is not possible to evaluate “results” of
income and asset distribution studies without detailed attention to specific
methodologies employed in each case.

Concern with social relations of Green Revolution technology came out of the
academic tradition of political economy. That critique focused on the role of capitalist
farming in the exacerbation of class and regional income inequalities through the
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uneven adoption of high-yielding seeds (Griffin 1974; Hewitt de Alcantara 1976;
Yapa and Mayfield 1978). Political economy provides a new answer to the question,
“What are improved seeds?” They are a technology that produce higher yields,
but they confer benefits unequally to different classes. The state-sponsored productivist
logic of the Green Revolution marginalized those concerns. However, missing from
the political economy critique were other important questions: Why does technology
follow a particular path and not another? What are the ecological and cultural relations
of different kinds of technologies?

ECOLOGICAL RELATIONS

Production involves the transformation of materials into use values through the
application of information, energy, and labor using the ecosystem as a source of
energy and matter and as repository of waste products. This defines myriad interactions
within the biophysical environment: these are ecological relations of production.
Scarcity is constructed in the ecological realm through two modes: (1) by replacing
the “reproductive capacity” of nature with the “productive capacity” of industrial
inputs, and (2) by degrading conditions of production (Shiva 1991). I shall illustrate
these points by looking at improved seeds from the viewpoint of genetic diversity,
required inputs, and so-called economic “externalities.”

A serious effect of the introduction of new seeds is the accelerated loss
of genetic diversity (Mooney 1979). According to Erlich, a noted biologist,
“Aside from nuclear war, there is probably no more serious environmental
threat than the continued decay of the genetic variability of crops” (Erlich et
al. 1977:344). Genetically uniform varieties of rice, wheat, and corn grown
in monocultural stands are more vulnerable to pests and pathogens than older
varieties which have co-evolved with the local environment, necessitating
the use of pesticides, another example of social construction of scarcity (Bull
1982:13). Pesticides cause the large-scale destruction of non-target populations,
the genetic evolution of pesticide-resistant organisms, the contamination of
water and agricultural produce, and the reduction of soil organisms that maintain
the quality of humus in the soil (van den Bosch 1978; National Research Council
1989); moreover, they pose health risks to agricultural workers (Wright 1990).
Apart from serious environmental hazards, chemicals are also expensive; their
use has increased the dependence of Third World farmers on international capital.
The pesticide industry—that is, its research, development, and marketing—
underdevelops alternative techniques, which include: biological control through
prey—predator relationships; cultural methods, such as crop rotation, multiple
cropping, and companion planting, that alter the environment by making it less
suitable for pests; and crop breeding programs that develop disease-resistant
plants. Of all these techniques the chemical ones receive the most support, because
they create most exchange value. Even though more than 20,000 serious pests
are known, natural enemies are known for less than 10 percent of these.
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Entomologist Debach (quoted in Nebel 1981:428-9) believes this research is
underfunded because biological methods do not generate profits the way synthetic
chemicals do.

The world production of nitrogen fertilizer rose from about 6.5 million metric
tons in 1955 to 67.5 million metric tons in 1984. In that year developing countries
consumed more than 40 percent of the world’s nitrogen fertilizer (Food and Agriculture
Organization 1984). Apart from increasing costs the use of chemical nitrogen
contributed to increasing scarcity by reducing the supply of naturally available
organic nitrogen. It had the effect of underdeveloping knowledge of biological
sources of nitrogen related to crop rotation, multiple cropping, incorporation of
nitrogen rich legumes in agricultural production, use of agricultural and plant remains,
and application of animal manure.

In South Asia, there is widespread evidence that fertilizer and pesticide runoff
contaminate groundwater and streams. The fish and crab populations living in
rice paddies, an important source of protein for the poor, have declined, or are
unsafe to eat (Bull 1982:63—4). Poor farmers working knee-deep in the rice paddy
mud do not wear protective clothing. Moreover, in regions without indoor plumbing
or water purification plants, farmers wash themselves in water from the fields,
streams, and irrigation channels, which now carry unsafe levels of chemical
contaminants. In the context of South Asian farming the very use of the word
“environment” can be misleading, because, physically speaking, farmers are an
integral part of “the environment”; it is quite harmful to describe the condition of
contaminated water as an “externality.” One may well ask in what sense is
contaminated water an “externality” when farmers have to drink, wash, bathe, and
work in it. Thus hybrid seeds are not simply a technique of increasing food production,
but represent the emergence of a mode of production that is destroying the productive
base of subsistence.

CULTURAL RELATIONS

The term “cultural relations of production” refers to the interaction between culture
and economy. Rhodes (1984:43) describes “culture” as follows:

Cross-cutting and underlying...all anthropological studies is the notion
of “culture.” A dynamic blueprint or design for living, culture is learned
behavior handed down through generations so that each new cohort of
babies in a society does not have to start again from scratch. To some
degree, what agricultural scientists call tradition is the anthropologist’s
culture.

Rhodes’s remarks about agricultural scientists’ conception of culture as tradition
are crucial to understanding the cultural relations of the Green Revolution. Improved
seeds arrived in the villages of India carrying the authority of science and modernity.
The new seeds—sponsored by international aid agencies, developed by crop-breeding
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science, backed by multinational agribusiness capital, approved by the Government
of India, and promoted by an army of trained extension workers—presented a
formidable power that confronted peasant farmers living in their “traditional culture
of poverty.”

Chambers (1983:76) describes this unequal encounter of modernity and tradition
in an essay entitled “Whose knowledge?”:

From rich-country professionals and urban-based professionals in the third
world countries right down to the lowliest extension workers it is a common
assumption that the modern scientific knowledge of the centre is sophisticated,
advanced and valid, and conversely, that whatever rural people may know
will be unsystematic, imprecise, superficial and often plain wrong.

To the centuries-long colonial view of peasant agriculture as primitive was added
the “modernization” literature of the 1960s and 1970s, which set out to transform
“backward” traditional culture, the principal obstacle to adoption of innovations
and the diffusion of development (Rogers 1969; Rostow 1960). The concept of
traditional culture as backward is an elaborate academic representation of “the
other,” an intellectual construction which actually reflects the values of sociologists
immersed in the dominant world-view of capitalist culture. There is no objective
referent in the external world called “backward traditional culture” that is independent
of the intellect that constructed it (Said 1979).

Several prominent students of “traditional” agriculture have written persuasively
about the complexity and longevity of mixed farming that incorporates animals,
manure, and crop rotation—for example, FH.King (1973 [1911)) of the U.S. Department
of Agriculture and Sir Albert Howard (1973 [1940]). Among geographers the pre-
eminent student of traditional agriculture was Sauer (1952, 1963 [1938]) who was
quite emphatic in his condemnation of the Rockefeller Foundation proposal in
the early 1940s to modernize Mexican agriculture (Jennings 1988:50-5). Based on
surveys of traditional farming conducted at several sites in southern Mexico and
Central America, Wilken (1987) described traditional resource management techniques
in energy supply, soil classification, and the management of soil, water, slope,
and space. Wilken adds that traditional tools and techniques are not easily duplicated,
because most traditional technology requires understanding local conditions and
ways of managing local energy and materials. Other writing describing the importance
of indigenous knowledge includes: Altieri (1987); Brokensha et al. (1980); Chambers
(1983); Harrison (1987); and Richards (1985.

A good example of the implications of modernization of traditional agriculture
comes from the Andean Highlands of Peru. The Andes are the richest gene
pool for potatoes, estimated by geneticists to contain 2,000-3,000 varieties. The
farmers possess highly developed systems for classifying potatoes that have
enabled them to observe, select, and propagate many varieties over large, diverse,
mountainous areas. There are also well-developed trading networks for exchange
and sale of seed potatoes. Often in a single locality as many as 50-70 varieties
may be found, adapted to local conditions. Since 1950, systematic efforts have
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been made to modernize the potato culture of the Andean Highlands; with
the increased adoption of improved varieties, has come an increased demand
for external inputs, including seeds. The modernization of the Andean potato
culture parallels what we saw in Asia, where there has been a break in the
connection in knowledge of local ecology and of the practice of matching native
varieties to particular places to minimize losses from frost, drought, and disease
(Brush 1980).

The modernization literature on diffusion in the Third World profoundly
misrepresented and misinterpreted traditional societies as backward and non-
innovative. This cultural bias, abetted in part by academics, affected public policy
and the course of diffusion of agricultural innovations. It has also been a bearer
of the hegemonic culture of science, capital, and authority that subjugates tradition
and the keepers of that knowledge. By doing so the architects of the Green Revolution
robbed culture of its power as a problem-solving agency in the everyday life of
poor people.

ACADEMIC RELATIONS

The expression “academic relations of production” refers to the work of agricultural
scientists who conceived and bred improved seeds, and the work of social
scientists who conceived the social theory that facilitated the diffusion of that
technology. The story of improved seeds provides an excellent example of the
claim made by critical social theorists that science and technology are in fact
“social processes” directed by power relations in underlying society, serving
to strengthen and reproduce those power relations (Aronowitz 1988; Foucault
1980).

I argued earlier that improved seeds were not just a technology to feed people
better by increasing food production, but that they were also an instrument designed
to serve the economic interests of particular classes of people. Such claims are
usually dismissed as being a naive subscription to conspiracy theory. One resolution
to the debate lies in critical social theory which shows how knowledge is constructed
to serve the needs of a particular world view, and how this can happen through

4

“internal academic relations,” without that intellect being centrally directed by
particular agents (Aronowitz 1988; see also Monthly Review, July-August 1986).
In his critique of “value-free science,” Proctor (1991:268) expressed this in the

following way:

The simplest and perhaps the oldest version of the ideal of neutrality is that
science may be used for good or for evil. The problem with this view, though,
is that it ignores the fact that science has both social origins and social
consequences. Who, one can ask, does science serve, and how? Who has
gained from “miracle wheat” and who has lost?...Science is not different from
other aspects of culture in this sense.
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Wheat and corn improvement research conducted by Norman Borlaug is cited
as the beginning of the Green Revolution in Mexico. The Mexican story goes
further back, however, to the 1930s, when the Ministry of Agriculture in Mexico
during the progressive years of President Cardenas (1935-40) initiated a program
of scientific research to improve corn, the main staple of the peasantry. The years
of Cardenas saw sweeping land reforms, the expropriation of Standard Oil, and
the threat of take-over of other U.S. investments in Mexico. With the installation
of Camacho as president, the program for the improvement of peasant crops
was disbanded. During the 1940s, with help from the Rockefeller Foundation, a
new program of agricultural research was started, focusing on hybrid varieties
of irrigated wheat for large-scale commercial growers of north-west Mexico. The
idea was to reverse the agrarian radicalism of Cardenas and replace it with a
model of scientific, industrial agriculture to produce food surpluses for urban
areas using industrial inputs. This program later came to be known as the Green
Revolution; it did much for agribusiness of pumps, machines, fertilizer, and pesticides
and little for the nutrition and welfare of Mexican peasants (Hewitt de Alcantara
1973-4). Drawing on Rockefeller archives, Jennings (1988) reports that Carl Sauer,
who was a strong critic of the model of industrial agriculture, believed that the
agricultural and nutritional practices of Mexican peasantry were quite sound,
but that they needed support and strengthening. Sauer’s advice went unheeded
at the foundation. Borlaug’s work also marginalized the research on rain-fed corn
done by Mexican scientists in the Institute of Agricultural Investigations. Hewitt
de Alcantara (1973—4:32) has suggested that Camacho and his advisors specifically
reached for a pro-industrial program as a substitute for the agrarian programs
of Cardenas.

The International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) was founded in Los Banos, the
Philippines in 1960 with funding from the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations. The
conception of agricultural research at IRRI was simple, centralized, and productivist;
according to Anderson et al. (1980:7-8) it assumed:

that a single international center would be able to design and breed a small
set of new varieties of rice plants that would displace the thousands of locally
cultivated plants in the irrigated rice lands of Asia.... Although by the commonly
accepted standards of academic research the IRRI scientists and technologists
were well qualified in their specialties, few had a deep understanding...of
indigenous practices. ..or the socio-economic contexts in which Asian cultivators
operated.

The social theory of the Green Revolution came out of the work of modernization
theorists. The promotion of high-yielding varieties spawned a whole new
vocabulary that included terms and expressions such as “progressive farmers,”
“backward farmers,” “betting on the fittest,” and so on. Capitalist farmers with
access to large areas of irrigated land who could purchase the expensive inputs
were culturally and linguistically transformed into “progressive farmers.” Poor
farmers who could not afford to respond, and intelligent farmers who actively
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rejected the new seeds for ecological reasons, were transformed into “backward
farmers,” or “laggards,” in the language of the sociology of innovation diffusion.
In India, the strategy of “betting on the fittest” was a social rationalization of
agrarian policies that had nothing to offer the marginal farmers, the landless
laborers, or those who cultivated coarse grains in areas of rain-fed agriculture
(Frankel 1971).

And so we return again to the question: “What are improved seeds?” The
conception of seeds as academic relations shows that what had earlier been called
technological, social, ecological, and cultural is in fact constructed through academic
processes of research and social theory—*“external academic relations.” Therefore,
it is through academic “deconstruction” that we can begin to understand how improved
seeds are actually constituted as a discursive material entity. The question “Hasn’t
the Green Revolution staved off massive hunger in the Third World?” makes sense
only within a particular epistemology; the same inquiry makes little sense when
viewed in the context of a nexus.

CONCLUSION

This chapter was partly an exercise in understanding how social problems are
defined and solutions are proposed. Since poverty is a serious problem, development
was the solution, for example, the Green Revolution. But such solutions are in
fact part of the problem, because poverty is a form of scarcity induced by the
very process of economic development. That argument was illustrated by narrating
a story of improved seeds. In this paper I explored the question “What are improved
seeds?” The answer that it is a technology that increased yields, is a reductionist
description that ignores how scarcity was constructed in the nexus of relations.
Scarcity is not a general condition; it is always socially specific. The Green Revolution
created a technology which required poor farmers to buy inputs; it ignored other
appropriate technologies of food production such as rain-fed farming, multiple
cropping, growing of legumes, and so on. Its productivist logic marginalized
political economists’ concerns for people’s access to land and productive resources.
It devalued the “reproductive power” of nature by substituting the “productive
power” of industrial inputs. Further, the ecological degradation caused by the
use of these inputs reduced the subsistence capacity of land. By marginalizing
traditional knowledge it robbed the culture of poor people of its power/agency
to address problems of everyday life. It produced an academic discourse that
concealed how production can also destroy use values, creating social scarcity
at each node of the nexus; thus it disempowered poor people and misled people
of goodwill. The problem of poverty must, therefore, be expanded to include
not only concrete places and people that experience scarcity, but also the
epistemology of how we know scarcity and poverty.
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MOVEMENTS,
MODERNIZATIONS,
AND MARKETS

Indigenous organizations and agrarian
strategies in Ecuador

Anthony Bebbington

This chapter tells a story about popular and non-governmental organizations in
the Andes of Ecuador. The tale is related to several of the intellectual and political
currents referred to in the opening chapter by Peet and Watts. Of course, the
language and concepts of the intellectual currents on which I draw are not those
of the actors of the tale. But to relate the story to those concepts helps tell us
something about the insights and insufficiencies of the concepts, and about the
potentials and limits on the “liberational” possibilities embodied by these
organizations.

Telling the story this way also helps us address the challenge of bringing those
different language communities closer (Booth 1994; Edwards 1994). Why is this
a worthwhile challenge? Because the idea behind writing development stories
is not simply to understand the world but rather to change it (Edwards 1994);
our understanding and our ability to contribute to such change are the greater
if we build bridges across the gulf between the languages of social movements
and popular organizations, and those of activists, intellectuals, and “policy makers.”
To say this is not to collapse into a “people know best” populism taken to task
in the opening chapter. Indeed, to understand is not necessarily to agree with.
Constructive critique can be a form of support, as long as it has practicable
implications.

The story I tell is how federations of indigenous people in highland Ecuador
put together strategies for rural social change, and particularly for agricultural
development. This empirical story is related to the conceptual discussions of
“alternative” development that draw upon concepts of “indigenous technical
knowledge,” “farmer-first” agricultural development, political ecology, new social
movements, and civil society. The assumption of much alternative development
writing is that “alternative actors” such as indigenous peoples’ organizations will

86



INDIGENOUS ORGANIZATIONS

carry forward these “alternative” agendas (Bebbington 1995). This is not always
the case. In particular, a commitment to native, traditional, and agro-ecological
techniques found in intellectual currents in social science and development activism
is often missing among indigenous peoples’ organizations: in its place is a commitment
to reforming, adapting, and managing modernization. However, at the same time,
the principles of local control, democratization, and community-based sustainable
development underlying “alternative” development thinking are apparent in the
strategies of these indigenous federations. Thus while intellectual concepts and
popular practice may differ at the level of strategy, they converge at the level of
wider political objectives. Looking more carefully at why this happens addresses
questions raised by Peet and Watts in their introduction, about “the conditions
under which knowledges and practices become part of alternative development
strategies.” It also problematizes the question by asking which knowledges and
which practices?

In addition to analyzing the internal rationales of the strategies of social movements,
questions of effectiveness also must be raised. If, as the Oxfam poster says, “freedom
begins with breakfast,” then the final measure of the strategies of these organizations
is how far they improve the livelihoods of their members—politically and
economically. To organize, be innovative, and create “decentered autonomous spaces”
(Escobar 1992) is simply not enough. In the final instance, alternative strategies
are only worthwhile if they make a concrete difference. Peet and Watts in their
introduction are painfully correct in pointing out that the social movements literature
says very little about how far, and under what conditions, these movements genuinely
contribute to a more robust civil society and (perhaps more importantly) the basics
of increased productivity, income, and employment opportunities in the popular
sectors. The “alternative visions” of intellectuals and activists are similarly unconvincing
in demonstrating how their proposals will create new livelihood possibilities. If
we are interested in “liberation ecologies,” the proposals of social movements and
intellectuals alike fall well short of the practical challenge of liberation.

