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PART I

INTRODUCTION






1. Political ecology: handbook topics and themes
Raymond L. Bryant*

This International Handbook unites many of the world’s leading scholars of political
ecology, while also introducing new and less heard voices from that community. While
its international lineage is a long one, the field’s present form notably dates from the
1970s through the 1990s, when debates over politics, power, class, the state, gender and
North—South relations helped to crystallize thinking in political ecology. As the size of
the political ecology community as well as its global reach (both what is studied and
who does the studying) have continued to expand, those debates have persisted and
been joined by new ones. The often fierce nature of the debates reflects both the
intellectual allegiances of individuals and their fervent commitment to research,
teaching and engagement that will somehow help to promote a better world. In all of
this, collegiality remains the norm insofar as it unites rather than divides us as political
ecologists. And such collegiality was much in evidence in the preparation of this book,
as its 66 contributors helped me to pull together a variegated collection of topics and
approaches that goes some distance toward capturing the energetic diversity that is
political ecology today. I thank them for this.*

The handbook is divided into six parts: an introductory overview; issues and
approaches; governance and power; knowledge and discourse; method and scale; and
connections and transformations. Part I provides an overview of the topics and themes
examined in this book. These chapters underscore the international character of
political ecology both in terms of topics addressed and membership in this scholarly
community, the interdisciplinary and multi-scalar dimensions, as well as its flexible and
expansive understanding of what constitutes the field itself. They emphasize certain
trends, notably greater transnational integration of scholarship, a more equitable
community profile in terms of gender and ethnicity (but seemingly not class), attention
to knowledge and discourse in conjunction with a renewed interest in material flows
and dynamics, and the seemingly never-ending expansion in the array of topics and
approaches interrogated under the political ecology rubric. Yet the chapters also stress
continuity, especially in terms of a strong commitment to the promotion of social and
ecological justice around the world. While individual writers may disagree over what
exactly such justice entails, as well as how best to promote it, there is a broad
consensus that the current political, economic, cultural and ecological trajectory under
global capitalism is a disastrously wrong one.

Part II builds on this discussion by assessing some of the broad key approaches and
issues that have animated the research field of political ecology. Given the international
orientation and ethos of this book, that assessment is notably concerned with how the
field has come to be defined over the years in relation to sometimes quite distinctive
academic cultures shaped by different intellectual and language contexts. Chapters 3 to

3
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5 thus explore selected themes, people and institutional dynamics across Anglo-
American, Latin American and French contributions to political ecology. In Chapter 3,
Simon Batterbury provides an international survey of political ecology, with special
attention to the Anglo-American contribution, in relation to scholarship, teaching and
wider engagement. He explores how a radical and critical field such as political
ecology continues to thrive despite the deepening neoliberal context in which it
operates — a process that occurs because of student demand for a bracing critique of the
social and ecological status quo, as well as scholarly engagement with assorted state
and non-state actors beyond academia. In contrast, Enrique Leff argues in Chapter 4
that Latin American writing has played a particularly central role in the international
formulation of political ecology, singling out the region’s contributions regarding
epistemology and emancipation. This pivotal role encompasses everything from
dependency theory to decolonial and environmental rationality writing, and from
ontology of diversity through the politics of difference to culturally and territorially
based resistance. Denis Gautier and Baptiste Hautdidier in Chapter 5 then examine the
French contribution to political ecology, suggesting that French geography in particular
has produced internationally significant, if often overlooked, scholarship. Traced back
to the early twentieth century, that scholarship is fragmented and even contradictory but
contains a wealth of insight about tropicality, fieldwork and radical politics that has
affinities with some work in Anglo-American political ecology. While covering
different academic cultures, these three chapters simultaneously point to the accelerat-
ing integration of research concerns and interests, as often hitherto disparate agendas
become more connected today.

In Chapter 6, Dianne Rocheleau focuses precisely on such integration when she
explores the transnational and transcultural school of thought that frames political
ecology in terms of the analysis of roots, rhizomes, networks and territories, notably
with regard to social movements and allied actors fighting for social and ecological
justice. Drawing on extensive fieldwork experience in the Dominican Republic, Kenya
and Mexico, she demonstrates how such thinking informs understanding of place-based
struggles generating new ways of seeing and being.

Chapters 7 to 10 thereafter shift attention to specific issues that unite and divide
political ecologists, and that, in their own ways, also frame how scholars approach the
research endeavour. Alex Loftus in Chapter 7 thus calls for a return to class analysis,
albeit one framed within a philosophy of praxis based on the work of Italian theorist
Antonio Gramsci. This Gramscian approach is gaining favour in political ecology, he
argues, precisely because it grounds the study of politicized environments to a
non-reductionist historical materialism that is keenly needed at the current juncture. In
contrast, Tim Forsyth argues in Chapter 8 that political ecology needs to understand
how politics and ecological science co-evolve, thereby invoking a longstanding debate
in the field. The point is not to deny either the explanatory power of science or the
urgent need for political action, but rather to show how environmental policy is more
effective when connections between science and politics are acknowledged. For
Shangrila Joshi in Chapter 9, what is at stake is the promotion of more complex
post-colonial understandings of North—South difference, including how actors in the
South may use to their own advantage Northern essentialism about the South.
Examining India’s participation in global climate negotiations, she argues that political



Topics and themes 5

ecology must accommodate an appreciation of such participation, even as Northern
political ecologists need to reflect on their own positionality and power in rejecting
binary thinking. Rounding out Part II, Erik Swyngedouw in Chapter 10 asserts that
greater attention is needed to what constitutes the ‘political” in political ecology today.
This call reflects both widespread depoliticization of environmental matters and deeper
understanding of the co-shaping of socio-political and ecological-geological processes,
and requires serious engagement by political ecologists with new theoretical tools and
philosophical debates to aid in grasping these epoch-making changes in the Anthro-
pocene.

Part III focuses on how governance and power inform political ecology dynamics.
That focus has been a key thematic referent over the years as different generations of
scholars, hailing from different disciplines and often academic cultures, with different
geographical and topical foci, as well as different theoretical influences and concerns,
have nonetheless shared an abiding interest in how human—environmental relations are
governed and how often quite unequal power relations affect those relations. The
present section of the handbook amply demonstrates this situation, as an array of
‘traditional’ and new topics is informed by that interest.

Chapters 11 to 14 examine a more traditional set of natural-resource-related concerns
that have long been a central preoccupation for many political ecologists. Here,
governance and power are bound up in the ‘discovery’, appropriation and movement of
commercially prized matter — a centuries-long dynamic that prompted a radically new
politics (colonialism, and then neo-colonialism under a globally elaborated nation-state
system centred on the functionally defined state) as well as enabling a radically new
economics (from mercantilism to a worldwide elaboration of industrial capitalist
relations). In Chapter 11, Héctor Alimonda argues that we need to understand this vast
transformation as a project of coloniality, that is, a complex set of deeply historical
processes encompassing politics, economics, culture and ecology that profoundly
shaped both the colonized and colonizer’s worlds. The focus is on Latin America,
where he argues that the activity of mining is at the heart of that region’s coloniality,
and hence key to appreciating shifts in how society and nature are governed there (even
as it helped to define processes of ‘modernity’ around the world). Peter Vandergeest
and Nancy Lee Peluso turn their gaze in Chapter 12 to the practice of forestry,
exploring how the quest for prized timber in Southeast Asia led to the articulation of a
modern and ‘scientific’ forestry that found territorial expression in what they call
‘political forests’. Their chapter examines how the creation of such forests as a
governance vehicle spans colonial and post-colonial times while encompassing a
widening array of local and non-local actors, as well as cementing highly unequal
power relations, evinced notably by diverse forms of coercion and violence. Philippe
Le Billon in Chapter 13 complements these region-specific analyses with a wide-
ranging critical reflection on how ‘resource wars’ have been understood in relation to
centuries of human—environmental interaction, finding modern expression in ‘securit-
ization’ debates, even as such understanding must be rejected in favour of the kinds of
site-specific, historically contingent and culturally nuanced accounts of power relations
and struggle that are standard in political ecology. He argues that the latter affords more
reflexive and holistic perspectives that not only deepen our appreciation of the many
forms of violence occurring in relation to resources, but also opens the way for new
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understandings, ontologies and solidarities to come to the fore through ‘worldization’.
For Seungho Lee, writing in Chapter 14, the harnessing of natural resources to
development is not necessarily all bad inasmuch as benefits may circulate more widely
than some political ecologists believe, even as this distribution process is mediated by
unequal power relations. Deploying a benefit-sharing analytical framework, he offers us
a regional political ecology study focused on inter-state relations over hydropower
development in the Mekong River Basin, and suggests that, however unequally, some
benefits accrue to all riparian states as well as to their populations.

As these chapters also demonstrate, exploiting natural resources is inevitably a
matter of governing people as well as the ‘right disposition’ of prized biophysical
matter. These can be quite violent environments, yet, as political ecologists also
highlight, much effort is devoted by state and non-state elites to promoting the
‘peaceful” regulation of human behaviour in natural-resource-rich areas. This process of
disciplining in turn must grapple with wider power dynamics and governance issues
shaping life in local ‘communities’. In Chapter 15, Bina Agarwal explores some of
these complexities by considering how unequal gendered relations inform group
behaviour and community forestry in South Asia. She explores how such relations
serve to restrict women’s effective participation in these schemes, with what impli-
cations in terms of equity of outcomes and institutional efficiency, as well as how such
constraints might be overcome and outcomes improved.

Beyond the question of natural resources, political ecologists probe more generally
how governance and power relate to the movement of people, to their presence or
absence, and with what political, economic, cultural and ecological effects. In quite
different ways, Chapters 16 to 18 illuminate some of the complex dynamics at stake
here. Shanti Nair in Chapter 16 explores political ecologies of religious pilgrimage,
gauging how the temporary migration of people reflects, reinforces and sometimes
challenges unequal power relations. While political ecologists write about indigenous
peoples’ ‘cosmovisions’, they scarcely address the role and impact of world religions,
but the latter are significant as a case study of the hajj (performed by millions of
Muslims annually and notably centred on Saudi Arabia) demonstrates with politically
charged and ecologically resonant governance embracing colonial and post-colonial
state action, wealth and consumption-linked practices, health concerns and the rise of
civil society activism. In Chapter 17, Raymond L. Bryant, Angel Paniagua and
Thanasis Kizos focus instead on out-migration as attention shifts to relatively depopu-
lated areas with reference to southern Europe. Perhaps because political ecology in
Anglo-America developed partly as a critique of neo-Malthusian thinking, scholars
have not addressed human population dynamics sufficiently, yet exploration of how
‘shadow landscapes’ in such areas are governed underlines how power relations are
reflected too in situations marked by the relative absence of population. In contrast, Lei
Xie explores in Chapter 18 some of the political ecological implications of one of the
most densely populated places on the planet, and one deeply marked by the largest
mass movement of people in human history: China. Her main concern is to assess how
intensifying environmental degradation, carefully regulated political participation and
the spread of environmental movements in civil society complicate contemporary
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environmental governance in China, finding that multiple scenarios of political partici-
pation point to greater behavioural complexity than is often credited in Western
accounts.

The final two chapters in Part III assess how far environmental governance and
power relations are transformed by new dynamics in global development. Aya H.
Kimura examines civil nuclear power in Chapter 19, utilizing a feminist political
ecology perspective to explore the ways in which nuclear impacts, risk perceptions and
organic farming combined in the context of Japan’s Fukushima disaster. She finds that
governance reflected complicated gender dynamics, with a hegemonic masculinity
reflected nationally in a downplaying of food safety risks (with fears dismissed as
‘irrational’ and ‘feminine’), whereas organic farmers’ responses often reflected gender-
based intra-family tensions as to whether to stay or leave the farms. In Chapter 20,
Adeniyi Asiyanbi explores the marketization of green initiatives to promote environ-
mental governance in globally significant conservation areas through a study of a
Nigerian carbon scheme. Infusing the terrain of political ecology with insights from
policy implementation studies, he finds messy local realities as multi-actor governance
as well as unequal power relations between and among state and non-state actors divert
and subvert globally articulated projects.

Part IV examines the role of knowledge and discourse in the articulation of political
ecology relations. Often associated with the post-structural turn in the research field,
notably since the 1990s, attention to the world of ideas, narratives, stories and
discourses opened up a new thematic array of topics, attracting in turn a fresh wave of
adherents. Theoretically linked insights followed as scholars found new ways in which
to critically understand trends and battles in environment and development around the
world.

Chapters 21 to 23 engage with core concerns in political ecology, shedding new light
on them by framing them through specific knowledge claims and discourses. Thus C.
Anne Claus, Sarah Osterhoudt, Lauren Baker, Luisa Cortesi, Chris Hebdon, Amy
Zhang and Michael R. Dove consider in Chapter 21 the issue of disasters using
ethnographic examples (drawn from India, Peru, Japan and China) to situate episte-
mologies of disasters within broader analyses that notably encompass social and
political constructions of nature—culture, disaster classification, social identity form-
ation and constructions of the self. At the interface of political ecology and disaster
studies, these authors argue for culturally based and nuanced appreciations of disaster
that reject simplistic ‘objective’ analyses of a complex phenomenon. In Chapter 22,
Lucy Jarosz explores the hunger discourses that circulate in national and international
policy circles, showing how the research field critiques them. This occurs through a
challenge to mainstream knowledge claims about ‘world hunger’, a profile of how
global food systems increase poverty and degradation, an assessment of social
inequality and racism in urban food dynamics, and the discursive interrelationship of
food, hunger, consumption and embodiment, even as political ecology simultaneously
promotes counter-narratives of food sovereignty and justice. Meanwhile, in Chapter 23
Ting-jieh Wang discusses the contribution of French theorist Michel Foucault to critical
work on the construction of knowledge and practice surrounding environment and
development, especially his notion of governmentality. That contribution is then related
to the question of indigeneity in nature conservation (a recurrent empirical focus in the
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field) via a Taiwanese case study in order to demonstrate the utility of and need for
closer engagement between political ecology and Foucauldian studies, while shedding
new light on a relatively less studied East Asian context.

By paying close attention to elite knowledge claims and discourses, political
ecologists have armed themselves with a powerful new ‘hatchet’ (as Paul Robbins
would put it) to attack the arguments and promoters of social and ecological injustice.
A notable target is the discourses and associated practices of the ‘green’ state much
debated in the literature. Chapters 24 and 25 provide complementary critical analyses
in this regard. Elizabeth Bravo and Melissa Moreano in Chapter 24 challenge the
widespread view of Ecuador as being run by a green state supportive of alternative
development. Instead, they draw on examples of state practice relating to protected
areas and forest management to show how a green international image goes hand-in-
hand with expanded natural resource extraction conducted in cahoots with transnational
capital. In contrast, Sanghun Lee examines the ‘Green Growth Strategy’ of the South
Korean state in Chapter 25 — a country of rapidly growing international importance that
has formally embraced ecological modernization thinking yet which is rarely consid-
ered in English-language political ecology. Drawing theoretical insight from work on
environmental fixes, decoupling growth and neo-developmentalism, he argues that the
South Korean strategy reflects at best very shallow greening and at worst business-as-
usual in a construction-oriented state. While both of these chapters make for gloomy
reading, they nonetheless serve an important function in political ecology in that they
resist official efforts by both developing and developed states to discursively colonize
and thereby subvert the terrain of green thought.

Chapters 26 to 29 meanwhile explore other areas in which knowledge claims and
discourse articulation are seen to profoundly shape how elemental aspects of human—
environment interaction are understood, including water, labour, the city and ‘nature’.
In Chapter 26, Robert Fletcher, Wolfram Dressler and Bram Biischer examine how
environmental conservation has become increasingly conjoined with capitalism through
a powerful neoliberal imaginary that they label ‘Nature™ Inc.’. Drawing on an
expanding political ecology literature, they argue that this dynamic prompts the need to
develop critical analyses on the articulation of neoliberal principles with pre-existing
conservation strategies, the abstraction and circulation of ‘natural capital’ in the global
economy, and the effects of these trends on social perceptions and representations of
human—-nonhuman relations, while promoting new thinking and practice centred on
post-capitalist alternatives. The question of the cultural politics of ‘waterscapes’ is then
considered in Chapter 27 by Amitangshu Acharya, who uses Indian examples to extend
and deepen our understanding of the political ecology of water. He asserts that attention
to such culturally based and mediated factors as symbolism, consumption, belonging
and landscape helps to clarify how water and its use are framed as an issue, and with
what effects. In Chapter 28, Stefania Barca turns attention to current discussions of the
green economy, focusing on the little-studied role of organized labour therein.
Referring to internationally circulating discourses on ‘climate jobs’ and ‘just transition’
with reference to UK and South African campaigns, she critically assesses these
mainstream views and argues that there is notably need for greater input from an
eco/feminist economics perspective to ensure a more socially and ecologically just
approach. The final chapter of Part IV is by Harvey Neo and C.P. Pow, who address the
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discursive and material struggles over the emergent urban form of the ‘eco-city’
(Chapter 29). Noting the radical Berkeley roots of the eco-city idea, they consider how
this promising notion has been co-opted by international capital with examples from
rapidly urbanizing China involving a ‘green’ Singaporean state—business alliance that in
turn raises important questions for urban political ecologists keen to promote socio-
environmental justice in the city.

Part V helps us to understand political ecology from a different angle in that it
explores how issues of method and scale inform praxis in the research field. In general,
the elaboration of political ecology as an interdisciplinary and international enterprise
has meant that the flexibility encountered in the articulation of research approaches,
themes and topics discussed above is mirrored in the array of understandings and uses
made of both method and scale in the pursuit of specific research projects. True, there
are certain tendencies that can be identified in how scholars approach method and scale
— a greater emphasis given to qualitative methods on the one hand, and a growing stress
on the social construction of scale on the other. Both trends form part of a larger
dynamic centred on the shift by many political ecologists from structural to post-
structural thinking even as room is made for new materialist approaches that explore
human—-nonhuman dynamics. But trends here must not be exaggerated inasmuch as
political ecologists criss-cross methodological and scalar boundaries while reflecting
different understandings of both.

In Chapter 30, Piers Blaikie and Joshua Muldavin pinpoint a key debate in political
ecology: how far scholarship is and ought to be about policy advice and input. Their
view is that political ecologists can be ‘useful outsiders’, making important contribu-
tions to environmental policy-making in a development context, and they elaborate a
method based on what they call the ‘policy reform dossier’ to do precisely that, in
which multi-scale partnerships are central. There is explicit political purpose here too,
insofar as the aim is to promote positive change in keeping with social and environ-
mental justice. There are serious challenges to this sort of policy engagement, as the
authors are well aware. The extent of those challenges is suggested in Chapters 31 and
32, where neoliberal and ecological modernization thinking is seen to inform the
articulation of multi-scale dynamics that promote unjust outcomes. Ariel Salleh in
Chapter 31 critically analyses Earth System Governance, a neoliberal policy based on a
new multi-scalar architecture and ideology of scientism that responds to global
socio-ecological crises by perversely accelerating human dissociation from essential
life-worlds. By translating thermodynamic flows into disentangled ad hoc stochastic
units, she argues that methodological forcing occurs that is at odds with the sensuous
material ecologies they purport to manage. In Chapter 32, Andréa Zhouri confronts the
ecological modernization thinking at the heart of environmental conflict resolution
policies in Brazil, charting how abstract global ideas about ‘participation’ and ‘negoti-
ation’ are deployed to help construct local-scale politics in which dissent and alterity
are sidelined and environmental inequalities are perpetuated.

Unlike the statistically linked generalizations, systems thinking and quantitative
methods beloved by the sorts of national and international environmental policy-makers
discussed in these two chapters, most political ecologists are instead usually keen to
develop detailed site-specific understandings of the socio-natural relations they study.
Such ‘rich thick description’ is especially felt to be necessary when scholars work with
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disadvantaged groups, as is often the case. Guillermina Gina Niuifiez explores this
terrain in Chapter 33 where she examines selected issues in the conduct of ethno-
graphic fieldwork in hidden and hard-to-reach communities. She uses a case study of
colonias — informal rural settlements populated by poor migrants along the US—Mexico
border — to explore the challenges and opportunities surrounding such matters as
specifying the research site, building trust with vulnerable residents, understanding the
multi-scale causal forces shaping local political ecologies, and appreciating how
residents construct self and community identities.

Chapters 34 to 36 provide in-depth assessments of how scale can be deployed to
sharpen our appreciation of political ecological dynamics. In Chapter 34, Roderick P.
Neumann reviews the voluminous literature in human geography on scale, highlighting
how political ecologists have deployed the concept in the past as well as how recent
theorizations promote a more rigorous understanding of it. Insights from the ‘politics of
scale’ debate are integrated with political ecology’s longstanding interest in multi-scalar
spatio-temporal methodology to produce a political ecology of scale approach that
combines ideas on the social construction of scale with an appreciation of nature—
society relations mediated by power relations. Christian A. Kull and Haripriya Rangan
elaborate on some of this thinking in Chapter 35, where they conceptualize three scalar
moments, which they label operational, observational and interpretative scale, based on
a Lefebvrian understanding of the production of space. They then use this conceptu-
alization to explore the political ecology of landscape transformation, specifically
focusing on how and where certain plants become ‘weeds’, and with what implications
for both humans and weeds. In Chapter 36, Maano Ramutsindela and Christine Noe
connect the scale literature with conceptualizing about bordering processes to better
appreciate how the latter inform conservation spaces and the production of scale.
Indeed, through attention to notions of scalar thickening and ecological scaling, they
show how scalar and border narratives combine to promote powerful conservation
logics in wildlife management and trans-frontier conservation areas in southern Africa.

Chapters 37 and 38 complete Part V by providing contrasting accounts of the role of
methodological pluralism in political ecology. For Amity Doolittle in Chapter 37, such
pluralism is integral to what political ecology is all about, enabling scholars not only to
match methods to the nature of their research questions, but also allowing them to
embrace complexity and uncertainty in their analyses. The value of methodological
pluralism is demonstrated through a case study of environmental history and con-
temporary environmental conflict in the city of New Haven in the US northeast in
which she interweaves data derived from census assessment, observation, newspaper
analysis, semi-structured interviews and archival research to thereby promote rich
place-based understanding. If Doolittle is preoccupied with harnessing methodological
pluralism to promote critical insights for political ecology analysis based mainly in the
social sciences and humanities, Matthew D. Turner explores in Chapter 38 how the
choice of a mixed methods approach might aid in the integration of politics and
ecology. Drawing on examples from sub-Saharan Africa, he examines the promise and
pitfalls of incorporating biophysical measurement from the geospatial and environ-
mental sciences into standard social scientific methodological packages that political
ecologists habitually use, and argues that such integration works best if such measure-
ment is done in a deliberate, targeted and piecemeal manner to answer key questions.
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Part VI lastly considers some of the connections and transformations that are shaping
or are likely to shape how political ecology develops in the years ahead. Standing back
from the proliferation of specific topics that seem set to colonize just about every
element of the human—environment relationship imaginable, what are some of the
broader areas for growth as well as issues to be confronted in terms of a political
ecology understood both as an international community of scholars and as a set of
flexibly linked research agendas?

One issue to confront is the question of community politics in political ecology and
the positioning of scholars within it. If, as Chapter 2 suggests, the field is becoming
more integrated, and hence more of a community, then the matter of how to ensure that
all members of the community are heard becomes more complex and pressing. Political
ecology is influenced by hierarchical pressures, like many other scholarly communities
— universities are in the business, after all, of differentiating and ranking individuals.
With international integration has come another pressure, though — proficiency in
English increasingly used as the international language. Yet political ecology likes to
see itself as a radical enterprise in which equality is a common refrain. How this
deep-seated ethos is squared with what appear to be proliferating inequalities within the
community remains to be seen. In Chapter 39, Denis Chartier and Estienne Rodary
critically engage with this issue from the vantage-point of French écologie politique, in
many ways a kindred field to political ecology, but one increasingly under pressure as
an Anglo-American style ‘political ecology’ expands in France (see Gautier and
Hautdidier, ch. 5 this volume). They argue that écologie politique itself needs to go
global if it is to survive, but that both it and political ecology need to be more reflexive
politically about themselves as practising communities, a process that encompasses
greater personal research situatedness as well as sensitivity about language. Beth Rose
Middleton then takes this sort of analysis to the next level in Chapter 40, where she
argues for a radical overhaul of the field through elaboration of an indigenous political
ecology. Drawing mainly on US-based examples, this new approach foregrounds
indigenous epistemologies while asserting decolonial frameworks rooted in indigenous
experiences, even as it thereby decentres ‘conventional’ political ecology based on
Marxist or post-structural thinking.

At the same time, as Chapters 41 and 42 demonstrate, the research field is constantly
being shaped in other ways by connections made to cognate fields, as new ideas,
concepts, theories and approaches circulate through the porous borders that flexibly
frame political ecology. Such an intellectual nutrient flow has always been important
(even as it is a two-way process insofar as political ecology influences other research
fields). As Hali Healy, Joan Martinez-Alier and Giorgos Kallis argue in Chapter 41, one
crucial connection relates political ecology to ecological economics and through it to
the global environmental justice and de-growth movements. They examine some of the
more ‘political’ work in ecological economics that addresses intra- and inter-
generational distribution, conflicting languages of valuation, and the eco-egalitarian
imaginary of ‘de-growth’ by way of illustrating how political ecology, with its abiding
concern to promote a more equitable and sustainable future, might benefit from
cross-fertilization. In contrast, Anna Zimmer is concerned with urban political ecology
in Chapter 42 where she asserts that it has paid not nearly enough attention to
non-Western cities, where, after all, most of the world’s urban population now lives.
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Here, political ecology needs to go ‘beyond the West’, a process that is demonstrated
with regard to the possible insights to be learned from South Asian urban scholarship
about such things as the ‘everyday’ state and the heterogeneity of urban society.

These sorts of connections help to transform political ecology, as does the geograph-
ical extension of the field itself, into new areas both in terms of geographically linked
research topics and membership in the community of scholars. Chapters 43 and 44
examine two contrasting experiences here. In Chapter 43, Tiago Avila Martins Freitas
and Augusto Cesar Salomao Mozine explore the less studied case of Lusophone
political ecology, that is, work broadly conducted in the research field drawn from a
disparate set of countries united by the (colonial) Portuguese language. Drawing on
scholarship written in and about countries such as Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique,
Portugal and Brazil, they identify an internationally distinctive way in which to
conceive environment—society relations crystallized in the phrase ‘para inglés ver’
[literally ‘for the Englishman to see’] that gains analytical purchase as a metaphor of
external influences as well as a sense of action undertaken ‘merely for show’. Emily T.
Yeh provides a detailed analysis of the case of China in Chapter 44, where she argues
that the expansion of political ecology is more about outsiders offering a powerful
alternative framework to understandings of human—environment relations than it is a
matter of assimilating an already vibrant critical in sifu scholarship (as in the
Lusophone world). Her detailed review of the political ecology literature pinpoints an
array of novel topics linked to processes such as mass decollectivization and market
reform, even as it underscores possible constraints on the expansion of the international
political ecology community as state-led repression limits the critical possibilities of
Chinese language scholarship in the country. These two chapters thus raise the issue of
disconnect between the reach of political ecology as an international research endeav-
our and its reach as an internationally representative research community. While
political ecology today is moving on from the days when most researchers addressing
political ecologies of the South hailed from Europe or North America, this current
disconnect speaks to continuing tensions in the mapping of political ecology as praxis
on to the world.

Perhaps less divisive is the ongoing transformation of political ecology in terms of its
subject-matter. While some topics will prove more enduring than others, changes in the
object of the research gaze bespeak an intellectual curiosity and vibrancy that is
appealing: everything is up for analysis! Complementing many other chapters in this
book, the final three chapters of Part VI address topics set to further shake up the
research field. In Chapter 45, Farhana Sultana firmly pushes political ecology into the
realm of emotions, as the intersection of feminist political ecology, resources manage-
ment and emotional geographies is explored. Through a case study of water crises in
Bangladesh, she demonstrates that emotions matter deeply in resource struggles, even
as she emphatically rejects the idea that ‘real’ scholarship is only about ‘rational’ social
interactions over resources. Gustav Cederlof focuses our attention in Chapter 46 on the
surprisingly still under-researched area of the political ecology of energy systems,
noting that while important work has been published in recent years by the likes of
Gavin Bridge and Jane Bennett, much more needs to be done to appreciate how a focus
on energy involves new ways of seeing political ecology. Through a comparative
historical analysis of electrification in the USA, the Soviet Union and the former Third
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World, he argues that such systems are fundamentally historical products based on
extant political and economic rationales such that current proposals to shift to a
low-carbon future must above all confront the interests embodied in these proposed
systems, let alone any other energy system. Finally, Chapter 47 finds Allison and
Jessica Hayes-Conroy inviting us to embrace a political ecology of the human body
itself as a visceral approach blending the material and discursive domains is outlined,
notably with reference to examples drawn from US, Japanese and Colombian field-
work. Here, the upsurge of interest of late in material issues and dynamics finds
expression in bodily materiality, as old and new concerns in political ecology about
structural inequity, social and environmental discourses, health, as well as relational
thinking are brought together to understand how we are transformed both inside and
out. In this way, and perhaps fittingly, the history of political ecology becomes
embodied in understanding the very frame of our existence.

This overview of the ideas, topics, debates, themes and approaches covered in the
chapters of this International Handbook is inevitably selective (as is the list of
personnel that could have been invited to join in this project) but underscores one
central point that, I think, we can all agree on: political ecology is an intellectually
exciting and vibrant field to be in. The next chapter builds on this discussion by
offering some brief reflections on the changing nature of the political ecology
community as well as the research done by that community.

NOTE

* 1 would like to thank Soyeun Kim and Melissa Moreano for essential help in the preparation of this
handbook, my PhD students who provided inspiration and encouragement for this project, the editorial
team at Edward Elgar for their patience with my many questions about the publication process, and my
family for enduring what must have seemed to be a never-ending endeavour.



2. Reflecting on political ecology
Raymond L. Bryant

It was with some apprehension that I agreed to become editor of an international
handbook of political ecology for Edward Elgar in February 2011. In a scholarly
context where edited books apparently ‘count’ for less, assuming such a responsibility
seemed to go against the grain of the academic direction of travel in the brave new UK
university world of the early twenty-first century. Then there was the daunting size of
the endeavour: a large number of chapters from scholars based around the world with
differing first languages, academic cultures of knowledge production, work timetables
and expectations about what the field of political ecology is. All this needed to be
squeezed into pre-existing work commitments being churned by a seemingly permanent
revolution in the academy (as I write this in December 2014, UK academics are
involved in strike action over cuts to their pensions, having only ended their last strike
in the spring of 2014).

Still, I am glad that I took on this editorship. While it has been a source of long
hours and occasional angst, the trials and tribulations have been worth it. I have learned
much about the research field that has been my intellectual home since 1989. Over that
period I had thought that I had a good sense of the field, yet in researching this
handbook I have come to appreciate it in new ways. At the same time, some things
stayed constant: as Chapter 1 noted, political ecology has always been an exciting
intellectual space in which to conduct research, teaching and social engagement. It
invokes genuine passion of a sort that shapes careers and life-worlds. It makes those
involved feel that they are doing something ‘useful’, especially in these dark times. It is
in this context that the present chapter conveys my brief reflections about political
ecology precipitated by preparing this International Handbook while being set against
the backdrop of more than two decades’ involvement in this field.

WRITING THE INTERNATIONAL HISTORY OF POLITICAL
ECOLOGY: AN ENDLESS CONVERSATION

It is not my aim in this chapter to write the international history of political ecology —
that is indeed a mammoth task that has yet to be accomplished! What I wish to
emphasize here is that this task is already under way, as political ecologists working
both individually and collectively around the world seek to make sense of their research
field. In the process, they are constructing understanding of what political ecology has
been, is now and may be in the future.

Indeed, various authors in this handbook contribute to such an endeavour in that they
provide overviews of selected academic cultures — simultaneously divided and united
by language — that have helped to nurture this international and intercultural project.

14
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Thus, Leff (ch. 4 this volume) assesses the Latin American role, Batterbury (ch. 3 this
volume) mainly considers the Anglo-American contribution while pointing to wider
international involvement, Gautier and Hautdidier (ch. 5 this volume) explore the
French political ecology connection, Freitas and Mozine (ch. 43 this volume) introduce
us to an expanding Lusophone literature, and Yeh (ch. 44 this volume) probes the
complex if not contradictory dynamics of a China political ecology, even as Chartier
and Rodary (ch. 39 this volume) as well as Healy, Martinez-Alier and Kallis (ch. 41
this volume) make connections to the counterpart research fields of écologie politique
(based in France) and ecological economics (notably centred on Spain) respectively.
This sort of focus, which is a hybrid of geography, language, politics, culture and
history, can be extended further to encompass other broadly defined academic cultures,
including vibrant political ecology research in South Asia (Vandana Shiva, Anil
Agarwal, Sunita Narain, Ramachandra Guha, Bina Agarwal, Mahesh Rangarajan,
Madhav Gadgil, Amitangshu Acharya), East Asia (Jin Sato, Shuhei Shimada, Ken-ichi
Abe, Kazunobu Ikeya, Sanghun Lee, Soonhong Moon, Ting-jieh Wang, Seungho Lee),
continental Europe (Thomas Krings, Helmut Geist, Bram Biischer, Stefania Barca,
Thanasis Kizos, Angel Paniagua, Joan Martinez-Alier, Alf Hornborg) and Africa
(Wangari Maathai, Cyril Obi, Godwin Ojo, Maano Ramutsindela, Christine Noe,
Patrick Bond). From the ongoing study of academic cultures of political ecology, a
picture is emerging of a heterogeneous project with multiple historical and contempor-
ary academic cultural manifestations that sometimes overlap but at other times remain
separate.

The international history of political ecology is also being written through attention
to specific theoretical issues and intellectual debates that produce fault-lines and
rallying-points in the field. There is tension here, but it is usually productive.
Contributors to this International Handbook point to some of these: notably, the role of
networks (Rocheleau, ch. 6 this volume); ecology and science (Forsyth, ch. 8; Turner,
ch. 38, both in this volume); epistemology and emancipation (Leff, ch. 4 this volume);
gender (Sultana, ch. 45 this volume); politics (Swyngedouw, ch. 10 this volume); scale
(Neumann, ch. 34 this volume); post-colonialism (Joshi, ch. 9 this volume); policy and
engagement (Blaikie and Muldavin, ch. 30; Batterbury, ch. 3, both in this volume);
governmentality (Wang, ch. 23 this volume); coloniality (Alimonda, ch. 11 this
volume); and class (Loftus, ch. 7 this volume).

Sometimes the result is even the creation of a new sub-field. Notable examples here
include feminist political ecology in the late 1980s and 1990s (Rocheleau et al., 1996;
Sultana, ch. 45 this volume) followed by urban political ecology in the 2000s (Zimmer,
2010 and ch. 42 this volume; Neo and Pow, ch. 29 this volume), and perhaps an
emerging materialist political ecology (Cederlof, ch. 46; Hayes-Conroy, ch. 47, both in
this volume) as well as an indigenous decolonial political ecology (Mignolo and
Escobar, 2010; Middleton, ch. 40 this volume) today.

Finally, that international history is emerging through a growing accumulation of
textbooks (as well as review articles and overview chapters that are too many to
mention here) that seek to explain facets of this story. These works are consciously or
unconsciously embedded in specific academic cultures and debates animating those
cultures. Thus, in Anglo-American literature, contributions include foundational texts
that explored issues in political economy and ecology (Blaikie, 1985; Blaikie and
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Brookfield, 1987; Hecht and Cockburn, 1989), followed by works that assimilated the
post-structural turn (Rocheleau et al., 1996; Escobar, 1995; Peet and Watts, 1996;
Bryant and Bailey, 1997), in turn succeeded by texts that either consolidated and
synthesized state-of-the-art knowledge (Peet and Watts, 2004; Robbins, 2004; Neu-
mann, 2005; Biersack and Greenberg, 2006) or proposed new approaches (Zimmerer
and Bassett, 2003; Forsyth, 2003; Agrawal, 2005; Heynen et al., 2006) that have been
joined more recently by ‘re-boots’ of classic texts (Adams, 2009; Peet et al., 2011;
Robbins, 2012), fresh takes on the field (Goldman et al., 2011; Brannstrom and
Vadjunec, 2013; Harcourt and Nelsen, 2015; Batterbury and Horowitz, forthcoming),
and now handbooks (this volume; Perreault et al., 2015). The Latin American literature
has developed separately with occasional overlap in the form of ‘bridging’ scholars
such as Arturo Escobar (2008), Enrique Leff (2004) and Joan Martinez-Alier (2003),
whose texts are pivotal in that literature, notably concerning the politics and territories
of difference, alternative environmental rationality and ecological redistribution con-
flicts, even as other scholars map dynamics of coloniality as well as ecologically and
culturally based resistance (Alimonda, 2002, 2006; Boff, 1997; Porto-Gongalves, 2001;
Svampa and Viale, 2014). Key texts from continental Europe have notably centred on
France, with recent work by Gautier and Benjaminsen (2012) and Arnauld de Sartre et
al. (2014) bridging to Anglo-American scholarship even as other work is more
embedded in longer-standing French themes and debates in écologie politique (Jacob,
1995; Whiteside, 2002; Flipo, 2013), while elsewhere texts connect political ecology in
novel ways to ecological economics, global trade and environmental justice (Healy et
al., 2013; Hornborg and Jorgensen, 2013). Meanwhile, work has connected Europe to
South Asia (Guha and Martinez-Alier, 1997) where in the latter internationally
acclaimed texts have related political ecology to environmental history and gender
studies (Shiva, 1988; Guha, 1989; Gadgil and Guha, 1992; Agarwal, 2010). Undoubt-
edly, there are other books that are not included here, spread across academic cultures,
languages and disciplines, which are also involved in the essential business of political
ecology making.

All this affirms that the passions that bring people to political ecology in the first
place thereafter animate their conversations, prompting an ongoing series of debates
about what political ecology was, is and ought to be. A certain anarchic splendour is
characteristic here. And that is only right. For if, to quote one book title on American
social movements, ‘freedom is an endless meeting’ (Polletta, 2002), then political
ecology is an endless conversation.