This chapter first looks at conceptual discussions about indigenous technical
knowledge and farmer-first development, and points out—at the risk of caricature—
the inherent weaknesses of many such analyses. This leads to a consideration of
the political-economic realities within which alternative agricultural strategies are
currently pursued in Latin America. This in turn takes us onto the terrain of political
ecology, and a brief discussion of social movements and their political and economic
context.

This review of conceptual overlaps between political ecology and civil society
lays the basis for a short case study that allows us to sustain a conversation between
the theoretical concepts of “outside” analysts, and the strategies of civil society
organizations. The case study discusses how a group of indigenous (or Indian)
peasant federations and non-governmental development organizations (NGOs) in
the highland province of Chimborazo in the Central Andes of Ecuador emerged
as actors in civil society and composed local development strategies embracing
technology, ethnicity, and politics. These strategies have, over time, become
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increasingly eclectic, pragmatic, and modernizing—and yet the underlying vision
of rural development still retains a very “alternative” agenda for an indigenous,
grassroots-controlled modernization. This is particularly the case for Indian federations,
whose agrarian programs incorporate Green Revolution technologies to promote
a form of development that nonetheless aims at reinforcing Indian culture and
society.

These agricultural programs differ from the modernization fostered by the state,
but also differ from proposals of those intellectuals and activists who suggest that
appropriate rural development should build only, or primarily, on farmers’ own
techniques and innovations. This suggests that what gives a strategy its alternative,
indigenous orientation is not its content (i.e. that it uses indigenous technologies,
etc.) but rather its goal (i.e. that it aims to increase local control of processes of
social change). Indigenous farmers may well incorporate the modern techniques
of those who have long been their dominators, and do so in a way that strengthens
an indigenous agenda pitched in some sense against the interests of those dominating
groups.

The case suggests also that while it is important to recognize that rural social
movements have “agency” (Redclift 1987), it remains important to understand that
they are agents situated in cultural, economic, agro-ecological, and socio-political
contexts which influence how, and why, they manage resources in particular ways.
This situatedness should be kept at the forefront of theoretical interpretations. For
it is one thing for theoretical analysis and development practice to recover the
importance of these long-marginalized actors within civil society. This is important
and it is one of the ways in which “voice” can be given to these actors and to the
legitimacy of their own strategies and ideas. But that does not mean we have to
celebrate all that they do—for much of this may be ineffective, undemocratic,
authoritarian, frequently male, and so on. However, if our analyses recover and
understand the ways in which actors are situated, and how this affects their rationales,
this will draw attention to the limits on their capacities to compose viable and
democratizing programs, and to the reasons for the limited impact of these programs.
This in turn can be one step in the process of defining potentially more effective
strategies that can incorporate “external innovations” but at the same time build
from the rationales of the actors involved (rather than from imposed rationales).
This might perhaps be a more practically oriented version of the theoretical position
outlined by Peet and Watts (1993:249) that

dialectical analysis...provides the possibility of imagining a system of
relations that does not consume the autonomy of the particular... a dynamic
which has pattern, order, and determination without being teleological,
a theory of totalities which because it values their unique aspects is not
totalizing.

Conceptually this is a step forward in refining the conversation between agrarian
populism and political ecology, and the analytical and practical association
ofpolitical ecology and civil society—two of the themes that Peet and Watts
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suggest are central to the reconfiguration of the field of political ecology as
liberation ecology.

ALTERNATIVE PROPOSALS: INDIGENOUS
TECHNOLOGY AND FARMER-FIRST
AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT

From the Green Revolution to indigenous technology

The term “Green Revolution” is a shorthand for an agricultural development based
on new crop varieties, agrochemicals, and machinery. It is the basic toolkit of
most state policies in Latin America, which—via land reforms, rural development
programs, and agricultural research and extension systems—seek to modernize
the small and middle farm sector (Bebbington and Thiele 1993). Over the years,
this approach attracted criticism from which much of the writing on “alternatives”
sprang. A large literature accumulated claiming to show that Green Revolution
technologies aggravated rural poverty, undermined food security, damaged the
biophysical environment, and eroded local cultures (Altieri 1987; Biggs and
Farrington 1991; de Janvry 1981; Griffin 1974; Hewitt de Alcantara 1976; Lipton
and Longhurst 1989). For these reasons, many cultural and political-ecological
geographers oppose the technological modernization of indigenous agriculture
(Butzer 1990; Denevan 1989). Their writing is similar to those agro-ecologists
who argue that agriculture should be grounded in ecological principles if it is
to be sustainable (Altieri 1987; Altieri and Hecht 1990), and to Latin American
writing around themes of eco-development, sustainable development, and ecological
economics (e.g. see the work of Esteva 1992; Leff 1994; Max-Neef 1991). Some
of this writing also shares the more general belief that the transfer of Northern
technologies to the South creates unemployment and landlessness, entrenches
the power of professional elites who monopolize knowledge, and encourages
unrealistic and unsustainable lifestyle aspirations (Lehmann 1990). In that sense
it resonates with Nerfin’s (1987) call for “another development” which would
prioritize needs-orientation, self-reliance, ecological soundness, and popular
empowerment.

Out of these critiques have come generalized proposals for another form
of agricultural development. Persuasive and powerful proposals argue that viable
agricultural development strategies must be based on indigenous peoples’
technical knowledge of crops, animals, and the environment (ITK) if they are
to be viable (Denevan 1989). They argue that ITK is adapted to peasant production
conditions, does not depend on external inputs, and is environmentally sound
and culturally appropriate (e.g. Altieri 1987; Brokensha et al. 1980; Chambers
et al. 1989; Richards 1985, 1986; Warren et al. 1995). This literature has generated
an alternative to orthodox approaches to agricultural development in the so-
called “farmer-first” approach (Chambers et al. 1989; Scoones and Thompson
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1994). This calls for agricultural development built on farmers’ knowledge and
participation in agricultural technology development and project planning: a
development that rejects the idea that anybody except the farmer is an expert
(Chambers 1993).

The case for a “farmer-first” approach is motivated by concerns that are both
political and theoretical. The political objectives are clearly to promote farmer
participation in agricultural development, to encourage the democratization of
agricultural organizations, to support ideas of social equity, and to challenge
prevailing “taken-for-granted” power relationships in which the rural poor are
always conceived of as “clients,” recipients, and the objects of somebody else’s
development strategy. Theoretically, the concern is to relativize modernist rationality
by suggesting that there are equally valid “native” points of view (Geertz 1983;
Long and van der Ploeg 1994), to question grand evolutionary theories (Richards
1985), and to suggest that the political economy does not determine quite as
many local outcomes as many radical approaches would suggest. These objectives
are commendable, and the farmer-first project has achieved a great deal (not
least through the work of Chambers). It has helped change attitudes to farmer
expertise and indigenous peoples’ knowledgeability, and it has undoubtedly helped
put rural peoples’ agency back into the picture, softening the pessimistic determinism
of political economy. But it is also conceptually and practically problematic
(Thompson and Scoones 1994).

To begin with, the farmer-first approach is grounded in an exaggerated, over-
generalized, and sometimes simplified critique of technological modernization.
For there is other research, not written by apologists of the Green Revolution,
which suggests that although agrarian modernization has had negative impacts
in some cases this need not necessarily always be so. Grossman (1993) cautions
against over-hasty generalization about export agriculture. He shows that while
export agriculture may have undermined peasant food security in some cases
(Grossman 1984), this is not a necessary consequence. In the Windward Islands
the relationships between export production and food security are far more complex;
in many cases export producers using a “modern” technological package have
increased their food security. Similarly, there are cases in which small farmer adoption
of Green Revolution crops and varieties has increased food security, offsetting
crises that would have occurred without technological change (Goldman 1993;
Rigg 1989; Turner et al. 1993). Using the case study in this chapter, I similarly propose
that while agrarian modernization led to the erosion of some “indigenous” cultures,
this need not be the case: it depends on how the rural poor are able to incorporate
and use modernization.

The implication of such cases is that we should treat generalized diagnoses of
agrarian crisis with care. We also must be wary of accepting generalized remedies
(Richards 1990a). An alternative in one context may not be the appropriate alternative
for another. Academic understanding of alternatives may be neither appropriate
nor congruent with that of rural people.
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Conceptual questions for the farmer-first alternative

The farmer-first approach often constructs an essentialized conception of indigenous
agriculture that is homogenized, static, and easily taken out of socio-economic,
political, and cultural context (Fairhead 1992; Fairhead and Leach 1994; Scoones
and Thompson 1994). Merely by naming something called “ITK,” this literature
creates the sense that a body of knowledge exists in a coherent form. By discussing
ITK with a particular purpose in mind—namely to promote participatory agricultural
development strategies building on farmer agronomic knowledge—this literature
emphasizes the agricultural dimensions of rural life and the agricultural expertise
of the rural poor. But it creates the impression that all rural people are farmers,
that agricultural technology is central to solving rural poverty, and that pre-
modernized techniques are crucial to any solution. In addition, the emphasis
on the “knower” (the farmer), and on the knower’s capacity to invent and create,
tends to remove agents from structures, and to replace determinism with voluntarism
(Giddens 1979; Long 1990). Likewise, an emphasis on what knowers know about
technology and ecology diverts attention from the myriad things they do not
know about: markets, politics, and the machinations of a world beyond the farm
gate.

Recognizing this broader context of peasant livelihoods brings us back to a
political-economic (or political-ecological) perspective on agrarian change. Some
political-economic formulations may have had excessively deterministic overtones,
but they at least kept the impact of wider social, political, and economic processes
on farm resource management at the forefront of analysis (Blaikie and Brookfield
1987). They also countered both the populist argument and the dominant argument
of the Green Revolution that technological fixes to social problems can be found.
Against these arguments, political ecologists stress that the origins of the crisis
of peasant agriculture lie in land tenure relations, market dependencies, the
organization of the economy, the structure of the state, and the social relations
of technological production (Bernstein 1982; Redclift 1987; Watts 1983, 1989; review
in Bryant 1992). The implication is that if underlying causes of rural poverty are
not addressed, promoting I'TK will achieve little—it may not even be an appropriate
response.

Furthermore, if ITK is as much indigenous, as it is technical, knowledge, then
it raises issues of ethnic identity and cultural politics. This is especially apparent
when we consider social movements which incorporate ideas of indigenous
knowledge and practice into their own alternatives. Some “ITKers” do deal with
cultural politics (e.g. Richards 1990b), but by and large most writing focuses on
the technological rationality of adapted peasant production practices (Brokensha
et al. 1980; Knapp 1991; Warren et al. 1995). Agrarian technology is not merely
an instrument for environmental manipulation, but is a symbol speaking to rural
people of their social history and relationships, a sign by which they read their
identities and their relationships with past, present, and future (Bebbington 1991).
Similarly, when peasants incorporate new ideas and material technologies into
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their practices, this can become a sign that the group is now more distant from
a past when they were socially dominated, that their relationship with other social
groups is changing, and that they now are claiming rights of access to resources
and knowledges previously closed off precisely because of this domination. In
short, the incorporation of modern technologies can be a sign of being liberated
from a past of domination, even if this may imply new dependencies. It may be
that incorporating modern techniques may be politically empowering rather than
culturally disempowering.

ITK under neo-liberalism: the problem of sustaining rural livelihoods

Discussions of small farm agricultural development strategies in contemporary Latin
America make little sense unless they consider the economic transformations and
livelihood crisis faced by poor people in large parts of the Andes and other fragile
lands. Currency devaluations lead to rapid price increases in fossil fuel-based
agrochemical inputs, making it essential that the use of Green Revolution alternatives
be efficient and effective. Trade liberalization and the creation of regional trading
blocs are opening agriculture to competitive pressures. These increase pressure on
small farmer production to increase productivity, lower costs, increase competitiveness,
and use inputs much more efficiently in technical and economic terms.

New proposals for the intensification of agriculture and livelihood possibilities
are needed, especially in the Andes (Kaimowitz 1991; Uquillas and Pich6n 1995).
Although macro-economic indicators of growth and inflation seem healthy, this
has yet to feed into any significant growth in the popular economy, especially in
rural areas. Rates of rural out-migration are striking. Indeed, “intensify or die” might
be a short but to the point development challenge for much of Andes. Unless there
is a significant intensification of livelihoods in the region, a combined process of
land subdivision, out-migration and continued resource degradation will leave large
parts of the Andes, especially the altiplano areas, as little more than labor reserves
(cf. the implications of de Janvry 1981).

What can an ITK-based alternative contribute in such a context? At one level,
rural people’s knowledge of land and crops can make important contributions to
technical responses to this challenge, particularly in the identification of lower
external input options. Nevertheless, there are few experiences in which low-input
agriculture has proven economically viable on a large scale (Ruttan 1991). Furthermore,
the economic and technical efficiencies demanded in this new context require
capacities for numeracy, economic abstraction, market research (e.g. identifying
niche markets), and identification of cost-controlling, productivity-enhancing genetic
material that poor people rarely possess (Byerlee 1987). Research in Mexico, Brazil,
Paraguay, and Peru in the 1980s found that formal and higher education had positive
effects on productivity and income in rural areas precisely because it helped develop
skills of abstraction and numeracy required to handle markets (Cotlear 1989; Figueroa
and Bolliger 1986).
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More generally, the relative weakness of intensification processes in the region
suggests that neither indigenous patterns of technical innovation, nor introduced
innovations from “modern” science, are sufficient either by themselves or together
to trigger intensification. Indeed, it is increasingly argued that livelihood intensification
not only requires support for technical change, but also depends on the rural poor
having improved access to product and input markets through relationships that
allow wealth deriving from natural resource-based and agricultural activities to
be captured and reinvested in the Andes. This improved and renegotiated market
access is critical for the creation of incentives to the sustainable intensification of
natural resource use and livelihood possibilities. Technological innovation alone,
however environmentally sound and however grounded in traditional practices,
will not achieve this.

The rural poor are firmly integrated into capricious and changing markets (Barsky
1990), and rural livelihoods depend increasingly on non-agricultural, often non-
rural income sources (Barsky 1990; Klein 1992; Lopez 1995). Martinez (1991) reports
on a region in the Ecuadorean highlands where 40 per cent of rural families have
two jobs within the countryside. In many areas, and for many people, agriculture
is neither the only, nor the main, source of income. An adequate response to the
Andean crisis must therefore go beyond the purely agricultural sphere. “Alternative”
proposals must consider not only agricultural intensification, but also the expansion
and diversification of off-farm rural income and employment opportunities. Indeed,
there are many potentially synergistic links between agricultural intensification
and expanding off-farm income opportunities. De Janvry and Sadoulet (1988) argue
that strategies to alleviate rural poverty should promote rurally based non-agrarian
incomes. This involves finding ways of increasing agriculturally derived incomes
in order to create a demand for non-agrarian products and services that could be
provided locally (see also Klein 1992). The essence of this strategy is to find
mechanisms facilitating the retention of surplus within a region. Such mechanisms
might include new marketing arrangements and the incorporation of a processing
stage to develop new forward and backward linkages within the regional food
system.

These observations imply that proposals for alternative agricultural development
must go well beyond a focus on ITK in particular, and technology in general. Proposals
must begin from the dynamics of the regional economy (cf. the political-ecological
perspective).

ALTERNATIVE ACTORS: SOCIAL MOVEMENTS,
CULTURAL IDENTITY, AND LIVELIHOODS

The challenge of a specifically indigenous, alternative agenda is to respond in a
concrete, income-generating way to an Andean livelihood crisis, and in a way that
simultaneously strengthens ethnic identity and politics. The challenge is thus material
and cultural, Escobar’s (1992) two arenas of struggle of social movements. One
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especially relevant question, then, is how movements can carry forward the two
agendas so that one strengthens the other.

Resistance and identity in rural social movements

Some analyses see rural social movements in Latin America as forms of resistance
to domination, exploitation, and subjection (e.g. Redclift 1987). Slater (1985) views
them as a protest against traditional politics—in particular against excessive
concentration of decision-making power and the incapacity of the state to deliver
services. In this sense they are a consequence of the legitimacy problems of the
state.

As Peet and Watts’s introductory chapter points out, other authors focus more
on ways in which movements are expressions of long-dominated and marginalized
identities—identities which at the same time are reformulated through the activity
of the movement (Evers 1985). Such expression of identity is itself frequently a
form of resistance. As Gledhill (1988) has argued for Mexico, the terminology of
the “indigenous community” is often used as a way of resisting the all-pervasive
intervention of the state in local processes of production and reproduction. Similarly,
in Ecuador the recovery and projection of the idea of being Indian is a form of
resisting forms of white and mestizo domination, and of regaining a space for the
values of being indigenous (Bebbington 1991; Ramén 1988).

These perspectives help us understand the nature, significance, and activities
of popular organizations. The thornier question is what it means “to be an Indian”
in the context of these new relationships with state and market. The integration
of rural areas into the wider economy has brought many lifestyle changes to the
Andean countryside. Modernity arrives variously in the form of fertilizers, radios,
new textiles, bicycles, vans, school notebooks, school uniforms, and the clothes
and vehicles of non-governmental and governmental extension agents. With these
come new aspirations, access to which requires increased incomes. Furthermore,
with the integration into a national political process and a new set of relationships
with the state comes the idea that indigenous people are not only Indians, but
are also national citizens with civil rights. Consciously or unconsciously, indigenous
movements face two challenges: to reflect the multiple identities of those they
represent, and to negotiate a relationship with the state in which they resist its
predations and claim autonomous spaces, but at the same time make claims upon
it as citizens.

The complexities of this balancing act are apparent in the umbrella organization
for Ecuadorean Indians, the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador
(CONAIE) whose sociocultural and political strategy involves “the search for our
own identity, or rather, the forging of an identity that continuously adjusts itself
to this society and this supposed democracy which does not yet exist,” according
to one of its leaders, Mario Fares. In June 1990, CONAIE called on Ecuador’s Indians
to support a national uprising against government apathy toward indigenous peoples’
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needs and demanding government support for, and recognition of, Indian cultural
difference (Macas 1991:23). This act of protest asserted the values of “traditional”
aspects of Indian identity. Yet, at the same time, CONAIE made demands for a
full and fair incorporation of Indians into Ecuador’s development process as their
right as national citizens. These demands, reasonable on their own, do not rest
easily together. On the one hand, CONAIE wishes to strengthen a conception of
Indian identity largely grounded in past, more autarkic forms of production and
social organization. Thus, CONAIE speaks of the recovery of indigenous crops,
technologies, crop-environment theories, and cosmologies within larger strategies
of ethnic self-determination and cultural revalorization (CONAIE 1989). On the
other hand CONAIE demands that Indians be allowed fairer access to markets,
credit, research, and extension (Macas 1991:26). CONAIE supports the perpetuation
and recovery of cultural traditions, and demands access to the means of rural
modernization, the technologies and institutions of the cultural Other. These apparent
contradictions point to the difficulty of defining an Indian identity in a modernizing
economy. A possible resolution may be found in CONAIE’s claim that because
indigenous peoples are both Ecuadorean and Indian they are entitled to both
community self-determination and rights of access to state resources (Macas 1991:25—
6). The implication is that communities themselves should decide the balance between
traditional and modern markers of their ethnic identity.

In the case study, I argue that in some regions such a resolution has taken the
form of a “bottom-up” self-management of the modernization process based on
indigenous forms of organization.

From identities to livelihoods in rural social movements

Social movements may be expressions of cultural struggles over meaning (Escobar
1992; Peet and Watts, Chapter 1 in this volume), but the meanings over and
for which they fight are not always clear. The struggle for meaning is all the
more complicated when we consider the material struggles running alongside
these cultural contestations. If a material basis for the survival of Andean
communities is not assured, a principal element of Indian identity will be eroded
away, both metaphorically and actually. Should this happen, then the cultural
struggle will have little significance in the longer term, as indigenous people
will be unable to secure the material basis on which to sustain a cohesive cultural
identity. In the current policy context, this material basis is genuinely threatened.
Recovering it demands a rapid intensification of indigenous resource management
strategies, more efficient Green Revolution strategies, and the identification
of new sources of non-agrarian livelihoods. This is the crucial challenge facing
Indian organizations.

Can an ethnically distinct identity be sustained on the basis of transformed and
modernized livelihood strategies? If so, how? The experience of the indigenous
peoples of Cayambe and Otavalo in Ecuador sheds light on this question (Ramén
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1988; Salomon 1981). In a context of severe land subdivision and erosion, local
populations followed several strategies to intensify livelihoods. The most renowned
is the development of a commercial textile sector, in which production and distribution
is controlled by Otavaleno merchants and production is organized through a network
of domestic units and small workshops (Salomon 1981). A less remarkable, but
therefore more relevant, experience occurred around Cayambe, where farmers
developed commercial onion production (Ramon 1988). Another indigenous group,
the Chiboleos, became known as producers, purchasers, and distributors of garlic.
In all these cases, the intense commercialization of livelihoods and agricultural
production is nevertheless associated with the maintenance of strong markers of
cultural identity in dress, language, kinship, networks, etc. (Ramén 1988). The
opposition traditional/modern is thus not an either/or proposition for the indigenous
rural poor.

These groups’ responses have involved more than simple adaptive, technological
changes. Rather, indigenous people also changed the regional political economy
so as to increase the accumulation of capital at the family and regional levels.
Indigenous groups gained additional control over relationships of exchange by
marketing their own products, enhancing the quality of those goods (e.g. the
Chiboleos), and processing more of the materials leaving the region (e.g. the weavers
of Otavalo).

A further example from Bolivia is also relevant. This involves a federation of
co-operatives, formed in 1977 among farmers settling the high jungle of the Alto
Beni (Healy 1988; Trujillo 1993). The development of cocoa, the principal cash
crop was constrained because export markets were dissatisfied with the uneven
quality of beans supplied, and the farmers’ local organization lacked operating
capital to buy sufficient volumes of beans up-front from farmers to be able to guarantee
quantity (Healy 1988). Responding to this situation, and to facilitate access to technical,
management, and financial support, the co-operatives created a formal federation
(El Ceibo) to link, service, and represent its member co-ops. Among the federation’s
early actions was the negotiation of financial support. This removed problems of
operating capital, allowing the co-operatives to become more fully involved in
marketing activities and processing. Subsequently, Ceibo increased its marketing
and processing operations, expanding into export activities. The impact on family
income reduced out-migration. It now unites thirty-six separate co-operatives (Trujillo
1993), and in 1988 it sold $1.5 million worth of cacao and cacao derivatives (Healy
1988).

A similar experience is that of Funorsal (the Foundation of Organizations of
Salinas) in the central Andes of Ecuador. This federation also elaborated a locally
controlled development strategy which, between 1983 and 1992, created some
300 new jobs as well as increased on-farm income. Initially the strategy was mounted
around the marketing and transformation of dairy products, and the technical
modernization of small farmer dairy activities. Subsequently it moved into textiles,
timber, and other forms of local product processing (Bebbington et al. 1993).
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The successes of El Ceibo and Funorsal owe much to a concerted effort to develop
modern business management skills among the administrators of the co-operatives,
and to introduce technical innovations of modern cocoa and dairy research into
farmer resource management practices. They thus present further cases in which
the approach of a peasant organization to a farmer-controlled development was
not to reject modernization, but to pursue local and grassroots control of the
modernization process. The experiences suggest also that technological modernization
perse is not enough to launch successful grassroots-controlled rural development
alternatives. There also has to be increased local control over the economic and
social relationships traditionally contributing to the transfer of income and wealth
from Indians and from the locality to other social groups and other places.

Unfortunately cases such as El Ceibo and Funorsal are as significant for their
rarity as they are for their impact in the Andes. But they do suggest one potential
path for rural social movements that may allow them to be effective in both their
cultural and material struggles. The case study story suggests how other federations
are following similar paths—though so far with less impact.

INDIGENOUS AGRARIAN DEVELOPMENT IN
CENTRAL ECUADOR

Economic and institutional change in Chimborazo

Located in the Central Andes of Ecuador, the cantones of Colta and Guamote in
Chimborazo lie in a high altitude area of dominantly guichua people (also often
referred to as runas) that until the 1950s was largely controlled by rural estates,
or haciendas. In many cases, runas were linked to these estates through a land
for labor arrangement, often overlaid with debt and other exploitative relationships.
Land-use systems were broadly of two types: the hacienda-based production system,
which, though low intensity, was the one arena in which aspects of technical
modernization were introduced; and the intensively farmed small plots of the runas.
These runa systems were in many respects classic “indigenous” farming systems—
diversified, intensive, based on food crops, and organic. Their sustainability, however,
depended largely on manure from their animals grazed on the extensive pastures
of the haciendas.

The social relationships underlying these labor and human-environment
relationships were, however, contested, through more daily forms of resistance
(Scott 1985) with occasional land invasions and uprisings. Resistance became more
organized and assertive in the 1950s and 1960s, as the national Indian movement
became stronger and pressed for land reform. Such pressures, coupled with shifts
in policy and political balance, led to land reforms in 1964 and 1973. Because
Colta and especially Guamote were conflictive areas, they were defined as priority
zones for the implementation of land reform legislation. This led to a series of

97



BEBBINGTON

agrarian, economic, and institutional changes (discussed in more detail in Bebbington
1990).

The textbook agro-ecologically-sound indigenous agriculture began to decline
with land redistribution. Hacienda pastures were divided among runa farmers and
turned to crops. Organic fertilization strategies became increasingly problematic.
Also, as population increased, land was further subdivided and fallow periods
reduced. No intensification, such as stall feeding of cattle or terracing, occurred,
and soils degraded. The use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides has increased
with their greater availability, guaranteeing yields from crops weakened by poorer
soils.

Such agro-ecological changes were accompanied by socioeconomic
transformations. Increased market orientation discouraged the cultivation of little-
demanded, traditional crops and favored production of marketable food crops (such
as potato and broad bean) and new horticultural crops (such as onions, garlic,
carrot, and beetroot). Land subdivision in the context of local joblessness (itself
an effect of regional underdevelopment and the failure of former estates to reinvest
their surpluses productively) led to increased seasonal migration to urban and
coastal areas. Runas associate periodic migration with mounting social problems
and weakened cultural practices in their communities: participation in community
activities declined; health problems, petty theft, and violence increased; and manners
deteriorated. Post-reform changes suggest an increasing reproduction squeeze on
the runa economy, with families ever less able to feed themselves and protect
the ecological conditions allowing sustained production (Bernstein 1982). This
has become increasingly severe since the mid-1980s with rapid inflation and austerity
measures aimed at controlling inflation.

Post-reform actors in rural development: the state, NGOs, and the church

Institutionally, land reform marked the beginning of the increased prominence of
a modernizing state in local development initiatives. This was reflected in the growth
of agricultural extension and integrated rural development programs in the area,
which still continue, although with declining resources. These operations, oriented
to fostering a modernization of Indian production systems, worked with the basic
toolkit of the Green Revolution, introducing new varieties (especially potato), chemical
fertilizers, pesticides, etc.

Two other significant institutional changes occurred: an increasingly assertive
Church—Catholic and Evangelical—that identifies with indigenous people, and
engages in development work; and a growth of non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) with a range of social origins, and all pursuing their conceptions of a
development alternative. These NGOs are private development agencies, generally
supported by European and North American funds, and staffed by people who
for whatever reason prefer not to work with state agencies—or are unable to
do so.
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These different actors have played important roles in the emergence of Indian
federations in the area, and in the strategies pursued by these federations. This is
so in several regards:

1 Each actor encouraged the creation of federations, often for different reasons,
but promoting basically the same organizational structure.

2 Although a number of NGOs and Catholic Church-based organizations were
far more cautious than the state in fostering the use of agrochemicals, trying
to promote the type of ITK-based alternatives discussed earlier, they have tended
with time toward a similar technical packet, sometimes by choice, sometimes
as a result of pressure from farmers—a packet based on the scaled-down use
of modern varieties and agrochemicals.

3 All tended to use the same model of agricultural development, based on the
delivery of inputs and services from an institution (state, NGO, or church), through
extension agents working in communities. Similarly they mostly encouraged
the idea that project management would later be taken over by the federations.

4 Each of them, even the state, fostered a discussion of the rights of Indian people:
rights of equal access to the scriptures, equal citizenship rights as Ecuadoreans,
or rights to protect and project their culture.

5 'They mostly promoted the idea of grassroots management of development
processes, although, somewhat hypocritically they were not always willing to
pass on project management to grassroots groups.

These common tendencies are important in several senses. They created the
set of ideas and practices on which federations drew as they composed their
own agrarian strategies. This alerts us to ways in which social movements reflect
the institutional and intellectual environment in which they emerge. Neither
movements, nor their strategies, are pristine or entirely self-generated. Not only
are they actors “situated” in a political economic context that greatly influences
the impact of what they do, they are also “situated” in a mesh of ideas and
precedents influencing what they choose to do—the strategies they select to
pursue their objectives.

These experiences suggest also that even organizations with a commitment to
ITK-based strategies—such as the liberational Catholic Church and several indigenistic
and agro-ecological NGOs—have been unable to practice such strategies because
farmers are often not especially interested in them, and because their livelihood
impact is disappointing.

The agrarian strategies of the Indian federations have a similar focus on technical
modernization. But at the same time, this is linked to strategies to which the rural
social movements literature draws attention: strategies of resistance, ethnic
assertiveness, and questioning the centrality of the state in rural administration—
but again in a way influenced by wider economic, political, and ideological
relationships.
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Indian federations: origins and strategies

Following the struggle for land, the emergence of stronger and more numerous
communities as units of territorial administration has been one of the most significant
sociopolitical changes in rural Chimborazo. At the same time, a novel form of
indigenous organization—the federation of indigenous communities—emerged.
Such federations engage in both political and developmental functions, negotiating
with public agencies on the one hand, implementing development projects on
the other. There are a number of federations in Chimborazo. The more radical of
these trace their origins to disputes over land and other matters, often being linked
to national indigenous and peasant movements and to the Catholic Church. The
more developmentalist of the federations have origins in negotiations over access
to resources from the state and donors.

As just noted, the growth and increasingly strong self-management capacity of
the federations results in part from support from other organizations and donors.
Neither the federations nor their programs are entirely “endogenous” innovations.
However, if grassroots control, rather than technological content, gives strategy
its “alternative” character, what matters is not that agricultural development strategies
are endogenous, but that they are locally controlled. Although this local control
is not perfectly democratic—indeed certain groups exercise more influence than
others—the federations remain more accessible and accountable to local people
than any other development institution.

The emergence of these federations also reflects a further stage in the recovery
of Andean space by Indians. Going beyond the recovery of land as means of
production, the federations slowly are recovering the administrative control of rural
space, taking back terrain once administered by the hacienda and questioning
the very control of space by the state and white-mestizo society. As white and
mestizo presence declines, rural areas thus return to indigenous people as space
in which to practice their culture and agriculture.

The federations’ perspectives on relationships between technology and ethnic
identity in an indigenous agricultural development can be understood within
this increasing Indian control of rural areas. Rationales stemming from this
conception do not alone determine the federations’ strategies—socioeconomic
and ecological processes are equally important factors. But this rationale gives
meaning to such strategies. The result is a vision of Indian agricultural development
embracing concerns for agrarian technology, a stronger runa cultural identity,
and control of rural space. The form in which these concerns are combined
varies over time and among federations. Nevertheless, the overall objectives
are consistent.

In Chimborazo, an important point of debate among, and within, Indian federations
is the extent to which they should work with modern agrochemical and crop
technologies as opposed to traditional, low-input technologies. The more radical
federations emphasized the recovery of traditional culture and technology in their
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earlier work. Their programs of agricultural development promoted the recovery
of Andean crops, use of organic fertilizers, and replacement of pesticides with
supposedly traditional methods of pest control. The rationale underlying this strategy
was that it constituted a rejection of the agricultural technologies associated with
white and capitalist culture, while at the same time affirming and validating indigenous
identity (MICH 1989:199). It also reduced market dependence, costs of production,
and environmental pollution. Social and cultural empowerment, in these strategies,
was to be based on an agrarian development based on traditional practices. However,
it proved difficult to promote this alternative among runa farmers already producing
for the market, who had little land from which to produce organic manures. Pressures
from their members thus led the federations to work with agrochemicals, new varieties,
and cash crops.

In making this shift, these radical federations approached the model of the
more “developmentalist” federations which endorsed and promoted the use
of modern technology through their own research, extension, and input supply
programs. They argue that this technology can improve runa income. They
also deem it a necessary technological response to the grazing crisis and soil
degradation in Colta and Guamote. The cultural justification for such strategies
is that modernization, far from being a cause of cultural erosion, is explicitly
seen as a means of cultural survival. Periodic migration, and the problems
associated with it, is seen as more of a threat to runa cultural coherence than
the use of agrochemicals and new crop varieties. Technological modernization,
along with the promotion of non-traditional cash crops, is therefore justified
as a strategy for increasing local income opportunities and reducing the pressures
to migrate. The principle is that indigenous cultural identity hinges on sustained
and corporate rural residence, and not so much on retaining traditional
technologies. The implication is that indigenous economy and culture must
constantly adapt to survive and sustain group cohesion and forms of self-
management. In this regard, the federations follow strategies generically similar
to those of the Indians of Otavalo, Chiboleo, and Cayambe (Ramén 1988; Salomon
1981).

At the same time, there is a politically radical dimension to this bottom-up
modernization. Many runas associate “traditional” technologies with the
subjugation of the hacienda and wish to distance themselves from the practices
associated with Indian life on the hacienda. In this sense, when runas reject
traditional technology, this is a metaphor for the rejection of the social relations
through which they were dominated on the haciendas. By embracing modern
technologies they are making a statement—as much to themselves as to others—
that they now have the same rights to demand access to resources and benefits
(including new technologies) that historically were the preserve of whites and
mestizos. This use of modern technology is thus part of a wider discourse on
citizenship rights.
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In addition, the aspiration is that the hoped-for benefits of modernization—
reduced migration, increased community cohesion—will strengthen indigenous
organizations as sociopolitical vehicles for demanding change, access to resources,
and a more prominent role for Indians in rural development and government.
Such demands are given cogency by the fact that the Indian federations’ management
of rural modernization reflects an attempt to demonstrate Indian ability to use
and manage modern administrative methods in a style similar to state programs.
If Indians are able to administer rural modernization through their own
organizations, the ethnic exclusivity of state rural development administration
is no longer justifiable.

The decision to foster technological modernization thus has clear rationales.
Modernization seems a necessary response to the realities of market production,
soil degradation, and land subdivision, and is more in tune with farm family concerns
than are strategies aimed at recovering traditional practices. It also has politically
progressive resonances in that technological modernization need not be interpreted
as cultural assimilation. At the same time, it is part of a strategy aimed at offsetting
the underlying causes of sociocultural dislocation in communities and strengthening
runa political organization.

Whether technological modernization alone will be able to achieve all these
goals is a moot point, given the many challenges to peasant agriculture. If, as de
Janvry and Sadoulet (1988) argue, an increase in farm-level income is a necessary
precursor to rural development, additional changes in the marketing sphere are
also required, so that the benefits of technological innovation are captured at the
farm level.

Recognizing this limitation, several federations have recently initiated
marketing and processing activities. With donor support one federation—the
Union of Indigenous Communities of Guamote (UCIG)—challenged the position
of intermediaries in the marketing chain by establishing its own marketing
program, bulking member community produce for sale to other parts of the
country. It has also opened a plant to process cereals and the Andean grain,
quinoa, into flour to capture a higher price. The ownership of the plant is
shared between UCIG and the communities providing it with cereals. The
program also serves to improve nutritional status in communities by requiring
that farmers receive a percentage of their payment in the form of the protein
rich quinoa flour.