Two things in particular strike me when I think about that endless conversation
against the backdrop of preparing this book (as well as my longer involvement in
political ecology): (1) the changing nature of the political ecology community; and (2)
the changing nature of the research done by that community. The former is a matter of
gaining voice and the latter is one of giving voice. Both affect that endless conversation
in different if connected ways. I consider each next.
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GAINING VOICE IN A CHANGING COMMUNITY

Political ecology has always been an international community, albeit one with diffuse
connections and trajectories over time and space. Today it is becoming more of an
international community as a fissiparous past gradually gives way to a more inter-
connected future. Concurrently, the face of the community itself is changing, as
hitherto less prominent groups including women and non-Anglo-American scholars
increasingly come to the fore: the result is growing intersectional complexity in terms
of the field’s identity. That community is a somewhat elastic phenomenon insofar as it
also encompasses a shifting array of scholars, ranging from those whose career path is
wholly or mostly within the field to those whose involvement is partial or occasional.
Finally, it has retained and perhaps even strengthened its interdisciplinary character.

Political ecology is seen to derive from an international and heterogeneous cast of
writers, scholars and would-be revolutionaries: people like Euclides da Cuna, José
Marti or Elisée Reclus. While proto-political ecologists going back as far as the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries may not have used the words ‘political
ecology’ (or écologie politique in French or ecologia politica in Spanish), they are
nonetheless seen to broadly share an ethos about how politics, political economy and
ecology interweave under capitalism to degrade peoples and environments, and how
this provokes a backlash among those who are oppressed. True, not every proto-
political ecologist was ‘radical’ in the sense of calling for Marxist- or anarchist-style
revolution; as today, some of them shrank from the possible implications of their own
analyses — for example, France’s Pierre Gourou (who is discussed in Gautier and
Hautdidier, ch. 5 this volume).

‘Modern’ political ecology begins after the Second World War, gaining momentum in
the 1970s and on through the 1990s as neo-Marxism, dependency theory, environ-
mentalism and post-structuralism combined to lay the basis for the contested institu-
tionalization of the field and its embodiment in a pioneering group of modern political
ecologists notably in/from Latin America (Eduardo Galeano, Enrique Leff, Leonardo
Boff, Carlos Walter Porto-Gongalves, Arturo Escobar), Anglo-America (Piers Blaikie,
Michael Watts, Thomas Bassett, Richard Peet, Billie Lee Turner II, Susanna Hecht,
Dianne Rocheleau), continental Europe (Joan Martinez-Alier, Wolfgang Sachs, André
Gorz, Alain Lipietz, Jean-Paul Deléage) and South Asia (Vandana Shiva, Ramachandra
Guha, Madhav Gadgil, Anil Agarwal, Sunita Narain). As Simon Batterbury (ch. 3 this
volume) notably shows, the contemporary geographical spread of political ecology is
uneven, even as this process remains impressive in the face of strong neoliberal
institutional head-winds. Further, the spread of academic political ecology has been
mirrored by the elaboration of a non-academic political ecology that has encompassed
the applied work and activism of investigative journalists (Alexander Cockburn,
Marites Dafiguilan Vitug, Ann Danaiya-Usher), radical think-tanks (Centre for Science
and Environment, Corner House, Third World Network), NGOs (Global Witness, Earth
First!, Environmental Rights Action/Friends of the Earth Nigeria) and social move-
ments (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra MST [Rural Landless
Workers” Movement], Zapatista Army of National Liberation) that, from time to time,
connects to its academic counterpart (Healy et al., 2013; Rocheleau, ch. 6 this volume;
Bravo and Moreano, ch. 24 this volume). These processes are linked in complicated
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ways to neoliberalizing tendencies, providing an important intellectual and activist
space for alternative thinking and action.

In current times the globalization of political ecology has prompted more inter-
connectedness among academic cultures often long divided by language and/or culture.
In many ways this is a good thing, as concepts circulate more widely than before,
criss-crossing disciplinary, cultural and North—South lines (de-growth or coloniality, for
instance). There is, too, a greater exchange of people as a result of personal migrations
linked to such things as postgraduate study, academic conferences, workshops and
invited talks. All of this is facilitated and amplified through new social media. Less
positive is the prospect that such interconnectedness may increasingly only take place
in an English-language context — where it is OK to be ‘other’ political ecologists
provided that individuals speak or write in English. The danger is not only the
(unintended) exclusion of non-English-speakers from international debates in political
ecology, but also that the terms of those debates will be shaped by patterns of logic,
intellectual traditions and writing styles pre-eminent in Anglo-America (but not
necessarily elsewhere). This International Handbook reflects positive aspects of
interconnectedness even as it must be said that it also reflects less positive aspects in its
sole reliance on the English language (at this stage at least) as the main form of
communication.

Change in the political ecology community also relates to shifts in how individuals
are recruited into it. One trend is the growing number and prominence of women in that
community. While non-academic political ecology may have always had a prominent
role for women, perhaps linked to ample representation of women in social movements
and struggles, such prominence now extends to women in academic political ecology
too. Building on a diverse set of pioneers such as Vandana Shiva, Bina Agarwal,
Susanna Hecht, Lucy Jarosz, Nancy Lee Peluso, Ariel Salleh, Judith Carney and
Dianne Rocheleau, new generations of female scholars have joined the academy —
thereby promoting a more gender-equitable working environment (as well as promoting
new voices and topics — some featured in this book, including Haripriya Rangan,
Christine Noe, Shangrila Joshi, Aya H. Kimura, Andréa Zhouri, Guillermina Gina
Nuifiez, Stefania Barca, C. Anne Claus, Sarah Osterhoudt, Amity Doolittle, Beth Rose
Middleton, Lei Xie, Anna Zimmer, Emily T. Yeh, Farhana Sultana, and Allison and
Jessica Hayes-Conroy, among others). At the same time, the promotion of positive
change can be seen in greater inclusivity in terms of scholars who are of non-European
(or in some cases partly non-European) heritage, writing and teaching in political
ecology — once again opening the field to new voices and perspectives (and here too
reflected in this book’s line-up of authors: for example, Farhana Sultana, Seungho Lee,
Beth Rose Middleton, Lei Xie, Adeniyi Asiyanbi, Shanti Nair, Emily T. Yeh, Amitang-
shu Acharya, Guillermina Gina Nuflez, Harvey Neo, Haripriya Rangan, Ting-jiech
Wang, Christine Noe, Shangrila Joshi, Sanghun Lee, Aya H. Kimura, Bina Agarwal and
Maano Ramutsindela, among others). Gains must not be exaggerated: there is still far
to go in liberating political ecology as a research community, and thereby confronting
at least some of the unequal power relations informing that community. But as this
International Handbook attests, such gains must not be underplayed either.

These changes reflect wider patterns of societal transformation (not the least, policies
of affirmative action in university hiring practices in some countries). Yet such
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transformation can be a problem too — for example, in the political ecology com-
munity’s possible mirroring of wider class-based trends that, in parts of Europe and
North America at least, mark a hardening of divisions as social mobility declines
(perhaps partly ‘offset” by increased social mobility elsewhere in the world). Given the
middle-class nature of much of academia, the question that hence needs to be asked is:
how can political ecology as a community ensure that individuals from poorer
backgrounds continue to enter the academy as both students and faculty? This sort of
question underscores how far the liberating of political ecology as a research com-
munity still has to go — and indeed how this process necessarily involves struggling
with another head-wind of neoliberal times: social immobility and the role that
universities play in affirming that undesirable process. At the same time, the com-
munity needs to confront other perhaps uncomfortable questions about the very nature
of whose voice counts. Here, the gaining of voice is extended to embrace other political
ecologists, including those who are habitually the object of the political ecology
research gaze — indigenous groups for instance (Middleton, ch. 40 this volume).

More positive, and perhaps an aid in addressing such problems of exclusion, is the
way in which the political ecology community has tended to be a somewhat elastic
affair that accommodates diverse sorts of interventions by scholars ranging from those
individuals who are wholly dedicated to building a research profile and reputation
within the field to those academics who may only briefly engage with the field before
moving on to other research interests. Clearly personal choice looms large here. Yet just
as the role of ‘full-time’ political ecologists is rightly celebrated, so too the significance
of ‘part-time’ political ecologists is to be acknowledged, as the latter (all too easily
overlooked in accounts of the field) often bring novel insights to political ecology from
research done in other areas. Over time, as the field has gained stature, the community
has been characterized by an increasing number of full-time and part-time contributors;
indeed, growing stature is partly an outcome of both sorts of contributions.

Finally, political ecology has retained if not strengthened its interdisciplinary
character, something that has also enriched the field. Inasmuch as it is regularly seen to
be more of a flexible analytical perspective than a tightly defined theory or method,
political ecology has been able to maintain a base in a variety of (inter)disciplinary
fields, notably geography and anthropology, but also sociology, development studies,
political science, gender studies, law, environmental studies, history, international
studies, economics, science studies and indigenous studies. True, it has not tended to
expand much into other disciplines in the social and natural sciences over the past four
decades or so. Yet this must surely be explained in part by the emergence of counterpart
research fields such as (global) environmental politics, environmental justice, eco-
logical economics or environmental sociology that have also enjoyed rapid growth, and
that hence have shaped in complex ways how far and in what ways political ecology
has developed, as scholarly affiliations and allegiances are pulled in this direction or
that.

This International Handbook is shaped by and has also sought to reflect the diversity
of voices noted above. Hence it includes scholars from many parts of the world, who
reflect the changing face of the community, contribute a greater or lesser amount of
their time to political ecology, and who come from and/or are based in different
disciplines. While no book can ever encompass all such diversity, this volume, it is
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hoped, provides at least some sense of a remarkable but rarely told story about the
gaining of voice inside the research field. This positive trend (albeit with the role of
class and that of the ‘researched’ still needing greater attention) helps to clarify why
political ecology is likely to continue to attract a wide variety of people to it in the
years to come, perhaps even irrespective of broader (and often hostile) political and
economic trajectories.

GIVING VOICE TO A WIDER SET OF RESEARCH CONCERNS

The gaining of voice connects to the giving of voice (to a wider set of research
concerns) in complicated ways. New speakers lead to new conversations; but they also
prompt new directions in existing conversations. In the process the boundaries between
‘old’ and ‘new’ conversations tend to become blurred.

What is clear is that political ecology is attractive to people because of the nature of
the research that is done and/or that can be imagined to be done in this field. Here
again, its flexible analytical perspective has meant that there is a good degree of
elasticity in terms of what topics are researched, which theories, concepts and methods
are deployed, where the research occurs (and with whom), and with what hoped-for
impacts. While a lack of theoretical coherence may trouble some writers, I feel that
theoretical, conceptual, empirical and methodological eclecticism is more often than
not a virtue — not the least in widening the appeal of political ecology as an ecumenical
home for those interested in and concerned about how politics, economics, culture and
ecology come together often in unjust ways as well as how best to fight such perceived
injustice. A basic attitude of indiscipline and transgression is seemingly inevitable in a
field based on an endless conversation.

In terms of research, such eclecticism, indiscipline and transgression mean that
scholars have continually been involved in the business of expanding the boundaries of
what is seen in the community to constitute political ecology. Stretching across space,
scale, place and time, the field now encompasses a vast array of topics and approaches
that all but defy ready classification, as scholars freely go where their imaginations
(and consciences) lead them — from human bodies to organizational bodies, from class
to gender and race, from violence to cooperation, from energy to natural resources,
from coloniality to post/decoloniality, from NGOs to TNCs, from organic food to
nuclear politics, from materiality to discourse, from networks to rhizomes, from
celebrity humans to ‘charismatic’ nature, from politics to ecological science, from
oppression to emancipation, from urban to rural, from hunger to disasters, from West to
non-West, from quantitative to qualitative, from past to present, from plants to weeds,
from water to climate change, from capital to labour, from resilience to revolution,
from scale to flat ontology, from neoliberalism to alternative development, from parks
to territories of difference, from ecological modernization to de-growth, from reason to
emotion, from carbon to microchip, from policy to activism, from humanism to
post-humanism, from migration to depopulation, from cosmovisions to world religions,
from ancestral domain to global governance, from nature to socionature, and so on,
seemingly ad infinitum. Freedom here is an endless research agenda in which interests,
concerns, approaches and imaginaries combine to generate a political economy of
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knowledge production that is remarkable in its breadth and depth. In the past, it may
have been possible to keep up with most if not all research conducted in political
ecology: today that is no longer realistically the case.

Theories and methods have coursed through political ecology research agendas,
helping to frame what topics are examined and how they are addressed. The choices
made here reflect wider trends in academia and beyond as the giving of voice
encounters intellectual as well as political preferences and biases, some incubated
during postgraduate training; others acquired thereafter. In a context where academic
livelihoods and reputations are at stake, while also being prompted by publication and
institutional gate-keeping, political ecologists have enthusiastically devoted themselves
to the tasks of theoretical application and refinement as well as methodological choice
and reflection in relation to their chosen empirical and analytical topics. In the process
they have stretched theories this way and that like a canvas stretched over an artist’s
frame; they have also resorted to multiple methods in order to generate the ‘rich thick
descriptions’ habitually preferred and expected in political ecology (Nuiiez, ch. 33 this
volume). This movement between theory and empirical practice, method and data
collection, epistemology and ontology, and theory and method is the very stuff of a
political ecologist’s research life. It also serves to internally (as well as externally)
differentiate the field — compare for example Turner (ch. 38) and Doolittle (ch. 37) on
mixed methods, as well as Forsyth (ch. 8) and Swyngedouw (ch. 10) on core issues, all
in this volume. It can be seen here, then, how the giving of voice gains amplitude,
focus and individual character through the theories and methods chosen. And of course
the list of theories and methods deployed over time has grown: on the theoretical front,
theories and/or thinkers deployed have included Marx, dependency, Weber, feminist,
Foucault, critical realist, Latour, actor network, Deleuze, post/decoloniality, Gramsci,
post-humanism, Ziiek, Ranciere, Lefebvre and so on; on the methods front, resort has
been made to ethnography, environmental science, observation, semi-structured inter-
views, archival research, remote sensing and GIS, survey questionnaires, participatory
research, discourse analysis, oral histories and focus groups, among others. While
different theories and methods have been essayed in different places and times,
reflecting institutional histories, funding trends and personal preferences, the overall
picture that emerges is, to borrow from Doolittle’s chapter title (ch. 37 this volume),
‘the best of many worlds’.

That ‘best of many worlds’ is of course applied to the study of real-world situations
that can hardly ever be described as ‘best’. Here the world of theory, method and
university learning collides with the messy realities of worlds shaped by complex
political, economic, cultural and ecological practices. Political ecologists tackle this
challenge of study and engagement notably by trying to make sense of how govern-
ance, power, knowledge, discourse and scale interconnect to inform or challenge those
practices. At the same time, as chapters in this International Handbook attest, how
these ideas and concepts are themselves understood can vary greatly (and is in part
linked to the theoretical choices that are made). Thus governance may revolve around
or centre on what states do (or do not do), but may equally embrace, for instance,
multiple other actors, quite different scenarios of human—environment interaction, and
divergent scalar dynamics. Meanwhile power, which has also long been a main staple
of political ecology analysis, encompasses everything from ‘traditional’ structural



22 International handbook of political ecology

thinking (Marxist and non-Marxist), through feminist readings and on to Foucauldian
and Deleuzian appreciations (among others). Political ecologists address the question of
knowledge in an equally variegated manner, with some stressing radical epistemologies
of critique and deconstruction, while others assert the need to critically engage with
‘conventional’ science, notably in the quest for policy impact. One fruitful aspect
entails scholars critically interrogating the ‘ways of seeing’ or discourses that dominant
groups promote to naturalize their power, with some focused on specific state and
non-state projects while others tackle broader socio-natural processes or imaginaries.
Then there is the matter of scale, which has particularly preoccupied geographers and
which entails the complicated combination of social constructivism, politics, spatio-
temporality and biophysical production. For many political ecologists, scale understood
as some variant on that combination suffices to inform their analyses, even as for some
other writers scale is to be eschewed altogether in favour of rival understandings of flat
ontology.

Yet, however thrilling, this freedom to explore and debate topics, theories, methods
and concepts would not amount to much for most political ecologists if it were not
joined to an almost primordial research instinct to promote a more socially and
environmentally just world. Here, engagement in the world of ideas is combined with
engagement in the world of material practices to promote positive social and ecological
change through ‘useful’ research, teaching and other action. But what is useful in this
regard? How should political ecologists give voice? Once again, scholars hold a variety
of views — for example, with some feeling that it is appropriate to engage in policy
advice to state agencies or international organizations while others believe it is better to
directly promote alternative pathways through work with ‘radical” social movements or
organizations. As decades of research and practice in political ecology as well as the
diverse contributions in this International Handbook attest, there is no single path to
promoting a better world. This is hardly surprising. On the one hand, there is the
complex and shifting nature of political ecological dynamics around the world, while
on the other there is the heterogeneous nature of the political ecology community itself.
Political ecologists are also influenced to a greater or lesser degree by wider intellectual
and institutional trends both inside and beyond academia (Batterbury, ch. 3 this
volume). Despite such fissiparous tendencies, though, the instinct to be useful provides
a unifying thread of sorts: that endless research agenda is ultimately widely seen to be
in the service of some sort of positive change. Whether a change of minds or practices
(or both) is sought, let alone whose minds and practices, scholars hope that such
change will contribute to a more socially and ecologically just world (and here, issues
of diversity in voice and representation in the political ecology community alluded to
earlier are important). Hence, while freedom in political ecology might involve endless
conversation, it is also often felt in the community that some conversations are more
worth having than others. For some, the filter is ‘policy relevance’, while for others it
is ‘engagement in social struggle’; in still other cases the filter is ‘intellectual curiosity’
allied to the promotion of a stimulating teaching environment. All these filtered
conversations collide in often uneasy ways with the need to earn a living: political
ecologists too have personal livelihoods to think about and strategically consider, after
all.
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There is of course a paradox in the success of political ecology. The incredible
growth in the ‘market’ for political ecology has coincided with the global spread of a
neoliberal doctrine that has generated misery for many (but by no means all) of the
world’s population while seriously degrading environments almost everywhere. While
it would be harsh to suggest that political ecology thrives only in conditions of
socio-ecological oppression, it would be fair to say that it has become a lightning rod
for the disaffected — and disaffection has certainly grown over the life-span of the
research field. That disaffection is addressed precisely through the advancement of a
research, teaching and engagement agenda focused on positive socio-ecological change.

The array of topics and approaches covered in this International Handbook is
certainly not comprehensive but nonetheless gives a glimpse of the sorts of research
concerns that scholars give voice to in the field. As Chapter 1 summarized, those
concerns embrace multifaceted issues and approaches, delve into myriad governance
and power dynamics, acknowledge and critique heterogeneous claims about knowledge
and discourse, enquire into diverse issues about method and scale, while mapping
possible connections and transformations liable to influence the field for years to come.

CONCLUSION

I see this International Handbook as being partly a celebration marking how far
political ecology, understood both as a research (as well as teaching and engagement)
endeavour and as a community of scholars, has come and partly a challenge noting
some of the ways that the field has yet to advance sufficiently. The time is indeed ripe
for a handbook of this sort, building on decades of international scholarship, teaching
and engagement. That record is one to be proud of, with multiple generations of
scholars making signal contributions to it, as this volume attests.

Yet this is no time for complacency — a sense of urgency, anger and focus is called
for in a context of declining conditions both within and without the academy. Struggle
is what political ecologists write and teach about; it is also what they themselves
experience in their own lives, albeit usually in much less intense ways than is the case
for those who they write about. Gaining voice is a struggle, but so too is giving voice.
Still, it is the fate of political ecologists to be involved in ceaseless struggles that match
the endless conversations that they are involved in.
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PART II

ISSUES AND APPROACHES






3. Doing political ecology inside and outside the
academy

Simon Batterbury

This chapter reflects on some practical settings in which political ecology is practised
inside and beyond academia.! I survey political ecology scholarship, and the extent to
which it treads its own path as a way to explain complex socio-environmental
dynamics. Its particular type of interdisciplinary thinking continues to clash and merge
with other approaches to understanding nature—society interactions and relationships.

After defining the field, I examine the context for political ecology work in academic
institutions, including a fast-changing environment for critical scholarship. Publication
outlets include several dedicated journals, and in recent years an increase in the volume
of political ecology articles and other outputs. I then argue that teaching is usually an
essential component of being a political ecologist, noting that the number of political
ecology classes is growing. The presence of political ecology outside the academy is
gaining strength too (albeit slowly), and so is its potential for alliances and academic
engagement, notably with NGOs and social movements (who already have their own
analytical tools and strategies for engaging in environmental politics). A logical
outcome for scholars who interrogate causes of inequality and environmental injustice
is personal engagement — critically and on the ground — potentially involving advocacy
and activism.

DEFINING THE FIELD

The test of any framework for understanding nature—society interaction lies not in its
theoretical complexity or neatness, but in its ability to understand and explain events
past and present, as appraised through research, reflection and observation. Contempor-
ary political ecology passes this test, explaining how and why humans are transforming
nature. Peet and Watts (1996) traced the term back to the 1970s, when it largely
referred to the study of environmental or green politics (Enzenberger, 1974). Political
scientists employed it in this way, as an ‘inclusive term encompassing diverse research
into policy, politics and the environment ... Neither politics nor the environment
operates as a dependent or independent variable; they are interdependent’ (Somma,
1993: 372). Bryant (1992: 13) defined political ecology as ‘the attempt to understand
the political sources, conditions and ramifications of environmental change’.
Meanwhile ‘regional political ecology’ developed in the 1980s as a multi-scale
research approach, with greater links to the environmental sciences and using a unique
methodology. It entered Anglo-American geography and development studies through
Piers Blaikie’s ground-breaking analyses of soil erosion (Blaikie, 1985) and land
degradation (Blaikie, 1989b, 1991; Blaikie and Brookfield, 1987). Rejecting apolitical
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(or non-political) explanations that tend to blame overpopulation or land-user practices
for land degradation, this approach uses nested analytical scales spanning ‘local-level
field studies and macro-level processes’ (Bassett, 1988: 472), and combining a rigorous
political economy analysis of land degradation with social and environmental investi-
gation. The argument is that access to environmental resources is always socially
mediated or constrained, usually involving multiple processes acting at different scales.
It is not a theory; rather, as Blaikie (1989a: 27) points out, it is the ‘spine’ of an
approach to which theoretical and empirical material may be attached. Students of the
Blaikie and Brookfield model have refined it and attacked it, but applied it to
understanding social vulnerability to natural hazards, as well as to a loss of access to
natural resources more broadly. It has proven particularly effective in uncovering the
roots of environmental degradation and different forms of injustice.

Political ecology has proven to be a popular academic approach. Some of this has to
do with the growth of environmentalism since the 1960s, responding in particular to the
effects of environmental problems and injustices, many linked to globalization and
neoliberal regimes. The threats include the real and existential, particularly from
anthropogenic climate change, and a widespread failure by key actors (states, large
corporations) to recognize environmental and social justice as more important than
short-term profits and votes. For most political ecologists, a deep ethical commitment,
sometimes but not always tied to a radical personal politics, means that what really
matters to them are the constraints placed by an ‘unsympathetic socio-economic
milieu” (Amanor, 1994: 222) on human agency and creativity, as well as on healthy
environments and biodiversity. Problems of differential and gendered resource access,
land rights and indeed the wider political economy conspire to leave some people more
vulnerable or ‘marginalized’ than others (Wisner, 1993; Wisner et al., 2004). Many
aspects of how contemporary economies, cultures and ways of life operate today pose
limitations on the adaptive capacities of human agents in specific localities, even as
these agents struggle and fight against these broader constraints (Davies, 1996: 57).

The best research in political ecology begins with the tactics and strategies of making
a living in a particular environment, while also interrogating the socio-economic milieu
and the dynamics of that environment (Perramond, 2007; Tschakert, 2013). There are
often complex geographical and historical dimensions to these livelihoods, prompting
scholars to develop a ‘chain of explanation’ to understand them. Key themes have
included:

(1) Access to resources. Rights to natural resources are vital for welfare and
livelihood. Gender, class, ethnicity, political status and other vectors of power
influence patterns of ownership and control. Resource access is a function of how
production and economic accumulation strategies occur, which in turn influences
differences in social relations. A large literature has formed around these ‘access
to resources’ questions (Bassett and Crummey, 1993; Bassett, 1988; Berry, 1993;
Gray and Dowd-Uribe, 2013; Rocheleau et al., 1996; Rocheleau and Edmunds,
1997; Schroeder, 1997).

(2) Struggle and resistance against forces that conspire to frustrate people’s attempts
to make a living, notably closure of resources access and environmental ‘bads’.
This may occur through open forms of political organizing and protest or less
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visible forms of ‘passive’ resistance that short-change the powerful in diverse
ways (Peluso, 1992; Scott, 1985). Activists and social movements have fought for
rights and justice, often ahead of the political ecologists that later adopt their
ideas and concepts (Escobar, 2008; Martinez-Alier et al., 2014).

(3) Profound upheaval in local people’s ways of life that involve social, economic
and environmental change, for example ‘the transformation of indigenous systems
of resource management in the process of incorporation into the global economy’
(Bassett, 1988: 454). Scholars also assess the impact of international development
programmes and associated reconfigurations of state—society relations (van der
Ploeg and Long, 1994; Olivier de Sardan, 1984). The penetration of capitalist
relations in the non- or less-capitalist world, and the appropriation of land and
labour in this process through commodification, has been a major concern.
Political ecologists also examine ‘identity’ and the struggle between the different
worldviews and philosophies guiding humanity’s relationship to nature (Escobar,
2008).

Today, scholars are also engaging with an array of old and new topical areas, notably
extractive economies and the growth of mining (Adkin, forthcoming; Bebbington and
Bury, 2013), international land grabs for food security, biofuel or timber (McMichael,
2014), the impact of protected areas on livelihoods (Vaccaro et al., 2013), food politics
(Bryant and Goodman, 2004), and the possibilities for equitable economic de-growth
under capitalism (Schneider et al., 2010). There are, too, links to the international
climate change agenda, through studies of CO,-emitting culprits and local vulnerabil-
ities to changing climates (Tschakert, 2013). Then there is a strong political ecology of
urban environmental dynamics (Lawhon et al., 2014). These and other new research
areas benefit from, and contribute to, analytical and methodological pluralism in the
field and across the environmental social sciences (Doolittle, ch. 37 this volume;
Perramond, 2007; Turner, ch. 38 this volume).

ACADEMIC POLITICAL ECOLOGY

Who practises political ecology? Most of those who would classify themselves as
political ecologists are based in academia. Academic political ecology is largely
conducted in institutions that nowadays tolerate its radical aspirations. Toleration is
undoubtedly linked to the field’s popularity, as evinced by the sheer number of
academic job seekers, publications in diverse formats, conferences, and undergraduate
and postgraduate enrolments.

This growing popularity occurs in a broader context of increasing academic
insecurity. In the USA, permanent (or tenure track) teaching and research jobs are on
the decline. Meanwhile, where demand for teaching remains high, much more of it is
being done by adjunct staff — a temporary labour force paid per class and often without
satisfactory workspace, health cover or superannuation (Batterbury, 2008). This process
is all about saving costs during a period of unprecedented systemic stress, some of it
driven by the lingering effects of the global financial crisis that has hit universities in
Europe and North America especially hard. These pressures demand greater employee
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flexibility in response to the ebb and flow of student demand and funding. Critical
scholars, including many political ecologists, object to neoliberal thinking that seeks to
remove freedoms that interfere with the ‘smooth operation’ of the education market-
place (notably unions and tenure contracts). In Australia and the UK, years of
politically minded interventions have produced a more ‘competitive’ setting (designed
to emulate the private sector) in which universities fight each other for research funding
and ‘rankings’ — things that in turn directly influence which academics are hired or
fired. Although less the case in the USA, ‘restructuring’ processes alter departmental
names and disciplinary groupings. Intellectual logic has little to do with any of this.

Not surprisingly, most political ecologists find that restructuring and performance
metrics breach the basic principles of academic freedom. They hold to a tradition of
radical distrust of powerful institutions that lack transparency and fairness. And, while
many political ecologists are by nature somewhat flexible in the sense that they can
operate in or across different academic disciplines, student ‘access’ to radical, politic-
ally potent and establishment-threatening ideas may be shut down. Hence that
marketplace may serve as a de facto means of intellectual censorship, closing yet
another space in society for alternative thinking.

And yet, as I argue elsewhere, political economy (including radical political ecology)
is so entrenched in Western universities that it is apparently hard to dislodge it. Indeed,
some ‘productive’ radical scholars have even taken key institutional leadership posi-
tions (Batterbury, 2013). It is ironic that radical intellectual content is compatible with
performance metrics — this marks a change from the 1960s and 1970s when scholars
were fired and denied tenure in North America for espousing radical views.

How to ‘perform’ political ecology in such an environment? Scholars certainly need
to accommodate an increasingly difficult and fragile set of institutional constraints.
Most of them work in departments without many like-minded colleagues, where
students take their specialist classes as optional units, and activity is generally built
around disciplines. In some institutions there are clusters of individuals with similar
interests, often across disciplines or departments, albeit groupings that ebb and flow
over time with departures, arrivals and funding opportunities.

Key Clusters and Academic Centres

There is a discernible if ever-shifting geography to the worldwide political ecology
community.? In the USA, employment in a PhD-granting programme offers the
possibility of gaining academic tenure, and forming a political ecology ‘node’ or
‘cluster’ with students who then perpetuate the field. The University of California,
Berkeley and Clark University (in Massachusetts) have arguably produced the greatest
number of PhD students connected to political ecology, working with scholars
including Jake Kosek, Donald Moore, Nancy Peluso, Nathan Sayre and Michael Watts;
and Doug Johnson, Dick Peet, Dianne Rocheleau, Billie Lee Turner II, Tony Bebbing-
ton and James McCarthy. Indeed, Berkeley has its own Political Ecology Research
Group (https://plus.google.com/111554681451775708952). But Clark and Berkeley are
certainly not alone in teaching and granting PhDs, with significant groupings of faculty
and students at the public universities of Colorado (Mara Goldman, Emily Yeh),
Georgia (Peter Brosius, Nik Heynen, Jennifer Rice, Julie Veldsquez Runk), Illinois
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(Tom Bassett, Trevor Birkenholtz, Jesse Ribot), Kentucky (Shannon Bell, Lisa Cliggett,
Tad Mutersbaugh, Sarah Lyon), Michigan (Arun Agrawal, Bilal Butt, Rebecca Hardin,
Paul Mohai, Ivette Perfecto, Dorceta Taylor), Ohio State (Kendra McSweeney, Becky
Mansfield, Joel Wainright, Anna Willow), Oregon (Derrick Hindery, Katie Meehan,
Peter Walker), Penn State (Brian King, Karl Zimmerer), Rutgers (Heidi Hausermann,
Rick Schroeder, Kevin St. Martin), UC Santa Cruz (Jeff Bury, Julie Guthman, Margaret
Fitzsimmons, Ravi Rajan), Washington (Lucy Jarosz, and a Center for Environmental
Politics), Wisconsin—-Madison (Ian Baird, Lisa Naughton, Paul Robbins, Morgan
Robertson, Matt Turner), and in the New York college system (e.g. Paige West at
Barnard). The University of Arizona has Tracey Osborne’s Public Political Ecology Lab
(http://ppel.arizona.edu), and it is where Diana Liverman also co-directs the Institute of
Environment, and anthropologists Jim Greenberg and Tad Park founded the Journal of
Political Ecology in 1993 (see below). There are political ecologists at Cornell (Ron
Herring, Phil McMichael, Wendy Wolford), Syracuse (Sharon Moran, Tom Perrault,
Farhana Sultana) and Yale (Michael Dove and several others working across environ-
mental studies, forestry and anthropology).

In Canada, the University of British Columbia (Philippe Le Billon, Karen Bakker,
Juanita Sundberg, Leila Harris), the University of Toronto (Michael Ekers, Tania Li,
Ken MacDonald, Sharlene Mollett, Scott Prudham) and McGill (Sarah Turner, John
Unruh, Ismael Vaccaro) have significant expertise. York University (Roger Keil, Robin
Roth, Peter Vandergeest) also hosts an international political economy and ecology
summer camp. In Mexico, Durand Smith et al. (2011) identify a node of researchers at
the Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México (UNAM) led by Enrique Leff that
heralded the arrival of an ‘ecologia politica mexicana’.

The UK also has a longstanding and vibrant community. London is one centre, with
faculty notably at the School of Oriental and African Studies (Rosaleen Duffy), the
London School of Economics (Jennifer Baka, Tim Forsyth), King’s College London
(Raymond Bryant, Alex Loftus, Daanish Mustafa, Mark Pelling, Michael Redclift and
formerly Mike Goodman, now at Reading University) and University College London
(Matthew Gandy, Ilan Kelman, Ben Page, Graham Woodgate). But there are important
political ecology groupings elsewhere in the UK, notably at Cambridge (Bill Adams,
Ivan Scales, Bhaskar Vira), Manchester (Dan Brockington, Maria Kaika, John O’Neill,
Erik Swyngedouw, Phil Woodhouse), Durham (Gavin Bridge, Harriet Bulkeley),
University of East Anglia (Piers Blaikie, Jessica Budds, Thomas Sikor, Oliver
Springate-Baginski) and at Sussex, where the work of Terry Cannon, James Fairhead,
Amber Huff, Melissa Leach, Lyla Mehta, Peter Newell and Ian Scoones resonates with
a political ecology approach. Lancaster University is establishing its own research and
teaching, linked to an existing environmental institute.

Political ecology has also set down roots in a variety of other European countries,
reflecting a complex set of historical influences and tendencies. Research in northern
Europe encompasses faculty in Norway (Tor Benjaminsen), where there is a national
research network on Political Ecology and Environmental Policy (http://www.ntnu.edu/
political-ecology), Sweden (Henrik Ernstson, Alf Hornborg, Andrea Nightingale),
Denmark (Christian Lund, Jens Friis Lund), and Finland (Anja Nygren). The approach
is represented in universities in Austria (International Political Ecology research group,
University of Vienna), Switzerland (Benedikt Korf, Christian Kull, René Véron, Anna
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Zimmer) and Germany (Thomas Krings, Marcus Niisser and the late Hans-Georg
Bohle). The Netherlands has at least one Chair in political ecology and scholars
working across several major universities and disciplines (e.g. Murat Arsel, Rutgerd
Boelens, Bram Biischer, Rob Fletcher, Kees Jansen, Esther Turnhout), while in
Belgium, there are scholars such as Anneleen Kenis and Johan Bastiaensen.

There is also growing interest in Italy (Koensler and Papa, 2013) and Portugal
(Stefania Barca; see also Freitas and Mozine, ch. 43 this volume), as well as in Spain,
especially at the Autonomous University of Barcelona (AUB), which is at the forefront
of work connecting political ecology to ecological economics (Joan Martinez-Alier,
Giorgos Kallis). In France, there is a longstanding and unique tradition of ‘écologie-
politique’ that has ‘Green’ activist political connotations, and some academic connec-
tions via the work of Alain Lipietz and René Dumont (Chartier and Rodary, ch. 39 this
volume). But a group of geographers has begun to use the label ‘political ecology’
(when writing in French) (Gautier and Hautdidier, ch. 5 this volume; Molle et al.,
2009). Benchmark books (e.g. Gautier and Benjaminsen, 2012) and conferences
(http://www.politicalecology.fr) have been the result.

Political ecology extends well beyond Europe and North America. In Australia, for
example, the Australian National University was the prime node for environment and
development research for many years, and has several faculty members while offering
postgraduate degree options (Matthew Allen, Keith Barney, Kuntala Lahiri-Dutt, Sango
Mahanty, John McCarthy, Sarah Milne). Faculty members broadly interested in
political ecology work at universities in New South Wales (Noel Castree, John Connell,
Phil Hirsch, Fiona Miller, David Schlosberg), around Brisbane (Jason Byrne, Kristen
Lyons, Kim de Rijke), as well as through an informal network connecting Melbourne
and Monash universities (Hans Baer, Simon Batterbury, Adam Bumpus, Brian Cook,
Wolf Dressler, Lisa Palmer, Haripriya Rangan, Craig Thorburn).

In South Asia, a particular focus has been on the interconnections between
environmental history and political ecology, inspired in India by literary giants such as
Ramachandra Guha and Madhav Gadgil, who wrote expansively on the longue durée of
human-environment relationships (Gadgil and Guha, 1992), as well as Mahesh
Rangarajan (Director of the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library). Scholarship by
Bina Agarwal (Delhi and Manchester universities) has explored governance themes in
feminist political ecology. There is also a strong tradition of interrogating peasant
society, agrarian change and state—society relations, but largely from outside the
continent (e.g. Arun Agrawal, 2005). Meanwhile, the Ashoka Trust for Research in
Ecology and the Environment (ATREE), with its main base in Bangalore, is beginning
to act as a centre for Indian political ecology with Sharachchandra Lélé and others (and
now awards masters and PhDs through Manipal University). Scholars based in
Bangladesh (Tanzimuddin Khan), Pakistan and Nepal (Pandey, 2013) also conduct
research in the field. In South-East Asia, political ecology themes appear at the
National University of Singapore (Harvey Neo, C.P. Pow, Jonathan Rigg) and De La
Salle University, Manila (Antonio Contreras, Marvin Montefrio). South Korea and
Japan produce a literature that loosely connects to political ecology often linked to
water and conservation matters (e.g. Lee, ch. 14 this volume; Tuk-Po et al., 2003),
while, in China, most scholars are still based outside the country (Yeh, ch. 44 this
volume).
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In Latin America the international character of political ecology is clearly demon-
strated. Here, intellectual influences have come from inside and outside the region,
featuring writing in Spanish, English and French (Chartier and Léwy, 2013; Martin and
Larsimont, 2014; Leff, ch. 4 this volume; Freitas and Mozine, ch. 43 this volume).
Notable is the work linked to CLACSO in Argentina with a working group concerned
with power dynamics and nature—society relations (Hector Alimonda, 2002). Eduardo
Gudynas heads a social ecology research centre in Uruguay (CLAES). Often there is a
concern with past and present relations of coloniality (Alimonda, ch. 11 this volume;
research by Andréa Zhouri on Brazil), while in Colombia the Universidad de los Andes
has a group working on development and environment with connections to other
regional universities. Serving as a ‘bridge’ between this variegated scholarship and the
Anglo-American literature is the Colombian-born anthropologist Arturo Escobar (Uni-
versity of North Carolina) (e.g. 2008) and other western-trained political ecologists,
including Diana Ojeda.