Once again in conjunction with an NGO, the federation is extending the frontiers
of modernization. These new programs mark a recognition by the federation
that agriculture and technology alone cannot be the basis of runa development,
and that other income sources are required. The idea that small industries are
important in rural development is not new. But the federation is embracing an
orthodox idea for quite radical objectives: in the process, an orthodox approach
is turned into an “alternative,” locally controlled and indigenous strategy for rural
development.
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CONCLUSION

This chapter opened by suggesting that to improve the conversation between analytical
concepts and the rationales of social movements could improve those concepts,
and point out weaknesses in the strategies of the movements. The chapter then
aimed to do this for the case of Indian federations in highland Ecuador. What has
this discussion revealed about the rationales and adequacy of these strategies, the
implications for theoretical concepts, and the questions raised in Peet and Watts’s
introductory chapter?

Understanding indigenous approaches to modernization

Indian people in Chimborazo perceive a close relationship between residing in rural
areas and sustaining their identity as indigenous farmers. An “indigenous” agrarian
development must therefore allow occupation of traditional Indian spaces. In the
current context, productive strategies based on non-modernized technologies do
not appear a viable means of ensuring this objective. Ethnic identity will be grounded
in other social, cultural, and linguistic practices, and not in traditional technology.

The programs of Indian federations thus encouraged the incorporation of modern
technology into local farming practice in an effort to offset migration and improve
rural welfare. Contrary to the implications of some critical writings on the Green
Revolution, this suggests that technological modernization can be a rational response
to crisis in indigenous production and social systems, and yet at the same time
have politically and culturally progressive overtones. This challenges how we think
about indigenous agricultural revolutions and relationships among culture, technology,
and politics.

For an agrarian strategy to carry forward an “alternative, indigenous development”
thus depends less on the technological content of that strategy than its social control
and objectives. The objective in Chimborazo is to sustain livelihoods to allow the
survival of other social practices that continue to mark these people as indigenous.

The limits of technological modernization

To have a political and development coherence is not, however, sufficient. Strategies
have to be effective in addressing the causes of the livelihood and sociocultural
crisis affecting large parts of the Andes. Recent tendencies suggest that some
federations feel that technological modernization alone may be an insufficient response
to this crisis. Political economy and regional development theory also suggest that
such strategies are insufficient to address the causes of the livelihood crisis. Yet,
to recognize this limitation does not have to mean reaffirming the indigenistic and
farmer-first proposals for agrarian development. Instead it requires that the case
be taken further. A viable indigenous development requires a restructuring of
marketing and other social relationships in order to place the production of higher-
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value and processed products under the control of rural people, thus increasing
farm incomes. Only then will some of the underlying forces leading to out-migration
begin to be genuinely addressed.

The challenge therefore is not to resist modernization, but to control it, take it
further, and increase indigenous peoples’ abilities to negotiate market relationships,
administer rural enterprises and agro-industry, and compete in a hostile market.
In Chimborazo, the case of UCIG suggests that this is the path indigenous federations
are beginning to tread. Experiences of other social movements and organizations
in Ecuador and Bolivia likewise suggest that a viable indigenous development,
which at the same time respects and strengthens ethnic identity, can be based on
such a modernization strategy. These experiences also suggest, however, that for
the organization to carry forward such a strategy takes time and implies that the
organization shifts from being largely representative and often informal, to becoming
a more formalized, social enterprise.

Conceptual implications

The case study challenges some of the claims made for indigenous technologies,
suggesting that much of the writing about ITK takes it out of political economic
context. The case endorses the idea that we need to understand ITK as a dynamic
response to changing contexts—a response constructed through farmers’ practices

» «

as active “agents” “situated” within cultural, economic, agro-ecological, and sociopolitical
contexts that are products of both local and non-local processes. Runas’understanding
of their identity and agriculture in Chimborazo responds to wider socioeconomic
processes. These processes challenge the viability of indigenous agriculture, most
evidently in the declining relevance of traditional practices and in the, current pressures
deriving from the macro-economic changes. At the same time these wider processes
provide resources and ideas that are taken in and reworked by indigenous peoples.
The federations’ strategies, indeed the very existence of federations, are influenced
by the churches, NGOs, and state organizations. Similarly, the ways in which federations
and farmers interpret technologies are influenced by local history. Perhaps the most
acute illustration of how the wider context can both constrain and enable the strategies
of the rural poor is their insertion into the market. While certain forms of insertion
can prejudice the sustainability of indigenous farmers’ agriculture, if that insertion
is renegotiated, as with the current processing and marketing programs of UCIG,
the market may be used to strengthen indigenous farmers’ strategies, and ultimately,
their organizations.

But within this context, indigenous people and their federations are capable
of picking and choosing among the different resources, ideas, and technologies
that these wider processes make available. They are selectively eclectic, composing
strategies that don’t necessarily fit the concepts analysts have of them, but which
nonetheless are far more coherent and meaningful to runas themselves than are
those concepts.
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The experience in Chimborazo illustrates how analyses of indigenous agrarian
strategies can benefit from a more critical look at the rationales behind indigenous
strategies and factors underlying them. These strategies are not mere “adaptations
to environment.” They are influenced also by cultural and political logics and
socioeconomic exigencies. Furthermore, they may take a form that on the surface
seems counterintuitive—the incorporation of modern technology and administration
as part of a strategy of cultural survival. Whether or not these responses are adequate
is a secondary question. If we do not understand the reasoning underlying them,
we can never make a useful contribution to an “alternative” rural development.
Instead we run the risk of imposing our conceptions of what is “alternative” and
of what it means to be “indigenous.”

What this chapter has not done is to take the discussion of alternatives a step
further and ask whether we should be talking about an alternative to development
rather than an alternative development (cf. Escobar 1995). The elaboration of
such alternative Utopias is a valid and important task, as part of a sustained
questioning of dominant ideas and policies—and if the social and economic
relationships in which the federations are enmeshed were different then it might
be the case that other, non-modernizing strategies would be appropriate and
feasible. However, these Utopias must also be constructed from practice, and
grounded in the aspirations of popular sectors. The dilemma is that these aspirations
and practices have now incorporated the experience of modernity and development.
This may be imperfect, but it cannot be overlooked. Those in the business of
alternative Utopias must be careful before rejecting popular aspirations for the
benefits of modernity as some sort of false consciousness. Furthermore, there is
an immediate problem of survival. Runas in Chimborazo do not have time to
wait for the dawn of new Utopias. They demand liberation from where they are
now. The challenge then is to build short-term, pragmatic, and realistic responses
that work from contemporary contexts, and do so in a way that is coherent with
and builds towards longer-term Utopias that are already immanent within the
strategies and hopes of popular sectors.

The case of the federations challenges theorists to be less idealistic in the ways
in which social movements are discussed. These federations open up—and reflect—
new ways through which Indians can challenge and question state policies, and
new ways through which they can assert and revalorize their identities. Nonetheless,
their impacts on the livelihoods of their members remain disappointing. Yet if questions
of productivity, income, and employment in the rural popular sectors of Chimborazo—
and large parts of the Andes—are not addressed, these organizations will ultimately
be a passing phenomenon. Rates of out-migration from communities remain high.
With out-migration comes a social disarticulation which undermines communities
and the range of social and cultural practices which lie at the heart of what it is
to be indigenous.

It is in facing pragmatic and conceptual challenges at this intersection of
environment, livelihood, political economy, and effective social movements that
political ecology and civil society can be analytically and practically associated. If
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they are not, neither our concepts nor the strategies of rural social movements
will contribute to the construction of a feasible liberation ecology.

NOTE

The paper draws on research conducted at different times over a five-year period,
and supported by the Inter-American Foundation, the International Potato Center,
La Fundacién para el Desarrollo Agropecuario and the Overseas Development
Administration. It has also been supported by countless conversations with friends,
colleagues, campesinos, and students. My thanks to them all.
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DISCOURSES ON SOIL LOSS
IN BOLIVIA

Sustainability and the search for
socioenvironmental “middle ground”

Karl S.Zimmerer

THE EROSION PROBLEM IN BOLIVIA

By the late 1970s various reports were sounding the alarm about worsening soil
erosion in Bolivia, a landlocked and mostly mountainous republic of over 4 million
people in central South America. Books such as Bolivia: The Despoiled Country
by Walter Terrazas Urquidi (1974) and The Wasted Country: The Ecological Crisis
in Bolivia by Mariano Baptista Gumucio (1977) alerted many Bolivians and Latin
Americans to the country’s grave dilemma. The widely read Losing Ground by
North American Erik Eckholm (1976) introduced it to a still larger audience in the
United States and Western Europe. Academic and governmental studies spelled
out some of the serious consequences of Bolivia’s erosion crisis (Grover 1974;
LeBaron et al. 1979; Preston 1969). Accelerating erosion was degrading farm and
range-land, forcing floods downstream, and leading to destructive desertification
and dust storms. Recent estimates in Bolivia’s major newspapers surmise that between
35 and 41 percent of the country now suffers moderate to extreme loss of soils
(Los Tiempos 1991; Presencia 1990).

Widespread alarm about soil erosion cannot be attributed solely to the problem’s
new gravity. A variety of historical sources from the 1570s to the 1920s allude to
severe soil loss resulting from grazing and farming and to deforestation carried
out in the absence of conservation measures (Larson 1988; Zimmerer 1993b). The
predominant base of erosion-prone sedimentary rock, steep terrain, and semi-arid
climate and vegetation in the Bolivian Andes have long rendered its mountainous
landscape vulnerable to soil loss (de Morales 1990; Montes de Oca 1989). While
the Inca overlords probably enforced soil conservation in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, the colonial rulers (1530s—1825) and republican governments (1825—
present) did not instill soil conservation or grant official notice to the erosion problem.
The countryside’s environmental destruction almost disappeared from view for
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the broader Bolivian public between the 1530s and 1970s. Even advisors from the
United States Department of Agriculture, present from 1943, failed to bring attention
to the country’s catastrophic erosion (USDA 1962).

A new awareness of erosion in Bolivia during the 1970s was inspired by
international conferences and publications coming from other Latin American
countries, the United States, and the United Nations. Their environmental ideas,
together with the downright worsening of erosion, led agronomists Walter Terrazas
Urquidi and Mariano Baptista Gumucio to publicize their country’s environmental
crisis. Yet the widely held concern about soil loss in Bolivia has not cemented
a public consensus about the nature of the erosion problem or the prospects
for conservation. In fact individuals and institutions living and working in Bolivia
hold a variety of divergent views on the causes, as well as the preferred cures,
for the problem. My interest in the predicament of Bolivian soil erosion and
conservation prospects led me to study the diverse perceptions of these issues
in relation to the political ecology of the changing environment (Zimmerer 1993a,
1993b, 1994). I chose to focus on the period of the recent past (1950s-present)
in the Cochabamba region, a geographical area of stark contrasts and abrupt
ecological transitions between the mountainous Andes and the rainforest lowlands
of the upper Amazon. This focus enabled me to study people’s perceptions and
the political ecology of the changing environment in a well-grounded historical
and regional setting.

Often claimed to be the “heartland” or “breadbasket” of Bolivia, the productivity
of Cochabamba has been slipping dangerously during recent decades. Estimates
show that 64 per cent or 790 square kilometers of the region’s land surface is at
least moderately eroded. Approximations of annual erosion range from 50 to 150
tons per hectare, rates far exceeding those of soil formation (CORDECO 1980;
Zimmerer 1991). Severity of erosion in Cochabamba surpasses even the debilitating
national average. Its threat has become a pressing issue for many institutions and
inhabitants—including more than 100,000 peasant farmers in the region whose
livelihoods depend on small-scale cropping, livestock raising, and a wide variety
of non-farm work. Adding to their voices, development institutions of the government
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have voiced alarm and launched
analyses and programs to address the erosion problem. In all, three primary
perspectives have taken shape on Cochabamba’s erosion crisis and proposals for
conservation-with-development (i.e. sustainable development): (1) government
and non-government institutions; (2) peasants in their personal perspectives; and
(3) rural trade unions.

SOIL LOSS AND DISCOURSE IN POLITICAL ECOLOGY

To assess the perspectives on soil erosion and sustainable development I combine
a framework of concepts from political ecology and the analysis of articulated
perceptions or discourse (Blaikie 1985; Blaikie and Brookfield 1987; Eagleton 1983;
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Emel and Peet 1989; Peet and Watts, Chapter 1 in this volume; Watts 1983, 1985;
Zimmerer 1993b, 1994, 1995). From political ecology I adopt a socio-economic
and political analysis of environmental change. A process of uneven economic
development has in effect cornered peasant farmers in the Cochabamba countryside,
pressuring them to modify land use in erosion-inducing ways—such as curtailing
once common conservation measures as a consequence of labor—time constraints—
while not offering economic alternatives sufficiently remunerative to permit land-
use alteration in a more environmentally sound manner (Zimmerer 1993b; see also
de Janvry et al. 1989; Storper 1991). The analysis shows that the so-called “scissors
effect” has led peasants to intensify production without the use of conservation
techniques.

I also pursue a pair of other themes recently being brought to bear in the political
ecology approach. These themes are the analysis of civil society, especially so-
called “new social movements” distinct from government institutions and the analysis
of environmental discourses (Peet and Watts, Chapter 1 in this volume; Zimmerer
1993a). Rural trade unions in Cochabamba resemble other “new social movements”
that seek to revitalize existing institutions at the grassroots or popular level. The
rural trade unions gained a growing prominence in public debate and discussion
on environmental issues, among which soil erosion looms large. Interestingly, the
recent renewal of Cochabamba trade unions as social movements—as well as the
region’s proliferation of NGOs—returns us to a main theme of political ecology:
how government policies in many developing countries enforce the extremely biased
processes of uneven development. Amid the biases of distorted development policies,
non-state institutions spread pell-mell in certain regions and economic sectors,
including those of peasants (Slater 1985).

Applying a political ecology approach to the language-rich realm of articulated
perceptions about erosion requires a focus on discourses representing the ideas
and ideologies held by groups of individuals and institutions (Peet and Watts, Chapter
1 in this volume; Zimmerer 1993a). The discourses on soil erosion of groups in
the Cochabamba region differ in significant ways. Through my fieldwork I realized
that people and institutions there did not form their environmental discourses in
absolute isolation or, figuratively speaking, as discursive islands of self-contained
dialogue (cf. the narrowly poststructuralist interpretation of Orlove 1991). Instead,
they expressed and gave distinctiveness to their viewpoints through interaction
within and among the groups. Processes of resistance and contestation as well as
accommodation and agreement guided their elaboration of environmental ideas.
A historical approach and sensitivity to discursive alterations over time were crucial
to my gaining insights on their views of changing nature and efforts to conserve
it.

I seek also to renew consideration of local knowledges and peasants’ personal
or “everyday” perspectives on the soil erosion dilemma as part of an effort to invigorate
political ecology through the analysis of discourse: i.e. as part of what Peet and
Watts call liberation ecology in this book. Such projects include the study of
conservation-related knowledges and institutions (Zimmerer 1993b, 1994). Focusing
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on the social situation of erosion-related knowledge expressed in peasants’ discourses,
the present study offers an example of a broadened political ecology and the impetus
for a more open “liberation ecology” (Peet and Watts, Chapter 1 in this volume).
Indeed the local knowledge apparent in the everyday discourses of Cochabamba
peasants about erosion has rarely been manifest as a strictly self-contained and
self-referential dialogue. Their common-place observations suggest strongly that
such expressions have influenced, and been influenced by, ideas on erosion of
other social groups in the region.

SOIL EROSION DISCOURSES IN COCHABAMBA

In undertaking the present study I relied on written and sometimes published materials
and open-ended interviews with thirty-four Cochabamba peasants taped and
transcribed with their consent. Our conversations usually combined Quechua, the
first language of Cochabamba peasants, and Spanish, a widely used second language.

Development institutions: blaming the peasants

the land users have not developed any awareness about the problems of
soil erosion.... Overgrazing and trampling by livestock, together with the
removal of shrub cover for fuel in the Altiplano and the Mesothermic Valleys,
are the most important causes of soil erosion.

(IIDE and USAID 1986)

Government institutions in Bolivia paid little heed to soil erosion and failed to
support any sizeable effort at conservation despite the accumulating accounts
of a dramatic erosion dilemma. Throughout the 1980s national governments refused
to establish a policy or program on soil conservation (IIDE and USAID 1986).
When agencies in the Bolivian government did address the erosion problem,
they placed the blame squarely on the shoulders of peasant farmers and herders.
A 1977 report on “Renewable natural resources” by its Ministry of Peasant Agriculture
and Ranching, for instance, claimed that the primary cause of soil erosion could
be found in the land-users’ failure to employ modern techniques (MACA 1977).
Such reports reasoned that the transfer of proper tools and techniques to ill-
equipped peasants would stem erosion. Market signals and the articulation of
the peasants’ economy with agricultural businesses would induce the necessary
innovations and transfer of land-use techniques including modern soil conservation
(Adams 1980).

But the capacity of Cochabamba’s peasant sector to generate market demand
for modern technologies fell during the 1980s under an onslaught of sectoral,
social, and spatial inequalities enforced by national economic policies. Agribusiness
integration, meanwhile, was confined to small segments of the total peasant
economy (Weil 1983). Restructuring the national economy since August 1985 in
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accord with a neo-liberal model imposed by the International Monetary Fund
and the World Bank dashed most remaining hopes that market-induced
technological change would reduce erosion. To be sure, some agencies in the
Bolivian government have recently urged assistance programs to aid in transferring
modern farm tools and techniques for conservation goals. In a 1987 “National
Meeting on Natural Renewable Resources,” governmental institutions, together
with major international aid agencies, proposed establishing a national soil
conservation program (MACA 1987). Yet such programs faced scant chance of
government financing in the aftermath of 1985 restructuring and Decree 21060
that officially abdicated the nation’s responsibility for rural development in highland
regions (Pérez Crespo 1991).

As the fiscal and administrative capacity of the Bolivian government stagnated,
soil conservation became the hallmark mission of a proliferating pool of international
aid agencies and NGOs. Beginning in the 1970s, these institutions advocated technical
assistance to peasant producers. USAID, for instance, sponsored a number of soil
erosion and conservation studies in peasant communities in the guise of larger
projects aimed at modernizing Bolivian agriculture (LeBaron et al. 1979; Wennergren
and Whittaker 1975). Another international aid organization, the Swiss Technical
Corporation, supported a number of soil conservation programs, most notably in
the form of small-scale forestry projects. Overall NGOs accounted for the bulk of
the new erosion prevention and conservation programs. By the late 1980s, more
than 300 NGOs had initiated assistance programs in Bolivia. At least eighty clustered
in the Cochabamba region, where many sponsored studies and small projects designed
to abate soil erosion.

The statements on erosion causes by international aid agencies and most NGOs
coincided in large part with assessments by the government agencies. Most non-
Bolivian development institutions concurred with the mainstream belief that peasant
ignorance was culpable for the erosion crisis. Consider for example the “Environmental
profile of Bolivia” in which NGO and USAID authors allege that “land users were
not at all aware of the soil erosion problem” (IIDE and USAID 1986:99). Other
USAID reports went further in concluding that worsened erosion originated in
the “cultural backwardness” of rural inhabitants (LeBaron et al. 1979; Wennergren
and Whittaker 1975). The director of the Center for Forestry Development (CDF)
in Cochabamba held that “men cause soil erosion where they do not know better”
(Estrada 1991). Rooting their logic in the perceived bane of cultural backwardness,
the modernizers deduced that the techniques and technologies of peasant land
use were the chief inducers of erosion (de Morales 1990:52; Estrada 1991; IIDE
and USAID 1986; MACA 1977).

Curiously an indictment of ill-suited techniques and inadequate knowledge similar
to this modernizing logic was shared by an anti-modernizing group of mostly NGOs.
They held that environmentally damaging land use and the lack of necessary
knowledge are consequences of cultural degradation, in effect too much modernity
rather than too little (Eckholm 1976; van den Berg 1991). The erosion-inducing
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peasant farmers of Cochabamba and other Bolivian regions are thought to have
fallen from an earlier, near-Edenic state of advanced culture and sophisticated
environmental knowledge. Current residents represent, it is said, the culturally
deprived descendants of the Inca and Aymara empires that ruled before the onset
of Spanish colonialism. Despite the radical difference in interpretation, the anti-
modernizing analysts arrived at a conclusion not much different to their mainstream
counterparts: cultural inadequacy and lack of knowledge cause the current erosion
crisis.

Hence, many soil conservation projects in Cochabamba were designed to address
the perceived ignorance of peasant farmers (e.g. IIDE and USAID 1986).
Characteristically the projects disseminated educational pamphlets and organized
conservation seminars for local farmers. They funded posters, supported demonstration
plots, set up farmer-to-farmer forms of knowledge transfer, and arranged for speakers
at meetings of peasant communities or unions known as sindicatos. Though the
project methods were not fundamentally wrong, their analysis was. The projects
frequently prescribed new conservation strategies without really assessing present
practices and the rationales behind them. Circumstances in peasant farmers’ livelihoods
shaping their land use were largely ignored. A number of soil conservation projects
found themselves promoting measures such as the large-scale construction of contour
terraces that were impractical given the reality of peasant resources (Zimmerer
1993b).

The peasants: diverging perspectives

It was not like this before, the hills weren’t barren nor were there many
erosion gullies. Look, I'm only 27 years old but I've seen it deteriorate bit
by bit...the soil has lost its productive force, each year it no longer produces
as before. Soil from the slopes is being swept downwards—leaving bare
rock, subsoil, and gullies—due to the heavy rains...the development institutions
claim that they know the solutions, but when we look at it, we recognize
that we know as a result of our experience, we know how to take care of
the earth.

(Interview, Ubaldina Mejia, Aiquile, Cochabamba, 14 Oct. 1991)

Peasant farmers in Cochabamba blamed themselves for soil erosion. But their
viewpoints are distinct from the development institutions in two principal ways:
(1) most peasant farmers express a sophisticated knowledge of soil erosion, utilizing
a complex lexicon from Quechua and Spanish to discuss diverse erosional landforms
and their management, while relating erosion to soil types and farming practices
(Zimmerer 1994); (2) they invoke the supernatural world of religious beliefs and
customs in explaining the causes of erosion (see also Staedel 1989). In both regards,
a distinguishing characteristic of everyday peasant perceptions of soil erosion is
the sense—at times vivid and quite personal—of prolonged historical time and a
close relation to place.
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Historical illustrations of peasants’ environmental discourse are revealed in their
judicial depositions lodged in efforts to defend the right to land, water, and forest
resources. Records filed during the nineteenth century, currently housed in the
Municipal Archive of Cochabamba (Archivo Municipal de Cochabamba, AMC) reveal
the twin features of prolonged time and a close relation to place. For example, in
1832 Isidoro Ayllita who, as the Cacique of Colcapirgua, was a local indigenous
authority in the Cochabamba countryside, defended his right to irrigate with waters
of the Collpa River on the basis of traditional and hence long-term historical use:
“we have possessed these waters of the Collpa since time immemorial...and we
have used them continuously...since the creation of the world” (AMC 1832). Similar
in form to concepts embraced by many present-day environmentalists, Ayllita evoked
the rights conferred by sustained use over the long-term past. By referring to various
local places, he offered a detailed as well as highly personal and familiar knowledge
of resources and landscapes.

A personalized and long-term view of resources continues to infuse the everyday
accounts of Cochabamba peasants. In their commonplace discourse on soil erosion
most attribute the worsening problem to an increased frequency and intensity of
torrential downpours referred to as “crazy rains” or loco paras, an amalgam of
Spanish (loco for “crazy”) and Quechua (para for “rain”). This may seem to blame
nature. But the ultimate responsibility for “crazy rains” is seen as personal. A neglect
of ritual obligations toward the main non-Christian deity—the climate-controlling
“Earth Mother’—has brought on recent worsening of “crazy rains.” As Leocardia
Gonzilez said:

When I was a child my parents made offerings to the “Earth Mother”
[Pachamama)l. They cooked special foods which they buried in the soil,
along with maize beer [agha/. They did all this so that they would be looked
on favorably by her. But today these practices aren’t common although
we still make offerings on Carnival and on Saint John’s Day, and when
we start to plant. But it’s less than before; perhaps for this reason she’s
angry with us and maybe that’s why there are so many “crazy rains” /loco
paras].

(Leocardia Gonzdlez, Tiraque, Cochabamba, 2 March 1991)

This account attests to how most peasants envision personalized reciprocity as
the basis for obligations to the “Earth Mother.” Such a customary reciprocity may
form the basis of a peasant ethic on environmental conservation according to
some indigenist anthropologists in Cochabamba (Rocha 1990; van den Berg 1991).
Yet, while soil erosion is often attributed to ritual neglect, the region’s peasants
do not see this transgression as solely responsible for the divine thought to wreak
dire environmental consequences. Many people reason that transgressions in
the realm of social reciprocity also incite punishment from the earth deity who
orders the heightened onset of “crazy rains” and ensuing soil erosion. Following
their style of cause-effect thinking, erosion is born in the breakdown of customary

116



DISCOURSES ON SOIL LOSS

social rights and obligations. In our conversations, numerous persons commented
on a social world being undermined by disrespect, animosity, inequality, and
violence.

Although the ideal of social reciprocity continues to infuse life and livelihood
in the Cochabamba countryside, this belief often veils outright domination and
growing differentiation of groups defined by wealth, status, age, and gender (Mallon
1983; Orlove 1974; Weismantel 1988). Among the Cochabamba peasantry, the
elderly and the young adults differ in amount of schooling and non-farm work
experience. Discourses on soil erosion correspond in an indirect, albeit important,
way to this rift in experience. Elderly peasants are most likely to voice the
explanations of soil erosion similar to those outlined above. Some elderly peasants
find young people in their communities inviting divine wrath saying, for example,

» o«

that “some people rebel against their parents,” “children do not respect us,” and,
in one conversation, “parents are being killed.” Numerous young peasants in
Cochabamba, by contrast, cast soil erosion less in terms of the earth deity’s wrath
and more in terms of human-induced causes. The young people commonly blame
their elders, those from whom they are inheriting degraded fields and pasture
of obviously diminished value. More schooled, more likely to speak Spanish as
well as Quechua, and more experienced in off-farm work, many young peasants
admit skepticism about the earth deity, although few deny her existence outright.
Conversational accounts of two 23-year-olds, a man and a woman, illustrate the

generational shift:

It’s true that “crazy rains” have increased, the thunder too is greater than

before. They have increased the problem of erosion, but the problem of

erosion is due also to the fact that the ground is “naked.” It no longer

has grass or trees. These were depleted by our parents and the others
[elders].

(Casimiro Vargas, Tarata, Cochabamba,

15 June 1991)

Due to erosion the fields that we [young adults] inherit are infertile. Seeing
this some of us migrate to the Chapare. Furthermore, there’s not much land
left, and all of it is pure rock or at least rocky. There aren’t good agricultural
lands available for inheritance or partitioning. Look up there, for example,
it’s bedrock, along with some other rock-filled fields. It looks as though the
rain or perhaps the wind has removed the soil.
(Ninfa Salazar, Tarata, Cochabamba,
11 Oct. 1991)

During the 1980s, the discontent of young Cochabamba peasants about economic,
political, and environmental dilemmas led to their increased involvement in peasant
unions or trade unions. An increasingly common perspective on soil erosion formed
as several rural trade unions initiated critiques that combined local perspectives
with a broader consideration of related national and international issues. By the
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decade’s end, young peasant voices were mingling with, and eventually adding
to, prior explanations on environment and development in a revitalized branch
of the traditional trade unions.

Rural trade unions

The peasants will no longer tolerate. . .the exploitation of our natural resources
by the oligarchy and the imperialists...

(Resolutions of the Third Congress, FSUTCC

[“The Sole Trade Union Federation of the Peasant Workers of

Cochabamba”], Cochabamba, 1986)

Rural trade unions were first organized in Bolivia after national defeat in the Chaco
War with Paraguay (1932-5) and the ensuing weakening of its small governing
elite. Through the mid-1980s, the rural trade unions—which belonged initially to
the main miner-led Confederation of Bolivian Workers (COB)—did not state official
positions on soil erosion or other degradation of rural environments, although
they did advance criticisms and social analyses of water pollution in mining centers.
The apparent absence of critique persisted even as leadership in the COB shifted
in 1977 from mining centers to an axis combining city with countryside under the
growing ethnic and social movement known as katarismo. Katarismo quickly gained
much popularity among Bolivia’s indigenous peasants for its commitment to cultural
autonomy, social justice, and economic betterment. But during its early years the
popular katarismo movement did not address the erosion dilemma. Even after
1979, when katarismo activists founded the first national trade union for peasants,
known as “The Sole Trade Union Confederation for the Peasant Workers of Bolivia”
or CSUTCB, the problem of erosion could not be counted among its concerns
(Alb6 1987; Flores 1984; Healy 1989).

The absence of a discourse on soil loss became more conspicuous and perplexing
since the katarismo leaders and their rural followers rose to power amid a growing
awareness of worsening erosion in the late 1970s. That discursive silence did not
result from mere coincidence, nor simple oversight, for at the same time the trade
union movement advanced its critique of other environmental problems, especially
water pollution and lowland deforestation. In fact, the official resolutions drafted
at the national and regional meetings of rural trade unions and other union groups
through the mid-1980s repeatedly detailed these environmental dilemmas (Calla
et al. 1989; COB 1985; CSUTCB 1989; FSUTCC 1986). Yet the notable absence of
erosion in this early environmental discourse coincided with the epistemology implicit
in the trade union analysis of resource-related problems. Economic and political
domination by transnational corporations and imperialist countries could be held
accountable for water pollution in the mining centers and large-scale deforestation.
Soil erosion, on the other hand, was not obviously extra-local in origin. Instead,
for most trade union members, the causes of this problem were contained in local
settings, among local people, including themselves.
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Prevailing accounts in other social sectors and settings reinforced the otherwise
perplexing omission of soil erosion from syndicalist discourse. Neither the vocal
discourse of government and non-governmental institutions that blamed peasants’
land use nor the personal perspectives that singled out ritual neglect offered much
of a model that could be absorbed into a union position. But as erosion in Cochabamba
worsened and a clamor began about its effects, the rural trade unions began to
articulate their concern for the first time. Their efforts coincided with many young
adult peasants gaining leadership posts in the late 1970s and the 1980s. The new
trade union discourse on soil erosion stressed land-use practices as the main cause,
extending to unfavorable economic policies affecting the peasant farm sector. One
leader in the Campero province of Cochabamba said the following:

the national government maintains a contradictory position [“thinks two times”];
on the one hand, they want us [peasants] to conserve the environment but
on the other hand they pressure us to exploit the environment because we
keep having to produce more to earn a livelihood.

The success of soil conservation projects, he continued, hinges on favorable policies
for peasant farming.

This leader and others in Campero, who became especially involved in discussing
soil erosion and conservation, referred to a lengthy historical past and personalized
views of the environment in their trade union discourse. With a broad base of
popular support and participation, Campero unions resembled other social movements
in Latin America (Slater 1985). The Campero sindicatos selectively adopted several
views and beliefs about resources from earlier generations of peasants, such as
the Cacique Isidoro Ayllita mentioned above, which they used to defend their resource
rights. Yet the environmental traditions were reinvented under the inspiration of
a growing politics of cultural revindication launched by the ethnically charged
katarismo movement. Reinvention of earlier ideas led one Campero peasant leader
to thread environmental deterioration into the much-debated 1992 quincentential
of the Spanish invasion:

Throughout the last 500 years we peasants have been stepped on by the
wealthy, the mestizos, and the Spaniards; the trees and animals similarly
have been abused and are being extinguished, and thus we share much
suffering along with the environment.

(Victor Flores, Aiquile, Cochabamba, 30 March 1991)

SUSTAINABILITY AND THE SEARCH FOR A
“MIDDLE GROUND”

Discourses on soil loss in the Bolivian “heartland” of Cochabamba conjure distinct
visions not only of the causes of degradation but also of scenarios for conservation
and development. In fact, each of the region’s three main discourses are
interwoven with a particular perspective on conservation-with-development
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or sustainability. Most aid agencies—national, international, and NGO—used
their backward-peasant argument to justify conservation programs emphasizing
on-farm technical assistance and training. By contrast, recent analyses by rural
trade union leaders combined assessments of local and extra-local conditions.
Some union officials in Cochabamba’s Campero province, for instance, pressed
the NGOs to design intermediate-scale technologies—such as small dams for
irrigation that would improve existing land-use patterns—while also urging
regional and national leaders to protest against unfavorable farm policies that
worsen erosion. Clearly these discourses on soil loss were not simply mirrors
of experience. They also constituted differing efforts to shape conservation
and development (cf. Giddens 1979).

Notwithstanding contrasting prescriptions for sustainable development, the major
groups nonetheless found themselves motivated by a similar concern: the impacts
of soil loss. In a general way the groups came close to a broadly defined “middle
ground.” This concept has recently been applied by ethnohistorians to places and
issues where different groups, cultural, social, political, economic, with quite distinct
self-interests, were able to negotiate shared understandings and solutions to everyday
problems (e.g. Merrell 1989; White 1991). Characterizing the erosion crisis in
Cochabamba as a broadly defined “middle ground” resembles other environmental
dilemmas where diverse groups pursue linked goals of sustainability. Indeed the
idea of a “common future” was claimed by now classic statements on sustainability
(Mathews 1989: World Commission on Environment and Development 1987). Political
analysis and individual case studies indicate that such assumptions need to be
tempered by the realization that environmental dilemmas may divide as much as
they unite (Denevan 1973; Hecht and Cockburn 1990; Schmink and Wood 1992;
White 1960).

The dilemma of soil erosion in Cochabamba did in fact divide people. There
was little evidence of a neatly defined “common future” or “middle ground” at
work in the major discourses on soil erosion. Yet, taking a broader view, it is possible
to find some semblances of “middle ground.” First, as individuals and groups altered
standpoints through contending or accommodating other discourses, they created
at least partially commensurate realms of meaning. Consider the changing perspective
on erosion of many young Cochabamba peasants and the leaders of their unions’
social movement. Reminded daily of their degraded landscape, and in many cases
frustrated by the abysmal failure of solely technical solutions to soil conservation,
they sought sustainability in terms different than their parents and the region’s
development agencies. Yet even as the young people’s discourse opposed others,
it nonetheless drew them closer together in debate. Similarly some Cochabamba
NGOs recently reacted to peasant discourse by advocating political and economic
reform, thus extending beyond the counsel of technical assistance alone (Rist and
San Martin 1991). Though their dialogues did not self-consciously seek “middle
ground,” an awareness and engagement with other positions enacted a preliminary
sort of negotiation on the soil erosion issue.
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Another semblance of “middle ground,” albeit small, was evident in the processes
of justifying, or challenging, the government’s role in conservation. At first the
rural trade unions, development institutions, and peasants reinforced one another
by indirectly affirming the Bolivian state’s denial of an erosion problem. Beginning
in the early 1980s, when this shared account of soil loss first started to fall apart
in Cochabamba, the contestors’ goal was not just accurate diagnosis but rather
challenging and changing the government’s policy. For its part, the Bolivian
government moved to marginalize peasant and union discourses on erosion, typically
by omitting them. Even after national officials acknowledged the erosion problem,
they undermined the prospect of a mediated “middle ground” by excluding peasants
and their organizations. But when the national government hastened its withdrawal
from rural aid under neo-liberal reforms in the mid-1980s, the prospect for “middle
ground” processes improved. The Cochabamba peasants and their local unions
stood a better chance of negotiating conservation measures with the new development
institutions.