African universities have so far largely bypassed the approach, with the exception of
South Africa (Patrick Bond, David Fig, Mary Lawhon, Maano Ramutsindela) (Bond,
2012; Lawhon et al., 2014; Wynberg and Fig, 2014), although scholars draw on it in
Ghana (Kojo Amanor), Nigeria (Godwin Ojo) and Tanzania (Christine Noe). As this
International Handbook highlights and as Kim et al. (2012) note, ‘other’ political
ecologies signal an expansion and a shift in scholarly activity as work in the global
South is expanding — driven in part by returnees from European and North American
doctoral programmes.

Networks

The hallmarks of a strong academic field include being open and supportive, and
building bridges across academia, non profits and implementing agencies. Political
ecologists, scattered around the world, operate through a multifaceted set of academic
networks. Long before social media, the Cultural and Political Ecology Speciality
Group of the Association of American Geographers played a role in hosting a
newsletter, annual awards and conference sessions, and then a listserv from the early
1990s. The Santa Cruz based Center for Political Ecology dates to 1989, and was
established by the Marxist academic, James O’Connor. It describes itself as a ‘flexible,
resilient cyber-based organization’ (http://www.centerforpoliticalecology.org). It also
established the journal Capitalism Nature Socialism, and features the work of several
scholars with strong activist links, including Barbara Rose Johnson. American anthro-
pologists have the Political Ecology Society (PESO) and its listserv, as part of the
Society for Applied Anthropology. Other networks include the interdisciplinary Polit-
ical Ecology Working Group, established at the University of Kentucky in 2010, which
organizes an annual Dimensions of Political Ecology Conference (DOPE). Its listserv,
the International Political Ecology Collaboratory (IPEC), has rapidly internationalized,
showing the power of new media (www.politicalecology.org). In Europe, the European
Union has funded political ecology networks and doctoral student activities. These
include a Political Ecology training network, largely for PhD students, called ENTITLE
(http://www.politicalecology.eu), coordinated by the Autonomous University of Barce-
lona (AUB). It involves eight universities, NGOs and an environmental consultancy.
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PhD students can undertake secondments to EJOs (environmental justice organ-
izations). Meanwhile, Environmental Justice Organisations, Liabilites and Trade
(EJOLT), which is also based at the AUB, is a global research project cataloguing,
mapping and analysing ‘ecological distribution conflicts’ and environmental injustice
(http://www.ejolt.org). In Latin America, scholars have built on CLACSO while linking
to ENTITLE; the first Latin American Conference on Political Ecology was held at the
University of Santiago in Chile in October 2014.

This growth of innovative scholarship, centres and networks in political ecology is
encouraging, even though it has occurred against the backdrop of the broader academic
changes noted above. It is indeed somewhat ironic that the rapid growth of the field has
occurred in the context of the increasingly market-driven forces in academic insti-
tutions that I have described. Whether this trend can continue, or will sooner or later hit
a ‘market saturation’ point, is unclear, but the demand from students reflecting political
ecology concerns will surely shape how and where the academic field develops in the
years ahead.

PUBLISHING OUTLETS

A publishing frenzy in the field has been driven by growth in the political ecology
community, technological advances enabling faster writing, graphics, mapping and
publication, as well as university ‘publish or perish’ drivers that measure and compare
scholars in terms of quality and quantity of outputs. Books have regularly appeared in
university presses and the major commercial publishers since the 1990s. This suggests
that there is a market, whether through print or e-book media.

Similarly, academic journals have been a fertile ground for scholars. Of particular
importance are three dedicated journals: the Journal of Political Ecology (JPE),
Ecologie et Politique and Ecologia Politica. Broad-based journals where significant
work in the field is published have included: Capitalism Nature Socialism; Conserva-
tion & Society; Economic Geography, Human Organization; Society and Natural
Resources; Progress in Human Geography; and Geoforum; occasionally too in Annals
of the AAG; Antipode; Development and Change; Human Geography; Political Geog-
raphy and several other, mainly US-based, anthropology and international studies
journals. Figure 3.1 gives some sense of this publication process in that it calculates the
number of articles published each year between 1999 and late 2014 in which ‘political
ecology’ appears in the title, keywords and abstract. This is an underestimation of
actual journal article output, because the database used does not include all journals.

My own involvement has been as co-editor of Journal of Political Ecology since
2003, processing almost 100 articles in this period. The case of JPE is illustrative of
authorship trends in the field. Back in the early 1990s, two anthropologists at the
University of Arizona, Jim Greenberg and Tad Park, obtained some funding to establish
JPE as an online entity, soon after internet connections began to appear on American
campuses. As one of the oldest open-access journals in the social sciences, and
operating in three languages (English, Spanish, French), JPE now publishes over 30
papers a year and is cited thousands of times. It remains free online, has no commercial
publisher, and relies on volunteer labour. Since almost all political ecology research,
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Figure 3.1 Growth in political ecology articles referenced in Scopus, 1999—-October
2014

including that which is opposed to injustice, is published by major corporate publish-
ers, the JPE is unusual.

The Journal is useful for charting trends in political ecology. Initially there was an
attachment to the ideas of the American anthropologist Eric Wolf, who offered a Marxist
account of the transition from feudalism to industrial capitalism (Wolf, 1982). Scholars
such as Greenberg and Park were inspired by this, feeling that political ecology ought to
amalgamate two important bodies of knowledge in relation to exploitation of the natural
world — political economy, with ‘its insistence on the need to link the distribution of
power with productive activity’ and ‘ecological analysis with its broader vision of
bio-environmental relationships’ (Greenberg and Park, 1994: 1). They argued in JPE’s
opening paper that ‘political ecology ... must begin not with abstract premises or
dogmas, but with the productive activities of real individuals’ (ibid.).

Robert Netting is cited as another important forebear. Netting’s work (labelled cultural
ecology) included deep historical analysis when examining agricultural societies in West
Africa and Switzerland. Other influences included Meredeth Turshen’s The Political
Ecology of Disease (1984), which showed how health status connects to the division of
labour and certain forms of class struggle. Work by dependency theorists, including
Andre Gunder Frank (1966) and Immanuel Wallerstein (1974) also appealed to the
Arizona political ecologists. But as Wolf (1982) observed, dependency theory could
efface important differences between mercantile trade, capitalist modes of production,
and the assimilation of other forms of production into capitalism. On the ecological side,
meanwhile, the challenge was to link new developments in ecological theory to political
economy and historically based materialist analysis. Nonetheless, the aim was not to be
dogmatic: ‘we feel it would be ill advised to define “political ecology”, and maintain
rather that all legitimate forms of political ecology will have some family resemblances
but need not share a common core’ (Greenberg and Park, 1994: 8).
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This was quite fortunate, since in the 147 articles published in the journal to October
2014, the one thing that is lacking is a common definition of political ecology, let alone
a standardized methodology. Instead, authors have searched far and wide to find
inspiration in different intellectual traditions ranging from the materialist work of Piers
Blaikie to post-structural approaches focusing on discourses, identities and cultures
(Escobar, 2008; Robbins, 2004). The current editors (Casey Walsh and I) insist on
situating articles in some variant of political ecology, to impart intellectual coherence to
the Journal.

Let me turn briefly to the sorts of topics that have featured over the years. The
number of submissions has climbed, especially since the late 2000s, reflective of a
wider scholarly interest in the field. Dominant themes have been the political ecology
of agrarian change/agricultural issues, conservation, fishing and aquaculture, and
mining (Figure 3.2). There is still a prevalence of papers dealing with North, Central
and South America (reflecting the longstanding Arizona base of JPE), although this is
weakening as more is published (Figure 3.3). Recent special sections have included

Ranching

Regional political ecology
Social movements

Feminist political ecology and gender
Postcolonial theory

Natural hazards

Migration and environment
Border issues and struggles
Animal-human relations
International development ...
Irrigation systems

Political ecology of health
Climate change and carbon
Indigenous knowledge

B Number of articles
Land tenure and access
Natural resource management

Corporations and environmental justice

Neoliberalism and post-capitalism

Social construction of identity and nature
Overview and review articles

Urban political ecology

Forestry: social and political issues

Privatization of water

Mining and oil
Fishing

Social issues and conservation

Food and agrarian change

Note: N = 145.

Figure 3.2 Articles published in the Journal of Political Ecology 1994-October 2014,
by main theme
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‘Non-capitalist political ecologies’, edited by Brian Burke and Boone Shear; ‘Energy,
environment, engagement: encounters with hydraulic fracking’, edited by Anna Willow
and Sara Wylie, and ‘Ecologies of hope’, edited by Ravi Rajan and Colin Duncan.

Middle East
Caribbean
North Africa
Central Asia
Africa

East Africa
Australasia

Oceania
South-East Asia B Number of Articles
South Asia
West Africa
Southern Africa

South America

Europe

Central America incl. Mexico

North America

Note: N = 137.

Figure 3.3 Regional focus of articles published in the Journal of Political Ecology
1994—October 2014

PEDAGOGY

Since most political ecology activity remains centred in universities, teaching is vital to
its perpetuation. There is a paradox here. The same cost-cutting exercises in universities
described above have led to a downturn or cancellation of some critical classes in
favour of those ‘more useful’ to students seeking practical skills necessary for work
opportunities.® But at the same time, the sheer popularity of critical environmental
perspectives (including political ecology) with students has meant that university
leaders and managers see the financial bottom line — they support some teaching in this
field for its much-needed student numbers and, in some cases, fee income.

Political ecology now features in an array of undergraduate and postgraduate classes
taught in diverse disciplinary and interdisciplinary homes, including geography, anthro-
pology, sociology, politics, development studies and environmental studies. In the
undergraduate curriculum, classes commonly include ‘political ecology’, ‘environment
and development’ or ‘environmental politics’ in the title, with most of them assuming a
basic understanding of natural resource access and international development questions.
A quick internet search reveals many such classes with a heavy concentration in the
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USA, Canada, the UK and the Antipodes, but with English and foreign-language
versions in Europe and beyond (e.g. Brazil, Chile, Singapore). These classes are usually
optional. This situation underscores the marginal status of political ecology in the
modern (Western) academy insofar as the field is not deemed to be essential. But it also
means that students enrol in political ecology classes voluntarily (which may some-
times relate to their subsequent career choices). While detailed surveys have not been
done, my own experience is that political ecology students aspire to change and/or to
be changed; they are dissatisfied with the predominant politico-economic and environ-
mental management narratives of the day, and want to understand different resource
struggles and potential responses to them, perhaps with an eye to allying with or
joining campaigns or movements (Kepe et al., 2008). Mainstream academic fields do
not fill this gap in the university ‘market’ quite so readily.

It is at the postgraduate level that political ecology thrives. This has certainly been
my experience. I started teaching political ecology in 1997 with Tony Bebbington in a
Masters class at the University of Colorado. Initial numbers were very small (four
students, three of whom went on to become academics: Jeffrey Bury, Brian King and
Elizabeth Olsen). Subsequently, I have taught the subject at diverse universities in
Europe and the USA (e.g. the London School of Economics, Oxford, Arizona,
Roskilde), where the desire of the students to learn about political ecology was usually
matched by a wish to continue this type of work after graduation, in the workplace or
through some form of advocacy or activism. Students I have taught have found work in
diverse areas, including the United Nations and international development, human-
itarian and environmental NGOs, in publishing firms, local government, as well as in
the social responsibility and environmental appraisal units of large corporations, and in
start-up companies concerned with such things as carbon management, the green
economy, ecotourism and eco-planning. Based in Australia today, I regularly teach over
60 students in a postgraduate political ecology class, with several later embarking on
PhDs around the world. Given its interdisciplinary appeal, my class draws in students
majoring in such fields as Urban Planning, Development Studies and Public Policy,
where career paths may be more obvious, but still the students are attracted to more
critical perspectives. International students often return to their home countries dis-
mayed, but more knowledgeable, about the political and ecological implications of the
neoliberal situations they find there — and they are keen to find a way to promote
change conducive to social and environmental justice.

The pedagogy of political ecology is also shaped by the complex career paths and
life-stages of those who teach. The chance to teach in this field is relatively rare,
despite the popularity of political ecology among students. Hence only a few academic
job advertisements specify the ability to teach it, and this may come only with greater
seniority. Mid-to-late-career academics may be more knowledgeable than junior
colleagues, but they can be just as angry about injustice as the students they teach.
Others are just keen to pass on their research techniques and findings.

Perhaps the greatest constraint to good teaching is that, except if tenured, an
individual (however senior and respected) can lose their job by failing to simul-
taneously produce research inputs and outputs such as grants, publications and research
students. This situation again reflects market forces; ‘scholarship’, for the purposes of
rankings and excellence, is largely about research and far less about teaching or
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‘practically focused” work. Concurrently, it creates a tension within the university world
(less so in colleges that have a teaching mission) in which ritualistic extolling of the
value that institutions place on the student, and teaching, is offset by the de facto
privileging of a research-led agenda for its academic staff.

ENGAGEMENT

While centred on the world of higher education and the university, political ecology has
never been reducible to it. There are myriad networks and institutions in civil society
that encompass such things as the everyday actions of social and environmental
movements (including more radical NGOs, such as Global Witness and La Via
Campesina), as well as campaigns for environmental justice. There has been an
elaboration of key ideas outside the university (Martinez-Alier et al., 2014). There are
also activist-writers whose activity is mostly or entirely beyond the academy, and
whose publications are de facto political ecology. These include the investigative
journalists and authors — George Monbiot (UK), Ann Danaiya-Usher (Norway/
Thailand), Marites Dafiguilan Vitug (Philippines), Naomi Klein (Canada) and Larry
Lohmann (UK).

The work of a wider community keeps academic political ecologists on their toes.
Already impelled forward by their students, as well as by personal conscience,
academics feel acutely the need to ‘be useful’, whether or not their institutional home
promotes an applied ‘engagement’ mission or is even accepting of radical voices.
‘Explanation’ is a necessary, but not sufficient, component of academic work (Batter-
bury and Horowitz, forthcoming). The role of the ‘analytical critic’, which many of us
adopt, works best when it at least provides some tractable alternative proposals to the
environmental and social problems that our research uncovers. Yet the problem for
academics is finding ways to move forward — from complex explanations towards
solving complex problems, be it through advocacy, applied research or policy advice
(Bryant and Bailey, 1997; Blaikie and Muldavin, ch. 30 this volume). Burawoy (2005)
for instance argues that academic labour places discovery and experimentation above
utility or social relevance; he recommends four paths to making social science relevant,
termed professional, critical, policy and public. The latter two elude many scholars.
Robbins (2004) makes another distinction: political ecology can be used as ‘hatchet’
and as ‘seed’: the ‘hatchet’ is incisive critique and a search for causation, and the ‘seed’
offers fresh and useful ideas, also including critique, that can feed through into direct
advocacy and activism (see also Batterbury and Horowitz, forthcoming).

Debate over ‘relevance’ is fierce. Noteworthy here is the question of what kind of
engagement to pursue (to seed or to plant?). For some, cooperating with powerful
institutions through policy advice or advocacy is off the agenda; engagement should be
with ‘alternative’ movements that seek to assert their rights and thereby subvert the
powerful. For example, Arturo Escobar is renowned for critiquing mainstream develop-
ment thinking and the international development sector. He has nurtured a longstanding
research and activist connection to Afro-Colombian movements battling to establish an
alternative way of life and territoriality beyond capitalism (Escobar, 2008). Meanwhile,



40 International handbook of political ecology

Lucy Jarosz (2011), based at the University of Washington, has long promoted a local
activist agenda based on a feminist care ethic and alternative agricultural production.

Other scholars believe that strategic cooperation with selected development insti-
tutions is required in order to sway their path. For example, Ed Carr (2011) pursues
research in West Africa that is partly linked to USAID programmes, while long ago
Tony Bebbington and Judith Carney (1990) advocated working with international
agricultural research centres, and Bebbington worked at the World Bank on several
projects. Indeed, political ecologists have been employed in such agencies as the UK’s
Department for International Development, and diverse Scandinavian aid agencies
(Bebbington and Carney, 1990; Batterbury and Horowitz, forthcoming). Piers Blaikie,
based at the University of East Anglia, held an academic post where a percentage of his
work was conducted as a consultant, mostly with development agencies. He combined
being a political ecologist with a clear bent towards policy advice (Blaikie and
Muldavin, ch. 30 this volume). Policy think-tanks have hosted political ecologists: the
World Resources Institute (Jesse Ribot), the UK-based International Institute for
Environment and Development (where John Thompson, Jules Pretty, Tony Bebbington
and Ian Scoones worked; see Batterbury, 2004) and the Overseas Development Institute
(Tony Bebbington). Also in the UK, Larry Lohmann, Nicholas Hildyard and Sarah
Sexton are based at the not-for-profit company The Corner House (www.thecorner
house.org.uk), while the Transnational Institute (TNI, http://www.tni.org), formed in
the USA, is an important network of activist-scholars spanning the globe. The Centre
for Science and Environment in Delhi, directed by Sunita Narain, has undertaken
applied varieties of political ecology work. Finally, many scholars will use opportun-
ities that present themselves to share research findings with relevant official bodies or
programmes (as I did with one German-funded development project in Burkina Faso in
the 1990s; see Batterbury, 1998). In short, political ecology can be policy-relevant,
helping to detour and shape the agendas of powerful institutions.

In diverse ways, therefore, political ecologists can often demonstrate the feasibility
of engagement. The point in doing so is not to abandon one’s critical faculties, but to
deploy them (Olivier de Sardan, 1995). All manner of involvement is possible, notably
in organizations that are conserving natural resources, tackling persistent poverty, and
fighting for environmental justice (Martinez-Alier et al., 2014).

CONCLUSION

I have argued that political ecology is a research field with many personal and political
dimensions. Deliberately conceived as a multidisciplinary enterprise, it is found in the
scholarship of individuals who often transgress the quotidian hierarchies and structures
of universities and academic disciplines. Its key findings transcend the social and
natural sciences, while zeroing in on social and ecological injustices: for example,
evictions resulting from protected area management and land grabbing.

Political ecology is broad in scope. There are no university departments of political
ecology with core funding and a legacy of staff and PhD students to sustain them;
instead there are clusters and individuals scattered across the world. Research output is
plentiful, widely read and published in a range of outlets, but so far it has lacked a
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natural centre of gravity (although the non-commercial Journal of Political Ecology
may be starting to fill this gap). It has not always directly penetrated mainstream
thinking on environmental issues, including the ‘human dimensions of global environ-
mental change’, despite the complex and cutting explanations offered by its prac-
titioners (Castree et al., 2014: 763). Teaching is largely conducted as ‘bolt-on’ classes
in existing programmes, with ‘optional’ status in courses. But these classes are proving
increasingly popular with students and contribute to a burning sense of injustice, as
well as a desire to right at least some of the wrongs of untrammelled greed and
inequality in the world.

Given that it is a field fighting against the very strong neoliberal current of our times,
it is only to be expected that political ecology will remain a marginal part of the
academy in the short and medium term (despite its increasing prominence in human
geography and anthropology). This is also true outside Western academic institutions.
While it might be rooted in different national and regional academic cultures (as this
International Handbook explores), the general consensus is that political ecology must
address and fight political, economic, social and ecological inequities. This means that
it will never be popular with universities that are fully beholden to political and
economic power-brokers. Indeed, and as scholars join forces with political ecologists
‘out there’ in civil society, the stage is set for an even greater oppositional politics both
inside and beyond the academy (e.g. Willow and Wylie, 2014). Political ecologists will
not shy away from such confrontation as they join wider struggles that seek to ‘speak
truth to power’, attempting thereby to influence policies, organizations and practices.
This task will not be easy, but then they have known that all along.

NOTES

1. I wish to thank Bram Biischer, Wolf Dressler, Christian Kull, Eric Perramond and Priya Rangan for
helpful suggestions.

2. This is not an exclusive list of key individuals and institutions, and it is a snapshot as of late 2014. Of
course, many political ecologists work outside such groupings.

3. I will not list these, but there are also newly established ones, for example at SOAS (School of Oriental
and African Studies), University of London.
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4. Encountering political ecology: epistemology and
emancipation

Enrique Leff

This chapter considers the development of political ecology with an eye to how this
research field has been shaped by Latin American experiences and scholarship. This is
not simply a story about how a political ecology perspective offers useful insights into
past and present political, economic, cultural and ecological processes in this geo-
graphical region. Rather, it is about how social movements in this region and Latin
American environmental thinking have helped to constitute a wider perspective and
approach to this emergent discipline and field of social action. Other regions and
scholarly traditions have certainly also played their part in this growing international
intellectual phenomenon (e.g. Batterbury, ch. 3 this volume; Gautier and Hautdidier,
ch. 5 this volume). Yet it is arguably the case that Latin America deserves pride of place
in this regard.

In this chapter, I develop this argument, drawing in a selective manner on historical
and contemporary literature from a ‘Latin American political ecology’.* Thus I first
briefly discuss some of the pioneers in this literature to show the deep roots of political
ecology thinking in the region. Then the chapter explores how Latin American
scholarship has shaped the epistemological bases of the wider research field, illustrat-
ing this argument with the examples of dependency theorists, decolonial studies,
ethno-ecological research and environmental thinking as core references of Latin
American environmental thinking (Leff, 2012). Next I consider how that scholarship
has also framed the emancipatory potential of political ecology, via examples relating
to ontology of diversity, politics of difference, ecological redistribution conflict,
cultural re-appropriation of nature, dialogue of knowledges and processes of territorial-
based resistance (and re-existence). The conclusion briefly considers the future of Latin
American political ecology and its wider influence.

POSTCARDS FROM LATIN AMERICA

The roots of political ecology stretch far back in time — before the great wave of
institutionalization of a new academic discipline in the 1970s and 1980s, before the
radical intellectual politics of the 1960s, before the revolutionary writings of early
twentieth-century anarchists, back to the advent of Marxism in the mid-nineteenth
century. Those roots spread far across space too, through Europe, Asia, Africa and the
Americas, in the roots and branches of anglophone, French, German, Spanish,
lusophone, Indian and Latin American political ecology (Leff, 2014, 2015a, 2015b;
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Freitas and Mozine, ch. 43 this volume). Here, the main focus is on Latin America and
its multifaceted contribution to this now quite international and intercultural research
enterprise.

Latin America, encompassing lands and peoples stretching from the Mexican—US
border to the southern tip of Argentina and Chile, has a fair claim to being the most
important region in the history and development of political ecology. For one thing, it
has long been a fertile source of thinking about how power relations infuse politics,
economics, ecologies and cultures through processes of de-territorialization and
re-territorialization that shape landscapes and people’s livelihoods. For another thing, it
has long been a favoured object of attention by writers both from within and without
the region. On both counts, Latin America has long prompted and shaped the political
ecology imaginary — with worldwide implications in terms of theory and practice.
Below, I explore selected Latin American contributions in relation to the
epistemological reflection and emancipation processes that give its identity to Latin
American political ecology.

While a case can be made for thinking of a nineteenth-century writer such as
Euclides da Cuna (see Hecht, 2008) or even Jorge Amado (e.g. his 1943 classic The
Violent Land) as proto-political ecologists, it is more overtly political thinkers and
activists such as José Marti (1963), José Carlos Maridtegui (1971), Frantz Fanon (2004)
and Aimé Césaire (1955) who are arguably precursors of Latin American political
ecology. In Marti’s (1963) affirmation that struggle was not between civilization and
‘barbarism’ but between false learning and nature, we find a critical response to
European epistemological-political colonization. From Maridtegui’s (1971) Latin
American Marxism, intended to root socialism in the traditions of indigenous peoples,
including restoration of their community life and productive organization, to the
liberation pedagogy of Paulo Freire (1970) and the eco-pedagogy of Leonardo Boff
(1997), we can trace a lineage of critical thinkers who have forged this research field.

Meanwhile, Eduardo Galeano (1971) recounted in The Open Veins of Latin America
the history of its exploitative colonialism. Here, he brought to light the production of
poverty generated through exploitation of the earth’s wealth, with feverish extraction of
gold and silver over centuries so rapacious that it had seemingly exhausted the hitherto
abundant supply of metals in the crust of Latin American territories while oppressing
and displacing traditionally resident populations — until, that is, the recent and fiercely
contested reinstatement of this exploitative form of capitalism expressed today via the
invasion of technologically advanced mineral and oil extraction enterprises in the
region (Alimonda, ch. 11 this volume). Likewise, poverty was produced in the old
agricultural latifundia (large agricultural estates) — for example, sugar cane in Cuba,
rubber in Brazil, bananas in Ecuador and Colombia — that also reappears today with
traditional forms of land exploitation as well as with new transgenic crops, biofuels and
other so-called ecological forms of capitalism. These historical and contemporary
manifestations serve to demonstrate the insatiable thirst of capital for nature that
triggers socio-environmental conflict at the core of political ecological processes in
Latin America and more generally in the global South (Svampa and Antonelli, 2009;
Svampa and Viale, 2014).

Political ecology in Latin America has been also nourished by a rich tradition of
anthropological and ethno-ecological research. For example, there is the analysis of
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John Murra (1956) regarding the organization of geographical space and vertical
ecological zones (also called ‘vertical archipelagos’: structures of exchange and access
to separate altitudinal resource zones or pisos ecologicos of the Andes) of the original
people of Tawantinsuyu (the Quechua name for the Inca Empire). In addition, work on
the cultural and ecological potentialities of Mesoamerica (e.g. Palerm and Wolf, 1972)
or the roots of ‘deep’ or ‘real’ Mexico (Bonfil Batalla, 1987) had an impact on the
research field. At the same time, the classic book Geografia da Fome [Geography of
Hunger] by the Brazilian physician, geographer and writer Josué de Castro (1946) was
a precursor to a legion of political ecology studies addressing critical health and other
problems faced by Latin American populations affected by ecological degradation in
their territories and linked to the actions of powerful outsiders. More recently, research
is connecting cultural anthropology and environmental geography through work about
the forging of a politics of territoriality and difference by socio-environmental
movements guided by principles of political autonomy and a cultural re-appropriation
of nature (see below). The field of political ecology is thus being forged in Latin
America through the welding of theoretical thinking, empirical research and political
action.

Indeed, in the emancipatory projects that they formulate, indigenous peoples in Latin
America assert that their struggles are simultaneously epistemological, political and
cultural processes. In the literature, this dialogue between theory and practice has been
exemplified over time by a variety of in-depth landmark case studies — for instance, in
pioneering research highlighting the defence of subsistence ecology by the Miskito
Indians in Nicaragua (Nietschmann, 1973), the extractive reserves of the seringueiros
(rubber tappers) in Brazil (Porto-Gongalves, 2001) and the activism of Afro-Colombian
communities fighting the appropriation of their territories in Colombia (Escobar, 2008).
Recently, scholars have sought to pull together and reflect on some of these historical
and contemporary threads, notably via a working group on political ecology established
in 2000 under the auspices of the Latin American Council of Social Sciences
(CLACSO) (Alimonda, 2002, 2006).

KNOWING POLITICAL ECOLOGY (EPISTEMOLOGY)

That Latin American experiences and scholarship have shaped the epistemological
bases of political ecology can be seen in the diverse contributions that have influenced,
often in differing ways, how the research field has understood its subject-matter.
Political ecology has its roots and establishes its disciplinary identity in the power
relations that cut across all theoretical, discursive and economic structures/strategies in
the social appropriation of nature (Marx, 1965; Foucault, 1980). Thus the practice of
political ecology notably concerns deconstruction of theories, decolonializing modes of
thinking and confrontation of strategies of power-in-knowledge that dominate Latin
American environments and peoples.

The classic case is dependency theorists, who tended to be centred on Latin America.
Here the preoccupation was to understand how and why Latin America was subjected
to economic domination, social inequality and ecological destruction at the hands of
European (and later US) powers over the course of centuries of colonial and



Political ecology: epistemology and emancipation 47

post-colonial subjugation — a process that is ongoing (Alimonda, ch. 11 this volume).
Latin American environmental thinking has reflected on how modern (i.e. Western)
rationality constructed an unsustainable world (Leis, 2001; Leff, 1995, 2004). Eco-
logical destruction generated by the exploitative appropriation of nature during the
colonial regime and then on to the present world economic order was accompanied by
the exclusion and eradication of traditional practices even as Western knowledge,
economic rationality and religious beliefs were imposed on the conquered territories.
These sweeping changes were simultaneously linked to the political and economic rise
of the West, as early capitalist relations of production were formed in and through
exploitation of the peoples and natural resources in the region.

Critical theorists writing in and/or about Latin America drew creatively on an earlier
generation of Marxist writers as well as influential Latin American intellectuals (e.g.
Raul Prebisch and the CEPAL School — who stressed the structural dimensions of the
region’s economic woes) to develop the theories of unequal exchange, underdevelop-
ment and dependency of the Third World on the First World in a world system
organized by and favouring the latter (e.g. Gunder-Frank, 1966; Dos Santos, 1978;
Wallerstein, 1974). Thus Cardoso and Faletto (1979), in Dependency and Development
in Latin America, connected unequal international economic exchange to the creation
of ‘enclave’ economies as well as the historical and political alliances and dynamics in
Latin American countries that facilitated such activity. This theory was fundamental to
the development of political ecology in so far as it conceived of dependency and
underdevelopment as a structural state of world affairs where poor nations provided the
natural resources and cheap labour in an unequal interchange for capital and tech-
nology from ‘developed’ nations. Here the cause of Latin American misery was firmly
connected to capitalist relations of production that underpinned the wealth and power
of Euro-America — and not, as some Western writers (such as Paul Ehrlich) had it, to
rapid population growth in the Third World (for critique from Latin America, see
Herrera et al., 1976). At the same time, dependency research was reinforced by studies
on ‘internal colonialism’ where hierarchies and inequalities are internalized and
constructed within the class structure of poor countries (Gonzédlez Casanova, 1965;
Stavenhagen, 1965). With the contemporary emergence of severe and intensifying
environmental crises, the dialectical relation of capital and ecology was incorporated
into these previously examined contradictions of the economic world order — prompting
in turn fresh critical understanding of how destruction of the ecological and cultural
potential for a more equitable, diverse autonomous and sustainable development of the
South has occurred (Leff, 1995).

This Latin American literature proved immensely popular to a new generation of
critical scholars, notably emerging in Western Europe and the USA in the 1960s and
1970s, who were also keen to challenge mainstream thinking about environmental
crises as a product of a Third World population ‘bomb’ or the ‘tragedy of the
commons’ (e.g. Ehrlich, 1968; Hardin, 1968). The emergence of political ecology in
these regions was thus strongly influenced by neo-Marxist thinking in general and
dependency theories in particular — with some scholars conducting their own research
in Latin America in this idiom (e.g. Wolf, 1982; Bunker, 1985). More generally, the
recurring focus in political ecology on unequal power relations — between rich and
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poor, North and South, men and women — owes much to this dependency literature
(Bryant and Bailey, 1997; Robbins, 2012).

Yet the epistemological inquiry did not stop there — in subsequent decades, political
ecology has continued to draw inspiration from the Latin American context. One such
example is the attention given to decolonial thinking, a way of looking at centuries of
oppression that widens the scope of analysis further from political economy to also
encompass cultural modes of power, domination and resistance.

Hence a critical literature has developed in recent times addressing the coloniality of
knowledge (e.g. Lander, 2000; Mignolo, 2000, 2011; Mignolo and Escobar, 2009;
Quijano, 2008). Decolonization of knowledge leads scholars to inquire how Eurocentric
ideas, stretching from ancient Greek philosophy to modern Western science and
technology, were introduced to traditional societies and cultures in Latin America
through conquest, colonization and globalization. This process entailed the systematic
subversion of indigenous modes of thinking, productive practices and cultural life-
worlds, which were belittled as being the antithesis of ‘modernity’ and ‘progress’.
However, such oppression and extermination generated an often fierce reaction, as
indigenous groups mounted political resistance and purposive actions for the decolon-
ization of knowledge as a condition for the re-appropriation of their bio-cultural
patrimony (Boege, 2008), the product of the co-evolution of their original cultures in
the ecological conditions of their living territories.

Fundamental to this process is the deconstruction of metaphysical thinking and
logocentric science instituted as a hegemonic way of conceiving reality constructed by
modern economic/scientific/technological rationality. This is an endeavour designed to
deepen understanding of the epistemological foundations of colonial regimes and their
power—knowledge strategies that dominate peoples and environments in Latin America
to such ill effect. At the same time, it is about helping to construct sustainable societies
rooted in the ecological potentialities and cultural identities of local peoples — an
initiative that involves decolonizing knowledge so as to liberate them from cultural as
well as political-economic exploitation, inequality and subjugation that hinders the
realization of alternative life-worlds.

Beyond a hermeneutic deconstruction of domineering knowledge, decolonization of
knowledge implies the recognition and revaluation of traditional and ‘other’ knowledge
systems — often labelled ‘local knowledge’, ‘popular wisdom’ or ‘folk science’. Long
rejected or ignored altogether in Western literature, this body of knowledge is variously
described as ‘indigenous science’ (De Gortari, 1963), ‘macro-systems’ (Lopez Austin
and Loépez Lujan, 1996), ‘native sciences’ (Cardona, 1986), ‘popular knowledge or
people’s science’ (Fals Borda, 1981, 1987) or ‘systems of indigenous knowledge’
(Argueta et al., 1994). This ‘non-Western’ understanding of the world is fundamental
for the construction of an alternative rationality capable of deconstructing the glo-
balized world-system and building other possible life-worlds. The construction of a
global world order founded in differences and specificities of diverse territories
emerges from peoples’ knowledge embedded in their ecological conditions and
embodied in their cultural being. Traditional ecological knowledge and ‘cultural
imaginaries of sustainability’ are the roots and sources of Latin American thinking,
offering new perspectives for sustainability (Leff, 2010, 2014).
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Scholars, as well as environmental activists and indigenous peoples, emphasize just
how high the stakes are in this epistemological struggle. Colonization of knowledge has
been a fundamental instrument for cultural submission and appropriation of nature,
from the original conquest of peoples and their territories to present strategies framed
by the ‘geopolitics of sustainable development’ (Leff, 2002). Indeed, today, such
colonial thinking is increasingly found as territories are revalued and re-appropriated as
areas for the development of the euphemistically called ‘green economy’. Here, this
involves such things as unrestrained exploitation of non-renewable resources (oil, coal,
minerals), biodiversity ‘conservation’ through the transformation of bio-diverse eco-
systems to commercial mono-cropping to absorb greenhouse gases and foster bio-
technological prospecting for the production of cellulose, transgenic crops, foodstuffs,
genetically modified forestry and agro-biofuels — all designed to underpin and/or revive
economic growth in ‘developed’ countries in the West as well as key emerging
economies such as China, India and Brazil. As such, decolonizing knowledge,
epistemological vigilance and critical thinking about the power strategies that are being
deployed in the contemporary geopolitics of sustainable development are central to the
fight-back against the rampant forces of global capital that combine traditional and new
forms of exploitation and oppression in Latin America (as well as in the rest of the
global South).

This task involves deconstructing theories embedded in the politico-economic world
order and embodied in the life-worlds of people throughout Latin America (and
beyond). The idea is to disable institutionalized structures that uphold an unsustainable
rationality. Deconstructionism thus unveils the ways that knowledge was constructed
and inscribed in the world system such that today it dominates the order of life on
earth. Political ecology research assesses precisely where ontological difference turned
into social inequality, where being-in-the-world turned into world ‘thingness’, where
the reflection of nature and human labour turned into abstract ideas based on
generalized monetary value. Decolonizing knowledge is therefore an epistemological
condition for deconstructing the exploitative trends of the global economy and reviving
the ecological potentials and cultural meanings of local people, thereby giving life to
alternative modes of production, thinking and being.

This is indeed a complex and challenging task, demanding new ways of thinking
arising from these subjugated places of being and enunciation where discursive power
strategies are wielded and welded. In a globalized world, the social re-appropriation of
nature is inevitably rooted in the reinvention of cultural identities. The rescuing and
reconstruction of traditional knowledge occurs precisely in the encounter of conflicting
rationalities, as well as through intercultural hybridization and a dialogue of knowl-
edges. A sustainable world is hence constructed in the clash of thoughts and actions, in
cultural re-identifications, as well as in the reinvention of practices, negotiation of
interests, and expression of existential meanings through the social re-appropriation of
nature in a plural world based firmly on ecological productivity and social justice.

Indeed, Latin American political ecology seeks to articulate an ‘alternative environ-
mental rationality’ centred on ecological sustainability and cultural meanings that
builds on rooting critical thinking in new life-territories through political practices. This
is not simply the application of deconstructive theories, complex sciences and sustain-
ability blueprints to the design of new cultural territories; it goes well beyond the
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purpose of adapting technologies to the ecological and social conditions of Latin
America, building a new dominion of knowledge subject to the global ‘comparative
advantage’ of the ecological conditions and natural resources endowments located in
Latin American countries.

Deconstructing theory and decolonizing knowledge precisely entails politicizing the
ontology of diversity, difference and otherness to thereby construct sustainability
discourses and practices rooted in specific cultural territories rather than Western
scientific narratives based on universalist concepts, as well as de-politicizing notions
such as biodiversity hotspots, ecosystem services and sustainable development, that in
the end disregard the ecological conditions of life and disrespect local peoples’
existential conditions and knowledge systems (Leff, 2004, 2014). As noted below, this
politicization process requires establishing and enforcing rights for cultural diversity
that undergird construction of ‘territories of difference’ (Escobar, 2008) while promot-
ing a political ethics of otherness. This process opens new perspectives in the
deconstruction of the unitary hegemonic global world founded on scientific ‘objectiv-
ity’ and the conceptual universals of pure reason, in order to construct instead a world
founded on differentiated ecological potentials and cultural meanings. It seeks nothing
less than the reorientation of the destiny of humanity — guided by the hetero-genesis of
natural and cultural diversity arising from eco-cultural co-evolution — in support of the
construction of a future global world integrated by different cultural projects of the
sustainability of life.