The small semblances of a “middle ground” do not of course grant an arena in
which sustainability can be easily attained. The activity of the new development
agencies, dominated by NGOs, is rife with potential difficulties and possible cross-
purposes. The NGOs are not held directly responsible to a citizenry or in some
cases even to the Bolivian government. Thus far they offer few models for facilitating
the sort of public debate and democratic participation necessary for a consolidation
of “middle ground” approaches toward sustainability. Though the role of the Bolivian
government in discourses on soil loss diminished in the late 1980s and early 1990s
it is likely that national government will continue to shape whether a fairly negotiated
“middle ground” can be approached. Without a duly and democratically established
arena for debate on sustainability, Cochabamba and other complex, developing
societies are unlikely to find a sufficient area of “middle ground,” leaving little
hope for resolving environmental dilemmas.

NOTE

A Post-Doctoral Fellowship from the Social Science Research Council and a research
grant from the National Science Foundation funded the field project. The Graduate
School at the University of Wisconsin—Madison supported the analysis and
interpretation of fieldwork findings. T am grateful for the collaboration and co-
operation of numerous peasant farmers, rural trade unions, government agencies,
and NGOs in Cochabamba, Bolivia. I have chosen to use pseudonyms for living
farmers in order to maintain their anonymity. Their lack of secure civil and human
rights makes this precaution a necessity since even a seemingly innocuous discussion
might conceivably jeopardize them at some later day.
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MARXISM, CULTURE,
AND POLITICAL ECOLOGY

Environmental struggles in Zimbabwe’s
Eastern Highlands

Donald S.Moore

INTRODUCTION

Concern with the politics of environmental resource conflicts in the Third World
has grown steadily over the past decade. Early studies emphasized the changing
dialectic between society and environment, underscoring the interrelation of political
economy and resource management (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987; Dove 1985;
Schmink and Wood 1987). In its broadest conceptual reaches “political ecology”
has addressed issues of resource access and control, the political processes influencing
land rights, and the ethics of technology and development (Hecht and Cockburn
1992). While the term “political ecology” lacks a coherent theoretical core, its Marxian
versions direct attention to history, social relations of production, and the
embeddedness of local land-use practices in regional and global political economies
(see Bassett 1988; Bryant 1992; Neumann 1992; Sheridan 1988; Zimmerer 1991).
Recent regional and local studies situate agrarian and pastoral struggles within
historical patterns of access to critical environmental resources across Africa (Bassett
and Crummey 1993; Fairhead and Leach 1994; Little 1992; Peters 1994), Latin America
(Faber 1993; Hecht and Cockburn 1990; Painter and Durham 1995; Schmink and
Wood 1992; Stonich 1993), and South Asia (Agarwal 1994a; Gadgil and Guha 1992;
Guha 1989; Peluso 1992).

Political ecology came from a realization that ecological processes could not
be understood outside the contexts of local productive relations and wider economic
systems. Influential critiques of neo-Malthusian explanations of environmental
degradation, food insecurity and famine, and land conflicts looked to political and
social factors, not the “natural” mechanism of population pressure, to explain resource
struggles (Durham 1979; Harvey 1977; Richards 1983; Watts 1983a). Growing
dissatisfaction with cultural ecology’s metaphors of “adaptation” and “homeostasis,”
and their resulting neglect of power and history, encouraged greater attention to
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the social relations of production influencing land use (Durham 1995; Watts 1983b;
Zimmerer 1994). Marxian political economy offered a vision of causal explanations
for ecological transformations that stressed the social and historical factors shaping
relations between land users and their environments. Recently, tenets of a “new
ecology” that stress complexity and heterogeneity rather than homeostatic systems
have focused greater attention on how socioeconomic relations are part and parcel
of environmental history (Demeritt 1994b; Fairhead and Leach forthcoming; Zimmerer
1994).

Much political ecology remains within a macro-structural framework that
emphasizes the determining influence of broad economic forces. Global capitalism,
from this perspective, not only shapes but also exactly determines heterogeneous
local histories, cultures, and societies. Cultural practices and beliefs usually enter
this discussion derivatively, as exotic trappings to the nuts and bolts of “underlying”
structures. Although it would be wrong to minimize the force of political economy,
too much emphasis on structural determination elides other factors shaping conflicts
over Third World environmental resources: (1) the micro-politics of peasant struggles
over access to productive resources; and (2) the symbolic contestations that
constitute those struggles. Similarly, the neglect of local politics may produce a

4

misleadingly monolithic model of the “state,” conceiving it as an actor with a
unified intentionality, internally consistent in its agenda, structurally and
automatically opposed to local interests. Macro-structural accounts miss also local
differentiation among resource users, particularly those mediated by class, gender,
ethnicity, and age. In Peet and Watts’s chapter’s terms, “political ecology has
very little politics.” By fusing together an understanding of the mutual constitution
of micro-politics, symbolic practices, and structural forces, it may be possible to
unravel how competing claims to resources are articulated through cultural idioms
in the charged contests of local politics. It is this new tendency that Peet and
Watts refer to as a move to liberation ecology.

In this chapter, I examine conflicts over access to environmental resources and
land in the Kaerezi area of Nyanga District, eastern Zimbabwe. I employ a Gramscian
metaphor for environmental resources—viewing Nyanga’s landscape as materially
and symbolically contested terrain—to analyze conflicts among a differentiated
peasantry and a state made up of multiple actors sometimes with disparate interests.
While recognizing plural axes of differentiation among both state and peasantry,
I focus an ethnographic perspective on: (1) state agencies whose representatives
sought to influence land use in Kaerezi and (2) gendered relationships to the local
landscape fundamentally shaped by male wage labor migration in the regional
political economy. As Peet and Watts stress, “cultural politics are rarely visible in
conventional analyses” of Third World social movements. Ethnography provides
a critical medium for exploring the dynamics of cultural politics which animate
environmental conflicts. My analysis thus tries to avoid tired orthodoxies by placing
Marxism, political ecology, and cultural theory in a more productive conversation,
echoing recent attempts to incorporate “place, space, and environment into cultural
and social theory” (Harvey 1995:96).
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A GRAMSCIAN PERSPECTIVE ON ENVIRONMENTAL
RESOURCE STRUGGLES

Gramsci’s work has been central to critiques of “economism” in Marxist theory,
that is the assumption of a “single, productivist logic” privileging economy
and class relations (Peet and Watts, Chapter 1 in this volume). Gramsci’s
fragmentary writings, many penned in an Italian prison, offer an “analytical
palimpsest” (Bove 1994:x) from which multiple meanings may be drawn. In
particular, Gramsci drew attention to the dynamic interplay of culture, power,
and history. Efforts to theorize a less economistic “post-Marxism” (Chakrabarty
1993; Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 1987; McRobbie 1994) bear his imprint.
Interpretations of Gramsci have recently explored how gender and cultural
identity, as well as productive relations and class, shape material interests
(Hall 1986; Holub 1992; Landy 1994).

I am especially interested in Gramsci’s thoughts on cultural forms and their
efficacy within social relations. Concerned with the “cultural ‘deployment’ of Marxism,”
Gramsci (1983 [1957]:85) argued that the working class must “think about organizing
itself culturally” just as “it has thought to organize itself politically and economically”
(1991 [1920]:42). For Gramsci, “‘popular beliefs’ are...themselves material forces”
(1971:165) and “ideologies... organize human masses, and create the terrain on
which men /sic/ move, acquire consciousness of their position, struggle, etc.”
(1971:377). He was, of course, building on Marx’s (1986 [1859]:187) famous passage:
“a distinction should always be made between the material transformation of the
economic conditions of production...and the legal, political, religious, aesthetic,
or philosophic—in short, ideological forms in which men /sic/ become conscious
of this conflict and fight it out.”

By emphasizing the mutual interdependence of culture and politics, Gramsci
underscored how symbolic struggles effect material transformation. Values and
beliefs mobilize action, shape social identities, and condition understandings
of collective interests. In this sense, cultural meanings are constitutive forces,
that is shapers of history, and are not simply reflections of a material base (Donham
1990; Williams 1991). Ideologies contribute to the formation of productive relations
and do not derive, mechanically, from them. Struggles over symbolic processes
are conflicts over material relations of production, the distribution of resources,
and ultimately power. Gramsci’s notion of hegemony—that is, the process through
which dominant representations color, yet never determine, practical
consciousness and everyday lived experiences—reminds us that dominant
meanings are continually contested, never totalizing, and are always unstable
(Williams 1977). This insight warns against easy divisions between economy
and culture, the material and the symbolic, or structure and agency in social
analysis.

In turning to Gramsci for this chapter, I borrow from work which shows how
struggles over land and environmental resources are simultaneously struggles over
cultural meanings. Berry (1988, 1993), Peters (1984, 1994), Carney and Watts (1990,
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1991), Alonso (1992), Agarwal (1994a, 1994b), and Nugent and Alonso (1994) explore
connections between meanings and control over resources in diverse Third World
agrarian contexts. A key insight is that “people may invest in meanings as well as
in the means of production—and struggles over meaning are as much a part of
the process of resource allocation as are struggles over surplus or the labor process”
(Berry 1988:60). Historical patterns of access to resources and exclusion from them
mold cultural understandings of rights, property relations, and entitlements; in turn,
these competing meanings influence people’s land and resource use (see Goheen
and Shipton 1992; Shipton 1994; Watts 1991). Struggles over cultural idioms and
access to resources reveal salient gendered differences along with those of class
(Agarwal 1992, 1994a, 1994b; Carney 1993; Leach 1994; Mackenzie 1993, 1995;
Moore and Vaughan 1994).

These theoretical issues inform an investigation of particular resource conflicts
in Kaerezi: the siting and delayed operation of a community cattle dip near a state-
defined “protected area”; the demarcation of a national park boundary; and women’s
cultivation of prohibited crops on mountain slopes. In each case, I emphasize the
importance of attending simultaneously to the material and the meaningful in these
struggles. My focus on the situated practices of women and men offers a much
needed grounding to recent efforts to blend cultural studies and environmental
politics, which T engage after an analysis of conflicts in this particular Third World
locale. Cultural politics offers a key site to link broader theoretical concerns with
the specific contexts and cadences unfolding across a terrain of memories, peasant
livelihoods, and state interventions. Rather than relying on these small cases to
bear the weight of generalizing theoretical pronouncements, I hope to use them
to provoke critical reflection on the conceptual categories and theoretical potential
of an emerging environmental cultural studies.

To understand how resource conflicts play themselves out in post-colonial Kaerezi,
I first turn to a long history of competing claims to landscape in this Zimbabwean
river valley of lush, rolling hills. A historical perspective reveals myriad struggles
over the cultural categories through which access to critical environmental resources
are contested. Historical transformations in social relations of production and state
policy during the colonial period shaped the post-independence terrain of Kaerezi
resource struggles. An ethnographic approach helps us understand how peasant
social memories of colonial experiences also animated environmental politics since
Independence. Differing cultural understandings of the meanings of land were
central to these resource conflicts.

Peasants and bureaucrats also assigned competing meanings to the cultural
forms of state institutions and practices (cf. Abrams 1988; Corrigan and Sayer
1985). The Kaerezi case demonstrates how the post-independence state, inheriting
colonial legacies, is itself an internally differentiated entity with branches often
at cross-purposes. Finally, turning from peasant-state conflicts to the local salience
of gendered patterns of resource use, differing women’s and men’s relationship
to Kaerezi’s landscape cautions against positing homogeneous communities in
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which cultural idioms for environmental resources are universally shared. In contrast
to macro-structural approaches, my analysis of the colonial political economy,
state policies and practices, and gender relations in Kaerezi seeks to understand
what Hall (1990:225) aptly terms the “continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and
power.”

RHODES’S LEGACY IN NYANGA:
ALIENATING LAND AND LABOR

In 1890, a “pioneer column” of white settlers from South Africa arrived in present-
day Zimbabwe, forming a new colony in the name of Cecil Rhodes’s British South
Africa Company (BSAC). Superior firepower put down violent African resistance
to colonial rule in 1896-7. By the turn of the century, Rhodes was among the first
group of whites to acquire legal rights to land in what is now Nyanga District, in
the Eastern Highlands bordering Mozambique. He purchased a little under 40,000
hectares in the district, now constituting the core of Nyanga National Park’s 47,000
hectare estate (Figure 6.1).

In 1902, the year of Rhodes’s death, a Barwe chief fled political violence in
Portuguese East Africa and settled at the site of the current Kaerezi Resettlement
Scheme, just north of Rhodes’s estate. Chief Dzeka Tangwena claimed his ancestral
territory included Kaerezi. He joined lineages that had inhabited the river valley
and its surrounding hills for generations. Shortly after his arrival, a Johannesburg-
based company purchased the block of land encompassing Kaerezi from the BSAC,
fitting the familiar pattern of “paper alienation” in colonial Rhodesia, where land
expropriation represented less a physical European presence—since the white
“owners” did not occupy the land—and more of a requirement for Africans living
on alienated land to enter the labor market to procure cash for taxes and rents
(see Palmer 1977:227).

On the land alienated by these means in Nyanga District, most adult African
men either worked under labor tenancy agreements with white landowners,
or as migrant laborers in the colony’s urban centers and in the Union of South
Africa. Europeans seized much more land than they had the capacity to farm
or pasture (Roth and Bruce 1994; Weiner 1991). Today, many Zimbabweans
remember these seizures through the cultural idiom of “greed” (mbayo). In a
mixture of Shona and English, one Kaerezi Resettlement Scheme farmer recalled
a European commercial farmer who controlled almost 100,000 hectares in the
district, including Gaeresi Ranch, core of the present-day Kaerezi Resettlement
Scheme. With a sweeping gesture of his hand to sketch the vast expanse, he
proclaimed: “Nzvimbo yese, yese [This whole place, all of it]. It’s too much fucking
land for one man.”

Rhodes’s estate was converted into a National Park in 1947 in the wake of

growing government concern over natural resources and conservation (Ranger
Figure 6.1 Kaerezi Resettlement Scheme and Nyanga National Park, Nyanga District,
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Mozambique

Nyanga District, Zimbabwe

ZIMBABWE

Figure 6.1 Kaerezi Resettlement Scheme and Nyanga National Park, Nyanga District,
Zimbabwe. (A) Kaerezi Resettlement Scheme (including Kaerezi extension); (B)
proposed Kaerezi River Protected Area; (C) Eastern Extension of Nyanga National Park,
comprising properties annexed to the park estate in 1987; (D) Nyanga National Park
Estate prior to extension in 1987; (E) Tsanga Valley Wheat Estate; (F) Kaerezi River; (G)
Nyanga District Administrative Center.

1989). Like many white farms in the district, the estate had faced the problem of
men migrating to distant urban centers to meet growing cash demands, often sending
taxes back through the mail. In 1963, the government evicted families from Rhodes
Inyanga National Park enforcing a strict policy of racial segregation by denying
Africans the right to reside in areas designated “European.” In the same year, a
state land inspector cited “excessive damage to natural resources” on the commercial
Gaeresi Ranch, allegedly caused by tenants and “squatters” living on the property.
When residents refused to renew a “labor agreement” stipulating conditions of
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their tenancy, government enforcement of the Land Apportionment Act led to forced
evictions of followers of Chief Rekayi Tangwena, who had been living on the ranch
without tenancy contracts.

Between 1967 and 1972, the chief and his followers fought evictions from
Gaeresi Ranch in highly publicized court cases. They also protested on the land,
arguing that their ancestral rights pre-empted the alienation of commercial land
in the area, suffering arrest and brutal beatings at the hands of the Rhodesian
authorities. Rekayi, Dzeka’s son, emphasized the pre-colonial chieftainship that
spanned the international border: “We have lived on this land for many generations,
since long before the whiteman came...it is where we believe we have a right
to live.... I inherited it from my forefathers who were found there by Rhodes
and the early Europeans” (quoted in Clutton-Brock 1969:3). Arguing that his ancestral
rights to land were inalienable, Rekayi became a national symbol of defiance to
the Rhodesian state during a liberation war (1966-79) in which African grievances
against settler colonialism focused on land expropriation (Moyana 1984; Ranger
1985).

The government and the white landowners, however, had a different understanding
of Tangwena’s claims to land on Gaeresi Ranch. In 1972, after years of thwarted
attempts to oust Tangwena and his followers, Rhodesian police and security forces
burned huts and crops, seized cattle, and set police dogs on unarmed civilians.
Some 300 families were dispersed, a great number seeking refuge in the forests
bordering Kaerezi, now located within Nyanga National Park’s boundary. Some
hid there for almost two years. The majority eventually migrated to Mozambique,
remaining there until Zimbabwean Independence in 1980. During this forced
migration, the Tangwena people aided current Zimbabwean President Robert
Mugabe’s escape from Rhodesian security forces into Mozambique, ensuring Chief
Rekayi Tangwenas place in nationalist legend and accumulating future political
capital for Tangwena’s followers.

INDEPENDENCE, RESETTLEMENT, AND AN
ENCROACHING NATIONAL PARK

Kaerezi Resettlement Scheme began in 1980, after the liberation war, as part of
the post-colonial state’s National Resettlement Program. It is now home to some
1,000 peasant families (5,500 official residents) spread across 18,500 hectares of
rugged terrain in Zimbabwe’s Eastern Highlands. All land in Kaerezi is officially
designated state property and administered by a government official, the scheme’s
resettlement officer. Household heads—married men, widows, and divorcees—
are given permits to occupy a residential stand, cultivate a designated 3.5 hectare
arable field, and pasture livestock on a grazing commons. The functional and spatial
divisions of land uses (arable, grazing, residential) follow closely many of the principles
of colonial land-use planning actively resisted during the liberation struggle
(Drinkwater 1991; Ranger 1985).
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Colonial racial land policies shaped a dual agricultural economy in Zimbabwe.
Large-scale European commercial farmers benefited from protective legislation,
while small-scale African peasants produced on the poor soils of over-crowded
labor reserves (Moyo 1987). At independence in 1980, the Zimbabwe government’s
National Resettlement Program sought to alleviate this “inherited uneven qualitative
and quantitative distribution of agricultural land” (DERUDE 1991:1). The program
entailed purchasing land from the white commercial farming sector and redistributing
it to the rural poor. In 1980, the government proposed resettling 18,000 families
nationally on 1.1 million hectares of land over a three-year period; it revised its
target to 162,000 families in 1982; as of July 1989 only 54,000 families had been
allocated resettlement land (Roth and Bruce 1994:21). Government plans conceive
of an eventual resettlement sector of 8.3 million hectares, roughly 21 percent of
Zimbabwe’s total land area (DERUDE 1991).