Deconstruction of modern rationality thus goes beyond a paradigmatic shift from
Western mechanistic and structural science to a new episteme of generalized ecology
and complex thinking. ‘Normal’ epistemology is de-centred by environmental rational-
ity. The environment is hence not the milieu that surrounds material and symbolic
processes centred on their internal organizing principles: it is not only an ‘externality’
of the economic system and logocentric sciences that can be internalized by a holistic
view, a systemic approach or an interdisciplinary method (Canguilhem, 1971, 1977;
Leff, 1986, 2001). The environment, as an epistemological category, emerges as the
exteriority of scientific and economic rationalities, as the ‘other’ of totalitarian
knowledge; it calls us to rethink relations between the Real and the Symbolic in order
to enable people to construct sustainable futures. Environmental rationality goes
beyond a hermeneutics of nature’s meanings in order to re-signify nature through
language, symbolic codes and power strategies, involving visions, feelings, reasons and
interests that are debated as power strategies in the political arena. Thus it guides
socio-environmental movements in their quest for the social re-appropriation of nature
(Left, 2004, 2014).

While both decolonial thinking and the articulation of an alternative environmental
rationality have so far had a greater impact on the epistemology bases of political
ecology as practised inside Latin America, it is nonetheless the case that such political
epistemology is gaining prominence outside the region. To take but one example, calls
for an indigenous political ecology that is notably based in American Indian thinking
and territories in various parts of the USA today clearly are based on advocacy of
decolonization (see Middleton, ch. 40 this volume) — part of a broader ‘epistemic
decolonial turn’ (Grosfoguel, 2007).
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ENACTING POLITICAL ECOLOGY (EMANCIPATION)

The contribution of Latin America to the wider international political ecology com-
munity can also be seen in the invaluable intellectual interventions as well as empirical
examples (i.e. social movement practice) that inform a political ecology of emancipa-
tion. Here, enacting political ecology builds on knowing political ecology (and vice
versa) in ways that go to the heart of political ecology today.

Critical to this endeavour are the strategies for territorializing the ontological
principles of diversity, difference and otherness in a ‘cultural politics of difference’.
Building on the sorts of epistemological deconstruction and reconstruction noted above,
the ontology of diversity is firmly based in the location-specific socio-natural practices
and understandings of Latin America’s indigenous peoples. As scholars observe, this
involves the rejection of a Western process in which nature was ‘constructed’ as an
ontological order: nature as physis embraced the Real. Later on, the naturalness of
reality became a fundamental argument to legitimate the ‘real existing order’. Yet this
‘naturalness’ of the order of things became the metaphysical foundation of an
anti-nature rationality as, in modernity, nature was converted into an object of scientific
inquiry as well as an input — as raw material — for economic production under
capitalism. In short, nature was de-naturalized from the ecological and thermodynamic
order of life. The emancipatory response here is to reconstruct nature, albeit not based
on essentialist ontology. Rather, reconstruction follows a hybrid path — physical,
organic, symbolic, techno-economic — through the encounter and confrontation of
heterogeneous rationalities and practices that are part-and-parcel of the reinvention of
cultural identities and of new productive strategies for the conservation and sustainable
use of their natural resources. Such ontology of diversity reflects both the heterogene-
ous conditions, interests and perceptions of indigenous peoples across Latin America
and recognition of the need to engage through a dialogue of knowledges with broader
trends in the world.

Ontology of diversity and difference derives from a fundamental ontological con-
dition: the sources of life. Following Erwin Schrodinger’s (1969; originally published
in 1944) insight on the thermodynamic condition of life, I call it ‘negentropy’.
Negentropy is that strange ‘reason’ of life, the cosmological ‘error’ (as the late
nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche would have it) that brought
life from chaos: the principle of life drawn from the transformation of solar energy into
biochemical energy through photosynthesis. Environmental rationality embraces two
principles: the production of life and the production of existence. Thus sustainable
production is based on the negentropic conditions of production based on the ecological
potentials of the earth and the cultural creativity of the peoples that inhabit the living
planet. Concurrently, environmental rationality deconstructs and encounters the hege-
monic modern economic, scientific and technological rationality that drives unsustain-
able economic growth to the increasing degradation of ecological organization and
ultimately to the entropic death of the planet (Georgescu-Roegen, 1971; Left, 2004).
Political ecology faces the challenge of harnessing and reversing this process of
entropic degradation by prompting negentropic thermodynamic processes in the con-
struction of a social order founded in the immanence of life, the ecological productivity
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of the biosphere, and culturally innovative practices that preserve and enhance the
sources of life on the planet.

Engagement with a politics of difference has been a hallmark of Latin American
political ecology. Here, cultural diversity and ontological difference are at the core of
such a politics, which seeks to disrupt unitary and controlling systems of knowledge,
power and culture that have long afflicted indigenous people across the region. As
Escobar (20006) notes, ‘ecologies of difference’ connect to different cultural meanings
being assigned to nature, with power dynamics implicated in this process. Hence those
meanings are linked to the political assertion of human rights to thereby confront
hegemonic systems — based on individual private rights (that underpin the ‘rights of the
market’ and intellectual property rights) forged in keeping with Western law and
judicial thinking — in order to construct alternative ways of inhabiting the world based
on collective rights over the ‘commons’. Concurrently, there is a commonality that
could be the leitmotif of political ecology itself: political difference is the right to be
different, the right to differ: to contest the already existent reality and to conceive the
construction of a sustainable world through the deployment of ontology of différance
(Derrida, 1982) through a politics of difference. In a context in which some political
ecologists warn of the de-politicizing tendencies of the current neoliberal times
(Swyngedouw, ch. 10 this volume), the assertion of political difference in Latin
American political ecology assumes a far wider significance.

A critical ethics of otherness (Levinas, 1969) is vital to this enterprise in so far as it
helps to dissolve the unitary and universal ontology of being and epistemologies that
inform the hegemonic world economic and political order today. Beyond the intrinsic
moral well-being that flows from such an ethics (i.e. acknowledging common rights,
the rights of others, as well as indigenous and local people’s rights, needs and
perceptions), it is also essential in that it destabilizes powerful and established ways of
domination and of being-in-the-world, by restraining the unleashing of the will to
power (Nietzsche, 1968) arising from the lack-in-being of the symbolic-unconscious
condition of humankind (Lacan, 2006) and building new social norms to live peacefully
and sustainably in a world of cultural differences. The ‘Other’ is incommensurate and
untranslatable; it does not assimilate to a consensus of conflicting differences or to
common knowledge through communicative rationality (Habermas, 1984). In a way,
this ethics and cultural politics of difference subverts the domineering theoretical,
scientific and techno-economic hegemonic rationality. The construction of a sustainable
world is viewed as the outcome of a dialogue of knowledges, understood as the
conflictive encounter of cultural beings, of different modes of being-in-the-world.

Enacting political ecology has also revolved around a clear sense of how past and
present hegemonic power structures impinge on people’s everyday lives. To plot a
strategy of emancipation involves an often highly location-specific sense of multi-
faceted ecological distribution conflicts (i.e. unequal allocation of environmental costs
and benefits as well as associated conflicts; see Martinez-Alier, 1995) geared by
multiple power structures. In effect, socio-environmental conflicts encapsulate the
battle between sameness and otherness, likeness and difference, and ontological
uniformity and diversity. While assessment of these conflicts is by no means confined
to Latin America, this region affords an especially rich setting within which to explore
and test this concept — with insights that then inform wider thinking about it.
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In Latin America, the idea that socio-ecological justice and emancipation is based on
the ‘cultural re-appropriation of nature’ is central to political ecology analysis. If the
ethical politics of otherness points towards the pacific coexistence of different ways of
being-in-the-world, the varieties of ways in which human cultures construct nature
open political ecology to conflicts of ‘equality in difference’ arising from different
cultural visions and valuations of nature, as well as the confrontation of cultural/
economic rights to appropriate nature and to territorialize cultural diversity. However,
difference of cultural values and visions does not become a political force by virtue of
their ontological and ethical principles per se. Rather, to legitimize differences that
privilege new values and empower cultural beings hitherto subjugated (e.g. the buen
vivir or ‘living well’ of Andean indigenous peoples; see Huanacuni, 2010) is to
confront the saturation effects of the forced homogenization of life induced by Western
metaphysical thinking and modern rationality. Politics of difference thus emerges as the
resistance of cultural beings to the dominion of global hegemonic homogeneity, as well
as to the associated objectifying of people and their environments. Indeed, the push for
equality within the scope of (Western-style) human rights and its juridical procedures
based on individual rights ignores the political principle of ‘equality in difference’ that
claims its rights precisely in a culture of diversity and otherness.

Finally, Latin American experience and scholarship has pointed the way forward by
highlighting the complex but nonetheless vital link between processes of resistance and
re-territorialization. Here, emancipation occurs in part through the re-assertion of
territorial control — a process that is as important as it is unique: ‘any territory is a
territory of difference in that it entails unique place and region making, ecologically,
culturally, and socially’ (Escobar, 2008: 25). Thus, for example, the construction of
extractive reserves in the Brazilian Amazonia by the seringueiros (rubber gatherers)
was simultaneously cultural identification, re-appropriation of nature, challenge to
wider political and economic power structures, and territorial claims-making (Porto-
Gongalves, 2001). Indeed, these political actions are more than processes of resistance:
they entail movements for re-existence of peoples and nature (Porto-Gongalves, 2002).

CONCLUSION

This chapter has examined political ecology in relation to its articulation as an
international research field that has been significantly shaped by Latin American
scholarship and experiences. While the political ecology imaginary is certainly not
reducible to that literature and empirical record, it is not far-fetched to argue that it has
had an important influence on that imaginary. Of course the boundaries of knowledge
are relatively porous: just as Latin Americans have inspired writers elsewhere in the
world, so too have that region’s scholars drawn insight from Eurocentric thinking, as is
the case of the rooting of postmodern thinking in the practice of political ecology.
Latin America’s encounter with political ecology has been a long-standing affair with
roots going back many decades and linked to a rich history of political and intellectual
activism designed to fight oppressive conditions of coloniality. As this chapter showed,
that encounter remains intense today, notably in relation to epistemological and
emancipatory issues that provide novel theoretical and practical insights that encompass
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everything from decolonization to re-territorialization, from environmental rationality
to cultural re-appropriation of nature, and from dependency political economies and
ecological distribution conflicts to a cultural politics of difference based on an ethics of
otherness. Such thinking and practice is unparalleled, offering hope to indigenous
peoples, social movement activists and academics both within and without the region to
build a sustainable world order.

The future of Latin American political ecology remains bright both in relation to the
broader international research field and with regard to its contribution to locally
grounded activist agendas. The literature shows that there are different doors into the
field of political ecology. It demonstrates that political ecologists can ‘make a
difference’ through both intellectual and activist work that speaks to those who are
socially and ecologically marginalized: the long-proclaimed focal point of the research
field as a whole. Above all, it reveals that hope is not misplaced when it is combined
with the strategic sense of what political ecology is all about in facing the human
challenge of constructing a sustainable and meaningfully diverse world order.

NOTE

* For a more extended account of a number of the issues contained in this chapter, see Leff (2014).

REFERENCES

Alimonda, H. (ed.) (2002), Ecologia Politica: Naturaleza, Sociedad y Utopia [Political Ecology: Nature,
Society and Utopia], Buenos Aires: CLACSO.

Alimonda, H. (ed.) (2006), Los Tormentos de la Materia: Aportes para una Ecologia Politica Latino-
americana [Material Torments: Contributions to a Latin American Political Ecology], Buenos Aires:
CLACSO.

Amado, J. (1989; first published 1943), The Violent Land, trans. S. Putnam, London: Collins Harvill.

Argueta, A., L.M. Cano Asseleih and M.E. Rodarte (1994), Atlas de las Plantas de la Medicina Tradicional
Mexicana [Atlas of the Plants used in Traditional Mexican Medicine], 3 vols, México: Instituto Nacional
Indigenista.

Boege, E. (2008), El Patrimonio Biocultural de los Pueblos Indigenas de México: Hacia la Conservacion in
situ de la Biodiversidad y Agro-biodiversidad en los Territorios Indigenas [The Biocultural Heritage of
Indigenous Peoples of Mexico: Towards in situ Conservation of Biodiversity and Agro-biodiversity in
Indigenous Territories], México: INAH/Comisién Nacional para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indigenas.

Boft, L. (1997), Ecology: Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis.

Bonfil Batalla, G. (1987), El México Profundo: una Civilizacion Negada [‘Deep’/‘Real’ Mexico: a
Neglected Civilization], México: Grijalbo.

Bryant, R.L. and S. Bailey (1997), Third World Political Ecology, London: Routledge.

Bunker, S.G. (1985), Underdeveloping the Amazon, Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press.

Canguilhem, G. (1971), La Connaissance de la Vie [Knowledge of Life], Paris: J. Vrin.

Canguilhem, G. (1977), Idéologie et Rationalité dans L’histoire des Sciences de la Vie [Ideology and
Rationality in the History of the Life Sciences], Paris: J. Vrin.

Cardona, G.R. (1986), La Foresta di Piume: Manuale di Etnoscienzia [The Forest of Feathers: Ethnoscience
Manual], Roma: Editore Laterza.

Cardoso, FH. and E. Faletto (1979), Dependency and Development in Latin America, Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press.

Césaire, A. (1955), Discourse on Colonialism, New York: Monthly Review Press.

de Castro, J. (1946), Geografia da Fome [Geography of Hunger], Rio de Janeiro: O Cruzeiro.



Political ecology: epistemology and emancipation 55

De Gortari, E. (1963), La Ciencia en la Historia de México [Science in the History of Mexico], México:
Fondo de Cultura Econémica.

Derrida, J. (1982), Margins of Philosophy, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Dos Santos, T. (1978), Imperialismo y Dependencia [Imperialism and Dependency], México: Edition Era.

Ehrlich, P. (1968), The Population Bomb, New York: Ballantine.

Escobar, A. (2006), ‘An ecology of difference: equality and conflict in a glocalized world’, Focaal:
European Journal of Anthropology, 47, 120-40.

Escobar, A. (2008), Territories of Difference, Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Fals Borda, O. (1981), ‘La Ciencia del Pueblo’, Investigacion Participativa y Praxis Rural: Nuevos
Conceptos en Educacion y Desarrollo Comunal [People’s Science, Participative Research and Rural
Praxis: New Concepts in Education and Communitarian Development], Lima: Editorial Mosca Azul.

Fals Borda, O. (1987), Ciencia Propia y Colonialismo Intelectual: Los Nuevos Rumbos [Own Science and
Intellectual Colonialism: New Directions], 3rd edn, Bogotd: Carlos Valencia Editores.

Fanon, F. (2004), The Wretched of the Earth, New York: Grove.

Foucault, M. (1980), Power/Knowledge, New York: Pantheon.

Freire, P. (1970), Pedagogy of the Oppressed, New York: Continuum.

Galeano, E. (1971), Open Veins of Latin America, New York: Monthly Review Press.

Georgescu-Roegen, N. (1971), The Entropy Law and the Economic Process, Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Gonzilez Casanova, P. (1965), ‘Internal colonialism and national development’, Studies in Comparative
International Development, 1 (4), 27-37.

Grosfoguel, R. (2007), ‘The epistemic decolonial turn’, Cultural Studies, 21, 211-23.

Gunder-Frank, A. (1966), The Development of Underdevelopment, New York: Monthly Review Press.

Habermas, J. (1984), Theory of Communicative Action, Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

Hardin, G. (1968), ‘The tragedy of the commons’, Science, 162, 1243-8.

Hecht, S.B. (2008), ‘The last unfinished page of Genesis: Euclides da Cunha and the Amazon’, Novos
Cadernos [New Notebooks], 11 (1), 5-38.

Herrera, A.O., H.D. Scolnik, G. Chichilnisky, G.C. Gallopin, J.E. Hardoy, D. Mosovich, E. Oteiza, G.L. de
Romero Brest, C.E. Suarez and L. Talavera (1976), Catastrophe or New Society: a Latin American
Model, Ottawa: International Development Research Centre.

Huanacuni, E. (2010), Vivir Bien/Buen Vivir: Filosofia, Politicas, Estrategias y Experiencias Regionales
[Living Well/Good Living: Regional Philosophy, Policies, Strategies and Experiences], La Paz: Convenio
Andrés Bello/Instituto Internacional de Integracion.

Lacan, J. (2006), Ecrits [ Writings]: the First Complete Edition in English, trans. by B. Fink, New York:
W.W. Norton & Co.

Lander, E. (ed.) (2000), La Colonialidad del Saber [The Coloniality of Knowledge], Buenos Aires:
CLACSO.

Leff, E. (ed.) (1986), Los Problemas del Conocimiento y la Perspectiva Ambiental del Desarrollo [The
Problems of Knowledge and the Environmental Perspective of Development], México: Siglo XXI
Editores.

Leff, E. (1995), Green Production: Towards an Environmental Rationality, New York: Guilford.

Leff, E. (2001), Epistemologia Ambiental [Environmental Epistemology], Sao Paulo: Cortez Editora.

Leff, E. (2002), ‘La geopolitica de la biodiversidad y del desarrollo sustentable: economizacién del mundo,
racionalidad ambiental y reapropiacién social de la naturaleza’ [The geopolitics of biodiversity and
sustainable development: economization of the world, environmental rationality and social
re-appropriation of nature], in A.E. Cecefia and E. Sader (eds), La Guerra Infinita: Hegemonia y Terror
Mundial [The Endless War: Hegemony and Global Terror], Buenos Aires: CLACSO-ASDI, pp. 191-216.

Leff, E. (2004), Racionalidad Ambiental: La Apropiacion Social de la Naturaleza [Environmental
Rationality: Social Re-appropriation of Nature], México: Siglo XXI Editores.

Leff, E. (2010), ‘Imaginarios sociales y sustentabilidad’ [Social imaginaries and sustainability], Cultura y
Representaciones Sociales [Culture and Social Representations], 9, 42-121.

Leff, E. (2012), ‘Latin American environmental thinking: a heritage of knowledge for sustainability’,
Environmental Ethics, 34, 431-50.

Left, E. (2014), La Apuesta por la Vida: Imaginarios Sociales e Imaginacion Sociolégica en los Territorios
Ambientales del Sur [The Bet with Life: Social Imaginaries and Sociological Imagination in Environ-
mental Territories of the South], Mexico City: Siglo XXI Editores.



56 International handbook of political ecology

Leff, E. (2015a), ‘The power-full distribution of knowledge in political ecology: a view from the South’, in
T. Perreault, G. Bridge and J. McCarthy (eds), Routledge Handbook of Political Ecology, London:
Routledge, pp. 64-75.

Left, E. (2015b), ‘Political ecology: a Latin American perspective’, Desenvolvimento e Meio Ambiente, 35
(dossier Sociedade e Natureza na América Latina — conexdes e (des) conexdes), UFPR, Curitiba, Brazil
(in print).

Leis, H. (2001), La Modernidad Insustentable: Las Criticas del Ambientalismo a la Sociedad Contem-
pordnea [Unsustainable Modernity: Criticisms of Environmentalism in Contemporary Society], Monte-
video: PNUMA/Nordan.

Levinas, E. (1969), Totality and Infinity: an Essay on Exteriority, Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University
Press.

Lopez Austin, A. and L. Lépez-Lujan (1996), Mexico’s Indigenous Past, trans. by B.R. Ortiz de Montellano,
Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press.

Mariategui, J.C. (1971), Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruvian Reality, Austin, TX: University of Texas
Press.

Marti, J. (1963), Obras Completas [Complete Works], Havana: Editorial Nacional de Cuba.

Martinez-Alier, J. (1995), ‘Political ecology, distributional conflicts and economic incommensurability’,
New Left Review, 211, 70-88.

Marx, K. (1965), Euvres, Economie I [Economy Writings 1], Paris: Gallimard.

Mignolo, W. (2000), Local Histories/Global Designs, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Mignolo, W. (2011), Modernity and Decoloniality, Oxford: Oxford Bibliographies.

Mignolo, W. and A. Escobar (eds) (2009), Globalization and the Decolonial Option, London: Routledge.

Murra, J. (1956), The Economic Organization of the Inca State, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Nietschmann, B. (1973), Between Land and Water, New York: Seminar Press.

Nietzsche, F. (1968), The Will to Power, New York: Vintage.

Palerm, A. and E. Wolf (1972), ‘Potencial ecolégico y desarrollo cultural en Mesoamérica’ [Ecological
potential and cultural development in Central America], in A. Palerm and E. Wolf (eds), Agricultura y
Civilizacion en Mesoamérica [Agriculture and Civilization in Central America], México: Secretaria de
Educacion Publica, SepSetentas, pp. 149-205.

Porto-Gongalves, C.W. (2001), Geo-grafias: Movimientos Sociales, Nuevas Territorialidades y Sustent-
abilidad [Geo-graphies: Social Movements, New Territorialities and Sustainability], México: Siglo XXI.

Porto-Gongalves, C.W. (2002), ‘O latifindio genético e a r-existéncia indigeno-camponesa’ [Genetic
landlordism and the re-existing indigenous-peasant], Geographia, 4 (8), 7-30.

Quijano, A. (2008), ‘Coloniality of power, eurocentrism, and social classification’, in M. Moraiia, E. Dussel
and C.A. Jauregui (eds), Coloniality at Large: Latin America and the Postcolonial Debate, Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, pp. 181-224.

Robbins, P. (2012), Political Ecology, 2nd edn, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.

Schrodinger, E. (1969; originally published in 1944), What is Life? The Physical Aspect of the Living Cell,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Stavenhagen, R. (1965), ‘Classes, colonialism, and acculturation: essay on the system of inter-ethnic
relations in Mesoamerica’, Studies in Comparative International Development, 1 (6), 53-77.

Svampa, M. and M. Antonelli (eds) (2009), Mineria Transnacional, Narrativas del Desarrollo y Resisten-
cias Sociales [Transnational Mining, Development Narratives and Social Resistance], Buenos Aires:
Biblos.

Svampa, M. and E. Viale (2014), Maldesarrollo: La Argentina del Extractivismo y del Despojo [Bad
Development: Extractivist Argentina and Dispossession], Buenos Aires: Ediciones Katz.

Wallerstein, 1. (1974), The Modern World-System, vol. 1, New York: Academic Press.

Wolf, E. (1982), Europe and the People without History, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.



5. Connecting political ecology and French
geography: on tropicality and radical thought

Denis Gautier and Baptiste Hautdidier

One of the more under-appreciated aspects of the story of political ecology is how it
has been articulated in the francophone world, and with what possible affinities to
Anglo-American scholarship. It is a tale of fragmentary conversations, contrasting
scholarly and normative concerns, as well as sometimes mutually indifferent academic
cultures. And yet, as this chapter argues, the two political ecology traditions also
resonate at times in intriguing ways, pointing to areas of commonality that provide
some basis for deeper connections in the future. In what follows, we provide a selective
assessment of French scholarship in order to highlight these contrasting concerns and
areas of possible commonality, thereby underscoring fruitful synergies at the interface
of French and Anglo-American political ecology.

Our chapter thus takes issue with the idea that French political ecology may be
reduced to a view that sees it as an intellectual script for France’s green movement
unconnected to francophone academia. While it is true that ‘political ecology’ in France
was not as clearly and extensively embedded in the discipline of geography (and
anthropology) as in Anglo-American political ecology — with the latter’s focus on
access to and control over natural resources — this does not mean that debates
recognizable to a ‘broadly defined political ecology’ have been absent in the former
(see Whiteside, 2002 for a contrasting study of French eco-philosophy and Anglo-
American environmental politics). To the contrary, and based in different intellectual
traditions concerning nature—society relationships, a complex, multifaceted if often
problematic French political ecology has developed over the years, drawing on
‘home-grown’ ideas of region, terroir, territory and landscape. Lacking the greater
unity of the Anglo-American tradition, this fissiparous body of French scholarship,
notably based in geography and agrarian development, has stoked impassioned debate
since at least the time of Vidal de la Blache and Elisée Reclus in the nineteenth century.
And yet, we argue, this rich intellectual tradition has often been held back because of
an insufficient regard for the role of politics in understanding human—environmental
relations.

This has led, in turn, to a curious imbalance in French influence on the development
of Anglo-American political ecology — because the latter certainly draws on French
thinking. On the one hand, even a cursory glance at Anglo-American texts (Agrawal,
2005; Peet et al., 2010; Peluso and Watts, 2001; Robbins, 2004) shows the dominance
of contemporary French theorists: Foucault, Latour (and Callon), followed by Deleuze
(and Derrida), as well as Lefebvre (and Ranciére). Such texts also refer to other French
intellectual trends — from Lévi-Strauss’s structuralism to Braudel’s longue durée, and
from Bourdieu’s sociology to the heterodox ‘régulation’ school of Boyer, Aglietta and
Lipietz (Peet et al., 2010). On the other hand, Anglo-Americans occasionally cite some
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French geographers from the past — notably, the radical environmental researcher Elisée
Reclus (1830-1905) and the tropical geographer Pierre Gourou (1900-1999) (who is
discussed below).

This chapter thus selectively examines elements and ambiguities in the development
of a broadly understood political ecology tradition in French scholarship, with
particular attention to geography. This discussion is important because it both high-
lights important scholarly contributions and debates that have usually failed to gain
traction outside the francophone world and suggests possible areas of commonality that
might underpin future connections between French and Anglo-American political
ecology.

LOST IN ‘TRANSLATION’

The impact of specific academic cultures — bounded by particular languages as well as
modes of (discipline-based) behaviour — on the development of a research field such as
political ecology is not to be gainsaid. Diverse issues such as the unevenness of
‘intercultural translation’ (de Sousa Santos, 2012) or the particularities of academic
distinction-making (Bourdieu, 1988) present or obscure opportunities for the exchange
of ideas that shape a field.

Thus, for instance, diverse francophone traditions in the geographical sciences
include committed thinkers who have followed the broad trajectory originally plotted
by Elisée Reclus — someone that Robbins (2004) argues is a landmark thinker in early
critical environmental research. Unfortunately, and despite his immense body of work,
the militant activism of Reclus meant that he was long ostracized by most of the French
academic world. Much later, authors such as Lacoste (2005) and Brunet (Brunet et al.,
1984) sought affiliation with his work, albeit for different reasons. However, such
intellectual enterprises were far from the integration of science and environmental
activism that can be seen in some Anglo-American writing. It is thus fair to say that the
Histoire d’un Ruisseau [History of a Stream], arguably one of the most influential
works of Reclus (2005 [1869]), has had a fairly limited impact on the development of
political ecology.

Yet some French scholarship, based notably in anthropology, did have such an
impact, inspiring Anglo-American writing in the 1970s and 1980s. Thus the economic
anthropologist Claude Meillassoux (1964) famously studied the economic systems of
pre-capitalist societies — in particular the Gouro of the Ivory Coast — using Marxist
concepts of infrastructure, superstructure and historical materialism. Social engagement
complemented such scholarship— notably the “Tournon Street seminars’ — which he
gave and that combined science and activism — something echoed by the scholar-
activism of the ‘Berkeley School’ of political ecology. At the same time, some
Anglo-Americans also drew on the research of the political anthropologist Emmanuel
Terray (1969) who fitted in with Louis Althusser’s Marxist project (1965 [1996]).
Terray’s dynamic analysis of the Abron kingdom of Gyaman in pre-colonial Africa thus
went well beyond being a standard historical monograph, instead offering a fully
fledged account of political anthropology (Terray, 1995). Work by these French
anthropologists was useful to the likes of Piers Blaikie and Michael Watts, as they
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sought to incorporate the political dimensions of class struggle into a cultural ecology
that lacked political awareness (Shenton and Watts, 1979).

Yet such instances of intercultural translation were few and far between. Instead,
there was usually relative reciprocal ignorance between the Anglo-American and
French-speaking epistemic communities (Fall, 2007b). Consider for instance a few
notable features of French geography for which the timeline differs crucially from the
anglophone one: (i) Marxism was explicitly rejected in the 1980s by most of French
academia, while it remained alive on Anglo-American campuses (Lévy, 1985); (ii) the
relationship of research to fieldwork (terrain) was dismissed in the mid-1970s by the
influential founders of the radical Espace-Temps journal as a practice that led to
‘visual pointillism’ — that is, something that hindered ‘real’ science while obscuring the
human/physical divide (Sivignon, 2011); (iii) while modelling underpinned a quantita-
tive surge in France well into the 1990s linked to the likes of Groupe Dupont and
Roger Brunet; (iv) politics, often subdued among many French geographers, was
nonetheless sometimes reflected in a heterogeneous activism centred on such things as
decolonization, French leftist politics and the perceived ongoing relevance of France’s
May 1968 ‘uprising’; (v) and environment, yet a traditional concern of geographers was
later ‘sacrificed” during geography’s ‘spatial turn’ (see also Lacoste, 1982). While the
situation in the 2000s changed slowly, French geography remained wedded to conven-
tional dichotomies (in the Vidalian tradition), especially in its teaching — human/
physical, urban/rural, regional/general (Chivallon, 2003) — in contrast to developments
in Anglo-American academia that emphasized hybridity and fluidity across such
dichotomies.

Sometimes, too, there were simply contrasting expectations of the value of research.
Partly this was about literal translation and how a work is ‘read’ in different languages.
A personal anecdote of Louis Dupont (L’Espace Géographique, 2004, cited in Fall,
2007a: 114) is revealing here. The Quebec-born scholar recalls how his initial
enthusiastic reading of English translations of the work of Michel Foucault during his
time as an undergraduate student at Louisiana State University later waned somewhat
when he consulted the original texts. There, Foucault’s discourse, which had once
appeared to him complex and sophisticated, ended up coming across as somewhat
blunt, and rather narrowly focused on France’s structures of knowledge.

Partly it was also about different politics underpinning scholarship. An interview
with David Harvey (2001) is illustrative here. When asked by the editors of New Left
Review how the géopolitique of Yves Lacoste (Bowd and Clayton, 2012; Lacoste, 1973,
2000) and the works on urbanism of Henri Lefebvre (1991) could or should have
influenced him, Harvey revealingly observes that neither of these lines of thought was
most influential among French geographers in the 1970s. Indeed, during his stay in
Paris in 1976 and 1977 while working on The Limits of Capital, he recalled his
increasing frustration with local intellectual life — whether it was shaped by the
‘arrogance’ of Althusserian thinkers (mostly non-geographers) or the apolitical stance
of allegedly Marxist geographers.

Pierre George was the leading figure among the latter. An early affiliate of the French
Communist Party, George nonetheless grounded his academic research in ‘Vidalian’
geography in that he valued description and possibilism over modelling or environ-
mental determinism (Manzagol, 2008). His use of Marxism amounted to a description
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of the proactive development of ‘productive forces’ (Clerval, 2011), and their one-way
effect on social practice rather than on core Marxist concepts such as the relations of
production or dialectics (Harvey, 2001). This restricted vision was thus heavily
‘economistic’ in the 1950s, while later embracing a broader ‘technicist’ viewpoint. Yet
this evolution of thinking was subsequently denounced as a mere ideological varnish
that masked political irrelevancy (Lévy, 1985; Pailhé, 1981). His temptation — accord-
ing to Pailhé (1981) — of equating Marxism with rationalism and planning qualifies
George as a modernist scholar. This stance can also be seen in a landmark early work
that he wrote on the environment (George, 1971). In a recent panegyric on it, Yvette
Veyret (Di Méo et al.,, 2008) aptly underlines its pioneering dimensions: prophecies
about the generalization of market-based instruments as well as of fear- and guilt-based
environmental discourses; an emphasis on issues of vulnerability; and a confident
anti-Malthusianism. A political dimension was thus present here but lacked critical
depth — something, in contrast, that is vital to research in Anglo-American political
ecology.

There is here therefore a history of missed connections, occasional influence and
mutual incomprehension if not outright indifference. This pattern of behaviour can also
often be seen in research conducted in the global South where both French and
Anglo-American scholars have long undertaken research that, in some respects at least,
has shown some intriguing affinities.

GOUROU’S TROPICALITY: ON THE THRESHOLD OF POLITICAL
ECOLOGY

Although for reasons that are different from the case of Reclus, the influential scholar
Pierre Gourou could also have been a source of inspiration for political ecologists had
he not stopped on the threshold of a full articulation of the political.

Central to his intellectual impact was the way that Gourou conceptualized what he
called ‘techniques d’encadrement’ (social techniques) for the study of the peasant
world. With this concept, he was going beyond simply describing the environmental
interactions of peasants by assimilating that world to larger superstructures as a way of
explaining the construction of social space and human population density (Gourou,
1936). Here the study of human action was linked to the political organization of
societies. This was indeed a promising linkage of political economy and environmental
matters that foreshadowed research in French geography (espace vécu or ‘living space’)
and Anglo-American geography (political ecology).

Yet Gourou’s work was rife with ambiguity. For many Anglo-American geographers
who read his work, it sometimes seemed that Gourou was more interested in the
tropical art de vivre (Gourou, 1947) and analysis of complex ‘civilizations’ than he was
in the fight for decolonization — something that did not go down at all well with this
audience (Clayton and Bowd, 2006). Meanwhile, for certain French readers, his ‘crime’
was that his approach was redolent of Vidalian geography with its overemphasis on
‘case studies, privileging socio-spatial singularities and differences, discarding any
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non-anecdotal political dimension (social relations of production or class struggles) that
may upset ruling powers in the centre or in the periphery’ (Bruneau and Courade, 1984:
77).

Despite these perceived flaws, Gourou’s tropical research was nonetheless important
in that it helped to nurture a diverse array of intellectual trajectories among his French
followers mostly involving development research: from espace vécu to a cultural
geography akin to the Berkeley School, from eco-geography to ecology, from quanti-
tative and theoretical inquiry to empirical studies about modernization, and from
dependency relations to power dynamics (Bruneau and Courade, 1984). A subsequent
generation of ‘tropicalistes’ scholars remained loyal to this research tradition (Blanc-
Pamard and Pourtier, 1999; Nicolai et al., 2000). Gilles Sautter and Paul Pélissier were
especially noteworthy here in that they were instrumental in the ‘rehabilitation’ of
Gourou’s thought in the journal Hérodote with a debate that was largely centred on his
concept of ‘techniques d’encadrement’ (Gourou, 1947; Gourou et al., 1984).

More than that, these two scholars, who were working for the French overseas
research institute (ORSTOM) and spent a large part of their careers in West Africa
(particularly in Senegal), were the initiators of ferroir studies. The terroir concept
advanced by French geographers connects modalities of social organization with the
construction of village-level agricultural territories (Gilg, 1970). Within this basic
framework for a rural community, research sought to precisely examine the complex
relations between people and their environment that was argued to be a fundamental
concern for human geography (Sautter, 1961). A series of village-level monographs in
sub-Saharan Africa and Madagascar marked the great influence of the ferroir approach
in French-speaking development research (Pélissier and Sautter, 1964). These were
indeed a showcase for fieldwork-intensive and highly detailed accounts of society
—nature relations in village territories of the developing world (Antheaume et al., 1989;
ORSTOM, 1979). For Sautter, the added value of this approach resided in its emphasis
on the ‘details of the connections between the agricultural and social systems and the
natural complex’, while acknowledging the need to accommodate multi-scale and
multi-sector approaches (ORSTOM, 1979: 210).

Indeed, the perceived value of this terroir approach meant that it even gained policy
traction, influencing the thinking behind rural development projects in diverse African
countries. Yet such policy influence eventually prompted a critique from within
political ecology — with the approach seen to be static and too narrowly local in its
application (Bassett et al., 2007).

NEGOTIATING THE TROPICALIST LEGACY

Indeed, opposition to the work of Pierre Gourou and the fropicalistes can be traced to
the research of a group of French scholars known as the ‘tiers-mondistes’ (‘Third
World’ scholars), who, somewhat like their Anglo-American counterparts (Bryant and
Bailey, 1997), combined conceptual multi-scale analysis with political commitment.
Whereas the tropicalistes stressed field studies, territories and landscape knowledge,
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the tiers-mondistes emphasized the conceptualization of national space and inter-
national political economy (e.g. Western imperialism, the rise of transnational corpor-
ations) (Théry, 1987). Pierre Gourou’s work was at the centre of this grand debate, with
the former always referencing it and the latter frequently critiquing it. Given their
strong political predilections, the influence of the tiers-mondistes has arguably been
most felt in the emergence of the politically involved écologie politique movement than
in the corridors of French academe (and especially in geography). A key figure among
them was the agronomist René Dumont — someone we return to in a separate
discussion below.

Yet the tropicalist legacy in French scholarship has not been all about its criticism.
Environmental changes both in France and in the global South surrounding the failures
of agricultural modernization have prompted some renewed appreciation of the
fieldwork-based insights into small-holder agrarian practices conducted by the tropical-
istes. Thus the terroir school was able to draw on a rich body of work that favoured
bottom—up approaches to the understanding of African agriculture and its possible
modernization (Gallais, 1960; Richard-Molard, 1951). Based in particular on extensive
research into ‘peasant logics’ at the local level (Pélissier, 1995; Pélissier and Sautter,
1964), the school was able to explain what has been considered in France as the failure
of the agricultural revolution in Africa (Dumont, 1962; Griffon, 2006). In line with
interventions by James Scott (1976) on the moral economy and practice of small
farmers, French tropical geographers such as Sautter and Pélissier documented the
ongoing relevance of peasant practices, arguing that an unhelpful opposition was being
created between ‘peasant logic’ and ‘technical rationality’ that created only prejudice
(against farmers) rather than empirically based insight. Indeed, this issue was explored
at a landmark francophone seminar held in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso in 1978.
During this seminar, Paul Pélissier demonstrated the effectiveness of the Sudano-
Sahelian extensive farming system if considered in relation to work undertaken, but not
in relation to land area: it was a means of maximizing work productivity across space
(Pélissier, 1979). Through this means, it was possible to show that agricultural
intensification and modernization were not appropriate in this case. While this debate
has resurfaced in subsequent decades (e.g. Atta and Zoungrana, 2010), the practical
contribution of the ferroir school to debates in the field of agricultural modernization
was affirmed.