Kaerezi differs significantly from other national schemes in three important respects.
First, many of its current residents lived on the former commercial farm prior to
the liberation war (1966-79), claiming ancestral rights, while nationally most resettled
African farmers move into schemes where they had no prior ties to the land. Some
Kaerezi residents view the scheme as a “reward” for the late Chief Rekayi Tangwena,
a state senator buried as a national hero in 1984, and his followers’ contributions
to the liberation struggle. Second, unlike most schemes, Kaerezi is in Zimbabwe’s
most-preferred “agro-ecological zone,” a high-rainfall belt running along the
mountainous Eastern Highlands. Its location has provoked debate on the most
viable land uses in an area perceived to have high agricultural and tourist potential.
Third, Kaerezi shares a border with Nyanga National Park, a major tourist attraction
whose clear headwaters spill out of Mount Inyangani (2,592 meters), Zimbabwe’s
highest peak, and flow northward through the scheme via the Kaerezi River.

COMPLEXITIES OF THE POST-COLONIAL STATE

Such resettlement schemes tested the post-Independence state’s administrative capacity
and political will during the 1980s. The Ministry of Lands identified and purchased
commercial farms or properties for resettlement; the planning branch of Agricultural
and Technical Extension (AGRITEX) in the Ministry of Agriculture developed a
land-use plan; the Department of Rural Development (DERUDE), in the Ministry
of Local Government, Rural and Urban Development, implemented the plan. Plans
were supposed to be approved by an inter-ministerial committee, described by
many as a battleground for opposing ideas. A senior official involved with the
Inter-ministerial Committee on Resettlement described it as rife with “conflicts over
invading other ministries’ territory.”

In Kaerezi, post-colonial partitions of land were layered on a century of conflicts,
revealing a state highly differentiated by ministries and departments often pursuing
cross-cutting agendas in their claims to administer the local landscape and its
inhabitants. In the 1980s, the Department of National Parks and Wildlife Management
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sought to protect an “ecologically sensitive watershed” on its border, seen as a
potential tourist attraction capable of generating foreign currency. Meanwhile, the
Ministry of Lands attempted to acquire land from commercial farm owners to extend
the National Park estate and for resettlement, even as DERUDE tried to administer
a resettlement scheme.

While underscoring the “difference in perceptions of land users and their
government][s]” (Blaikie 1989:21), the Nyanga case suggests the need to move beyond
an opposition between what Bernstein (1990:69) only half-facetiously calls “virtuous
peasants and vicious states.” If the state is internally differentiated, itself a site of
struggle, then “the state is no longer to be taken as essentially an actor, with the
coherence, agency, and subjectivity that term presumes” (Mitchell 1991:90). Rather,
the “state can be opened as a theatre in which resources, property rights, and
authority are struggled over” (Watts 1989:4). An ethno-graphic approach situates
the interventions of state officials in Kaerezi, revealing the “concrete procedures
by which social actors simultaneously borrow from a range of discursive genres,
intermix them and, as a result are able to invent original cultures of the State”
(Bayart 1993:249). By focusing on the actions of particular bureaucrats and peasants
on the ground in Kaerezi, I want to show how “state power creates, through its
administrative and bureaucratic practices, a world of meanings” (Mbembe 1992:2).
Yet these meanings, far from stable and secure, are contested by local peasants
through cultural idioms forged within their historical relationships to the local
landscape. Hence the “state” can best be described as “those aspects of the governing,
administrative, and coercive apparatus that are experienced as external yet hegemonic”
(Tsing 1993:26).

The cross-purposes of the post-colonial state manifested themselves in conflicts
over a cattle dip, a critical community resource protecting herds from tick-borne
disease, constructed near the river by the administrative branch of the ministry
overseeing resettlement (DERUDE) in 1988. State law required stock owners to
dip cattle weekly during rainy season and bi-weekly during dry season. For those
living near the disputed dip, it represented a significant decrease in the regular
labor required to herd their cattle to distant dips. But when National Parks discovered
that the dip was built within a proposed “Protected Area”—a corridor of approximately
500 meters bordering the Kaerezi River in which grazing and cultivation would
be prohibited—it strongly objected, lobbying against its operation. A private white
trout-fishing club complicated the situation by writing letters to various ministries
inquiring about the dip’s fate. While the entire proposed protected area fell within
the resettlement scheme, it bordered on the park, and neither peasants nor
administrators were clear on who, exactly, had state-sanctioned authority over its
utilization. In October 1990, the government officer administering the scheme met
with Kaerezi resettlement farmers to explain why the cattle dip was not yet functional:
“The National Park wants to use the river. We together with our Member of Parliament
want to use the river. Peter and other whites [members of the trout-fishing group]
want to use the river. These are the factors stopping the diptank from working.”
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The local headman was quick to pick up on the white fishing club’s claim,
using a racial idiom to demand state action in defense of local residents’ rights.
Sitting in the tall grass amidst a circle of farmers, he pointed a bony finger at the
resettlement officer: “Then you are the one who must go and fight these people.
Why are invaders (vatorwa) coming into an area bought for people to settle on?
You must want the whites to take the river again.” When the resettlement officer
countered that it was not the white club that controlled the land, but the government,
the headman tactically concluded: “So you want to kill the cattle? It's better to kill
me and leave the cattle.” The state official then produced a letter voicing concern
over pollutants from the cattle dip seeping into the river: “This shows that the
National Park was trying to take over the river, since the dip has already been
approved by Veterinary Services,” a department within yet another ministry, that
of agriculture. The headman pushed this logic: “Then the National Park is making
a mistake.” Suddenly defending the National Park, the resettlement officer shot
back: “The National Park is a branch of the government.” This only opened up
the space for the headman’s closing salvo: “Yes, but it’s a bad branch.”

In this pattern of “challenge and riposte” (Bourdieu 1977:12), the administrator
unraveled and reconstituted complex alliances and conflicts among different state
agencies, sometimes represented as a unified “we,” other times depicted as “us
against them”; the headman watched competing claims within the Zimbabwean
state unfold in his area, preventing him from dipping cattle near his home. The
headman responded by turning the old colonial “divide and rule” strategy, this
time as tactic, back on the state officials. I stress tactic precisely because peasants
in Kaerezi, in a style of opposition described by de Certeau (1984:xix), have had
to “constantly manipulate events in order to turn them into opportunities’ and
“turn to their own ends forces alien to them” from a subordinate position. By
insinuating a non-state, white actor into the theatre of struggle, the headman drew
on symbolic capital garnered from a legacy of racial exclusion. The failure of post-
colonial state officials to deliver the cattle dip, an important community resource,
became their moral failure to redress a history of racial inequality. Without over-
romanticizing their efficacy, these tactics pushed the resettlement officer to promise
publicly to lobby on the peasants’ behalf. He dispatched a letter to the district
administrator the morning after the meeting, and a permit slowly emerged from
the bureaucratic machinery. In mid-1991, after nearly three years lying idle, the
diptank opened.

LANDSCAPES OF MEMORY, CULTURE, AND POWER

Since its establishment in 1988, the National Park’s expanded border has caused
deep local resentment. The precise location of the boundary was in dispute when
families thought to be living in the park were evicted in 1991, precipitating a
meeting attended by the district administrator, the senior state official in Nyanga,
and the local Member of Parliament (MP). Chief Tangwena, Rekayi’s successor,
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drew applause from his constituents when he invoked the memory of the 1970s
evictions from Gaeresi Ranch: “The National Park wants to burn huts in my area.
We thought the whites had returned.” The MP responded by stressing that a “farm
and a chieftainship are not the same thing.” Today, he continued, the government
recognizes property boundaries as they are written in title deeds and demarcated
with beacons placed by the office of the surveyor general, not as they are
remembered in oral traditions.

The chief invoked his ancestral right to “rule the land,” describing his
“traditional” boundaries by reciting prominent features of the landscape. The
MP chastised chief and followers alike: “You don’t know your boundary. Without
boundaries there would be only war.” Invoking the colonial separation of
cordoned spaces sanctioned by property deeds, the MP scolded his constituents
for not having a map revealing the “true boundary.” Maps, as many have noted,
have been critical to state control of subject populations (Bassett 1994; Harley
1988; Kain and Baigent 1992). The particular cultural practice of dutifully recording
property boundaries on a map underpinned the MP’s belief in Kaerezi’s status
as a commodity owned and administered by its present owner, the state. The
chief invoked an alternate cultural vision of place, property, and territory by
claiming ancestral inheritance to a chieftainship. Particular cultural practices—
propitiating ancestral spirits, recognizing sacred features of the landscape, and
enforcing “respect for the land” (kuremekedza nyika)—constructed Kaerezi as
an inalienable birthright. The chief, who received a government salary, saw
no contradiction between his opposition to state administration of his “inheritance”
(nhaka) and his being a civil servant.

Appadurai (1990:7) has stressed that metaphors of landscape portray “not
objectively given relations which look the same from every angle of vision, but
rather...deeply perspectival constructs, inflected very much by the historical, linguistic
and political situatedness of different sorts of actors” (see also Demeritt 1994a;
Duncan 1994; Duncan and Ley 1993). Kaerezi peasants, as well as their chief, see
the surrounding landscape as saturated with power, meanings, and historical struggles
for land rights, a “fractal’ world of overlapping boundaries” (Guyer 1994:215).
Most Kaerezi farmers use the term zvisikwa, literally “things created,” to refer to
features of the local landscape. Zvisikwa do not posit a “natural” essence outside
of history, but rather suggest symbolic and material interactions among spiritual
forces, humans, and a particular landscape. Moreover, zvisikwa are understood
through a range of cosmologies and religious idioms: Christianity, ancestral spirits
of lineage and family (vadzimu), and guardian spirits for a particular territory
(mbondoro). Zvisikwa are imbued with use-values and take on meanings through
people’s daily livelihood struggles: the collection of firewood, pasturing of cattle,
drawing water from springs and streams, hunting and fishing. As one elder told
me: “People must use zvisikwa. ... When we see an animal, we say we have seen
meat and when we see trees we now have firewood.”

For Kaerezi peasants, social memories as well as daily and seasonal resource
uses animate features of the local landscape. None of these cultural idioms for
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land and resources, however, are beyond the reach of historical incorporation into
a southern African regional political economy and state intervention in rural settlement
patterns, agricultural practices, and prohibitions on the utilization of the environment.
Peasants have cultural categories for commercial farms and the townships near
Nyanga’s administrative center—as well as for myriad demarcations of the landscape
introduced since the advent of colonial rule. These historical sedimentations
underscore what Massey (1994:156) calls the “accumulated history of a place, with
that history itself imagined as the product of layer upon layer of different sets of
linkages, both local and to the wider world” (see also Crush 1994). As competing
uses and memories of place vie for features of the landscape, claimants contest
access to critical environmental resources.

While many Kaerezi peasants assert rights of access to zvisikwa through patterns
of resource use recognized as legitimate by state policy, others defy state law
prohibiting all hunting of wildlife. A man evicted from Gaeresi Ranch in the 1970s
asserted hunting rights by invoking what Marx (1975:232, 234) called, in the context
of resource conflicts in nineteenth-century England, “the customary rights of the
poor” to harvest the “alms of nature.” Poetically, the Kaerezi man mused: “Mbuka
dze sango inbaka ye povo” (The wildlife in the forest is the poor’s inheritance).
Another hunter produced a lively mixture to defend his customary access to park
resources:

The Bible says cattle is meat, goats are meat, and a buck is meat. That’s
why people should eat all different kinds of animals, except those prohibited
in the Bible like pigs. Meat, I want it, but the National Park doesn’t allow us
to hunt.... But it’s our wildlife, the animals are ours.

ENGENDERING ENVIRONMENTAL
RESOURCE STRUGGLES

Local idioms dealing with claims to environmental resources—nhbaka as just
inheritance, zvisikwa as resources to be utilized—reflect what Bourdieu (1977)
calls “habitus,” a set of historically developed dispositions and cultural habits. People’s
historical relationship to the Kaerezi landscape and migration within the region
has not been uniform, leading to the “coexistence of multiple historicities within...[a]
particular locality” (Feierman 1990:29). Different historical experiences among Kaerezi
peasants caution against assuming that all people share a common habitus. Cultural
idioms may be pervasive, but they are not always harnessed for the same purposes,
nor experienced in the same way. Class, gender, age, and ethnicity are important
in shaping not only the experience of resource struggles in Kaerezi, but also social
actors’ participation in those fields of conflict.

Let me focus on the question of gender. In Zimbabwe, gendered divisions of
labor have arisen from men’s incorporation into wage labor and women’s
responsibilities for remaining on the land and managing it on a daily and seasonal
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basis (Schmidt 1992). In turn, these have filtered perceptions of the local landscape
and resources. In the 1990s, Kaerezi women were particularly concerned about
the potential impact of the National Park on their access to two critical resources:
firewood for daily use and reeds woven into handicrafts marketed in Nyanga’s
tourist centers. Because weaving could be done by firelight after the evening meal,
it did not compete with the domestic labor expected of most women. In poorer
households, these handicrafts represented an important source of income. Women
also gathered wild fruits and herbs within the park estate, supplementing the local
diet and selecting plants efficacious for healing.

In Kaerezi, married women contend both with patrilineal notions of land rights
and a state policy of allocating permits to male household heads. While widows
and divorcees were eligible for arable plots, the permit system in resettlement schemes
channels married women’s de jure land rights through a male household head
(Gaidzanwa 1994; Jacobs 1989). Women cultivated one crop in particular, tsenza
(Coleus esculentus), outside fields allocated to “households” in the scheme’s planned
villages and those allocated by local headmen, or claimed through patrilineal
inheritance. While #senza cultivation doesn’t reveal a “women’s world” separate
and distinct from that of men’s, women'’s cultivation unfolded through gendered
spaces and practices (see Guyer 1991; Leach 1992).

Groups of women collectively selected and allocated themselves isolated plots
on steep mountain slopes far from arable fields, since tsenza was widely believed
to “poison” the soil by robbing it of nutrients. Most groups resolved disputes arising
in tsenza plots among themselves, outside state and patrilineal control. Groups
of women usually pooled labor for burning and clearing a common plot, dividing
the cleared area into a complex grid of small patches (huma). This process carefully
interspersed any one woman’s plots across a cleared hillside, evenly distributing
the risk of a poor harvest due to soil, slope, and drainage. If a husband or older
son of one of the women plowed initially to break the soil, his labor was not
seen as laying claim to the land’s produce; rather, it was “helping” (kubatsira).
Women performed all land preparation, planting, and harvesting on their individual
plots by hoe and hand, sometimes utilizing their children’s labor.

Cash from selling tsenza, more than from any other marketable produce, was
most likely to be subject to women’s discretion within their household budgets.
Tsenza cultivation was an important source of relatively autonomous cash income
in an area where few women engaged in formal wage labor, improving their bargaining
position within the “conjugal contract” through which household economic decisions
and provisioning responsibilities are negotiated (Jackson 1995; Whitehead 1981).
Significantly, tsenza production hinged on access to cultivable plots mediated neither
by patriarchal nor state conceptions of land rights in Kaerezi. While officially prohibited
in the resettlement scheme—ostensibly because fsenza poisoned the soil and eroded
steep slopes, but also because it challenged the government’s ordered pattern of
regulated land use—it was widely tolerated as a benign practice. Women feared
that the protected area would encourage greater attention to land-use prohibitions
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elsewhere in Kaerezi, endangering their tsenza fields lying far beyond the river
corridor’s boundaries.

Women retooled the patrilineal discourse of nhaka, or rightful inheritance, to
defend tsenza cultivation by arguing for the birthright of “freely cultivating” (kurima
madiro) without intervention from state officials or conservation regulations. Many
recalled “suffering for the land” (kutambudzikira nyika) during the 1972 evictions
from Gaeresi Ranch when women were beaten by police and defiantly stripped
off their clothes. They marched more than 30 kilometers to the district offices and
protested, bare-breasted, making national headlines and getting mentions in
international human rights reports. Many women invoked these memories,
refashioning nhaka as a claim to land rights validated through historical struggle
rather than patrilineal inheritance. They did so through particular cultural and
cultivation practices. In this sense, Richards’ (1989) emphasis on viewing farming
operations as “embedded in a social context” and agriculture as a particular kind
of cultural “performance” helps us understand the significance of tsenza cultivation.

In Kaerezi, a “gender analysis from a micro political economy perspective” (Leach
1991:17) reveals how women’s use of park and resettlement scheme resources
grow out a particular history. Colonial land alienation and the introduction of taxes
forced men into migrant labor to meet cash demands in the changing regional
economy. These structural transformations in the wider political economy, however,
were given texture through cultural idioms and the everyday practices of women
and men. Local patterns of resource use arise from the complex interplay of gender
relations, history, and culture and articulate with, but are not determined by, regional
and global economic forces (Katz and Monk 1993; Leach et al. 1995). The historical
and local specificity of the Kaerezi case, however, points to the more general advantage
of weaving attention to cultural forms into a retooled political ecology.