Once more here, the scholarly value of focusing on land and landscape was
emphasized. Thus Sautter’s and Pélissier’s research persuaded many agronomists to
reconsider their concept of productivity and include the spatial dimension, thereby
contributing to the foundation for French agro-geography (Benoit et al., 2006;
Deffontaines, 1998). This focus on land was especially important for researchers
affiliated to the ferroir school of ORSTOM. Some of these scholars even showed strong
affinities to political ecology. Thus, for example, Chauveau clearly integrated the
political dimension of land tenure and land use into his meticulous study of the terroir
of Bodiba in the Ivory Coast between 1972 and 1978 (Chauveau and Richard, 1983).
Here, he carefully studied rights of access to and use of land and natural resources
(Chauveau, 1997), identified winners and losers of Ivorian land policies (Chauveau and
Koffi Bobo, 2005), and specified how those policies impacted on land use and
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environmental conditions (Chauveau, 2002). Although Chauveau’s trajectory is some-
what unusual among scholars of the ferroir school, he has nonetheless developed an
original path of research, sometimes with a team of collaborators that resonates well
with Anglo-American political ecology (Hochet, 2006; Jacob, 2007; Le Meur and
Hochet, 2010).

Still, the resonance between political ecology and the tropicalistes should not be
exaggerated. Writers like Chauveau aside, the general tendency among the tropicalistes
(including the ferroir school) was to subtly downplay the explanatory power of the
political — either by leaving it implicit or by ring-fencing the political at the local level
(thereby neglecting multi-scalar political dynamics) (Pélissier, 1995). And, while there
could be a broadly defined political economy evident in such thinking from time to
time (Blanc-Pamard and Ramiarantsoa, 2007), it could often appear rather superficial
and impressionistic (e.g. Gallais, 1994) — sometimes masking, as with Pélissier
(Théodat, 2007), a reluctance to become engaged politically. This stance is illustrative
of the ambiguities of Gourou’s heritage, encompassing scholars whose career spanned
the latter half of the twentieth century.

DUMONT’S RADICALISM

In contrast, a more politically radical stance in francophone tropical research is to be
found in the work of agronomists, led by the most famous tropical agronomist of the
1970s, René Dumont. With a long intellectual career (until his death in 2001),
Dumont’s trajectory in some ways mirrored that of Gourou — something that can be
seen in retrospectives on each scholar’s life work (compare for example Dufumier,
2002 and Nicolai et al., 2000). Yet it is the differences that interest us here.

Above all, Dumont was a ferocious critic of the countries of the global North for
their despoliation in both colonial and postcolonial times of the natural resources of the
countries of the global South. The parallels here with research conducted by many
Anglo-American political ecologists can be striking (Bryant and Bailey, 1997; Peet and
Watts, 1996). Thus, even as a young agronomist, René Dumont developed an analysis
that saw relations between men and their fields as being mainly based on the power
play between men (Dumont, 1962). At the same time, he argued that good social
relations between men depended on good relations between men and women, thereby
asserting a belief in the need for women’s emancipation (Dumont, 1978). Finally,
Dumont was among the first in French academe to denounce the growing economic
gap between North and South in the post-Second World War era (Dumont, 1962, 1973).

Yet, once again, the affinities here must not be exaggerated. As Chair of Comparative
Agriculture at the Institut National d’Agronomie of Paris—Grignon between 1953 and
1974, René Dumont developed the ‘French School of Comparative Agriculture’ based
on comparative analyses of the world’s agricultural systems with its scholarship
exploring similarities and differences in the trajectories of contemporary agriculture
systems worldwide — becoming thereby intellectual leaders in this area (Cochet, 2012).
Subsequently elaborated by the likes of Mazoyer (Mazoyer and Roudart, 1998) and
Dufumier (2007), this school maintained Dumont’s technical and historical approach to
the detriment of a more ‘actor-oriented’ approach seen in Anglo-American political
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ecology (e.g. Bryant and Bailey, 1997). Indeed, its approach meant that it tended to
focus on the assessment of projects and policies associated with agricultural develop-
ment rather than the analysis of socially differentiated environmental impacts as well as
discourses — something, once more, favoured by many Anglo-Americans since the early
1990s (Bryant, 1998, 2001; Escobar, 1995).

For another thing, Dumont sometimes had a tendency to come across in his work as
rather neo-Malthusian in tone — something anathema to Anglo-American political
ecologists. Thus, for instance, he argued in 1973 that ‘if we maintain the actual rate of
growth of the population and of industrial production until the next century, this one
won’t end without a total collapse of our civilization’ (Dumont, 1974: 7). In essence,
the comparative sort of work that Dumont promoted meant that it was prone to
emphasize human population growth in the rural world as a key factor in trends in
agricultural productivity rather than the inequalities between rich and poor that
Anglo-Americans tend to stress.

Thus, while René Dumont was a pioneering écologiste politique in France, there was
not a comparable depth of influence in French academia in terms of laying the
foundations of French political ecology — and this despite selected affinities to the work
of some Anglo-Americans. It is ironic, therefore, that in the end the non-activist terroir
scholars influenced by Gourou were probably closer to the ethos of a fieldwork-driven
Anglo-American political ecology than were the politically radical Dumont’s work and
his closest intellectual adherents.

MAKING THE CONNECTIONS

And yet it has been only since the 1990s that sustained efforts have been made to
elaborate a French political ecology that takes explicit cognizance of Anglo-American
scholarship. To paraphrase a point made earlier, the timelines between French and
Anglo-American practices have been converging in recent years, just as they diverged
in the era of David Harvey’s Paris residency. While building on a long tradition of
francophone scholarship, selectively discussed above, recent research has been more
inclined than before to explore connections to Anglo-American writing.

One important development came in 1992, when an interdisciplinary team associated
with Jean-Paul Deléage and based in Orléans launched a new journal named Ecologie
Politique. While drawing notably on France’s strong eco-political intellectual and
activism tradition (Whiteside, 2002), and with a wide-ranging remit not explicitly
focused on the tropical world, this journal has nonetheless regularly covered issues and
themes linked to both tropical and non-tropical areas in the world with an increasing
eye to Anglo-America related political ecology (Deléage and Chartier, 2012; Grove,
1992; Rodary, 2011). Ecologie Politique has also directly featured work by Anglo-
American political ecologists (McCarthy, 2011; Watts, 2011).

Meanwhile, the increasing movement of individual scholars back and forth between
France and Anglo-America has encouraged the development of more durable networks
of the like-minded than ever before. On the one hand, more and more French scholars
now make the journey to the annual meeting of the Association of American
Geographers to present papers and attend meetings — thereby encouraging greater
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familiarity with the latest trends in the field there. Some of them undertake advanced
training courses at leading UK and American universities, even sometimes thereafter
taking up teaching posts in Anglo-America (e.g. Philippe Le Billon at the University of
British Columbia). On the other hand, Anglo-Americans have come to France. One
noteworthy example here was the sabbatical visit of Thomas Bassett to the Centre
d’Etudes Africaines of I’Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in Paris in
1995/96, where he introduced through lectures and seminars the key elements of
Anglo-American political ecology to a receptive audience including the likes of
Blanc-Pamard, Botte, Schmitz and Boutrais (Bassett et al., 2007).

While a seed was thus planted during the Bassett visit, it was not until the following
decade that the affinities that had for so long lain dormant between the two research
cultures became more visible. Ironically, this process was encouraged by wider and
often quite unpopular developments in the French academic system. For one thing,
tropical geography suffered a period of relative decline as new subjects were favoured
at the expense of ‘old’ ones. For another thing, deep-seated reforms to French academe
encouraged French academics (among other things) to become more international in
outlook through research networks and English-language publications.

As a result, the pace of exchange and mutual interest has increased in recent years.
Thus, for example, a summer school was organized in France in June 2009 in which no
fewer than three major Anglo-American political ecologists (Peluso, Bassett, Robbins)
were involved. This engagement was swiftly followed up with the creation of a website
dedicated to exploring possible connections between the two research cultures in
greater depth (www.politicalecology.fr) — something also undertaken in a recent edited
collection Environnement, Discours et Pouvoir: L’approche Political Ecology [Environ-
ment, Discourse and Power: the Political Ecology Approach] (Gautier and Benjamin-
sen, 2012). Other important developments include a conference on ‘Geography,
ecology, politics: a climate of change’ held in Orléans in September 2012, as well as
creation of a portal (http://humanitesenvironnementales.fr/) and an associated confer-
ence held in Nanterre in 2014 (Penser [’écologie politique). Finally, there is a growing
array of political ecology works produced in French or English that show affinity with
Anglo-American literature — for example, research by Arnauld de Sartre et al. (2014),
Blanchon and Graefe (2012), Bouleau (2014) and Gautier et al. (2011).

These scholarly projects are quite diverse in nature — encompassing tropical and
non-tropical themes, issues from both North and South, and multiple theoretical and
methodological approaches. But one thing that they share is a greater willingness than
ever before to reach out to and explore connections between French and Anglo-
American political ecology.

CONCLUSION

French political ecology has come a long way since its intellectual forebears, and
notably Elisée Reclus, who arguably created the first ‘stream’ in what would one day
become political ecology, began to explore diverse facets of the human—environmental
story. While in a sense that history can be read as a series of missed opportunities —
sometimes not political enough (e.g. the tropicalistes), and other times too activist even
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when grounded in fieldwork-based local understanding (e.g. Dumont’s works) — it must
nonetheless also be grasped as having provided a rich and multifaceted intellectual
legacy upon which a new generation of French scholars can build. That new generation
can thus gain insight from past trajectories in francophone scholarship even as it
reaches out as never before to Anglo-American political ecology.

As such, it is an exciting time in French political ecology. More and more French
students and scholars are reading political ecology articles and books even as they write
some themselves in French or English. Undoubtedly, this trend is partly connected to
wider developments — in French academia and perhaps even relating to the place of
France itself in the world today. But it is also a reflection of the growing desire of
many French scholars to engage with debates both within and without France.

What are some of the possible implications of this process for international trends in
political ecology? While it is still early days, let us conclude by briefly mentioning two
such implications. First, French political ecologists are well placed to draw on the key
insights of decades of research in, say, the ferroir and ‘agrarian systems’ approaches to
elaborate ideas about the ‘co-evolution’ of local-level social and natural systems that
combines clear affinities with post-structural research in Anglo-American political
ecology (notably on the mutual constitution of the social and the natural) and which
also asserts the diverse bases for locally oriented resistance to externally imposed
policies and projects linked to globalization (such as land grabbing, REDD+ initia-
tives). Second, French scholars can also build on a long tradition of radical thought,
showcased among others in the journal Ecologie Politique, to assist in the further
theorization of both understandings of globalized capitalist relations and efforts to
promote alternative political ecologies ‘after capitalism’. The promotion of ‘de-growth’
economies perhaps provides one of the best-known and most promising such areas of
‘applied’ research today, and once again chimes with how some avenues of thought in
Anglo-American political ecology may also be going (see Healy et al., ch. 41 this
volume).

Whatever the precise research trajectories and intellectual contributions the future
holds, the growing affinity between French and Anglo-American political ecology
looks as if it is set to coalesce in the years ahead — with important implications for both
research cultures.
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6. Roots, rhizomes, networks and territories:
reimagining pattern and power in political
ecologies

Dianne Rocheleau

Political ecology provides for many scholars (myself included) a way to link social
ecological theory with social and environmental activism, as well as practical and
policy changes ‘on the ground’. Some of us have increasingly brought together the
study of life, power and justice in social, economic, scientific and ecological realms
(Escobar, 2008; Rocheleau et al., 1996). My experiences working in the field have led
me to abandon or to stretch some of the models and methods that originally drew me to
political ecology. Likewise, the social movements and communities with whom I have
worked or about whom I have read, taught and written have caused me to entertain and
embrace new metaphors, methods and conceptual models based in networks, roots,
rhizomes and territories, all shot through with power. My shared experiences, conver-
sations and analyses with them (and with other scholars) compelled me to seek out
their own, and other, alternative tools of imagination, explanation and action. I need
these to do justice to their, and my, visions, values and struggles for ‘another possible
world” in which many (just and viable) living worlds thrive.

INTRODUCING NETWORKS, ROOTS, RHIZOMES AND
TERRITORIES

Marxist theorists describe political ecology as the study of uneven distribution and
control over ‘natural resources’ in structural hierarchies of political and economic
power, often enforced through ideologies of individual rights and property, control of
development technologies and institutions, as well as armed force (Peet and Watts,
2004; Martinez-Alier, 2002). Regional political ecology (Blaikie and Brookfield, 1987)
brought cultures and regions into play, while focusing on cultural technologies of
production and management embedded in regional ecological formations as well as
national and international political and economic structures.

‘Third World® political ecology focused on multiple actors operating in and
co-creating politicized environments (Bryant and Bailey, 1997). Meanwhile, post-
structuralist and feminist political ecologists (Rocheleau et al., 1996; Castree and
Braun, 2001; Escobar, 2011) brought culture and identity into play as well as
challenges to modernist ideas (shared by many across ‘left’ and ‘right’) of progress,
development and the centrality of economic relations. There was also more emphasis
on social movements and the cultural and ecological dimensions of peoples’ environ-
mental knowledges and political struggles (Escobar, 1999; Rocheleau et al., 2001).
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Some poststructuralist, postcolonial and feminist political ecologists, along with
indigenous and decolonial scholars and social movements, insist on a relational
approach (Mignolo and Escobar, 2013). They include intersectional complex identities
incorporating race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, religion, caste and colonial legacy
(among others) in relation, and question the assumed dominion of humans over other
life forms and their separation from the living world.

Each wave helped expand political ecology, bringing new methods, metaphors,
models and meanings into play. Such change provoked controversy within and between
schools of thought within the field. My interest in this chapter is to explore the
contributions of one such school: that which invokes networks, roots, rhizomatic and
territorial ideas and methods. These enable new ways of seeing, being in and studying
‘naturecultures’ (a term used to challenge the dichotomous formulation of nature and
culture and to evoke the relational logic and complexities of the living worlds we
inhabit: Rocheleau and Nirmal, 2015), including relations of power within and between
places, people and ‘things’ (Latour, 1993; Whatmore, 2003). Those ways of being
constitute both ends and means in many struggles for freedom and autonomy. The
adoption of new methods, theories, models and metaphors based on those experiences
are also necessary, though not sufficient, to decolonize ourselves, our communities and
our nations, and their ways of being-in-relation within and between various living
worlds (Blaser, 2010; De La Cadena, 2010; Stengers, 2010; Rocheleau and Nirmal,
2014a, 2014b). The chapter begins by examining some key conceptual issues and
practical developments that underpin such thinking, before showing how it has evolved
in my own fieldwork via four case studies.

WHAT DO ROOTS, RHIZOMES, NETWORKS AND TERRITORIES
CONTRIBUTE TO POLITICAL ECOLOGY?

Networks, as popularly understood, have always been a major fact of life, but the term
has acquired a peculiar power since the emergence of information theory and new
computing technologies in the mid-twentieth century. Likewise, organizational theory
in sociology, as well as science and technology studies, has elaborated new meanings
of the word. Geographers and economists have long used network analogies and
models from an initial focus on trade networks to theories of globalization. Rapid
(albeit partial and divided) globalization of communication and the proliferation of
mobile communication devices in everyday life has further entrenched network
thinking.

Many early applications of network models focused on ‘social’ transactions, tending
to assume formal organizational relationships. In the 1980s some authors invoked
networks of people’s social connections to demonstrate their economic and political
value as ‘social capital’. Here, social life had instrumental value even as social
connectivity itself was a currency. Economic models focused on trade, transportation
and the flows and circulation of goods, people and services. Some emphasized direct
interactions of buying and selling, while others extended to socio-spatial networks of
people, organizations, places and ‘spaces of flows’ involving people, money, commod-
ities, services and information (Castells, 2013). Power is treated within economic and
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information theory paradigms through geometries of connection in commerce, com-
munication and social organization.

Some critical scholars tend to see network theories and models simply as tools to
describe and normalize capitalism, or even as direct instruments of power in those
systems. They also react against network and rhizome metaphors and models empha-
sizing ‘horizontal’ as opposed to ‘vertical’ relationships, complaining that such
approaches obfuscate power relations driving capitalism. Networks thus have a
reputation among some critical scholars, including Marxist political ecologists, as being
about imagined horizontal and ‘flat’ spaces in worlds devoid of power. Nothing could
be further from the truth.

Indeed, some work in sociology is based explicitly on networks and power. For
instance, G. William Domhoff (2005: 1, citing Michael Mann; bold and italics in
original) presents the Four Networks Theory of Power:

the power structures within Western civilization [sic] are best understood by determining the
intertwinings and relative importance at any given time of the organizations based in four
‘overlapping and intersecting sociospatial networks of power’ (Mann, 1986, p. 1). These
networks are ideological, economic, military, and political — “The IEMP model’... Since the
emphasis is on people acting through social networks, the distinction between ‘social action’
and ‘social structure,” is cast aside. There no longer needs to be a periodic revival of the
‘agency vs. structure’ debate. Because the four networks have different and constantly
changing boundaries that vary with the invention of new technologies and the emergence of
new organizational forms, and the old division between ‘endogenous’ and ‘exogenous’ factors
in the understanding of social conflict is discarded as ‘not helpful’.

Meanwhile, conceptual art by Mark Lombardi in Global Networks (2003) has similar
subject matter and research methods, but goes well beyond these by incorporating
elements reminiscent of Foucault’s theories of distributed power(s) and Wallerstein’s
World Systems Theory. Most importantly, Lombardi (2003) brought a vision and
method of artistic synthesis to visualize hidden power relations. His drawings gave
form and dynamism to social science and journalistic accounts of power relations,
revealing the patterns and logics of invisible power-lines. Both the Four Networks and
the Global Networks approach constitute promising but thus far underutilized
approaches for political ecology (Watts, 2010; Rocheleau, 2015a).

In contrast, work on social movement networks is central to political ecology, from
structural and Marxist (Harvey, 2012; Hardt and Negri, 2001) to poststructural,
feminist, postcolonial and decolonial subfields (Escobar, 2008; Harcourt and Nelson,
2015; Peet and Watts, 2004). These networks developed from the 1980s via civil
society initiatives, political organizing and public protests operating beyond the scope
of states, political parties and establishment trade unions. This wave went from streets,
fields, forests, kitchen tables, collective houses, squats, encampments, coffee houses
and bars, into the academy and back again. Theories and methods about social
movements as well as for and within them emerged from social movement practice,
reflection and analysis, as well as academic observation, accompaniment and theoriza-
tion.
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Rooted Networks

Case studies, theories and analysis emerged in sociology, anthropology and geography,
responding notably to a distributed and networked phenomenon of grassroots groups
simultaneously rooting, localizing, linking and globalizing. These ‘rooted networks’
(Rocheleau and Roth, 2007) extend their reach from below by creating or affiliating
with global organizations and networks, stretching beyond social or environmental
mandates to focus on both, and to link people by shared topics, perspectives and
objectives. The resulting international networks often shift from identities to affinities
as a basis for connection (Pieck, 2013). A few key instances of network convergence
and consolidation illustrate this process.

DAWN (Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era), founded in 1984,
emerged as a South-centred feminist network with Northern allies and global reach,
and made its mark, feeding into the United Nations World Commission on Environ-
ment and Development. It submitted documents to that Commission as well as to the
NGO forum that developed in tandem to it while bringing women’s delegations from
around the world to the latter (Sen and Grown, 1987). Vandana Shiva (1988) and
Wangari Matthai (2006) became prominent through these organizations and events.
International environmental NGO networks created at the 1972 UN Stockholm meeting
likewise spun off networks that consolidated around sustainable alternatives to prevail-
ing models of development and conservation. Both alternative environmental networks
and South-centered feminist networks fed into the 1992 Earth Summit as well as the
World Social Forum (WSF) and ancillary movements developing beyond the purview
of the UN and its networks.

Then there is the WSF, which, together with NGO parallel meetings concerning the
1992 Rio Summit, built social network platforms for actors in mass movements and
small place-based movements (Harcourt and Escobar, 2005; Fisher and Ponniah, 2003)
to meet, think and act together. Women’s and anti-racist environmental actions in the
USA leaped from local action to national networks, to consolidation of a broad and
intersectional environmental justice (EJ) movement, to the founding of international
environmental justice networks. The first ‘incubator’ EJ offices in international conser-
vation NGOs gave way to a vibrant movement that has taken the leading edge away
from the big international environmental NGOS to the full-blown Climate Justice
Network that emerged out of the encounters of EJ with NGO fora and protests at the
UN-convened climate conferences in Copenhagen in 2009, and Cancun in 2010, as
well as the NGO and alternative forums at each of those and the People’s Climate
Convergence Conference and March in New York City in 2014. These events
simultaneously enabled and communicated the convergence of: indigenous peoples’
networks; peace, civil rights, labor and human rights organizations; solidarity and green
economy networks; and alter-globalization movements for autonomy and alternatives to
development.

A parallel convergence occurred between alternative development and sustainable
agricultural NGOs, EJ groups, farm-workers’ organizations and science-based social
justice and technology watchdog networks. Groups here ranged from the Basel Action
Network, the Pesticide Action Network and the ECT (Erosion, Technology and
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Concentration) Group to the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Move-
ments and Via Campesina (the largest transnational agrarian network and leading voice
of peasant farmers). This last group enjoyed a meteoric rise to prominence from its
origins in 1993 at a conference of NGO observers and critics of the Uruguay Round of
GATT talks (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), which led to the founding of the
WTO (World Trade Organization) in 1995. Via Campesina [‘Peasants’ Way’] has
become a global networking powerhouse linking perhaps hundreds of millions of
farmers worldwide. It leads a global convergence rejecting environmental, economic,
technology and social policies and practices that threaten the lands, territories and lives
of farmers and the food production system that feeds us all.

On another front, indigenous uprisings since the 1990s have catalyzed deep and
broad social movement convergences on issues of land/earth/territory, human rights,
civil rights, indigenous rights and autonomy (Olivera and Lewis, 2004). For example,
the Ecuadorian uprisings sought constitutional reform, rights of indigenous peoples to
land and territory, and protection of the earth from harm. Led by CONAIE (Confed-
eration of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador), the massive national strike in 1990 was
popularly called the pachakutik (a cataclysmic time of rebirth, revolution and recovery
of culture and land). Mass protests continued, notably in 1997 when the call for
constitutional reforms resulted in constitutional changes enshrining new rights and
foundational principles of the Republic: especially the plurinational state with respect
for indigenous peoples, cultures and territories; full legal recognition of CONAIE; and
recognition of the rights of nature/Mother Earth to be free from assault. Moreover, a
left-leaning and self-proclaimed ally of indigenous and environmentalist groups, Rafael
Correa, was elected president. His subsequent betrayal of both constituencies to
promote oil drilling in indigenous territories highlights deep divisions between party
politics and social movements.

Moments of Convergence

Many of the groups described above converged in Cochabamba for the Bolivian-
sponsored World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Right of Mother
Earth in April 2010. The Bolivian government then brought the People’s Agreement of
Cochabamba, drafted and signed at that conference, to the UN Climate Change
Conference held in Cancin and to the week-long Via Campesina Alternative Global
Forum on Climate Change and Social and Environmental Justice, held alongside the
UN Conference in December 2010. Inside the main conference, Bolivia led resistance
to market-based ‘false solutions’ of carbon trade and offsets for polluters. With the
ALBA (the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America), they attempted to
bring together the Group of 77 (poorest) countries and allies to resist market-based
proposals for carbon trade, ‘clean’ development and payment for environmental
services. The latter includes plans to displace peasant and indigenous communities
from their territories to establish carbon reserves. The ALBA did not win; nonetheless
it shone a light on the socially and environmentally bankrupt, market-based responses
to climate change.

A small ‘poor’ Latin American country thus challenged the program of the world’s
most powerful countries at Cancun. It did so in an ephemeral social movement space,
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in the company of thousands of indigenous people, alter-globalization activists, and
advocates for human and gender rights, racial and environmental justice, earth rights, as
well as those concerned about the wellbeing of peasant farmers and farm-workers
around the world (let alone the billions of people they feed).

That space was organized by Via Campesina and was used by thousands of
conference attendees. Facilities included three meals a day, camping pads, a tented roof
and a five-day program of meetings, marches, and visits from government ministers
and indigenous leaders, that culminated in an evening of music, speakers and a speech
by the Bolivian president. The opening ceremony was officiated by an elder Mayan
woman spirit guide, with an invocation to the four directions for strength and wisdom,
the beneficent appearance of a double rainbow in the sky, and the sharing of maize and
other seeds from near and far. On the final evening, two Bolivian bands played,
interspersed with speakers such as Leonardo Boff (liberation theologian from Brazil),
Nnimmo Bassey (Director of Environmental Rights Action/Friends of the Earth,
Nigeria), a young indigenous Women’s Ministry representative from the Bolivian
delegation, and a young woman leader from a farmers’ union. Last there was an
impassioned speech by Evo Morales, wearing a traditional wreath of flowers, and
speaking more like a guest organizer than a president. Under the main tent were people
from across the planet. Caravans of buses and trucks had traveled throughout Mexico,
making stops to disseminate information about climate change, the forums and
environmental justice, while picking up people along the route to attend the conference.
Volunteers provided simultaneous translation from Spanish to English and French using
home-made equipment.

This space was a fractal for a larger process: a localized moment in a global
movement. The people who drove caravans, raised tents, installed equipment and
organized volunteers to build showers and clean the grounds were social movement
workers and volunteers from across Mexico and indeed the planet. They knew that
more than a good conference was at stake, that they were part of a longer string of
beaded moments in the movement(s). And when the conference ended, campers folded
their tents and left, volunteers brought down and folded the big tops and translation
booths, returned the 4000 rented sleeping mats, tables and chairs, dismantled the sticks
and plastic showers, filled in the holes in the grass — and went home.

Old sociology paradigms could neither explain nor embrace this event — let alone the
global wave of social movements swirling and rising around the convergence of people
living and working for earth, land, territories of life and livelihood, the food cultures
and cultivators of the planet, social justice, gender and racial justice, human rights and
recognition of indigenous peoples in plurinational societies. Rather, these moments and
movements of convergence were more like neural networks, assemblages and rhizomes
running silent and deep like the movable malleable stuff of roots and shoots. Then they
push through the stuff of the world to send up a bright shining fruit of a mushroom that
will reproduce, scatter spores and fall back into the ground from which it came.

Actor Networks and Assemblages

Actor network theory (ANT) and related thinking in Science and Technology Studies
(STS) came from ‘field data’ collected in the laboratories and halls of universities and
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research institutes, as well as across the kitchen tables of feminist activists and the
desks of critical scholars. Scholars such as Bruno Latour, John Law, Anne Marie Mol
and Isabelle Stengers brought complex assemblages and relational epistemologies and
ontologies into conversation, with debates on nature and culture, the doing of science
and the making of knowledge(s). They and those who joined them in this conversation
challenged nature/culture and other dualities while speaking in terms of hybrid,
more-than-human nature cultures and vibrant living worlds (for example, Donna
Haraway, Sarah Whatmore or Jane Bennett). Many other conceptual breakthroughs of
ANT and assemblage theories facilitate the study of actually existing nature cultures
combining humans and other beings, technologies, artifacts, infrastructures and geo-
elements (hills, mountains, rivers, chasms, soils, wind, rain — things once called
‘natural’). This thinking helps to clarify the basic collections of things and beings that
make people’s everyday lives, as they know them, possible and recognizable. Likewise
it lets us see how people are the center of some networks while being nodes in the
networks of other beings and things, a familiar concept for many indigenous peoples.

These theories transform what I can do in the field and on paper in the name of
ecology and political ecology. The assemblage and networks paradigm challenges the
categories and practices that undergird conservation based on parks and reserves that
exclude people and that see all deviation from imagined or selected ecological histories
as damage and destruction. Deep intellectual understanding of assemblage metaphors,
models and logics can contribute to political ecologists’ critical understanding of both
content and process of biology, ecology and life sciences generally. It can also better
prepare us for political encounters and resistance with respect to agriculture, conserva-
tion, land use, landscapes, biodiversity, biotechnology, pharmacology and much more.

The logic of assemblies facilitates discussion about and creation of ‘hybrid’ or
patchwork agricultural formations, forests, soils, water and waste treatment, as well as
medical and building technologies that may allow for dismantling and reconstruction of
pre-existing ‘mainstream’ technologies. The latter can be reassembled in different ways
at different times and places, to serve people and other beings without accepting entire
‘technology packages’ foisted on people by companies with state connivance. Packages
often carry ‘poison pills’ of unacceptable damage to the wellbeing of people and
ecologies, yet they may also harbor elements of interest for science by other means,
and for other ends. The same may be true for combinations of wild and domesticated
species in spaces no longer coded as wild versus domesticated. These shifts in thinking
can help guide applied political ecology as science in solidarity with life-affirming
projects in the above fields.

The networks and assemblages outlined in ANT and related approaches can also be
imbued with complex relations of power, depending on how we apprehend them. At the
core of the theories of Latour, Law, Mol and others is a radical empiricism that
questions the categories and evidence of science-as-usual while challenging critics to
do likewise within their own frames of reference. The act of naming and identifying
something as an ‘item’ is itself political. The act of questioning the boundaries of
apparent individual things or the fixedness of certain kinds of sets is thus also an
exercise in power. Whether the categories are ‘ecological’ or ‘cultural’, there is a sense
that all categories and boundaries are contingent, but some more so than others.
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Rhizomatic Metaphors and Movements

Many STS, political ecology and nature society scholars (myself included) have turned
to the rhizomatic metaphors of Deleuze and Guattari (1987) as well as thinking
emerging from feminist STS. Such work is radically empirical in studying science and
the deployment of categories in stories about the world, as well as in the process of
making and being in worlds. The work is especially germane to political ecology
because of its challenge to nature—culture dualities, the separation of humans from
nature, and reconciliation with the matter of earth (Rocheleau and Nirmal, 2014b).

In reconciling with and thinking from earth, one lesson relates to the nature of fungal
organisms, or, as Tsing (2012) puts it, the humble mushroom. At the place where trees
meet land, we can open the soil and see roots and tendrils of the fungal mycelia, the
crazy tangled underground thread of bodies of fungal organisms that keep the forest
fed. The mushrooms we see are the fruit, the reproductive organs that rise, reproduce,
scatter spores and fall back. What really matters here is under ground: it precedes and
survives the eruption into mushroom form. It is a living lesson about our legibility
problems with long-running stories and beings below ground.

As Raquel Gutierrez Aguilar (2014) says about the Bolivian Revolution, the energy
that wells up from underground, rolling through people and places, does not stay there
forever. It builds and rises and runs through everything, upending, cleansing, reordering
the world, and then recedes. As academics and activists, what many of us often see as
‘the social movement’ is an event, an uprising and (over a somewhat longer time) a
visible and vibrant social movement, at a time of quickening. When they recede, we
call it a loss, another failed social movement, but, as Gutierrez Aguilar (2014) notes,
people return to everyday life and much of it is as before, but people sense themselves
and the significance of the everyday differently. Their connections to each other and the
world have different meanings. And so it is that when we seek, only above ground,
visible ‘social movements’, we may fail to see the tangled connections running below
ground, keeping themselves and the forest fed, and waiting to spawn the fruiting bodies
and survive them. Mycelia are like the connections of everyday life, communal, mobile,
quiet and holding it all together.

Stengers (2010), as well as decolonial anthropologists like Escobar (2008), Blaser
(2010) and de la Cadena (2010), engage explicitly with culturenature formations and
relations of power within and between worlds, which Stengers refers to as cosmopoli-
tics. However, the kinds of powers at work, including biopowers (e.g. the afore-
mentioned pachakutik) may not be fully legible within modernist frameworks
(Gutierrez Aguilar, 2014). Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2007) also addresses issues of
coloniality, decolonial challenges and multiple vibrant worlds through the ‘ecology of
knowledges’, calling out abyssal ecologies and hyper-dualities that do not stop at two
but rather delete the existence of the Other. In different ways, such thinking helps to
destabilize conventional thinking about culturenature, especially as the latter still
sometimes informs political ecology.
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Tierra y Territorio [Earth/Land/Territory]

The claim and policing of territory based on ethnicity and identity are often interpreted
as ‘regressive’, nationalist and identity-based ‘Blood and Soil’ politics by leftists.
However, state, class and economic territoriality have also brought widespread death
and destruction. Meanwhile, Tierra y Territorio are invoked by social movements from
the Pampas of Argentina, the MST encampments of Brazil, along the Andes, through
the Amazon, the rainforests of Mexico and Central America, and on to the First Nations
Lands of Canada. The Northern Forest Peoples’ Movement of Thailand, forest peoples’
movements in Orissa (and elsewhere in India), and wider peasants’ movements in such
places as India, Indonesia and much of Southeast Asia likewise call for land, territory,
food sovereignty and autonomy. Similarly, ‘Pacific Climate Warriors’ blocked the coal
harbor of Newcastle, Australia in October 2014, citing protection of Pacific waters,
islands and shoreline ecologies at the heart of their indigenous worlds.

People invoke networked and rooted territories of the Peoples’ Commons in the
streets of Madrid, Mexico City, Rio De Janeiro, New York City, Cairo and Ferguson,
Missouri. Rural peasants’ movements, urban rebellions and indigenous peoples’ move-
ments often explicitly invoke a relational politics, of living well together, of ‘being
differently’ in relation (Rocheleau, 2015a). Even where the focus is more on political
freedom, justice, equality and safety, ‘autonomy’ usually replaces ‘self-determination’
for many movements. Territory can mean a place of safety where one or a collective
exercises autonomous control over the terms of being in that space. As in many
indigenous movements, people may be more concerned about having control over what
is done in their surroundings as territory, and how they can be themselves there, rather
than having exclusive rights to land as property. For instance, in the frontiers of
hydraulic fracturing (fracking) for gas in rural New York State, Pennsylvania and the
US northeast, farmers, landholders and residents opposed to this activity invoke the
principle of ‘home rule’ to prohibit it locally. Some lodge legal suits or have suits
lodged against them in court (Simonelli, 2014). In both scenarios, territories of home
(individual and collective) and common territories of circulation, encounter, expression
and belonging are at stake. Territory is not just about locations of domination,
extraction and first lines of defence; it is also about sites of refuge, security and
autonomy over the conditions of being in place (whether in an individual’s home or in
a common space).

HOW DO THESE CONCEPTS GO TO GROUND (OR COME UP
FROM IT) IN MY WORK?

My evolving theoretical position reflects not only years devoted to understanding new
theories about natureculture, but also decades spent working with, learning with, and
learning about rural people (mostly farmers, foresters and livestock keepers) in agrarian
and forest landscapes. These people are embedded in social movements, popular
organizations, NGOs, communities and, sometimes, development projects. They strug-
gle to deal with savage inequalities of income and access to land, water and markets,
not to mention formal political power. They face environmental destruction and
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degradation, sometimes caused by their own constrained conditions, but more often by
externally controlled development: mines, dams, logging, industrial agriculture, forest
plantations, tourism and even ‘sustainable development’ projects.

The people I have worked with did not enter into or emerge from these encounters as
victims, though many suffered grievous harm and loss. Many have prevailed as agents
of their own futures and some as defenders of living worlds, through diverse responses
to colonial and neo-colonial interventions: direct and organized resistance (Zibechi,
2012); indirect and everyday resistance (Scott, 1985); instrumental and selective
assimilation; feigned compliance and subterfuge; or living differently. Those who
prevailed did so by managing to continue being and becoming themselves, individually
and collectively, in spite of the flood of production and conservation interventions
imposed on them. To complement the discussion above, I present stories of theoretical
imperatives and insights derived from shared learning and experiences in four times
and places: Sierra region of the Dominican Republic (1979-81); Machakos District
Kenya (1983-93, 2002); Zambrana-Chacuey, Cotui in the Dominican Republic (1992,
1996, 2006); and Chiapas, Mexico (2005-14).

La Sierra, Dominican Republic

I began practicing political ecology without a title or academic affiliation, as a research
scientist doing a doctoral dissertation in rural land use and watershed management in
the Central Mountains of the Dominican Republic (1979-81). Most of my work
consisted of rigorously documenting physical damage at three scales (soil degradation,
erosion and low yields in highland farms; sedimentation and flash floods in small
streams; and disruption of water flows along three major rivers). My greatest insights in
understanding the data came from interviews with farmers and through nearly two
years of conversation, collaboration and participant observation as a member of a
Dominican rural conservation and development project. My closest colleagues were
formally trained in agronomy, forestry and engineering, or alternatively as farmers with
little formal education, yet all were astute observers and actors in political landscapes
across scales.

The best explanation of the data rested on the political economy of land, agriculture,
knowledge and development in the Sierra. Landholding patterns and patron—client
relations explained the lack of difference in stream degradation between watersheds
with large extents of shaded coffee and those with pastures, field crops, eroded slopes
and landslides. Indeed, management of both watersheds was mainly in the hands of
large landholders who opened up new forest, in one case to produce cheap starch on
steep fragile slopes for the combined migrant and resident workforce in their coffee
plantations, and in the other case to illegally fell and sell timber as well as to expand
cattle production. What drove deforestation in both cases were the decisions and
practices of larger and more commercially oriented landholders who in one case hired
local smallholders, paying them partly in food grown on steep slopes, while in the other
case employers paid workers in cash (derived from illegal timber sales). I also found a
window into another world (beyond my dissertation focus) when I interviewed women
whose farming work was labeled ‘helping’ and whose agricultural and resource
management knowledge and logic were not recognized by their own men or by the
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extension and development personnel promoting agricultural technologies, or even by
me until I sat down and listened to them (Rocheleau, 2015b).

What I came to see was a production system shaped largely by inequality,
patron—client relations and pressure to produce (for profit or home use) at the expense
of environmental ‘externalities’. Large and small landholders were, in turn, affected by
structural constraints at national and international levels. I was beginning to see, but not
yet to address, the chasm between local and ‘scientific’ knowledges, men’s and
women’s knowledges, and the logic of ‘conservation and development’ versus liveli-
hoods and living landscapes. What was clear was the role of complex social relations of
power, across scales, shaping the material landscapes and watersheds of the Sierra.

Ukambani, Kenya: Home of the Akamba

A postdoctoral fellowship took me to Kenya in 1983, allowing me to address land-use
alternatives and community-based research and development methods. I worked on
land-use alternatives for Kenyan smallholders at the International Council for Research
in Agroforestry (now World Agroforestry Centre) in Nairobi. National and international
scientists developed research methods as well as agroforestry technologies for small-
holders to combine trees, field crops and livestock in ways that diversified products,
conserved soil and water, saved labor and increased yields. There was also an
opportunity to work on gender and class relations in farm communities where we
maintained small, informal long-term research efforts, as well as in places where we
‘dropped in’ to help plan research with scientists and local communities. Dealing with
women as producers and knowers, and gender as an issue, followed from my prior
learning in the Dominican Republic. It was also simply a matter of being rigorous
about agroforestry in sub-Saharan Africa, where women provided 80 percent of
agricultural labor and an even higher percentage in the Akamba community where [
worked most. This ‘community’ consisted of five villages with a population of roughly
5000 clustered around a common market center (Kathama) in Machakos District.

Oral histories described previous generations as mobile, circulating communities of
agropastoralists rooted in the territory of Ukambani (which included Machakos and
Kitui districts in 1983). The colonial occupation removed the Akamba, especially in the
more central and well-watered Machakos District, from their territories, relegating them
to a small fraction of the driest agricultural land, gathered in dense populations around
newly created towns and marketplaces. By 1983 there were landholding and broader
class differences between smallholders, yet these paled in comparison with the
differences between all of them and the colonial, and eventually individual and
corporate owners of large ranches and plantations nearby.

The issue of local knowledges, as well as locally situated global knowledges,
followed on the heels of gender, class and colonial status, as people shared their distinct
ethnic and locally based strategies, logics and stores of knowledge that guided their
production and resource management choices. As they had described former patterns of
movement, so they described new kinds of circulation being inscribed in the landscape,
from military service on a global scale to employment of men in urban centers and
distant frontiers who returned home weekly, monthly or annually. The new movements,
constrained by colonial and later capitalist regimes, also extended to migration of entire
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families to dry agricultural frontiers where they hoped still to graze cattle on common
lands. New patterns of local livestock movement relied on negotiating illegal entry into
state forests and rangelands to let cattle forage on seed pods and shrubs during the dry
season. The choice to move to dry agricultural frontiers in Machakos and Kitui District,
as opposed to districts with more rain and better soils, reflected an imperative to reside
in Ukambani. As people spoke of migration, and where they would and would not live,
I began to see networks of circulation and settlement rooted in the Akamba ethnic
territory.

With the drought of 1984/5 women and men across age groups sought to keep family
and livestock alive. They combined gendered knowledge from before with contempor-
ary experience to develop household and community survival strategies and practices.
These ranged from vitamin A therapies based on using processed Solanum nigrum
(‘deadly nightshade’) leaves to experiments with alternative tree fodder for cattle, and
increased mobilization of women in group work on government conservation sites to
assure receipt of relief food, when it would eventually arrive. This impressed upon me
respect for local and gendered knowledges, as encompassing politics and social
relations as well as agriculture, botany, medicine and nutrition (Rocheleau, 2001).

To understand how and what women of different generations learned about land,
forests, rangelands, soils, crops, streams, rivers and animals, as well as how they
connected to all of these, I asked women to recount relevant experiences from their
youth as oral history. Ndungwa, a political figure and leader of the most traditional
women’s group in the locality, began and ended with her wedding day, followed by a
short postscript. I was unprepared for this ‘deviation” from my topic and tried to derail
her from this track, but to no avail. She was not deterred, for which I am grateful. In
reviewing my notes, [ realized that her wedding day was a watershed moment with
respect to both her family situation and ecological location. She was explaining to me
how she became attached to her current land, a relationship mediated by marriage,
networked and rooted in place (Rocheleau, 2015b).

The wedding encapsulated several dimensions of her life, from the animals in her
father’s compounds and the well-watered land where he farmed and grazed his cattle, to
the women who prepared her for the ceremony. They would drop out of her life
dramatically as her new family would be her husband’s. On that day of transition, they
washed her in fresh cow’s milk and oiled her skin and hair with cow fat until she
gleamed. They dressed her in garments of cowhide pounded into soft leather and they
sang all the while of her beauty, and of the wealth of her father, over 200 head of cattle,
part of it bride price paid by her husband and his family. And they sang of his wealth,
an army officer whose home was in the drier valley below.

She entered her new family home, began to grow crops and keep livestock, and bear
children. She fast-forwarded about 12 years to when her first daughter was old enough
to help her mother-in-law. She negotiated permission to follow her husband to the army
garrison in Machakos town. There she learned to speak Swahili, read and write, be a
leader, and form a liaison with the colonial state. She loaned me her certificate of
leadership training to copy and wore a recent leadership medal for a photograph, happy
to document her success. The rest I knew: she acquired the connections and knowledge
needed to make herself a political force as a women’s leader and eventually a political
party official in her home place. She negotiated with chiefs, sub-chiefs and district
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officers on behalf of the women in the five villages that made up the sub-location
where she lived, and reigned for decades as someone to be reckoned with. She still kept
livestock, grew crops, and added an agroforestry project, a group-tree nursery and
planted trees into the mix. I too became part of her network.

What she described to me about her wedding day was the composition and
re-centering of her network, from father’s to husband’s territory, and the construction of
a rooted network that would center on her, as a widow, mother and grandmother,
landowner, farmer and livestock keeper. She managed a women’s group that did ‘men’s
work’. They constructed dams and terraces with picks and shovels, made bricks for
men to construct ‘modern’ houses, and built entire traditional structures (of mud, dung,
sticks and straw) previously built by men and women together. She and her group
weeded croplands, built a tree nursery, treated seeds, raised seedlings and planted trees
(some later used for housing).

Ndungwa was a political authority among women and a force for women from her
community to the district level. When necessary, she participated in the official
dis-organization of women’s groups who refused to be used any longer to do all the
work for the community, and a corrupt state, from roads to school buildings and from
dams to wells. It was a pruning and re-rooting of women’s group networks into smaller
units helping each other as neighbors and friends on each other’s farms, never more
than five so as not to become an illegal group. Thus dis- and re-organized, they helped
each other free of state oversight and labor capture (Rocheleau, 2015b).

The wedding was also about pruning, as she shed parts of her girlhood network, and
transplanted, re-rooted and expanded that network in new land on new terms, and built
a family, farm, influential women’s group and circle of influence beyond the com-
munity. After that day of the wedding story, it took me another ten years to see that,
and to name it, when I encountered Latour’s version of actor networks that combined
land, people, other living beings, artifacts and technologies. Sometimes it takes a
convoluted journey and similarly convoluted texts and labels for modernist-molded
minds to comprehend the complex connections and disconnections of living worlds.

Zambrana-Chacuey, Dominican Republic

In 1992 I returned to the Dominican Republic to write a case study of a successful
agro- and social forestry collaboration between a peasant federation and a progressive
sustainable development NGO. My mandate was to produce a gender-focused study for
training foresters and development professionals to integrate women and gender
equality into sustainable development and resource management. Laurie Ross, Julio
Morrobel, Ricardo Hernandez and I chose to work with a federation rooted in the land
struggle movement and liberation theology. The Rural Federation of Zambrana-
Chacuey was among the strongest surviving groups nationally in 1992. It was part of
the larger Confederacion Mama Ting6, named for a revered woman leader (born
Florinda Mufioz Soriano) assassinated in 1974 for organizing peasant resistance to land
seizures by a wealthy landowner.

The Federation was a networked organization that emerged from a social movement
network. It was engaged in a multi-year research and development partnership with
ENDA-Caribe, part of an international sustainable development NGO based in Senegal
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and connected to a diverse network of ethnobotany, agroforestry and sustainable
agriculture NGOs and alternative development organizations. Our work was thus
embedded in a context of nested and overlapping organizational and social movement
networks rather than one centered on a single, one-dimensional hierarchical structure,
even as it embraced a multitude of actors involved in many kinds and degrees of
connection.

This context required a different understanding of power. Major actors wielding
structural power from above included the state forest authority then notorious for
selective, aggressive and corrupt enforcement of forest laws. National and multinational
companies sought land for citrus and pineapple production (through direct purchase
and contract farming, respectively). Large-holder farmers included old landed families
vying for land, markets and influence, as well as newcomers whose wealth reportedly
flowed from drug trafficking. So there were intersecting fields of power emanating
from multiple, and partially networked, hierarchical organizations, operating sometimes
in concert and other times not. Now, I see intersectional and complex identities among
powerful state, commercial and criminal actors as well as prominent landholders. So
while we assessed gendered relations of power within households, communities and
organizations, we also found the feminist construct of intersectional identities relevant
to powerful actors in bastions of masculine privilege.

Beyond power over, another side of power was wielded by the Federation: power
with (solidarity and collective power from below) and power against (resistance to
power from above). Members located themselves simultaneously in multiple nested
relations with different associations within the Federation (farmers, women’s and wood
producers’ groups), organizations within the Catholic Church, political parties, families,
businesses, markets and employers (e.g. gold mining company, orange and pineapple
companies, large landholders, government agencies, NGOs, donor development pro-
jects). Intersectional identities and multiple affinities abounded. Relationships reflected
a diversity of complex positions and types of power. Such complexity gave rise to
contradictions and surprises. For example, an iron rule against party politics within the
Federation coexisted with the expectation that members who belonged to the governing
party would mediate and intercede with government officials on behalf of the
Federation. A woman who once led the Federation belonged to the right-wing political
party, yet had also engaged in clandestine meetings to plan land occupations and
resistance strategies when her party was in power. Later, when the Federation was legal
and acting publicly, she openly advocated for the Federation when her party came to
power again. While this stymied me at first, I came to see her as being a campesina
[farmer] and a Federation member first, but also a midwife and herbalist, traditional
priestess, Catholic Church leader, business woman, farmer, mother and grandmother,
and active political party member.

Looking at the complex relationships of people within and between organizations
and institutions, we can speak of power between, power alongside, power in spite of,
power from within, and power from without and power in convergence. The power to
connect or disconnect, to prune one’s network or end relations with another, revolves
around often uneven terms of connection and quality of relations. Connections may be
positive, negative or neutral, and voluntary, involuntary or externally coerced by a third
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party. Relations can be based on dependence, independence and interdependence
(Rocheleau and Roth, 2007).

Perhaps the biggest surprise was not that we found gendered landscapes and
ecologies (after all, we had expected to), but that they were best defined as assemblages
(as Latour describes networks combining ‘social’ and ‘natural’ domains of life in
contingent forms). Think Lego® or colored blocks of various shapes that can be
combined in multiple ways to constitute distinct items. Each block is part of the
network, and each functional connection is a link in a ‘single’ item — though that item
is neither permanent nor the only possible outcome. Alternatively new items can be
formed without direct intent, drawn together into ‘meshworks’ over time through
relational development (Escobar, 2008; Ingold, 2011). For example, a tree with edible
seeds, a bird, a second tree that serves as perch or nesting place, and a small clearing
beneath that tree, where bird droppings carry intact seeds, all serve to create an
association of species, a pattern that recurs in the forest, an item of sorts that was not
created with explicit intent or external agency.

So in Zambrana-Chacuey we found repeating patterns (specific associations) of wild
and domesticated tree species as well as local and exotic tree species, co-occurring with
specific land-use units (pasture, patio garden, coffee and cocoa stands, cropland,
woodlots and riparian forests). These in turn combined with specific types of livestock,
wild animals, household composition, livelihoods, technologies and land-use practices.
These new combinations we called ‘emergent ecologies’ (Rocheleau et al., 2001),
similar to what scientists call novel ecosystems or what Latour labels assemblages.
Gender dynamics of land use and landscape management also featured here since
women generally managed patio gardens that were the site of highest tree species
richness (i.e. number of species) in close competition with the riparian forest, and
substantially more diverse than the planted forests of shaded coffee and cocoa. And
women’s species-rich patio forests constituted a polka dot pattern of high tree species
diversity, forming part of a patchwork regional agroforest rooted in the dispersed,
irregular territory of Federation members (Rocheleau, 2011).

The socially networked political process that enabled creation of this landscape is
also reflected in a complex nesting of opposite types and terms of relations. Federation
members engaged in organized collective action to obtain or retain small plots of
private property to enable a dignified and secure life in a community of smallholders.
The significance of the resulting landscape and livelihood formations is likewise
paradoxical. In Zambrana-Chacuey, the seeds of the forest (past, present and future) are
cradled in rural farmers’ homesteads, at the heart of their gendered culture, economy
and politics, and hence are only as resilient or fragile as they are. So the forests,
families, landscapes and communities of the Federation are entwined in assemblages
that have been invisible, or at least illegible through the standard lenses of scientific
forest ecology, sustainable development and political economy, but are nonetheless
invaluable to their stated objectives.

Territories of Being, Differently, in Chiapas, Mexico

I was invited in 2005 along with colleagues to visit Chiapas, specifically a Zapatista
community in the Lacandon rainforest, to explore shared interests in sustainable and
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socially just landscapes and livelihoods. We spent a week there with a group of
families, sleeping in their one-room school, and walking through their farm and forest
landscapes, getting to know each other. We talked about our respective histories, hopes
and possible futures.

In the schoolhouse one child’s painting depicted a multitude of snails moving over
land through a mountainous landscape of forests and cornfields, with one snail sporting
a black mask and smoking a pipe, representing Subcomandante Marcos: the then
spokesperson and consciously constructed icon of the Zapatista Army of National
Liberation (Marcos, 2002, 2014). When I asked about it they explained that it had to do
with being small, humble and of the earth, about building and moving together, a
movement remaking the world. Here was evidence of a different pedagogy and
ontology at work in the Zapatista communities of northeastern Chiapas.

Before leaving, we attended the birthday party of our host’s daughter, who had
turned eight. The compound was aflutter with life and music and brightly colored
dresses and cowboy boots and plenty of people we hadn’t seen before. There was
coffee, food and dancing, and lots of laughter and conversation. The party brought
together friends and families united by shared experiences but also separated by
politics. The simultaneity and multiplicity of complex identities, the entwined, even
tangled, threads of rhizomatic relationships were interwoven through the event, as
people rallied around common histories and family ties, despite the sometimes dramatic
political differences. They had separate schools and shops as well as contrasting ideas
about the future of their lands and communities. This was a divided community that
still had points of commonality sufficient to maintain relationships across differences.

Our visit also involved sharing ideas with Zapatista civilian authorities about
community forests and agroforestry. They invited us back to see what people in the
communities might be interested in trying. We agreed to return and explore these issues
the following year. By January 2006 the national election campaign was in full swing
and the Zapatistas, who neither supported nor participated in them, had launched the
‘Other Campaign’, a non-party caravan moving throughout the country, holding
meetings about the specific concerns of the people they encountered. This campaign
created headlines while affording safe spaces for speaking and listening across party
and other lines. The stories of ‘Others’ thus emerged, including miners, indigenous
farming communities, entire cities facing unwanted development and environmental
destruction, and coastal fishers being evicted to make way for resorts. Marcos and other
caravan members always listened and brought the communities into conversation with
the Zapatistas’ experiences and visions. The caravans and their celebrated occupants
would continuously appear and disappear, bringing to mind the child’s picture of snails
on the move. And then, four months into a planned six-month cycle of rhizomatic
encounters across the country, the caravan came to an abrupt halt.

As we prepared to return, we heard that the Zapatista leadership council had declared
a red alert throughout Zapatista territory in Chiapas, reflecting that an attack by the
Mexican army might be in the offing. The alert followed a brutal attack by thousands of
police on flower sellers and farmers in Atenco on 4 May 2006 for their solidarity with
flower sellers in nearby Texcoco as well as their prior successful resistance to the
expansion of the Mexico City Airport. The raid left one dead, dozens of women raped
and assaulted, and hundreds more beaten (many severely) and detained. This raid also
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occurred one week after a visit to the area by the Other Campaign. With the campaign
suspended and the alert invoked, Marcos led a 6000-strong march into Atenco the day
after the police raid.

The attack sent shock waves through the country’s social movements. The Zapatistas
recalled their Other Campaign people, asked volunteers to leave their communities and
peace camps and closed the five caracoles (districts, literally ‘seashells’) — much as a
snail might draw into and close its shell when threatened. It also brought to mind the
self-pruning network that Escobar (2008, citing Stuart Kaufman and Marilyn Strathern)
describes when discussing how networks often needed to cut back on connections in
certain times and places. What had seemed so vibrant, open and expansive was
suddenly closed, at least on the surface. The communities were quiet and did not
receive visitors. They held internal consultations, assessing their options while charting
a path forward. In October 2006 a new cycle of international encounters began, but of
a more horizontal nature and hence less focused on leaders and intellectuals. The first
encounter of Zapatista people with peoples of the world occurred in Oventik (Caracol
II) at the end of that year, with many other communities following a few months later.
But the communities re-opened on new terms, particularly via the encuentros [meet-
ings] that focused on connecting members of movements, and culminated in the
women’s encuentro at the end of 2007. The result was a new way of seeing territory
(see also Solnit, 2008).

Before first visiting Chiapas I imagined Zapatista territory to be a polygon of land
controlled by new autonomous governments, with a central governing and social center
for each of the five caracoles. In reality it was a rhizomatic tangle of living threads
running through broader territory. Territorial extent was defined by where threads could
and did run, not only in safe, fully occupied areas, but in places that needed crossing in
order to connect people and places. It was an archipelago of people, plants, animals and
practices joined by the rhizomatic threads of shared dreams. Jan de Vos (2002) titled
one volume of his history of the Selva Lacandona (Lacandon Rainforest) region ‘a
place to plant dreams’. It seemed to me that the Zapatistas had gone a step further,
releasing their rhizomatic dreams to run free over land, under ground, through the
internet and face to face.

The Zapatistas and other social movements were not alone in pursuing networked
and rhizomatic territorial strategies. Outsider-propelled tourism ‘development’ plans
would remake the region in a way designed to appeal to international tourists. Here are
imposed territorialities involving many actors, including the World Bank, UN Habitat,
Mexico’s national, state and local government, financial investors, paramilitaries,
contractors, and international and national conservation NGOs. In a network reminis-
cent of a Lombardi (2003) diagram, these actors exercise ‘power over’ through an
intricate network of hierarchical and more fluid horizontal relationships (see also
Bobrow-Strain, 2007). Drawing on my political ecology perspective, I seek to
understand such rhizomatic imperialism as well as the Zapatistas-led rhizomatic
liberation territorialities that I experienced first hand in 2005 for the first time
(Rocheleau, 2015a). Indeed, an approach based on ideas of roots, networks, mesh-
works, rhizomes and territory enables simultaneous insight into multiple political—
ecological patterns and power dynamics in a place such as Chiapas but elsewhere too.
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CONCLUSION

Still, there is one nagging question that lies just beneath the surface with respect to
ideas about networks, roots, rhizomes, territories, assemblages and multiple ontologies,
as discussed in this chapter. Many insights derived from the more arcane and difficult
mental acrobatics of social theory are required to get modernist minds on to the same
page as many indigenous and peasant groups (Ingold, 2011). Hence political ecologists
need to carefully examine and recognize the role of indigenous and activist thinkers as
experts and often originators of theory rather than merely objects of social theories. The
same can be said about political insights. My own sense of the importance of ‘being,
differently’ is tied up with observations, conversations and readings of indigenous
activists in Chiapas and concepts such as ‘In lak’ech’ (or living well). Likewise,
possibilities for non-violent resistance based on being ourselves, becoming more
ourselves or recovering ourselves is ultimately about ‘all our relations’, as Winona
LaDuke (1999) puts it in her book title. And it involves going beyond resistance, ‘to
re-exist’ (Olivera, 2014). I would say that too happens in relations above and below
ground, entwined between horizontal flows of connection, as well as the constant
interplay of de-connection, re-connection and negotiations with hierarchies.
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7. A time for Gramsci
Alex Loftus

Michel Foucault noted, astutely, that Antonio Gramsci is a figure more commonly cited
than actually known or encountered (Buttigieg, 1992: xix). Indeed, Gramsci is so
closely associated with the concept of hegemony — a term almost universally under-
stood — that there seems little need to read his own writings on the subject.
Nevertheless this situation would appear to have changed somewhat within political
ecology, where space has now opened up for a much more thorough evaluation of
Gramsci’s potential contribution to understandings of the politicized environment
(Ekers et al., 2009; Ekers et al., 2013). This new-found interest builds on a lengthier
engagement with the spirit, if not always the letter, of Gramsci’s writings within the
subfield over the last two decades (Mann, 2009; for a rare example of an earlier
engagement in both ‘spirit” and ‘letter’, see work by Donald Moore, 1993, 1996, 2005
on Zimbabwe). There are important reasons why this engagement has occurred and
why it might be considered something other than a passing fad. First, within the
anglophone world, the partial translation of a full critical edition of the Prison
Notebooks, as well as a series of important debates (originally conducted in Italian and
in German), has enabled a more consistent engagement with the rhythms and timbre of
Gramsci’s work. An approach described by its proponent as the philosophy of praxis
can be seen as far richer than its original characterization as a ‘codeword’ for Marxism;
and debates have been liberated from the constraints of thematic selections and
linguistic barriers (Ives and Lacorte, 2010; Thomas, 2009a; Haug, 2000). Second, both
within and outside the sub-discipline, there has been something of a rejuvenation of
historical materialism. Fuelled in part by attempts to grapple with the causes and
consequences of the most recent financial crisis (Harvey, 2010), but also receiving
sustenance from debates and dialogues with queer theory (Floyd, 2009), anti-colonial
approaches (Bannerji, 2011) and feminism (Katz, 2001), historical materialism seems
to be in rude health. Third, blindspots within political ecology have been addressed in
a more sustained manner and Gramsci has been seen as a crucial ally within such a
project. Thus concerns over the lack of an adequate theorization of ideology (Loftus,
2013) and the need to confront processes of politics and post-politics in relation to
environmental questions (Swyngedouw, 2010) suggest that Gramsci may have more
than just a theory of hegemony to offer analyses of political ecologies in a range of
locations.

After a brief introduction to Gramsci’s overall approach, this chapter will go on to
review past and present work within a Gramscian political ecology (Ekers et al., 2009).
The chapter will show that such work opens up exciting terrains for future research
within the subfield of political ecology at the same time as providing a particularly
resilient foundation on which to ground political ecology. Rather than representing a
faddish turn, I will argue that engaging with Gramsci helps to ground studies of the
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politicized environment within a non-reductionist historical materialism that attends to
the many determinations of environmental concerns. As with other contributions to this
collection, my approach to political ecology is not limited to the production of
environmental knowledge within the global North, but is rather shaped in a relationship
of dialectical pedagogy with a range of conceptions of the world. Again, Gramsci is a
crucial ally in such a project: although often positioned within a canon of Western
Marxism (Anderson, 1976), Gramsci refuses to fit neatly within such a classificatory
system. ‘A product of the west’s most remote periphery, and of conditions which, half
a century later, it became fashionable to call “Third World,”” Gramsci remains, as Tom
Nairn (1982: 161) refers to him, ‘a barbed gift of the backwoods’.

THE PHILOSOPHY OF PRAXIS

Brought up in relative poverty within what was, at the time, the peripheral, peasant-
based economy of Sardinia, Gramsci moved to the industrial heartland of Turin in his
late teens. Gramsci is, of course, best known for having been the jailed leader of the
Italian Communist Party. His 33 Prison Notebooks, smuggled to Russia by his
sister-in-law, are known for their development of the concept of hegemony, the peculiar
mixture of consent and coercion through which moral and intellectual leadership is
exercised within advanced capitalist societies. Gramsci’s close association with the
concept of hegemony has often led to a neglect of the coordinates of his overall
approach; hegemony is, however, best understood within these broader coordinates.
Perhaps the defining feature of Gramsci’s Marxism is the attempt to develop and define
what he refers to as a philosophy of praxis. Although in early selections from the
Prison Notebooks ‘philosophy of praxis’ was interpreted as a codeword for Marxism
that might avoid the watchful eye of the prison censor (Hoare and Nowell-Smith,
1971), more recent approaches have firmly rejected such an understanding in order to
demonstrate the distinctive shape that Gramsci gives to Marxism (Thomas, 2009a;
Haug, 2000).

In Notebook 11 — one of the so-called ‘special notebooks’ in which Gramsci’s
writings reach a new pitch and precision — the interned communist writes that ‘the
philosophy of praxis is absolute “historicism”, the absolute secularisation and earthli-
ness of thought, an absolute humanism of history’ (Gramsci, Q11, §27; 1971: 465).
Peter Thomas (2009a) elaborates on each of these themes and demonstrates the acute
attention that Gramsci pays to Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach in his ‘singular and
consistent concern: the attempt to elaborate a political theory which would be adequate
to give expression to — and, just as importantly, to shape and guide — the popular and
subaltern classes’ attempts to awaken from and to assume social and political
leadership’ (ibid.: 159). Having grown up in Sardinia before moving to Turin, Gramsci
was deeply attentive to the manner in which subordinated groups — whether the
peasantry in Sardinia or the factory worker in Turin — framed their ‘conceptions of the
world’ in relation to practical activity. Whether working on the production lines in
the Fiat factory or patiently constructing a stone nuraghi (ancient megalith) in rural
Sardinia (Berger, 2013), Gramsci recognized that sensuous engagements between
human and non-human are essential to the emergence of ‘common sense’. Such
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common sense articulates with and is transformed by the handed-down understandings
of the world produced by science, folklore, philosophy and so on. Thus Gramsci calls
for an inventory to be constructed of these received, sedimented forms of knowledge,
prior to a critique of common sense, while, nevertheless, recognizing that such a
critique must build on the rational kernel within existing common sense. Thomas
(2009a) describes the approach as a form of ‘dialectical pedagogy’ in which Gramsci
seeks ways of making common sense ‘coherent’, measured not on some external scale
that seeks to assess the ‘logic’ of a particular conception, but rather as the ability to
integrate theory and practice in a way that heightens both. In short, Gramsci looks at
everyday practices in order to understand how such practices create reality and
simultaneously give rise to particular ways of knowing. Seeing how these ways of
knowing articulate with what are often contradictory conceptions of the world —
transforming them in the process — suggests, to Gramsci, the basis for a new conception
of the world emerging from the revolutionary self-understandings of subordinated
groups.

The distinctive manner in which Gramsci theorizes hegemony (and Gramsci,
acknowledging the much longer body of thought on the concept, claims that Lenin is
the pre-eminent theorist of hegemony) should be viewed in relation to the philosophy
of praxis. Thus, if leading social groups are to exercise effective leadership, they need
to consider how to achieve an appropriate balance between consent and coercion. The
effectiveness of bourgeois moral and intellectual leadership within advanced capitalist
societies should be seen as the successful achievement of a historical bloc through the
simultaneous suppression of dissenting social groups and the raising of already existing
conceptions of the world, viewed in relation to specific practices. In order to overturn
an existing historical bloc, subaltern groups (and the organic intellectuals who remain a
part of these groups) should seek to build on actually existing practices in order to
achieve a fundamentally new conception of the world. The philosophy of praxis is
central to this process: thus ‘it is along this line [the philosophy of praxis] that one
must trace the thread of the new conception of the world’ (Gramsci Q11, §27; 1971:
465).

EARLY GRAMSCIAN CONTRIBUTIONS

Political ecologists’ engagements with Gramsci have clearly been shaped and influ-
enced by the broader context in which his ideas have been received and have circulated.
My discussion is limited by my knowledge of political ecology within the anglophone
world, although it is probably fair to assume that Gramsci might also have exerted a
slight influence on quite different formulations such as Alain Lipietz’s reading of
political ecology within France. Anglophone debates have been constrained by the lag
time in translating Gramsci’s writings. Although an early selection of the Prison
Notebooks appeared in 1957, a far more substantial selection was translated and
published in 1971. Shaped in part by the Communist Party of Great Britain’s attempts
to redefine itself along the lines of Euro-communism, the selection exerted a powerful
influence over fledgling disciplines such as Cultural Studies, although it received far
less attention within emergent work in Radical Geography, which adopted a more
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explicit critique of political economy, drawing largely from Marx. Within Environ-
mental Studies more broadly, Gramsci was occasionally drawn on in the 1980s and
1990s to buttress an argument about hegemonic modes of environmental governance,
but his approach was often seen to be antithetical to nature-based concerns because of
its ‘culturalist bias’ (Foster, 2000: 244-5) and lack of sensitivity to materialist concerns.
For political ecology, it was only with the publication of the ground-breaking collection
Liberation Ecologies (Peet and Watts, 1996) that Gramsci’s importance to the subfield
came to be considered in any real depth. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the most significant
engagement came not from a geographer but from an anthropologist, Donald Moore.
Moore conducted historical ethnographic research in Zimbabwe’s Eastern Highlands
and from this research sought to apply a ‘Gramscian perspective on environmental
resource struggles’ (1996: 127), situating the struggles that he observed ‘within the
cultural production of landscape and resources’ (ibid.: 138; italics in original). At the
heart of Moore’s approach is an effort to make sense of the emergence of conscious-
ness on an ideological terrain (see the latter part of this chapter). Thus, if political
ecology is an approach that seeks to advance understandings of agents’ efforts to access
resources within a politicized environment (Bryant and Bailey, 1997), Gramsci provides
a crucial bridge. Moore contributed to both the initial Economic Geography collection
in 1993 that formed the backbone to Liberation Ecologies and to the first edition of the
book. By the time of the second edition in 2004, however, Moore’s chapter was no
longer included and no reference to Gramsci is made in the collection. Fleeting
references are made to Gramsci in Robbins’s (2012: 62-3) account of political ecology
and also in Castree’s (2014) excursus on nature, but both present a rather thin account
of Gramsci as a theorist of resistance (Robbins, 2012) and of ideology (Castree, 2014).
Foucault’s writings on ‘governmentality’, often read through a Marxist lens, would
appear to be one of the central frames of the second edition of Liberation Ecologies,
even though Michael Watts has claimed that Gramsci’s spectral presence remained
within all three editions of Liberation Ecologies (Personal communication; the ‘third’
edition of the text being Peet et al., 2010). It is nevertheless surprising that Gramsci
never features prominently within Watts’s own writings. Whether the waning of
Gramsci’s fortunes, after political ecologists’ very brief flirtation, should be judged
against the waxing of Foucault’s is perhaps a moot point; however, perhaps, as Mann
(2009) suggests and as Watts’s comments confirm, a certain spirit of Gramsci remained.
Spirits are, however, notoriously difficult to pin down and, notwithstanding Moore’s
central contribution, it is only with subsequent efforts that a clearer picture of a
Gramscian political ecology has begun to emerge.

In emphasizing Gramsci’s lingering influence, Mann’s (2009) broader argument
states that political ecology ‘should be Marxist’ if that Marxism is read as Gramscian
and not Engelsian. Mann’s contribution forms part of an edited collection of the journal
Geoforum on ‘Gramscian political ecologies’. Against Richard Day’s (2005) claim that
‘Gramsci is dead’ (a death, Day argues, that is to be welcomed by those turning their
backs on an era of vanguardist social movements struggling to achieve ‘hegemony’, as
opposed to the ‘horizontalist’ newest social movements), the editors claim that
‘Gramsci lives’ and that the time is ripe for a far more sustained engagement with the
philosophy of praxis. Aside from the opening editorial, six substantive contributions
grapple with: what Gramsci brings to political ecology; the blindspots within the
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subfield; and the value in thinking and working with a philosophy of praxis.
Inadvertently, perhaps, one of the defining features of this engagement with Gramsci
was an effort to challenge the kind of critique advanced by Foster (2000) concerning
the ‘culturalist’ leanings of Gramsci. This challenge has required considering in much
greater depth the concept of nature that Gramsci advanced. In stark contrast to Foster’s
position, authors claimed that Gramsci demonstrates a nuanced reading of the
co-production of nature and society and, if read alongside his other contributions, this
reading might be taken forward within a reinvigorated political ecology. One of the key
resources in this early effort to make sense of the concept of nature in Gramsci is
Benedetto Fontana’s (1996; republished in Ekers et al., 2013) contribution to the
journal Philosophical Forum in which he identifies five different understandings of
nature:

These are 1) nature as undifferentiated nature; 2) nature envisioned as ‘second nature’; 3)
nature as the irrational, as instinct and impulse (which need to be transcended and
transformed); 4) nature as chaos or disorder; and 5) the (potential) overcoming of the
domination and conquest of nature. (Fontana, 2013: 124)

If Fontana is correct to detect these five conceptions of nature, then Foster’s claim that
Gramsci’s Marxism (along with that of Lukacs, Korsch and others) ‘blocked’ his path
to an ‘ecological materialism’ seems a peculiar one. Against a purely ‘culturalist’
reading of the Prison Notebooks, political ecologists have thus (drawing to a lesser or
greater extent on Fontana’s original contributions) gone on to show how Gramsci
developed a far more nuanced treatment of nature — a treatment that might open up the
possibility of a political ecology — than vague references to “Western Marxism’ would
seem to suggest. Nevertheless, these five conceptions of nature are not without grave
problems. First, they appear shot through with contradictions. It seems difficult to
reconcile how nature can be both ‘undifferentiated” and ‘chaos or disorder’. Second,
how might either of these conceptions be reconciled with the claim that nature is
envisioned as ‘second nature’?

Subsequent engagements with Gramsci’s concept of nature have sought to address
what authors perceive as gaps within both Gramscian thought and political ecology
more broadly. Joel Wainwright (2013) thus explores the connections between Gramsci’s
theorization of ‘conceptions of the world’ and his understandings of nature, leading
Wainwright to a critique of the theorization of nature—society relations within political
ecology. In a similar call to that made by Mann, he appears to call for a political
ecology that is more ‘Gramscian’. Other analyses have sought to emulate the historical
ethnographic approach put to work by Moore. Thus Loftus and Lumsden (2008) focus
on struggles over the shape of the post-apartheid political settlement in South Africa
and Karriem (2009, 2013) focuses on the rise of the landless workers’ movement, the
Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST) within Brazil. Elsewhere
authors have placed a Gramscian political ecology in tension with other approaches
such as Foucault’s (Ekers and Loftus, 2008), focusing on the role of water and
infrastructure in the production and reproduction of relations of power. Asher and
Ojeda (2009) focused on the manner in which nature comes to be enrolled in processes
of state formation within Colombia, bringing to light Gramsci’s theorization of the



94 International handbook of political ecology

‘integral state’. And Perkins (2011) has sought to demonstrate the emergence of
neoliberal hegemony within forestry practices.

As I argued at the start of the chapter, this growing body of work has been nourished
by the revitalization of historical materialism (Thomas 2009a), the increased availabil-
ity of Gramsci’s writings to an anglophone audience (and debates that have taken place
outside the anglophone world) and also a recognition that Gramsci speaks to sets of
concerns that lie at the heart of a political ecological approach. Nevertheless, one has to
question whether the turn to Gramsci is whimsical or a move that will be more lasting
— speaking to the concerns of political ecologists for years to come. In what follows, I
will argue that there are profound reasons to believe that Gramsci has something
unique to contribute to political ecology and that the philosophy of praxis should
continue to inform future work within the subfield. I will make this argument by
focusing initially on Gramsci’s overall approach, the philosophy of praxis. Next, I will
turn to Gramsci’s understandings of nature and how these articulate with his under-
standings of space. And finally, I will argue that Gramsci provides a missing theory of
ideology for political ecologists that can foster understandings of how apolitical
ecologies are produced and struggled over. I will conclude by demonstrating why this is
now a time — and a space — for Gramsci.

GRAMSCI, NATURE AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF PRAXIS

To be able to get to grips with how Gramsci’s writings might influence work within
political ecology, I would argue that we need to understand the philosophy of praxis as
a distinctive method. As noted earlier, Gramsci frames the philosophy of praxis around
an absolute humanism, an absolute historicism and an absolute immanence (Gramsci,
Q11, §27; 1971: 465). At least two of these framings would seem to pose some serious
problems for political ecologists, with an absolute humanism suggesting an anthropo-
centric worldview and a historicist approach suggesting a teleological view of human
history that represents a similarly hubristic position (for an early critique of Gramsci on
these grounds, see Althusser, 1970). Nevertheless, and somewhat ironically, I will argue
that, by framing the philosophy of praxis around these principles, Gramsci actually
provides some of the firmest methodological principles on which political ecology, also
understood as a method, might be constructed. This seemingly contradictory claim
requires some explanation. I will begin with a focus on Gramsci’s absolute humanism.

Far from the hubristic conception of the triumph of the human subject that has been
so roundly critiqued within recent post-humanist writings (Badmington, 2000; Lorimer,
2009; for the take-up of post-humanism within work directly or indirectly shaped by
debates within political ecology, see Castree et al., 2004; Latour, 2009; and Bennett,
2009), Gramsci’s absolute humanism points to a set of principles that are avowedly
anti-essentialist and recognize nature as a co-producer of the ‘person’. In Notebook 10,
Gramsci poses the rather large question ‘What is man?’ Rejecting the suggestion that
the human is an identifiable, isolated subject and instead arguing that the human should
be understood as a set of processes or relationships, Gramsci continues by building
directly on the sixth of Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach. In this brief note, Marx (1974:
323) writes that ‘the human essence is no abstraction in a single individual. In its
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reality it is the ensemble of social relations’. Equally as opposed as Marx was to the
reduction of the human essence to a singular, ahistorical essence, Gramsci, neverthe-
less, goes somewhat further:

one must conceive of man as a series of active relationships (a process) in which
individuality, though perhaps the most important, is not, however, the only element to be
taken into account. The humanity which is reflected in each individuality is composed of
various elements: 1. the individual; 2. other men; 3. the natural world. (Gramsci, Q10II, §54;
1971: 352)

He goes on to argue that social relations and ‘natural’ relations are not simply
juxtaposed, with humans belonging to a society that ‘interacts’ externally with an
abstract nature. Instead, socio-natural relations are brought into being through practical
activity and through labour. Implicit in Gramsci’s writings of what makes up the human
is a sense of the active processes through which socio-natures are made.

In considering this active, labouring individual, Thomas (2009a: 396—405) notes a
surprising lack of references to ‘the subject’ within the Prison Notebooks, commenting
that Gramsci instead seems to refer to the ‘person’ or persona. This ‘person’ can be
understood as a historically produced character that transforms according to the
socio-natural relations. She is formed actively, through work and technique — within a
given historical and geographical moment. For political ecology the lesson is simple:
the subjects of politicized environments are actively produced through their interactions
with those environments. Socio-natures, political ecologies, call them what you will,
are products of an act of co-production between ‘society’ and ‘nature’, categories that
cease to have any meaning within such a dialectical reframing (for a slightly different
framing, see claims by Wainwright, 2013, cited above).