REWORKING POLITICAL ECOLOGY, MARXISMS,
AND CULTURAL THEORY

The proper names “Marx” and or “Marxism” have always already been plural
nouns.
(Magnus and Cullenberg 1995:x)

The history of Marxism, as Watts (1994:462) reminds us, “is a long succession of
crises and transformations.” There is a lack of theoretical unity among diverse
approaches. As a means of countering economic reductionism in Marxism, critics
have long stressed “struggle in the cultural dimension” (Hall 1978:10). Well before
the relatively recent explosion of poststructuralism and cultural studies, Thompson
(1966 [19631):13) emphasized that “class is a cultural as much as an economic
formation.” Similarly, Hall’s (1960:1) inaugural editorial in the New Left Review argued
that the “humanist strengths of socialism... must be developed in cultural and social
terms, as well as in economic and political.” Thompson (1995:303) later stressed
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that paying attention to culture should not mean neglecting the “controlling
context of power.”

The insight that “culture is laced with power and power is shaped by culture”
(Rosaldo 1994:525) remains at the core of cultural studies, an interdisciplinary
array of academic and associated practices spanning the humanities and social
sciences. Marxian influences, particularly from Gramsci, continue to shape the
field and its keyword culture: “the actual, grounded terrain of practices,
representations, languages and customs of any specific historical society” (Hall
1986:26). Practitioners of cultural studies have, simultaneously, criticized Marx’s
“Eurocentrism” and “the great evasions of Marxism...culture, ideology, language,
the symbolic” (Hall 1992:279).

The complexity of Third World resource struggles offers an opportunity for
rethinking Marxism, political ecology, and their relationships to cultural theory.
In Kaerezi, Zimbabwe, gendered relationships to environmental resources are
embedded within a history of myriad symbolic and material struggles on a
contested terrain. Some twenty years ago, Harvey (1977:226) stressed how
environmental “‘resources’ can be defined only in relationship to the mode of
production which seeks to make use of them and which simultaneously ‘produces’
them through both the physical and mental activity of the users.” Political ecology
follows suit by appreciating the importance of social relations of production
and labor for understanding livelihood struggles. As Collins (1992:186) suggests,
however, political ecology needs to be more grounded in the “lived practices
of production,” giving life to abstract analytical categories. We need to move
still further beyond the narrow confines of the labor process, however, and
situate resource struggles within the cultural production of landscape and
resources.

Seen as a surface of semiotics as well as soil, Kaerezi’s landscape joins issues
of symbol and livelihood, culture and environment, the meaningful and the
material. Environmental politics thus offers a much needed groundedness to
cultural studies where concrete practices are often effaced in the pursuit of
grand theory. Peasants’ historical understandings of “suffering for the land”
fused the material experience of forced colonial evictions, including cattle seizures
and crop and hut burnings with a symbolic understanding of ancestral claims
and entitlements shaped by a century’s struggles over access to grazing, hunting,
and arable land. The simultaneity of symbolic and material conflicts is made
manifest through particular interventions in the landscape: the demarcation
of a national park boundary; gathering firewood; pasturing and dipping cattle;
and the cultivation of tsenza. These cultural practices have produced meanings
as well as harvests.

A Gramscian approach opens up space for a “dialectical tacking between
political economy and representational forms required to unravel the dense
meanings encoded in landscapes” (Watts 1992a:122). The micro-politics of resource
struggles are animated by local history, mediated by cultural idioms, and gendered
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through the different practices men and women have pursued in defense of
local livelihoods. The competing agendas of state functionaries pursuing their
ministries’ agendas in Kaerezi layer over this contested terrain, and warn against
any simple structural opposition between a monolithic state and an
undifferentiated peasantry. Rather, conflicts between bureaucrats and peasants
reveal the “polysemic, ambiguous, contradictory quality of...putative state forms”
(Sayer 1994:369). These forms unfold through symbolic contestation as well
as material conflict, producing meanings through the concrete interventions
of state functionaries in time and space. The “state” is not “outside” cultural
politics, but rather a constellation of practices and institutions constituted through
struggles over meanings of rights, legitimacy, and authority. The importance
of the practices of historical actors brings us back, also, to the relationship
between cultural theory and environmental politics.

Commentators have recently stressed a “more imaginative role for the social
sciences in environmental debate,” advocating the need to explore “the ways
in which patterns of social relationships, cultural forms, political practices, and
economic institutions are all implicated in the production of environmental
change” (Redclift and Benton 1994:1). Recent initiatives have sought to explore
the “culture of nature” (Simmons 1993; Wilson 1991) and the cultural meanings
pervading environmentalism (Berland and Slack 1994; Escobar 1995:192-211;
Harvey 1993; Milton 1993). The 1990s have seen increasing critical reflection
on the relevance of cultural theory for environmental struggles (Gelder and
Jacobs 1995; Haila and Heininen 1995; Jacobs 1994; Whitt and Slack 1994).
Anthropologists contributed detailed analyses of the cultural understandings
of environment and categories of “nature” (Croll and Parkin 1992; Descola 1994;
Leach 1994; Richards 1993; Strathern 1992). At the same time, environmental
historians seek “to synthesize and integrate environmental phenomena with
cultural and socio-economic change” (Williams 1994:3). This convergence among
diverse disciplinary perspectives underscores the need to integrate approaches
formerly considered distinct and irreconcilable. Rather than viewing cultural

J

forms as derivative of, or “outside,” structural entities such as “the state,” or
transformations in “the economy,” the challenge becomes to explore how symbol
and meaning give form and content to material transformation. It is not a question
of attending to either culture or power, political economy or symbolic forms,
but the interrelations among them.

The legacies of colonialism and the often conflicting mandates of a post-
colonial state remind us that women and men in Kaerezi, Zimbabwe, as elsewhere
in the Third World, manoeuver in material and symbolic terrain not entirely of
their own choosing (cf. Marx 1961 [1852]). “Local” conflicts reflect historical
shifts in the regional political economy, interventions by state officials, and
what has become an increasingly global discourse of environmentalism. However,
people make sense of these transformations through cultural practices that take
place in particular social and historical contexts. The simultaneity of symbolic
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and material struggles is played out across landscapes rich in meanings and
productive resources. Contestations over these meanings, in turn, shape the
outcome of environmental politics. The challenge of a retooled political ecology
is to conceptualize how external forces “are articulated with internal agency,
with locally shared knowledges and practices, with shared but socially
differentiated meanings and experiences” (Watts 1992b:15) in the context of
environmental conflicts. The cultural practices of women and men, within
constraining yet not determining “structures,” remain critical to the form, texture,
and ultimate outcome of those struggles.

NOTE

I would like to thank Orin Starn, Suzana Sawyer, Michael Watts, and Dick Peet for
their constructively critical comments. Some of the ideas presented here appear
in “Contesting terrain in Zimbabwe’s Eastern Highlands,” Economic Geography
69, 4:380-401.
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DEFINING DEFORESTATION IN
MADAGASCAR

Lucy Jarosz

World-scale environmental problems such as tropical deforestation, global
warming, ozone depletion, and the erosion of cultural and ecological diversity
have recently garnered public concern, fuelling intellectual debates on
development and environment. This concern was tangibly manifest at the 1992
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), held
in Rio de Janeiro. In his opening remarks, UNCED Secretary-General Maurice
Strong indicated that overpopulation in the South and overconsumption in the
North were root causes of environmental degradation (Multinational Monitor
1992). In the case of tropical deforestation, poverty among shifting cultivators
and rapid national population growth rates are common explanations. Such
cause-effect relationships exemplify the most commonly employed Western
discourse concerning tropical deforestation in the South. Neo-Malthusian theory
links population growth to shifting cultivation and this, in turn, to tropical
deforestation. Multilateral organizations, mainstream environmentalists, and the
Western media deploy and disseminate versions of this explanation throughout
the world. This particular definition makes “the problem” amenable to technical
solutions of modernization and birth control.

The political ecology approach to deforestation can provide a counter-discourse.
It positions people, places, and practices in relation to broader processes of social
and economic change at the global and local levels. Increasingly, it also considers
the cultural politics of changing land-use practices, revealing the meanings and
practices which constitute places. Together, political ecology of tropical deforestation
and discourse analyses situate environmental change in relation to the politics
and ideology of development and local responses or resistances to the existing
discourse of development. In general, this materialist and discursive analysis reveals
how explanations and definitions of deforestation are socially and politically
constructed to the advantage of powerful people.
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CONTRIBUTIONS FROM RECONSTRUCTED REGIONAL
GEOGRAPHY AND POLITICAL ECOLOGY

Reconstructed regional geography argues that regions and their transformations
are inextricably social processes (Pred 1984; Pudup 1988; Rosenblatt 1992; Thrift
1983; Urry 1987). Human activities shape, and are shaped by, place and history;
human identities and activities constitute the economic, political, and ideological
processes which form and transform regions. In turn, the particular contextual
details of place shape human activities. Rather than offering a cause-effect explanation
of tropical deforestation per se, reconstructed regional geography reveals how resource
extraction, control, and distribution are social processes which shape, and are shaped
by, particular regional contexts, contingencies, and activities. In this view, regional
transformation is constituted from, and constitutive of, multiple overlapping processes
occurring at varying geographic scales, from the local to the global (Murphy 1991).
This approach is especially useful in situating regional transformations in relation
to external, global processes.

Similarly, the political ecology perspective advocates placing human activities
and regional change in concrete spatial and historical contexts (Blaikie and Brookfield
1987; Zimmerer, Chapter 5 in this volume). Regional political ecology complements,
and in some sense parallels, a reconstructed regional geography. Both adopt a
political economy framework that emphasizes the social relations of production
as central to geographic understanding. Much regional political ecology is inspired
by Marxist analysis, which concerns itself with resource access and control, relations
of surplus extraction, and capitalist intrusion, set within African, Asian, and Latin
American contexts (Agarwal 1988; Bassett 1988; Blaikie and Brookfield 1987; Hurst
1990). Considerations of ecological change and land degradation must be taken
into account in theorizing regional transformation. Regional political ecology typically
focuses on analyses of regional transformation and rural development in the so-
called Third World (see Bryant 1992; Pickles and Watts 1992), whereas reconstructed
regional geographies customarily focus on urban industrial development in North
America and Europe (see Sayer 1989 for representative examples). Nonetheless,
as 1 seek to demonstrate, concepts derived from both regional political ecology
and reconstructed regional geography may be employed to reveal how regional
transformation and environmental change are embedded in social processes. By
synthesizing these approaches, this chapter attempts to integrate two areas of
traditional geographic concern—those of society-space relations and society-nature
relations—in an attempt to contest and problematize deforestation in the humid
tropics.

Discussions about the incorporation of ideology, consciousness, and meaning
have emerged within the reconstructed regional geography literature (Pred 1986;
Sayer 1989; Watts 1991) and have recently been included within political ecology
(see Bryant 1992; Carney and Watts 1991). I shall contribute to this discussion by
focusing on the way some aspects of Euro-American culture and ideology shape
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knowledge and beliefs about deforestation. Shifting cultivation and population
growth are conventionally seen as ecological villains destroying the forested landscape.
Growing numbers of poor people using a nomadic style of cultivation mean shorter
fallow periods and increasing deterioration of tropical forest cover. Solutions typically
are defined in terms of population control and the introduction of sedentarized,
intensive agriculture. The key issue here is how various groups construct definitions
of deforestation as they establish the “reality” most conducive to their interests.
In particular, this shows how the colonial state defined the population-shifting
cultivation-deforestation nexus and how (little) this definition changed in the post-
colonial period.

DEFINING TROPICAL DEFORESTATION:
THE GLOBAL LEVEL

Since at least the Neolithic period shifting cultivation has been a widespread form
of land use that varies in character through space and time (Conklin 1961). Shifting
cultivation is “a continuous system of cultivation in which temporary fields are
cleared, usually burned, and subsequently cropped for fewer years than they are
fallowed” (Peters and Neuenschwander 1988:1). The practice is now largely
concentrated in Southeast Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, and Latin America, embracing
regions of great geographic, demographic, ethnic, and ecological diversity.
Conventionally, shifting cultivation has been interpreted as inefficient, destructive,
and primitive—the province of ignorant and marginalized subsistence producers,
isolated from global and national economic systems (see Dove 1983:93). More
recently, shifting cultivation has been viewed as a rather inflexible static system
ill-suited for adapting to changes brought about by modernity. This latter view
holds that it slows agricultural production and increases ecological degradation.
It is well illustrated in a 1991 World Bank study, which I use as an example. This
position argues that

Shifting cultivation and grazing have been appropriate traditional responses
to abundant land, scarce capital, and limited technology.... This slowly evolving
system has, however, proved unable to adapt to sharply accelerated population
growth over the past four decades. Traditional uses of land and fuel have
depleted soil and forests and contributed to agricultural stagnation.
(World Bank 1992:27)

Shifting cultivation is defined as environmentally harmful, because too many
people employ this traditional land-use practice. Traditional land-use practices
are thus constructed as environmentally detrimental when too many people
use them.

Roughly 250-300 million people practice shifting cultivation on approximately
half the land area of the tropical and mountain ecosystems which span the
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globe (Dove 1983:85). All too frequently, shifting cultivators are represented
as exploding hordes of faceless, poverty-stricken peasants felling forests for
fields and food. They are depicted as either ignorant of the irreversible destruction
of primary forest cover or compelled by grinding poverty and hunger to deforest
marginal lands in a kind of Darwinian scramble for survival (Knox 1989;
Shoumatoff 1988). Such conceptualizations blame the victims—people
dispossessed and marginalized by the forces of social and ecological change—
and isolate the practice of shifting cultivation from the complex realities of
land-use practices in specific places at specific times. Moreover, such accounts
of shifting cultivators neglect historical considerations of the political economy
of land-use practices and tenure patterns which, I contend, are central to an
understanding of regional tropical deforestation. As Peluso (1992:19) maintains,
forest degradation and poverty are not isolated or self-perpetuating conditions.
They are symptomatic outcomes of agrarian change indicating complex social
conflicts over resource rights, distribution, access.

The population-resources component of this “blame the victim” ideology
as defined by the World Bank and most of the UNCED participants at Rio’s
Earth Summit, is a variant of the neo-Malthusian argument. A neo-Malthusian
polemic emerged in the 1950s, as population increased rapidly in the Third
World; variants re-emerged as explanations of environmental degradation in
the early 1970s, with the rise of an environmental movement in the United States
and Western Europe (Meadows et al. 1972; Paddock and Paddock 1967); they
have returned with a vengence in the 1990s (see World Bank 1992). In this
view, increasing consumption of fossil fuels, the industrialization of agriculture,
and associated pollution problems, are all effects of population growth (Buttel
et al. 1990:59). Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1990), in perhaps the most influential variant,
relate population growth to global warming, acid rain, depletion of the ozone
layer, loss of soil fertility, and groundwater depletion. Population growth remains
a popular explanation for world hunger: for example, Brown (1989) links
population growth with environmental degradation and food scarcity, arguing
that rapid population growth has outstripped farmers’ ability to produce. Brown
(Brown and Young 1990:77) argues, “Feeding people adequately in the nineties
will depend on quickly slowing world population growth to bring it in line
with the likely increase in food output.” They conclude that the equilibrium
between world food production and population has been upset by rapid
population growth, particularly in the South.

Neo-Malthusian models frequently conceptualize population growth as a variable
independent of time and place. In the eighteenth century, Thomas Malthus (1798/
1929) postulated that because food and the “passion between the sexes” are necessary
for human existence, population inevitably pressures the means of subsistence
and, unless controlled, necessarily outstrips production. This universalizing, ahistorical
explanation is relentless in its definition of the poor as “irrational.” Not only does
it find population growth resulting from inherent tendencies in people, it conveniently
omits consideration of how other social processes, such as colonialism and
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development, shape the use of productive resources and, even more conveniently,
tends to underplay the role of overconsumption in the North. In this conceptualization,
the poor are stripped of their humanity and their history. Hence, population growth
conveniently shifts the blame, under the cover of liberal concern, to poor subsistence
cultivators of the South.

Blaikie and Brookfield (1987:34) challenge this approach from a political ecology
perspective. They assert that population growth does not invariably lead to
environmental degradation but is one factor among others, varying in significance
in regionally specific ways. They stress the importance of examining political economy
within a regional context and the importance of geographic scale spanning the
local to the global as a means of defining environmental change in terms of its
full contextual complexity.

With the work of Humbert (1923, 1927) and Perrier de la Bathie (1917, 1927),
Madagascar has become a well-known example of the destruction of tropical flora
by fire, shifting cultivation, and overgrazing. Humbert (1927) assumed Madagascar
was largely deforested due to hundreds of years of these practices. However, the
linkage between population growth, shifting cultivation, and forest clearance has
only recently been made in the case of Madagascar (Jackson 1971; Knox 1989;
Rossi 1979; Shoumatoff 1988), and throughout the Third World more generally
(see Russell 1988; UNEP 1980).

THE POLITICAL ECOLOGY OF TROPICAL
DEFORESTATION

As Peet and Watts indicate in their introduction (Chapter 1 in this volume), the
poststructural critique of development discourse reveals the ideology and power
relations embedded in Western rationality’s claim to universal truth. “Truth” was
a metaphor for modern rationality as defined in Western discourses. Within the
context of modernization and Malthusian theory, binary dualisms construct “truth”
in terms of traditional/modern and irrational/rational as they relate to the practices
of shifting cultivation and the productive and reproductive strategies of indigenous
cultivators.

In the case study presented here, shifting cultivation is situated in relation to
other land-use practices and their impacts on the tropical rainforests of eastern
Madagascar. I focus on the colonial period, when shifting cultivation was legally
banned in the interest of forest conservation, and population growth was slowed,
yet forests disappeared rapidly. The chapter focuses also on how the colonial state
defined the shifting cultivation-deforestation nexus, and how this definition changed
in the post-colonial period. Moreover, I reveal how groups other than the state
within Malagasy society interpreted and reacted to the changing definitions of the
link between population, shifting cultivation, and deforestation.

Western discourses about the “rationality” of land-use practices permeated
administrative definitions and policy on deforestation in Madagascar in both the
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colonial and post-colonial periods. A counter-discourse of rationality also emerged,
grounded in peasant resistance to the state’s ban on shifting cultivation. In their
discussion of everyday resistance, social movements, and discourses of protest
in the work of James Scott (1985, 1990), Peet and Watts argue