The second moment in Gramsci’s method is his absolute historicism. Historicist
forms of Marxism have come under assault from both theoretical anti-humanists, such
as Althusser (1970) — who associated it with a teleological understanding of an
unfolding history in which the heroic subject of humanism appears as the central actor
— and also, closer to home, from geographers (Soja, 1989), for whom historicism
implied a privileging of time as an active moment over space. Gramsci’s absolute
historicism bears none of these features and can instead be read as a nuanced account
of the manner in which historically and geographically specific practices come to
influence the making of reality and the epistemological frameworks that come to be
associated with those realities (Kipfer, 2013). This is a profoundly ‘de-naturalizing’
move that demonstrates how socio-natures and ways of thinking about socio-natures
have changed through time and can be changed in the future.

Finally, Gramsci’s absolute immanence represents the Sardinian’s critique of specu-
lative forms of thinking. It is a call to build from the realities out of which political
ecologies are produced and reproduced. To take Gramsci’s own phrase, absolute
immanence concerns ‘the absolute secularisation and earthliness of thought’ (Gramsci
QI1, §30; 1971: 465); it is about those fleshy, messy realities of provisioning a
household with water, of working a rice paddy or of gathering firewood. Above all,
within Gramsci’s absolute immanence lies the recognition that conditions of possibility
for conceiving (and making) those fleshy, messy realities differently are to be found
within them and not within the protected worlds of the academic community, the
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environmental technocrat or the government agent (Loftus, 2012). Absolute immanence
refers to Gramsci’s immanent critique of everyday life. Together with an absolute
humanism and an absolute historicism, Gramsci’s call for an absolute secularization
and earthliness of thought provides political ecologists with a firm set of principles
from which to analyse political ecologies in a range of locations. I will now turn in
more detail to where I argue that these contributions lie.

POLITICAL ECOLOGY REDUX: SPACE

Although space has been a central concept or keyword (Harvey, 2006) within the
discipline of geography, it has not always been as prominent within the subfield of
political ecology. When practised by geographers, political ecology has often been
consigned within an academic division of labour to those who are more interested in
nature—society relations. Nevertheless, an understanding of the production of space and
of unequal relations across space is fundamental in making sense of political ecologies.
Relations between the global North and the global South are clearly crucial to the
processes shaping access to resources in different locations; but they are also one of the
bases for unequal power relations shaping environmental knowledges. Similarly, if new
forms of solidarity are to be sought within politicized environments, the grounds on
which such solidarities might be produced requires an understanding of the relational
production of space (Featherstone, 2013). Featherstone’s work is exemplary here as he
demonstrates the emergence of solidarities within the New Left in Scotland, always
understood in relation to an outward and progressive sense of place. Although not
neglecting the vital contributions from geographers in a longstanding series of debates
over how to theorize space, Gramsci, I would argue, provides a new set of resources
that places particular emphasis on the relational production of town and country under
historically and geographically specific conditions, as well as the potential emergence
of forms of solidarity between subaltern groups.

In the most comprehensive account of Gramsci’s ‘spatial historicism’, Stefan Kipfer
(2013) emphasizes how Gramsci’s historicism is articulated through a nuanced account
of spatial relationships before demonstrating how fundamental these relations are to the
communist project that the latter articulates. Gramsci’s importance as a spatial theorist
(Jessop, 2005) has been emphasized in some earlier accounts, which have drawn on his
early training in spatial linguistics and his interest in the movement and transformation
of language; but in Kipfer’s (2013) writing, the importance of Gramsci’s approach to
both theorizing the city and, importantly, to rethinking urban political ecology becomes
far more evident. Kipfer (2013) concludes his chapter with an analysis of the 2011
revolutions in North Africa in order to demonstrate that the revolutions cannot be
reduced to ‘urban revolutions’, but are instead complexly determined articulations
within differentially urbanized landscapes, reaching across deep socio-spatial divides.

Perhaps the most obvious reference point in considering Gramsci’s ‘spatial histori-
cism’ is the late pre-prison writing on ‘Some aspects of the Southern Question’
(Gramsci, 1978), although for Kipfer (2013) this spatial historicism is articulated
throughout — and developed further within — the Prison Notebooks. Although incom-
plete, and one of the last of Gramsci’s writings before his incarceration, ‘Some aspects
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of the Southern Question’ is, perhaps, one of the most explicitly geographical of
Gramsci’s essays. Foreshadowing Moore’s (1996: 127) more recent attempts to situate
environment and resource struggles ‘within the cultural production of landscape and
resources’, Gramsci provides some early thoughts on the development of hegemony
within the geographically disparate Italy of the early twentieth century, where peasant
and industrial worker have been naturalized as political foes. Gramsci opposes the
naturalization of such identities and any political strategy that relies on the mobilization
of such myths. Castigating the Italian Socialist Party for its Orientalism avant la lettre
(Short, 2013), he writes of how ‘“science” was used to crush the wretched and
exploited; but this time it was dressed in socialist colours, and claimed to be the science
of the proletariat’ (Gramsci, 1978: 444). Gramsci is explicit in his rejection of
environmentally determinist and socially constructed views of the Southern peasantry
(ibid.: 444). Vehemently opposed to the naturalization of identity and to the racist
implications of environmental determinism, Gramsci instead sees identity as forged
through relational, historically and geographically specific practices, seeing hope for
new solidarities between North and South through quotidian practices of meeting and
corresponding that ‘illuminated, for an instant, brains which had never thought in that
way, and which remained marked by them radically modified’ (ibid.: 448). As political
ecologists seek to make sense of how struggles over nature become enrolled in and
emerge from the production of space, as well as looking at how new forms of solidarity
(Featherstone, 2013) might emerge to challenge the unjust production of space and
nature, Gramsci provides fundamentally important resources.

POLITICAL ECOLOGY REDUX: NATURE

If there is a denaturalizing move at the heart of Gramsci’s writing on ‘Some aspects of
the Southern Question’, this impulse continues throughout his work. Robbins (2012) in
a now-classic statement on political ecology positions the subfield against explanations
of environmental problems that find their basis in ‘natural causes’. Against such
‘apolitical ecologies’, Robbins positions ‘political ecologies’. Thus, rejecting the
disempowering and gloomy theorizations of, for example, Thomas Malthus, whose
whole approach was aimed at tempering the revolutionary optimism of those such as
the Marquis de Condorcet (who played a leading role in the French Revolution in
1789), Robbins sees political ecologists as activist scholars viewing the world as open
to change: political ecology is hatchet and seed, a critical framework with a normative
base. Through historicizing (and spatializing) the production of identities, the produc-
tion of nature, space and the human ‘person’, Gramsci provides an implicit foundation
through which such a political — as opposed to apolitical — ecology might be animated.

In the earlier discussion of Gramsci’s note ‘What is man?’, I demonstrated that
implicit in Gramsci’s approach is a theory of the mutual co-production of human and
non-human that is mediated by praxis. Conceiving of a world somehow separate from
human activity, or a human activity neither mediated nor influenced by the environment
of which it is a part, would be impossible for Gramsci. Thus:
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one could say that each of us changes himself and modifies the complex relations of which he
is the hub. In this sense the real philosopher is, and cannot be other than, the politician, the
active man who modifies the environment, understanding by environment the ensemble of
relations which each of us enters to take part in. If one’s own individuality is the ensemble of
these relations, to create one’s personality means to acquire consciousness of them and to
modify one’s own personality means to modify the ensemble of these relations. (Gramsci
QI0II, §54; 1971: 352)

Again, Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach are central to this philosophy of praxis. Thus,
referring to the third thesis, Gramsci writes that ‘if the environment is the educator, it
too must in turn be educated’ (Gramsci Q11, §22; 1978: 435). As seen here, Gramsci’s
is a profoundly dialectical approach (albeit a different understanding of the dialectic
from that to be found in Blaikie and Brookfield, 1987) in which nature and society are
conceived as part of a broader ensemble of mutually determining interrelationships. In
Loftus and Lumsden’s (2008) work, this dialectical relationship is explored through the
historical political ecologies of one post-apartheid informal settlement in Durban
(South Africa) in order to demonstrate the material production of distinct ideologies
and the conditions of possibility for revolutionary change within the politicized
environment.

POLITICAL ECOLOGY REDUX: IDEOLOGY

If Robbins sees political ecology as an approach that moves against explanations rooted
in ‘natural causes’, the latter are implicitly viewed as an ideological framing of
environmental issues. Thus political ecology serves to undermine ‘ideologies of nature’.
From Harvey’s (1974) critique of the population-resources question as part of the
‘ideology of science’ to more recent writings on the ‘social construction of nature’,
there is a significant branch of political ecology — albeit an undertheorized one — that
seeks to target such ideologies. Again, Gramsci has much to offer here. Nevertheless,
given that Gramsci is often first encountered as a theorist of ideology, it is somewhat
paradoxical that so little attention is paid to what that theory of ideology actually is.
Indeed, given the range of uses to which Gramsci puts the term within the Prison
Notebooks, it is, at times, hard to discern precisely what the main conception of
ideology might be. Thomas (2009a) claims that Gramsci uses ‘ideology’ in more ways
than Marx and Engels, who, as Williams (1983) notes, seem to have somewhat
contradictory uses of the term. Perhaps the predominant distinction that Gramsci makes
between ‘ideology’ and ‘philosophy’ is, surprisingly, not a qualitative distinction but a
quantitative one. Ideology is thus defined not by the ‘incorrectness’ of a particular way
of thinking, nor is it concerned with false thoughts; instead, ideology is best understood
as a fragmented, at times contradictory, set of ideas. The movement from ideology to
philosophy and politics therefore requires working towards greater coherence of a
particular conception of the world. Gramsci’s treatment of ‘common sense’ is crucial in
gaining a better understanding of this movement. Although often scathing of the
parochial and insular conceptions of the world that emerge within the fragmented
terrain of common sense in a manner that echoes political ecologists’ own critiques of
the romanticization of indigenous knowledge forms, Gramsci also recognized that
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common sense was simultaneously informed by scientific, religious, philosophical and
folkloric forms of thought. Importantly, however, Gramsci recognized that within these
contradictory ways of viewing the world there was a kernel of what he referred to as
‘good sense’, which is intimately related to forms of practice. Rather than seeing the
relationship between good and bad sense as qualitative, Gramsci sees it as quantitative
and related to the degree of coherence (not understood in a ‘logical’ sense; see below).
If the kernel of good sense is to be built upon by subaltern groups, it requires first
compiling an inventory of the many contradictory conceptions that comprise common
sense — in short, Gramsci urges a historicization of knowledge forms. Within ‘Some
aspects of the Southern Question’, one witnesses a similar move as Gramsci begins to
unpick the prejudices existing between Northerner and Southerner, always recognizing
how these prejudices are open to change. Through his absolute humanism, Gramsci
recognizes that ‘the human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual’
(Marx, 1974: 323); rather, it is the ‘ensemble’ of social (or more accurately socio-
natural) relationships. And through his absolute immanence, or rather the absolute
secularization and earthliness of his thought, Gramsci privileges the kernel of good
sense that emerges from historically and geographically specific practices.

Advancing from such a position requires building towards a more coherent world-
view. As Thomas (2009a) has noted, coherent and incoherent are not defined on the
basis of logic within Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks. Coherence, something that Gramsci
privileges in the development of a politics capable of revolutionary transformation, is,
in contrast, to be understood as the ability to fuse theory and practice. Thus coherence
involves raising the philosophy of praxis to a new height. The identification of theory
and practice is understood in a particular way within Gramsci’s writings and ‘becomes
the critical art of finding... the adequate theoretical form of a practice, capable of
increasing its capacity to act, on the one hand, or, on the other hand, the adequate form
of a theory, capable of increasing its capacity to know’ (Thomas, 2009b: 33). A
Gramscian political ecology can thereby be seen as an effort to find the adequate
theoretical form of practices of co-production, at the same time as an effort to find the
adequate theoretical form capable of increasing our capacity to know and understand
politicized environments.

CONCLUSION: A TIME AND A SPACE FOR GRAMSCI

I have something of a stake in seeking to convince you that ‘now is a time for Gramsci’
within political ecology. Having written on this topic, and co-edited a book on
Gramsci, it is far from surprising that I want you to read Gramsci and to develop his
work within the field. However (and you know what’s coming, I'm sure), there are far
more profound reasons for taking such an approach seriously. First, whichever
definition of political ecology one seeks to build on, it is clear that Gramsci’s approach
seeks to speak quite directly to the concerns of those who view the environment as
criss-crossed with — and produced out of — power relations between people and
between people and those environments of which they are a part. Second, much work
in political ecology has been implicitly or explicitly Marxist. The critique of political
economy that is taken forward within political ecology has, more often than not, been
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informed by Marx. Gramsci provides one of the most nuanced and most profound
readings of Marx’s method. This is why one such as Mann (2009) argues that, if
political ecology is to be Marxist, it should be simultaneously Gramscian. Third,
Gramsci’s philosophy of praxis helps to lift political ecology from the academic silo to
which it could be confined, in order to ensure it becomes a praxis-based approach,
capable of achieving meaningful change within the world.

As Mann argues, Gramsci’s approach is far from alien to political ecologists. It
accords closely with the interests and concerns that have shaped the emergence of the
subfield. Closer attention to Gramsci’s work, however, enables this approach to be
heightened, sharpened and radicalized. Working with and against Gramsci, political
ecologists might seek to build on quotidian practices of sense-making that challenge the
dominant relations out of which the world is structured. The masthead of L’Ordine
Nuovo [‘The New Order’], the newspaper of the Italian Socialist Party, is perhaps
over-quoted but it remains a fitting point on which to conclude. Capturing brilliantly
the critical and the normative approaches that run in parallel through political ecology
and that are referred to by Robbins (2012) as a hatchet and a seed, Gramsci drew
sustenance from the call for a ‘Pessimism of the intellect and an optimism of the will’.
Such wilful optimism on the back of a genuine appraisal of the sources of injustice out
of which politicized environments are produced is a brilliant starting point for any
political ecology worth its salt.

REFERENCES

Althusser, L. (1970), ‘Marxism is not a historicism’, in L. Althusser and E. Balibar (eds), Reading Capital,
London: New Left Books, pp. 119—44.

Anderson, P. (1976), ‘The antinomies of Antonio Gramsci’, New Left Review, 100, 5-78.

Asher, K. and D. Ojeda (2009), ‘Producing nature and making the state: Ordenamiento territorial in the
Pacific lowlands of Colombia’, Geoforum, 40, 292-302.

Badmington, N. (2000), Posthumanism, Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Bannerji, H. (2011), Demography and Democracy, Toronto: Canadian Scholars Press.

Berger, J. (2013), ‘How to live with stones’, in M. Ekers, G. Hart, S. Kipfer and A. Loftus (eds), Gramsci:
Space, Nature, Politics, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 6-12.

Bennett, J. (2009), Vibrant Matter, Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Blaikie, P. and H. Brookfield (1987), Land Degradation and Society, London: Methuen.

Bryant, R.L. and S. Bailey (1997), Third World Political Ecology, London: Routledge.

Buttigieg, J. (1992), ‘Introduction’, in A. Gramsci, Prison Notebooks, vol. 1, New York: Columbia
University Press, pp. 1-64.

Castree, N. (2014), Making Sense of Nature, London: Routledge.

Castree, N., C. Nash, N. Badmington, B. Braun, J. Murdoch and S. Whatmore (2004), ‘Mapping
posthumanism: an exchange’, Environment and Planning A, 36, 1341-63.

Day, R.J.E. (2005), Gramsci is Dead, London: Pluto.

Ekers, M. and A. Loftus (2008), ‘The power of water: developing dialogues between Foucault and
Gramsci’, Environment and Planning D, 26, 698-718.

Ekers, M., A. Loftus and G. Mann (2009), ‘Gramsci lives!’, Geoforum, 40, 287-91.

Ekers, M., G. Hart, S. Kipfer and A. Loftus (eds) (2013), Gramsci: Space, Nature, Politics, Oxford:
Wiley-Blackwell.

Featherstone, D. (2013), ““Gramsci in action”: space, politics and the making of solidarities’, in M. Ekers,
G. Hart, S. Kipfer and A. Loftus (eds), Gramsci: Space, Nature, Politics, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell,
pp- 65-82.



A time for Gramsci 101

Floyd, K. (2009), The Reification of Desire, Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Fontana, B. (2013), ‘The concept of nature in Gramsci’, in M. Ekers, G. Hart, S. Kipfer and A. Loftus (eds),
Gramsci: Space, Nature, Politics, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 123-41.

Foster, J.B. (2000), Marx’s Ecology, New York: New York University Press.

Gramsci, A. (1971), Selections from the Prison Notebooks, London: Lawrence and Wishart.

Gramsci, A. (1978), Selections from Political Writings 1921-1926, London: Lawrence and Wishart.

Harvey, D. (1974), ‘Population, resources and the ideology of science’, Economic Geography, 50, 256-77.

Harvey, D. (2006), Spaces of Global Capitalism, London: Verso.

Harvey, D. (2010), The Enigma of Capital, London: Profile.

Haug, W.F. (2000), ‘Gramsci’s philosophy of praxis’, Socialism and Democracy, 14, 1-19.

Hoare, Q. and G. Nowell-Smith (1971), ‘Introduction’, in A. Gramsci, Selections from the Prison
Notebooks, London: Lawrence and Wishart, pp. xvii—xcvi.

Ives, P. and P. Lacorte (eds) (2010), Gramsci, Language, and Translation, Lanham, MD: Lexington.

Jessop, B. (2005), ‘Gramsci as a spatial theorist’, Critical Review of International Social and Political
Philosophy, 8, 421-37.

Karriem, A. (2009), ‘The rise and transformation of the Brazilian landless movement into a counter-
hegemonic political actor: a Gramscian analysis’, Geoforum, 40, 316-25.

Karriem, A. (2013), ‘Space, ecology and politics in the praxis of the Brazilian landless movement’, in M.
Ekers, G. Hart, S. Kipfer and A. Loftus (eds), Gramsci: Space, Nature, Politics, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell,
pp- 142-60.

Katz, C. (2001), ‘On the grounds of globalization: a topography for feminist political engagement’, Signs,
26, 1213-34.

Kipfer, S. (2013), ‘City, country, hegemony: Antonio Gramsci’s spatial historicism’, in M. Ekers, G. Hart, S.
Kipfer and A. Loftus (eds), Gramsci: Space, Nature, Politics, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 83—103.

Latour, B. (2009), Politics of Nature, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Loftus, A. (2012), Everyday Environmentalism, Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Loftus, A. (2013), ‘Gramsci, nature and the philosophy of praxis’, in M. Ekers, G. Hart, S. Kipfer and A.
Loftus (eds), Gramsci: Space, Nature, Politics, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 178-96.

Loftus, A. and F. Lumsden (2008), ‘Reworking hegemony in the urban waterscape’, Transactions of the
Institute of British Geographers, 33, 109-26.

Lorimer, J. (2009), ‘Posthumanism/posthumanistic geographies’, in R. Kitchen and N. Thrift (eds),
International Encyclopaedia of Human Geography, London: Elsevier, pp. 344-54.

Mann, G. (2009), ‘Should political ecology be Marxist? A case for Gramsci’s historical materialism’,
Geoforum, 40, 335-44.

Marx, K. (1974), Early Writings, London: Pelican.

Moore, D.S. (1993), ‘Terrain in Zimbabwe’s Eastern Highlands: political ecology, ethnography, and peasant
resource struggles’, Economic Geography, 69, 380—401.

Moore, D.S. (1996), ‘Marxism, culture and political ecology: environmental struggles in Zimbabwe’s
Eastern Highlands’, in R. Peet and M. Watts (eds), Liberation Ecologies, London: Routledge, pp. 125-47.

Moore, D.S. (2005), Suffering for Territory, Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Nairn, T. (1982), ‘Antonu su gobbu [Antonio the hunchback]’, in A. Showstack Sassoon (ed.), Approaches
to Gramsci, London: Writers and Readers, pp. 159-79.

Peet, R. and M. Watts (1996), ‘Liberation ecology: development, sustainability and environment in an age
of market triumphalism’, in R. Peet and M. Watts (eds), Liberation Ecologies, London: Routledge,
pp- 1-45.

Peet, R. and M. Watts (eds) (2004), Liberation Ecologies, 2nd edn, London: Routledge.

Peet, R., P. Robbins and M.J. Watts (eds) (2010), Global Political Ecology, London: Routledge.

Perkins, H.A. (2011), ‘Gramsci in green: neoliberal hegemony through urban forestry and the potential for
a political ecology of praxis’, Geoforum, 42, 558—66.

Robbins, P. (2012), Political Ecology, 2nd edn, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.

Short, N. (2013), ‘Difference and inequality in world affairs: a Gramscian analysis’, in M. Ekers, G. Hart,
S. Kipfer and A. Loftus (eds), Gramsci: Space, Nature, Politics, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 197-216.

Soja, EW. (1989), Postmodern Geographies, London: Verso.

Swyngedouw, E. (2010), ‘Apocalypse forever? Post-political populism and the spectre of climate change’,
Theory, Culture & Society, 27, 213-32.

Thomas, P.D. (2009a), The Gramscian Moment, Leiden: Brill.



102 International handbook of political ecology

Thomas, P.D. (2009b), ‘Gramsci and the political’, Radical Philosophy, 153, 27-36.
Wainwright, J. (2013), ‘On the nature of Gramsci’s “Conceptions of the World™’, in M. Ekers, G. Hart, S.
Kipfer and A. Loftus (eds), Gramsci: Space, Nature, Politics, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 161-77.

Williams, R. (1983), Keywords, Oxford: Oxford University Press.



8. Integrating science and politics in political ecology
Tim Forsyth

This chapter contributes to the International Handbook by reviewing debates about
how ecological science and politics interact. Many discussions about political ecology
adopt fixed models of either ecology or politics in discussing their possible connec-
tions. Instead, I argue that political ecology — as an intellectual inquiry — needs to reject
such ‘fixed’ thinking by analyzing how politics and ecology are made together, rather
than assume that either politics or ecology arises from the other.

The chapter starts by showing how much current discussion about environmental
policy places science and politics in different boxes. It then summarizes why these
approaches are misplaced in that they simplify ecological explanations in ways that
reduce the effectiveness or inclusiveness of environmental policy. It then reviews some
alternative approaches to political ecology that allow ecological science and politics to
be understood together.

The debate about climate change ‘denialism’ provides an important illustration of
this chapter’s broader argument. Many environmental activists and scientists argue that
climate science is beyond politics, while climate change deniers claim that the science
is above all politically motivated. Yet political ecology needs to avoid either position
precisely in order to show how science and politics co-evolve. An effective political
ecology, therefore, considers which kinds of policy processes generate specific sorts of
scientific knowledge about climate risks simultaneously, while acknowledging diverse
social viewpoints on this topic. The field also needs to demonstrate why it is damaging
to claim that science and politics are somehow separate phenomena.

This International Handbook demonstrates that ‘political ecology’ means different
things to different people around the world and across multiple disciplines. This chapter
argues that, while recognizing difference, scholars should nonetheless always consider
how politics and ecology mutually shape each other, rather than assuming that either of
these terms is fixed. In so doing, they will be best placed to address urgent
environmental problems without pre-fixing either facts or norms.

SEPARATING SCIENCE AND POLITICS

It is clear today, and as this volume also demonstrates, that ‘political ecology’ means
many different things to different people. This may reflect different theoretical or
methodological proclivities as well as different academic cultures where the research
field has taken root. Yet at the heart of political ecology lies a series of tensions about
how politics and ecology speak to each other. Most discussions of ecology are based on
some assumptions about how the natural world operates. But is it possible to have an
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ecological science that is not also influenced by politics? And does ecology lose
authority if it seeks to influence politics?

Scientific Rigor

For many analysts and activists, the answer has been to demonstrate strong boundaries
between science and politics. Michael Cutajar (2001: 1), a previous executive secretary
of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, commented that ‘the
science has driven the politics ... if the science is to continue guiding the politics, it is
essential to keep the politics out of the science’. Similarly, land-use scientists have
argued:

If science is the search for facts and truth, then policy is the struggle over ideas ... science
and policy are separate domains with distinct and very different forms of legitimization and,
therefore, different ways of producing and defining useable knowledge. (Garvin, 2001: 448;
see also McNie, 2007)

And sustainability scientists have argued that strong boundaries need to be maintained
between the two worlds of science and politics:

If an impermeable boundary emerges at the interface [of science and politics], no meaningful
communication takes place across it. However, if the boundary is too porous, personal
opinions mix with validated facts, science gets mixed with politics, and the special value of
research-based knowledge fails to materialize. (Clark et al., 2011: 1)

For these analysts, scientific knowledge needs to be protected from political influence
in order to maintain the trust placed in the rigorous analysis offered by science.

Ecology as Politics

Meanwhile, other analysts have argued that ecological science, by its very nature, needs
to be communicated to politics. For example, Eugene Odum, author of the benchmark
textbook Fundamentals of Ecology (1953), claimed a ‘new’ ecology could ‘endanger
the assumptions and practices accepted by modern societies’ by restraining individual-
istic behavior and making individuals more aware of the impacts of their behavior
(Odum, 1964: 15). Another ecologist, Paul B. Sears (1964), called ecology the
‘subversive subject’ because it challenged dominant human behaviors, and aimed for a
better quality of life in relation to the status quo. These analysts did not claim that
ecology was influenced by politics, but that ecology should speak to politics.

These views have been seen most recently in the debate about climate change policy,
and the attacks on climate science by so-called climate change deniers. Al Gore’s film,
An Inconvenient Truth (2006), about anthropogenic climate change presents science as
a form of truth that society needs to listen to in order to reform itself. Peter Jacques, an
analyst of environmental politics, has argued ‘climate science offers an imminent
critique of industrial power, Western modernity, and the ideals of Western progress’
(Jacques, 2012: 15). Jacques compares climate change deniers with Holocaust deniers
as he establishes a theory of how the ‘organized deflection of accountability is driven
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by a movement aimed at defending an ideology’ (ibid.). Jacques acknowledges that
climate science — as Sears noted — is a ‘subversive’ subject, and therefore cannot avoid
being politicized. But, unlike climate change denialism, climate science has been
subjected to ‘scrutiny ... corroboration and revision’ (ibid.: 11).

As this chapter goes on to argue, politicizing climate science does not imply denying
the existence of anthropocentric climate change, or the need to address it. Rather, there
is a need to acknowledge how society influences the generation and legitimization of
knowledge that informs ecological debate — in other words, a ‘political’ ecology.

INTEGRATING SCIENCE AND POLITICS

Various social scientists argue that science and politics cannot be separated in the ways
listed above. These views are not intended to imply that environmental science cannot
be trusted, or that policymakers should not listen to environmental science. Rather,
social scientists argue that environmental policy will be more useful if it acknowledges
how science and politics are connected.

At the heart of this challenge is the long-standing debate within social science and
philosophy about the relationship of facts and norms. Commonly, many policymakers
or scientific advisors seek to justify normative decisions by asking ‘what are the facts?’
Social theorists, in contrast, have often argued that social norms drive the generation of
facts. The examples above illustrate these tensions. On the one hand, the land-use
scientists wish to highlight the rigor of science by claiming it is free of political
influence. This position emphasizes facts as free from politics. On the other hand, the
analysts who see environmental science as ‘subversive’ also emphasize a factual basis
for political norms. In all of this, political ecology analyses of facts and norms do not
seek to take sides with different norms. Instead, they aim to indicate which facts
support different norms (and vice versa) and who are the winners and losers when
analysts claim that facts and norms are not connected.

The Problems of Positivism

A key part of integrating science and politics is to consider what is understood to be
‘science’. Most quantitative ecological analysis adopts the principles of positivist
science or, simply, positivism. Positivism has been used with great success to explain
various phenomena or to achieve important outcomes in human history. It is a method
designed to seek generalizations. But social scientists have questioned its appropriate-
ness for various reasons.

First, positivist methods have changed over time, and therefore it is risky to assume
that positivism itself is a universal or unchanging way of representing natural
processes, as commonly assumed. For example, early positivism, such as work by the
physicist Ernst Mach (1838-1916), looked for patterns in datasets. The Vienna School
of Logical Positivism in the 1920s advanced this approach by seeking to verify
observed patterns by using other datasets. Karl Popper (1902-1994) went further by
arguing that theories should be considered true until empirical tests were able to falsify
them. Second, social scientists have questioned how far these approaches can make
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generalizations based on the datasets involved. In particular, is it possible to make
generalizations based on data when so many of the environmental problems that they
aim to explain are themselves profoundly shaped by personal judgments or experi-
ences? A third concern is that scientific progress — or the advance in understandings of
the natural world — might not be driven by rational empirical testing, but by paradigm
shifts driven by changing social and political trends that redirect scientific inquiry in
new directions (Kuhn, 1962).

Science or Knowledge?

In any event, social scientists point out that much discussion of ‘science’ in public and
policy debates does not always reflect recent scientific research. Instead, it is more
useful to use the term ‘science’ to refer to knowledge that maintains political authority
despite the existence of counter-evidence. For example, many public debates and
policies are guided by fixed assumptions or beliefs that are not necessarily agreed upon
by scientists, but which are held up as true or as unchallengeable within political
debate. For social scientists, these unchallenged assumptions are an arena where facts
and norms come together; or, where social norms generate the perceived need for facts,
which in turn allow norms to persist.

One consequence of this perspective is that there is now a need to rethink the concept
of scientific uncertainty. Many positivist researchers adopt a so-called ‘knowledge-
deficit” model that argues there is a need to resolve uncertainty about environmental
risk by seeking more facts and information. Sociologists of scientific knowledge,
however, have argued that public understandings of complex problems are driven more
by the production of certainty — that is, by tacit agreements about which facts and
norms are no longer publicly debated. Consequently, rather than focusing research on
supposedly uncertain risks, there is a need to acknowledge that both certainty and
uncertainty are controlled by social processes (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1993; Jasanoff,
2004).

Redefining Facts and ‘Nature’

Moreover, existing notions about facticity and ‘nature’ need to be rethought because
they have reflected social agendas that have given them significance in the past. Indeed,
current scientific explanations of environmental change and risk might express the
diversity and meaning of social experiences in simplistic or reductionist ways. These
reduced explanations might place emphasis on specific changes in environmental
properties, but avoid the social contexts that give these changes meaning.

For example, one famous political ecology dispute concerning climate change
involved a profound disagreement between two very different think tanks during the
early 1990s. The Washington, DC based World Resources Institute (WRI, 1990)
produced an index that identified which countries were most responsible for anthropo-
centric climate change. This index used various data such as rates of fossil fuel use and
deforestation, and argued that Brazil, China and India were among the top six countries
responsible for climate change. This index, however, was criticized by writers based at
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the Indian non-governmental organization (NGO), the Centre for Science and Environ-
ment (Agarwal and Narain, 1991). They argued that the index was misleading because
it used only national data, rather than per capita use of fossil fuels. Also, the index took
no account of historic rates of deforestation, which thereby avoided previous forest loss
in developed countries. There was also no normative evaluation of reasons why fossil
fuels were used, such as for basic needs or for high-consumption lifestyles. Accord-
ingly, the Indian NGO report argued that the index used by the WRI presented ‘facts’
about the origins and responsibilities for climate change that actually avoided various
normative debates about what fossil-fuel use is for, and who should benefit from it.

These sorts of debates have also been seen in discussions within the field of Science
and Technology Studies (STS) about how ‘nature’ and ‘society’ have been divided over
time in social representations, and by whom. Rather than using current assumptions
about what is natural (or beyond human influence) and what is social (the realm of
political debate), there is a need to see how these distinctions predefine policy
discussions even as they allocate roles of responsibility and blame (Hajer, 2009; Latour,
1993).

POLITICAL ECOLOGY APPLICATIONS OF SCIENCE AND
POLITICS

These debates over science and politics have been influenced by or affected research in
political ecology in various ways, due to different views of the relationship between
science and politics. Many earlier writings about political ecology adopted insights
drawn mainly from Marxism or post-Marxism. Later approaches have considered the
relationship of science and politics more overtly by drawing on ideas from science
studies. This chapter argues that the latter approach is more fruitful in terms of
elaborating a political ecology able and ready to intervene in the pressing environ-
mental issues of the contemporary era.

The Mistaken Approach to ‘Nature’ under Critical Theory

Many early discussions of political ecology were influenced by debates about social
and critical theory of the 1960s, rather than by analyses of how scientific knowledge
and politics were connected. For example, Cockburn and Ridgeway’s (1979) analysis of
environmental activism represented political ecology as a social movement resisting
global capitalism. Bunker’s (1985) discussion of environmental degradation in the
Amazon meanwhile illustrated how smallholders were marginalized under alliances of
the state and international businesses. These debates were influenced by wider
discussions within North American political science about the potential for ecology to
be a ‘subversive science’, and the need to regulate individualistic self-interest. These
ideas were also influenced by European debates in the 1960s about Critical Theory
under the so-called Frankfurt School. These debates emphasized how human nature
becomes oppressed under the instrumental (or unfeeling) logic of modern industrial
societies, which assumed that individuals act in an economically rational and competi-
tive way, without regard for communal benefits (Marcuse, 1964).
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These themes were adopted in early discussions about ecology as a ‘subversive
subject’. In a collection of papers in the journal Bioscience in 1964, René Dubos — the
future co-author of the companion book to the 1972 United Nations Conference on the
Human Environment, Only One Earth (Ward and Dubos, 1972) — argued that North
American political science was reductionist because it focused on the actions of
individuals vis-a-vis the state, rather than acknowledging ‘community’ (Dubos, 1964).
Eugene Odum (1964: 15) then applied this metaphor to ecology: ‘The new ecology is
thus a systems ecology ... [it] deals with the structure and function of levels of
organization beyond that of the individual and species’ (emphasis in original). These
early political approaches to ecology therefore tended to use the same logic to seek
community action in the political sphere and physical connectivity within ecological
systems — with the objective of seeking institutions or collective action that regulated
damaging individualistic behavior. Indeed, this thinking also influenced later environ-
mental scholars such as the Nobel laureate Elinor Ostrom (1990), whose key work
theorized how to achieve environmentally friendly institutions of collective action as an
alternative to the selfish actions of individuals.

Meanwhile, post-Marxist scholars in Europe portrayed ecology in terms of the ability
to emancipate human societies from the oppressive influences of industrial modernity.
This debate also fueled the growth of environmentalism as a ‘new’ social movement in
Europe and North America during the 1960s, partly premised on concerns about the
instrumentality of capitalism, science and technology. The critical theorist Herbert
Marcuse (1964: 166, emphasis in original) famously wrote: ‘Science, by virtue of its
own methods and concepts, has projected and promoted a universe in which the
domination of nature has remained linked to the domination of man [sic] — a link which
tends to be fatal to this universe as a whole.’

But ‘nature’ in this sense was meant to refer to the loss of vitality in life under
modern industrial societies. This term, of course, has been used to refer to ‘wilderness’
as well (Neumann, 1998), but sometimes the underlying difference between ‘ecology’
and ‘a meaningful life’ can get blurred. For example, Al Gore (1992: 225) hinted at this
double meaning in his book, Earth in the Balance, when he wrote: ‘we have become so
successful at controlling nature that we have lost our connection to it’.

Instead, this chapter argues that a focus on facts and norms — adopting insights from
Science Studies — can highlight how politics and ecology become intertwined. This
approach does not suggest that people should not value ‘wilderness’ or worry about the
environmental effects of modern industrial life. Rather, the objective is to illustrate how
discussions of ‘nature’ or ecological science can contain social influences that can
simplify understandings of environmental change, and even exclude social groups in
potentially damaging ways.

Early Analysis of Cultural Theory

Building on insights from Science Studies, political ecology has adopted different
approaches to explaining how social forces shape environmental science and facts.
These approaches have developed over time, usually by scholars from the ‘developed’
world, but who have often conducted research in ‘developing’ countries. Some of the
first discussions about Cultural Theory drew upon British sociology; later, more
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poststructural analyses of narratives and discourse have drawn on French theorists,
while also being adopting by some Southern scholars (e.g. Escobar, 1999).

While political ecology was developing in North America as an exploration of
holistic links between humans and nature at large, led by analysts such as Sears and
Odum, a different approach was adopted in England that focused on the social
influences on environmental science as a political tool. The Political Ecology Research
Group (PERG) was thus formed in Oxford in 1976 as an informal association of
research scientists and students, and grew into a research organization focusing on the
risks and analysis of new technologies such as nuclear power. This group included
Brian Wynne, who has since published widely on social influences on science (PERG,
1979; Wynne, 1996).

Meanwhile, one other early approach — also developed in England — became known
as Cultural Theory (Thompson et al., 1990). Cultural theorists identified four key
voices (or worldviews) in society that would generate and then present facts as accurate
in radically different ways. These groups were known as Individualist, Egalitarian,
Hierarchical and Fatalist, and could be associated respectively with social actors such
as businesses, activists, governments, and powerless citizens and workers.

The classic text here was Uncertainty on a Himalayan Scale (Thompson et al.,
1986). It asked why most Western NGOs claimed there was a pressing environmental
crisis in the Himalayan Mountains when estimates for deforestation in the region varied
by a factor of 67 (even excluding apparent typing errors in reports on the subject). This
book argued that these differences did not result from underlying complexity in rates of
deforestation, but rather from the different worldviews of the people and organizations
that collected and then presented these data. The point of this analysis was to argue that
none of these representations was accurate — all contained elements of truth. Instead,
there was a need to appreciate that all matters of environmental change are complex
and uncertain, but that different actors will try to represent the problems as more
certain than they are in order to justify their worldviews.

Cultural theorists thus argued that scientific uncertainty about environmental prob-
lems was the result of the knowledge made and generated by different worldviews in
tune with the audiences who reproduce their work. Rather than asking ‘what are the
facts?’, analysts should ask ‘what would you like the facts to be?” Hence, according to
Cultural Theory, the clash between climate change deniers and believers is a classic
confrontation between actors adopting Individualist and Egalitarian positions. It would
be futile to ask which side is correct, because both positions carry elements of accuracy
and simplification. The clash between the WRI and the Centre for Science and
Environment might similarly be represented as a conflict between an Egalitarian NGO
based in the USA wishing to influence the (Hierarchical) US government, and an
Egalitarian NGO based in the South seeking to represent less represented groups (who
adopt Fatalist positions). Rather than asking which worldview is correct, policymakers
should acknowledge that all viewpoints are inevitable in any society, and look at all
truth claims critically. Adopting this form of analysis contributes to political debate by
illustrating the cultural underpinnings of different ‘facts’ claimed about the environ-
ment. It tries to make environmental politics more democratic by demonstrating how
scientific ‘facts’ reflect worldviews. But it also worries some activists precisely because
it avoids taking sides on whether different environmental projections are true or not.
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Cultural Theory is thus a theory about societies disagreeing and how such disagree-
ments ought to be ‘regulated’ in aid of policy advancement. Later approaches have
instead sought to link science and politics by looking at the diverse historical contexts
where social forces have acted to make science socially selective and unchallenged.
These approaches have relied more on the poststructuralist writings of scholars such as
Foucault and Latour, who have emphasized how social discourses or notions of ‘nature’
carry implicit politics.

A key part of these approaches is the analysis of environmental narratives or
storylines. According to Hajer (1995: 64-5), ‘Storylines are devices through which
actors are positioned, and through which specific ideas of “blame” and “responsibility”
and “urgency” and “responsible behavior” are attributed.” Narratives or storylines are
therefore another form of unquestioned environmental ‘fact’, but they take the shape of
commonplace beliefs and assumptions rather than specific data points.

Much research on environmental problems in Africa has illustrated environmental
narratives. Desertification, for example, has been defined and redefined over years in
ways that allow states to legitimize environmental policies that would otherwise be
challenged. In the case of Morocco, scholars have argued that the government has
represented desertification in ways that indicate ‘urgency’, ‘blame’ and ‘responsibility’
in order to consolidate its power and to resist decentralization to rural indigenous
groups (Davis, 2005). Moreover, this use of ‘desertification’ has been made possible by
alliances with scientific organizations such as the United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme, which produce information about the human causes of desertification
(Thomas and Middleton, 1994).

Similarly, research in Thailand has suggested that the government and some
middle-class NGOs have used narratives about hydrology to promote a vision of
landscape management that legitimizes state-led reforestation of upland areas as a
means of increasing timber supply as well as water supply to the lowlands, while
maintaining control over sites that once had insurgencies (Forsyth and Walker, 2008).
These narratives often make statements about environmental cause-and-effect that are
flatly contradicted by scientific research — such as the mistaken belief that reforestation
at low altitudes is necessary in order to generate rainfall. But the persistence of these
narratives despite the existence of contradictory evidence demonstrates how knowledge
can be treated as unchallenged science because of local social influences.

The analysis of environmental narratives contributes to political debate by showing
how political actors use or uphold truth claims in order to achieve wider political
objectives. The dilemmas caused by narratives arise from the fact that they simplify the
causes and effects of environmental problems — and therefore make environmental
management more difficult than it might otherwise be — even as they tend to
marginalize certain land users such as minority groups by blaming them for these
problems and/or ignoring their needs. Political ecology research therefore aims to
understand how narratives become °‘stabilized” or held in place by alliances between
different actors, and by indicating possible alternative scientific explanations and
methods that are, it is hoped, more inclusive and useful. Sometimes it might be possible
to reframe the ways that problems are understood in order to increase policy options
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(Forsyth, 2008). For example, some development organizations have argued that the
word ‘desertification’ itself wrongly implies that land is permanently damaged by
human action. Instead, a possibly more useful term could be ‘drought proofing’, which
instead focuses on the experience of the problem by more vulnerable people (Forsyth,
2003: 29). Another example is the influence of women’s social movements on the
treatment of breast cancer in Europe and North America during the 1970s. Social
movements including women were able to persuade hospitals to consider more diverse
treatments for cancer than radical mastectomy (Batt, 1994).

These debates, however, are still evolving. The field of STS increasingly influences
the analysis of environmental science and society, and hence the field of political
ecology (Goldman et al., 2011). One STS framework is actor network theory (ANT),
which has analyzed how the objectives and assumptions of scientific research attribute
agency to non-human items. This approach to political ecology can demonstrate the
social institutions and networks necessary for supposed truth claims about nature—
society relations to appear universal, and how repeating these truth claims also upholds
social structures (Whatmore and Hinchliffe, 2010). Another growing field for political
ecology is the analysis of experts as socially legitimate communicators of authoritative
knowledge, or the influence of expert organizations on the generation of knowledge
(Beck, 2011).

APPLYING POLITICAL ECOLOGY TO CLIMATE CHANGE
DENIALISM

The chapter now illustrates these debates by looking at how political ecology
approaches can analyze the combined facts and norms within arguments about climate
change denialism. In recent years, environmental activists have fought back against
so-called climate change deniers by arguing that climate science is free from political
influence, and should be listened to. Does a political approach to ecology undermine
climate science? How should climate science be connected to politics? This chapter
argues that a political analysis of scientific knowledge does not dismiss the underlying
need to address climate change, but can help achieve more inclusive and useful climate
change policies.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)

The IPCC is the world’s premier scientific network that produces authoritative
knowledge on climate change. It does not conduct climate research itself, but its role is
to summarize research as a basis for policymaking. Its role can be considered in various
ways using political ecology approaches.

First, the IPCC can be considered in terms of its historical context, and how that
context influenced the generation of authoritative knowledge. It was established in
1988 by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) in cooperation with the United
Nations Environment Program, with a formal mandate to provide policy-relevant
information to decision-makers involved in the Conferences of Parties to the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). From the start,
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though, the IPCC faced the challenge of inventing its own forms of procedural rules
‘from scratch’ (Hulme, 2010). Consider, for instance, how membership of this
organization is decided. IPCC members are selected in two steps: (1) national
governments have the right to nominate experts to the IPCC and to elect the chairman;
and (2) the IPCC itself then selects specific experts in relevant fields to provide ‘expert’
input to its deliberations. Crucially, only government representatives have the right to
participate and vote in Plenary Sessions of the IPCC — a vital power since this is where
the main decisions about the IPCC work program are made and its reports approved.
Government representatives also decide on the content and procedures of the assess-
ment, as well as on governance structures. These procedures were originally agreed to
gain support for the IPCC’s objectives from its various member states (Schneider,
1991). The IPCC’s manner of generating and legitimating knowledge, therefore,
reflects these historical attempts to gain international support for climate change
research (Beck, 2011; Hulme, 2009).

Second, the IPCC has also developed an historic understanding of risks posed by
anthropocentric climate change through climate modeling. This approach has been
based on, and in turn reinforced, a standard multi-scale frame of reference from the
global to the regional level. Scientific results are broken down into different scales,
while data collected are at a regional level before being fed into globally aggregated
models (Edwards and Schneider, 2001; Edwards, 2010). Taken together, these discrete
forms of analysis have ended up implying that the risks caused by anthropocentric
climate change are best represented in terms of increasing concentrations of atmos-
pheric greenhouse gases (so-called ‘additionality’). This mode of understanding risk
might carry implications for social inclusion, as discussed below.

Third, the [IPCC’s manner of communication has sought to demonstrate that it is free
from politics by seeking to speak with one voice. Assessment reports are thus adopted
by consensus, and are delivered as unequivocal statements to political leaders and the
public. This mode of public reasoning is based on the assumption that ‘impartial’
procedures such as writing executive summaries and standardized rules can reconcile
conflicting interests and values, and hence create a form of rational expert consensus.
Indeed, it is suggested, it ‘will result in the aggregate in a more politically neutral
assessment process’ (Reid, 2004: 9). Consequently, the IPCC clearly seeks to distance
itself from allegations that it is politically motivated. This strategy has become more
assertive in recent years after various well-publicized attacks were made on the IPCC
by climate change deniers. For example, one notable attack occurred in 2009 when
emails from the climate research centre of the University of East Anglia in England
were hacked and then publicly used to claim scientists had manipulated data — claims
that were unproven.

Political Analysis of IPCC Assessments

Some environmental scholars have claimed that applying political analysis to climate
science or the IPCC is somehow the same as denying the existence of climate change
(Jacques, 2012). This chapter argues that this misses the point. A political ecology
analysis of how facts and norms combine, or how institutional practices inside the
IPCC influence the generation of knowledge, can actually increase the relevance of
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climate change science and policy for a wider range of people as well as for
environmental risks. Analyzing political influences on knowledge about environmental
problems is not the same as denying that problems exist (Forsyth, 2012).

One of the key purposes of a political ecology analysis of environmental science is to
ask how different truth claims are supported by different social structures. In turn,
which social groups or aspects of environmental risk are then excluded?

First, various political analysts have demonstrated how global models of climate
change focus on the physical impacts of greenhouse gas concentrations such as
radiative forcing (or how greenhouse gases absorb or reflect energy). While these
properties are important, analysts have argued that these factors do not reflect how
these changes are experienced as problems in context, or the role of social vulnerability
in shaping the nature of risk (Demeritt, 2001). Some analysts have called the IPCC
model of risk the ‘pollutionist’ approach to climate risk, which understands risk as a
function of incremental greenhouse gas concentrations (Burton, 2009: 89). This
approach contrasts with a ‘development’ approach that also considers local contexts of
vulnerability and development planning (Schipper, 2006). The main criticism of the
pollutionist approach is that it might reduce options for addressing the social causes of
vulnerability to climate change. It might also misunderstand the ways in which the
impacts of climate change are experienced as risky in different contexts.

Second, the public debate about the IPCC has enhanced the representation of climate
risk in terms of the pollutionist approach. The criticisms of the IPCC after the leaking
of emails increased the public demand that it should demonstrate that global warming
trends are continuing (Beck, 2011). Public debates like these often imply that the risks
associated with climate change should be equated with increasing warming rather than
with other aspects, such as climate variability or underlying social vulnerability.
Meanwhile, critics such as Jacques (2012) have also invoked the spirit of 1960s Critical
Theory by arguing that climate science, in essence, criticizes the model of Western
modernity. These statements, however, risk alienating developing countries that see
industrialization as a means to reduce social vulnerability. Indeed, by equating the
problems of anthropocentric climate change with generalizations about Western moder-
nity and/or with simple statistical proof of apparent warming trends, various damaging
simplifications and exclusions are created. On the one hand, doing so reduces the
scientific assessment of diverse aspects of climate risks, thereby seriously narrowing
and perhaps distorting the scientific rigor of the IPCC process, opening it to public
criticism. On the other hand, it also threatens to undermine international cooperation on
climate change policy if it is seen to oppose industrialization — something that is
sacrosanct to many countries, not least in the developing world.

Acknowledging Politics and Science

Instead, a political ecology perspective might seek to demonstrate the politics of
different claims about ecology. This kind of analysis would show the political
influences on how different statements are made, and how statements of scientific
certainty can exclude alternative policies or perspectives.

Various themes discussed in this chapter are relevant. In the language of Cultural
Theory, climate change deniers adopt the Individualist worldview (which resists the
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regulation of individual action). Analysts who claim that the risk of climate change
justifies radical new policies are, by the same token, Egalitarian. Both carry narratives
of blame and responsibility. Various simplifications and exclusions arise from each that
make climate change policies difficult to accept in developing countries or potentially
irrelevant to the needs of people most vulnerable to climate change.

Accordingly, a political ecology approach to the combination of facts and norms
would ask which facts and norms are excluded from current debates. Political
ecologists have already identified ways in which current assessments of climate risk
‘should be done with a deeper awareness of the social, economic, cultural, and political
factors that frame their actions, incentives, opportunities, and limitations for action’
(Christoplos et al., 2009: 3), and that ‘adaptation always has, and arguably should, refer
to more than just responses to climate change’ (Sabates-Wheeler et al., 2008: 53).

This approach also implies diversifying what is meant by climate risk. Rather than
focusing on incremental greenhouse gas concentrations — with concomitant emphasis
on the mitigation or adaptation to those gases — new approaches seek to consider how
both mitigation and adaptation can be combined to address various aspects of risk.
Actions can include livelihood diversification as a form of risk avoidance, forms of
social safety nets or integrating climate change policies with disaster risk reduction
(Ayers and Forsyth, 2009; Pelling, 2010). Various development organizations have
indeed tried to diversify the model of risk proposed by the IPCC or other policy
avenues promoted through the UNFCCC. The Climate Change, Agriculture and Food
Security (CCAFS) section of the Consultative Group on International Agricultural
Research (CGIAR), for example, reframes climate change policy by rejecting old
visions of mitigation and adaptation to risks posed by atmospheric greenhouse gas
concentrations. Instead, it seeks to integrate mitigation and adaptation through actions
such as reducing synthetic fertilizer use and enhancing the intensification of agriculture
for food-insecure people. These approaches to climate change policy transparently
engage with social norms as a guide to generating new facts, rather than presenting
environmental science as a non-political and non-negotiable basis for policy.

CONCLUSION

As this International Handbook demonstrates, the term ‘political ecology’ has immense
appeal across different research communities and perspectives. Yet, despite the name, a
great many discussions tend to talk about politics or ecology without discussing how
these terms are linked or by simply adopting a predefined model of how politics
connects to ecology (and vice versa).

This chapter argued that political ecology needs to consider the relationship between
science and politics more transparently in order to make environmental science and
policy more useful and effective. A key concern here is to appreciate that analyzing the
political influences on (and of) environmental science is not the same as denying
environmental problems. One does not have to be a climate change denier to
acknowledge that the dominant models of climate risk generated by the IPCC can have
significant simplifications and social exclusions. This does not imply that the IPCC is
at fault or guilty of manipulating data — this would be misleading and unproductive.
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Rather, it is to acknowledge that all environmental knowledge has social and political
influences on how it is generated and consumed, and that political analysis must
understand these influences. A politics of ecology, therefore, has to move beyond the
common tendency to represent environmental science as either proof of norms or
separate from norms. Instead, it has to demonstrate the ways in which facts and norms
are connected through processes that simultaneously reinforce and exclude combina-
tions of facts and norms (Jasanoff, 2004). Doing this may result in more diverse, more
useful and more socially meaningful forms of environmental policy than has hitherto
been the case.
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9. Postcoloniality and the North—South binary
revisited: the case of India’s climate politics

Shangrila Joshi

In 1990 the Delhi-based Centre for Science and Environment (CSE) published Global
Warming in an Unequal World, arguing that pressures on India and China to accept
climate change linked mitigation responsibility were an example of environmental
colonialism since the impact would be to perpetuate an unequal status quo (Agarwal
and Narain, 1990). Instead of focusing on potential increased consumption by the
Indian and Chinese citizen, the authors argued that Western environmentalists should
focus instead on hyper-consumption by developed countries. Turning the argument for
intergenerational justice on its head, they asked, ‘whose future generations are we
seeking to protect, the Western World’s or the Third World’s?” (Agarwal and Narain,
1990: 18).

These issues remain highly relevant today in the context of ongoing debates over
states’ differentiated responsibilities to mitigate climate change. Surprisingly, Anglo-
American political ecology has tended to ignore them. Indeed, critical human geog-
raphy as a whole has tended to dismiss rather than engage with an explicitly
North—South dimension to politics, literature and inequity, even as the South in and of
itself remains a key focus (but see Power, 2006; Simon and Dodds, 1998; Slater, 2004;
Sundberg, 2007). This blind-spot is related to three factors.

One is an apparent tendency among scholars to avoid research questions in which
their own privileges and tacit complicity in maintaining core—periphery power differ-
entials might be challenged (beyond, that is, the now customary inclusion of a
paragraph or two on scholarly positionality in publications). Yet the climate crisis has
created an unprecedented opportunity to challenge the differential privileges and
responsibilities of people (including scholars) in both North and South. In particular,
and regardless of class, residence in the North dramatically increases a person’s
contribution to climate change when seen globally. Hence, rather than dismiss
North—South framings of difference as inaccurate binary categories in global climate
politics, Northern scholars should pursue instead self-reflexive critical engagement with
the subject.

Then there is the growing prominence once again of class-based analyses in critical
scholarship. When class is the dominant framing, Southern elites are blamed for the
plight of subaltern groups. While this may be partially true, a full picture here also
requires consideration of the elites’ positioning in a global context. After all, such a
blame game might lead Northern academics to thereby position themselves as ‘saviors’
of subaltern groups in relation to ‘predatory’ Southern elites (Spivak, 2010). Clearly left
unaddressed in such a ‘White Knight’ narrative is an ongoing and often quite great
power differential between Southern and Northern elites (including scholars). In this
way, Northern scholars become (however unintentionally) complicit in the maintenance
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of North—South material and discursive differences that come uncomfortably close to
the neocolonial strategies of Northern hegemonic powers that they otherwise condemn.

Finally, the practice of challenging binaries has become de rigueur in critical
scholarship, partly inspired by Said (1978), and partly as an extension of the customary
dismissal of Enlightenment thinking. But binary ‘othering’ is not only an act performed
by dominant groups. It is also a strategy of resistance for the (relatively and absolutely)
marginalized. Indeed, binaries help people to make sense of difference: ‘no identity can
ever exist by itself and without an array of opposites, negatives, oppositions’ (Said,
1994: 52). Thus, to understand how binaries may inform socio-natural representational
practices (and for what purposes) is therefore an important topic crying out for
sustained political ecology analysis.

This chapter thus argues that the North—South binary is a valid frame of reference for
inquiry within political ecology (and postcolonial geography generally). I make this
argument in relation to contemporary international climate politics using India’s climate
politics as a case study. I conclude by urging political ecologists based in the North to
self-reflexively engage with a North—South framing of climate politics as an ethical—
political project, even while affirming the need for further research by scholars from
and/or based in the South on this important topic.

BRINGING THE NORTH-SOUTH BINARY BACK IN

The term ‘postcolonial’ has been the subject of much debate but here refers to a
condition marked by the aftermath of colonialism, neocolonialism and diverse forms of
resistance to them in the postcolonial era (Said, 1994; Gandhi, 1998). Central to
postcolonial theorizing is engagement with colonial legacies that emulate and repro-
duce older inequalities.

A key contribution of postcolonialism has been to challenge colonial binary
representations of First—Third World or North—South due to their implicit acceptance of
Western exceptionalism and superiority (Doty, 1996; Said, 1994). Another contribution
has been to critique Western theories of modernist development as being mere
neocolonial and neoliberal devices (Nash, 2004). Recently, some geographers urged
postcolonialism to pay greater attention to global capitalism, thereby moving beyond a
‘politics of recognition’ to a ‘politics of distribution’ in order to challenge global
inequalities (McEwan, 2003).

A geographical approach to postcolonial theorizing — emphasizing the mutual
constitution of the discursive/symbolic and the material — is seen to be a necessary part
of ‘a revivified political and ethical project’ and hence a corrective to a hitherto
predominantly textual and culturally oriented literature (McEwan, 2003: 341). Further,
postcolonial geographies are meant to represent the distinct ways in which legacies of
colonialism unfold in different places, so as to counteract a single grand narrative about
postcolonialism. Thus postcolonialism is understood as a ‘geographically dispersed
contestation of colonial power and knowledge’ (Blunt and McEwan, 2002: 4; italics in
original). However, an explicitly North—South dimension tends to fall by the wayside as
postcolonial geographies in postcolonial places tend to prevail. There is a danger here,
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though, that the South might simply become an intellectual playground in which
Northern academics conduct marginality studies (Gandhi, 1998).

The validity of a North—South binary is also challenged due to ‘internal colonialism’
(Blunt and McEwan, 2002) and ‘ultra-imperialism’ (Sidaway, 2002) — which in
different ways ‘undermine’ the utility of North—South binary thinking. Here again,
Southern elites are seen to be a key obstacle to eliminating inequality. Such argumen-
tation renders problematic state-centered articulations of difference while fetishizing
marginality studies. But this stance has serious implications. Branding some Southern
individuals and groups as ‘elite’ robs them of their own claims to subaltern status in
other (i.e. North—South) contexts. This, in turn, seems to eliminate analytical purchase
on the question of how (elite-ruled) Southern states often seem to have less power in
global governance than Northern counterparts.

This is not a direction in which political ecology (and postcolonial geography) ought
to go. After all, and however heterogeneous, the ‘South’ (and its constituent states) is a
category that powerfully represents the common experiences of people and countries
victimized by a colonial past that are still economically vulnerable in the world system
as part of its long-term legacy (Anand, 2004). Crucially, there is an important form of
identity politics here whereby claiming victimhood is a means to try to increase
bargaining power. Such politics is not new. Thus calls for a New International
Economic Order (NIEO) in the 1970s by the then ‘Third World’ were made on similar
grounds (Bhagwati, 1977; Najam, 2004), albeit to no avail. The ‘North—South climate
impasse’ is an opportunity to revisit these demands today (Roberts and Parks, 2007: 7).
Focusing only on the colonial representation of the North—South binary (to thereby then
reject such thinking as patronizing or paternalistic) means that ongoing material
inequities in power and resource access are not assessed. Indeed, as Jacobs (1996)
observes, the colonizer’s negative constructions of the colonized ‘other’ are often later
appropriated and renegotiated in counter-colonial efforts — something meriting schol-
arly scrutiny on political and ethical grounds.

If one objective of postcolonial critique is to reveal the complicity of Western
knowledge production with Western power (Blunt and McEwan, 2002; Sidaway, 2002),
then the claim for instance by one Northern scholar that ‘a critical geopolitics is one
that refuses the spatial topography of First World and Third World, North and South’
(Toal, 1994: 231) — lately reiterated by another Northern academic (Barnett, 2007) in
the context of climate geopolitics — should also be scrutinized. Here, Western
knowledge does indeed seem complicit in preserving the status quo. For, in denying the
North—South dichotomy, these scholars lend strength to the assertion — akin to that of
the Bretton Woods institutions in relation to NIEO proposals — that more and less
powerful countries do not correlate with this binary, and hence that the material
wellbeing of Southern poor can be addressed without challenging global political—
economic structures that favor the North.

POSTCOLONIALIZING THE ATMOSPHERIC COMMONS

All of this should be of fundamental importance to political ecologists as discursive
processes surrounding postcolonial identity construction have specific materialities
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linked to unequal power relations (Escobar, 1995; Peet and Watts, 1996). One example
here concerns climate politics where constructed national identities — ‘developing’
versus ‘emerging’ — have important material consequences regarding whether a country
must assume the financial burden of mitigation. Struggle over the Kyoto Protocol (KP),
along with its associated categories of countries regarding mitigation responsibility for
climate change, therefore constitutes an excellent case for political-ecological analysis
of evolving North—South politics.

Negotiations over burden-sharing are tantamount to a struggle over access to the
atmospheric commons. Unregulated discharge of greenhouse gases (GHGs), particu-
larly during the last 150 years from activities mostly associated with the North’s
Industrial Revolution and its aftermath, now threaten to push the climate past the brink
of what scientists refer to as dangerous anthropogenic interference with the earth’s
climate system (UN, 1992). Scientific awareness of this phenomenon originates in the
early 1980s (IPCC, 2007), but it was only with the 1992 Rio Summit that international
efforts to address climate change were institutionalized via the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).

The UNFCCC institutionalized a binary distinction between countries (Annex I
versus non-Annex I countries that roughly coincided with the North—South binary) to
differentiate mitigation responsibility. The UNFCCC was succeeded in 1997 by the KP,
which served to add legal bite to earlier voluntary commitments. Subsequent negoti-
ations sought a post-Kyoto climate deal that would do away with its binary categories.
Yet intense bargaining from non-Annex I countries (i.e. the South) led to an extension
of the KP until 2020. During negotiations, non-Annex I negotiators sought to keep the
focus on Annex I country responsibilities while Annex I negotiators instead emphasized
the need for wider burden-sharing in a post-Kyoto era explicitly targeting emerging
economies.

The US role here was a key one. As the only industrialized country to not ratify the
KP, it had long opposed the Annex I/non-Annex I divide. The 1997 US Senate
Byrd—Hagel resolution that forbade the USA from accepting an emissions cap without
similar commitments from India and China was only the most graphic example of this
opposition. The transition from the Republican Bush administration to the Democrat
Obama administration did not lead to an altered approach. Leaked internal correspond-
ence revealed that the latter’s media strategy leading up to and during the 2009 UN
Copenhagen Climate Change Summit was based on differentiating between developing
countries so as to impose legally binding mitigation commitments on emerging
economies (Vidal, 2010). Beset by economic recession, other industrialized Northern
countries came to support this argument. Indeed, Western media coverage of climate
negotiations customarily portrays the emerging economies (especially China and India)
as key contributors to climate change. Such portrayals coincide with the Orientalism
and neo-Malthusian fears inherent in the new wave of US environmentalism that has
accompanied awareness of the climate crisis (Ziser and Sze, 2007). Emerging econ-
omies that threaten US geopolitical interests become a scapegoat. The USA thereby
deflects responsibility for climate change away from itself, placing it firmly at the feet
of elite and middle-class Chinese and Indian consumers.

Here, political ecologists should heed Roos and Hunt’s (2010: 10) call to scholars
based in the USA, a country that is ‘the biggest consumer of our natural resources, the
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largest producer — and exporter — of waste in all its forms, the most insistent defender
of capitalism and the greatest propagator of cultural (post) imperialism’, to ensure that
‘our critical methods [do] not reproduce our failure with the Kyoto Treaty’. Since
climate negotiations concern access to and struggles over a key natural resource — the
atmospheric commons as a sink for GHG emissions — political ecology is an ideal
framework within which to assess this problematic, even if the global scale has not
been a common focus to date (Kim, 2009). Still, two major concerns in political
ecology are relevant here: a focus on the politics of access to and control over resources
engendered by unequal power relations (Bryant, 1998); and a normative orientation
towards redistributive justice and ecological sustainability derived from a radical ethical
position (Bryant and Jarosz, 2004; Ekers et al., 2009; Jarosz, 2004).

Why have political ecologists more often than not ignored detailed analysis of
unequal power relations between North and South in struggles over the environment
(thereby all but leaving this topic to political scientists working in the adjoining field of
global environmental politics; see Dauvergne, 2013)? Most compelling here is the idea
that political ecology has fallen prey to the ‘local trap’ — the tendency to privilege
studies at the local scale based on a priori assumptions about the desirability of justice
and sustainability considerations at this scale (Brown and Purcell, 2005), with global
dynamics thus relegated to a secondary ‘contextual’ focus. Rejecting the local trap, the
present chapter thus examines North—South climate politics using an Indian case study
to shed light on the significance of the North—South framing.

INDIA’S CLIMATE POLITICS

India today embodies a hybrid identity combining the political-economic clout of an
emerging economy with ongoing widespread poverty. It faces many of the same
development challenges as other poor Southern countries, but India’s sheer economic
size and (unevenly distributed) wealth bestows on it greater authority, voice and agency
in the international forum than those countries. In climate negotiations, its position is to
emphasize the vast and still entrenched differences in power, material privileges and
GHG emissions between the average citizen in more and less powerful states across the
North—South divide. This position rests on core themes of historical responsibility and
per capita equity, reflecting the UNFCCC principle of common but differentiated
responsibilities and respective capabilities. India’s 2008 National Action Plan on
Climate Change thus attributes responsibility for climate change to ‘accumulated
greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere, anthropogenically generated through
long-term and intensive industrial growth and high-consumptive lifestyles in developed
countries’ (PMCCC, 2009: 1). Elsewhere I assess in more detail India’s framing of
North—South climate politics and the implications of articulating international environ-
mental justice within this framework (Joshi, 2013, 2014), but here I stress key aspects
that clarify the value of engaging with an explicitly North—South political ecology of
the global commons.
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North-South Representational Politics

As noted, North—South politics has been predicated on calls for international distribu-
tive economic justice as institutionalized in the NIEO (Bhagwati, 1977; Doty, 1996).
Although vetoed by the North, a desire to subvert the North-biased status quo persists.
Global environmental change, particularly in relation to ozone thinning and global
warming, has provided an opportunity to reassert a politically charged discourse about
North—South inequities. In the past, “Third World’ intellectuals and leaders condemned
Northern narratives of the ‘limits to growth’ and the ‘tragedy of the commons’ as being
little more than vehicles for neocolonialism in environmentalist guise. Such critique
emphasized the need instead for a distributive economic justice in North—South politics
(Castro, 2010). These themes have persisted — from the 1972 UN Stockholm confer-
ence, through the 1992 Rio conference and ozone negotiations, and up to current battles
over responsibility for mitigating climate change.

India’s participation in climate negotiations must be understood in this context. Its
climate actions constitute a postcolonial politics involving carefully crafted representa-
tional practices with clear material ramifications. Notable here is North—South binary
talk. Thus, by insisting that India is still a ‘developing country’ — and hence to be
exempted from any emissions cap — Indian negotiators engage in a binary ‘othering’
process that has largely hitherto been understood to be the domain of Northern groups.

Two observations are germane here. One is that binary ‘othering’ is not only a
‘colonial’ strategy (that is, something tied to what Northern [ex-]colonizers do), but
also a ‘counter-colonial’ one (hence a strategy that the Southern colonized also use).
Indian climate politics thus demonstrates how the colonial gaze can be returned by
postcolonial actors using colonial representational practices as well as the ‘disruptive
power of hybridity’ as counter-colonial strategies (Jacobs, 1996: 14). A ‘hybridizing
strategy’ of embodying multiple and even contradictory identities exploits instabilities
of power by working with the dominant discourse to beat the ‘masters’ at their own
game (Kapoor, 2008). Thus Indian officials utilize binary representational practices to
self-identify with the developing world in climate negotiations, thereby taking advan-
tage of the ‘strategic essentialism’ (Spivak, 1993) of the South. Viewing ‘essentialist
notions of identity’ as strategic social constructs that can be made by hegemonic and
marginalized groups (Jacobs, 1996: 162) poses a serious challenge to understanding
these identity categories as simple colonial binaries.

Second, dominant groups adopt new ways of binary differentiation to try
to re-inscribe their power, reflecting the adaptive and indeed arbitrary nature of
(post)colonial identity construction (Doty, 1996; Kapoor, 2008). In climate negoti-
ations, this is reflected in tireless and somewhat successful US attempts to employ a
divide-and-rule strategy of questioning the developed—developing binary on the one
hand (mirroring scholarly critique), and creating a new binary distinction between more
and less advanced developing countries on the other. The USA also engages in ‘racial
othering” (Jacobs, 1996) of emerging economies (e.g. China, India) that it perceives as
economic and geopolitical threats (Ziser and Sze, 2007). This sometimes takes the form
of paternalism ostensibly directed at corruption in these countries, as emphasis on
monitoring, reporting and verification in climate negotiations reflects. Resistance
strategies are therefore in dialectical relation to the ‘tenacious and adaptive power’ of
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colonial discourses that seek to continually reinvent and re-inscribe the status quo
(Jacobs, 1996: 14).

From Elites to Emerging Economies: Critique and Complicity

Seen in this light, scholarly dismissal of a North—South binary is at best simplistic and
at worst disturbingly complicit with Northern hegemony (as evinced here in terms of
US climate politics). The ability of a Northern scholar to pronounce invalid the
North—South framing is after all a privileged point of view, enabled by the ability to
employ a panopticon (Toal, 1994) through which such privilege is made to disappear.
Such privilege fits uncomfortably well with an imperial agenda (Said, 1994). And
paradoxically, even as binary constructions are critiqued, scholars are themselves
unable to escape such thinking. For, one of the key anti-binary arguments summoned is
that a North—South framing is guilty of ‘Third Worldism’, that is, appropriation by
Third World elites of North—South discourse to pursue their own interests (Berger,
2004; Norberg-Hodge, 2008). However, in making this argument a new binary is
constructed, dividing ‘Third World’ subalterns and elites.

True, such Third Worldism may be a real phenomenon. And yet, to accept this
argument is also to thereby divert attention from large-scale inequities in resource
access that persistently reflect a North—South binary. In this way, perhaps unintention-
ally, Northern scholars can become complicit by turning a blind eye to systems of
power and privilege that they are part of and clearly benefit from. Recall how Third
Worldism assumes that the Third World elites use North—South rhetoric only to further
their own interests — and that they do not represent or speak for the interests of the
subaltern, who are, after all, most climate-vulnerable in countries such as India. Now, if
the ‘real’ subaltern cannot speak in a way that can be heard by hegemonic groups, and
Third World elites who would speak on their behalf cannot be trusted to do so, then we
have a predicament! It then seemingly falls to the Northern intellectual to rescue the
‘real” Southern subaltern from her or his own elite. Not only does this assumption help
entrench Northern hegemony on knowledge construction; it also equates marginality
with absolute marginality only (i.e. essentializing subaltern as only the poorest of the
poor), thereby eliminating consideration of relative marginality. The focus is on hearing
the ‘real’ subaltern — the worst and hence most deserving victim of Northern
colonization — at the expense of Southerners who might emerge from this condition to
develop their own voice — only to be branded as an ‘elite’ whose arguments are then
invalid and ‘unauthentic’.

Extrapolating this logic to the global context, India and China today have a relatively
stronger voice than other developing countries in international negotiations, but
branding them as ‘emerging economies’ attempts to silence them in their efforts to
speak for the South vis-a-vis a still hegemonic North. Such a reclassification is indeed
unfortunate for them because, as a ‘developing country’, they can claim the right to
freely develop under UNFCCC provisions, while enabling them to confront Annex I
countries’ lack of accountability in addressing climate change by playing the victim
card. But if they cannot claim the right to identify themselves as such — because they
are now branded as contributors to the problem rather than its main victims — their
claims to challenge the North—South status quo become much less ‘valid’.
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Postcolonial theory emphasizes the dangers associated with using elites or ‘emerging
economies’ as scapegoats. Thus Spivak (2010: 64) emphasized the importance of
acknowledging Northern scholars’ ‘complicity in the muting [of the subaltern] ... Our
work cannot succeed if we always have a scapegoat.’ She warned too of the risk of
‘foreclosing of the necessity of the difficult task of counter-hegemonic ideological
production’ by academics (ibid.: 27) ‘by making one model of “concrete experience”
the model’ (ibid.: 28), in this case treating grassroots social movements in the South as
the only authentic form of resistance to neocolonialism (Norberg-Hodge, 2008). Such
conclusions are enabled by ‘the unrecognized contradiction within a position that
valorizes the concrete experience of the oppressed, without being so uncritical about
the historical role of the intellectual’ (Spivak, 2010: 28). The ‘irretrievably heterogene-
ous’ character of the ‘colonized subaltern subject’ (ibid.: 38) here can be extended to
include Southern elites.

While seeking to ‘hear voices of resistance [from] people otherwise silenced by
hegemonic relationships of power’ (McEwan, 2003: 346), critical scholars can be
strangely complicit in the silencing of voices that are ‘emerging’ from absolute poverty.
Political ecologists must be aware of such dangers while being willing to reflexively
engage with a wider array of (socio-economic) voices from the South. Championing of
a North—South framing of global inequality should not therefore be dismissed a priori
as an opportunistic discourse of Southern elites. This means, for instance, recognizing
the right of the Indian intellectual elite to claim subaltern status in global negotiating
contexts vis-a-vis Northern counterparts in a context of ongoing North—South in-
equities, while acknowledging their desire and interest of representing the ‘real’
subaltern in negotiations. Such unique positionality must not be dismissed, even as it
comes with important obligations — for instance, since the Indian government rejects a
national emission cap based on low per capita GHG emissions, it should be held
accountable to such scale jumping, notably in terms of promoting the economic
advancement of its poorer citizens who ‘contributed’ to such data.

Ecological Debt

A different criticism is that postcolonialism is sometimes too historical for its own
good. Thus scholars are concerned that its preoccupation with the past may get in the
way of examining contemporary aspects of postcoloniality (Bell, 2002). Yet contempor-
ary political claims for reparation necessarily have to draw on the colonial past (Jacobs,
1996). The idea of ecological debt is a case in point.

The call for the payment of ecological debt is in effect a plea for justice in the form
of reparations owed by Northern countries that have benefited from inequitable flows
of resources from Southern countries during and after colonialism (Goeminne and
Paredis, 2010). This demand reflects past and continuing disproportionate encroach-
ment on environmental space without compensatory payment or recognition of other
countries’ entitlements to that space (Martinez-Alier, 2002).

It is thus a historically based discourse centered on ecologically unequal exchange
that favored a more powerful North over a less powerful South (Martinez-Alier, 2002;
Srinivasan et al., 2008), something echoed in Latin America’s ‘coloniality’ literature
(Alimonda, ch. 11 this volume). There are normative questions raised here too about
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the long-neglected ‘physical-ecological’ aspect of international relations as well as
associated demands for global environmental justice (Goeminne and Paredis, 2010).
Not surprisingly, the ‘rhetoric’ of ecological debt is swiftly dismissed by Northern
negotiators and media as ‘distracting and unconstructive’ (Parks and Roberts, 2010:
141). More surprising, perhaps, is that some political ecologists dismiss it on the
grounds that it is not sufficiently informed by understanding of local vulnerability and
adaptation despite acknowledging ‘the multi-level nature of the political ecology of
climate change’ (Adger et al., 2001: 700).

Such criticism is surely misguided. Ecological debt is an important concept precisely
because it rejects the widely held idea (at least in the North) that North—South transfers
are a form of ‘charity’. In contrast, the Indian government asserts that funds received
by developing countries, including India, for mitigation and adaptation to climate
change are an ‘entitlement not aid’ (MOEEF, 2009: 41). Viewing transfers in this way is
important because of the paternalistic interventions, monitoring and surveillance that
typically accompany foreign aid (Doty, 1996; Kim, 2009). This is evident in discourses
surrounding ‘good governance’ and aid-related surveillance reflective of Northern
assumptions about the inherently corrupt and/or incompetent character of Southern
states. These sorts of issues have not been seriously explored in political ecology,
notwithstanding pioneering work on ‘development’ (Escobar, 1995).

A Two-way Politics of Scale

Embedded in India’s deployment of the North—South binary in climate negotiations is a
politics of scale. In emphasizing per capita rights to the atmospheric commons and then
extrapolating these rights to rationalize why the Indian state should not have an
emissions cap, Indian negotiators are thereby jumping scale. In addition, Indian
negotiators are keen to utilize the North—South framing due to its effectiveness in
drawing attention to the North’s historical responsibility for environmental damage,
thereby scaling up the South as a ‘region’ (Dodds, 1998).

This can be seen as a response to Northern scalar politics implied in an environ-
mental agenda in which problems such as climate change are seen as being caused by
humanity at large (Bookchin, 1990). The human population is thereby homogenized in
its contribution to a problem that is by definition ‘global’. Hence all humans (and
countries) must help address it. Yet not all humans and/or countries have contributed
equally. Worse, by rescaling the issue from the global to the individual level, this
Northern discourse directly feeds into neo-Malthusian fears about countries with large
populations being the ‘biggest’ contributors to climate change. Not surprisingly, then,
while all emerging economies come under pressure in Northern media, particular
opprobrium attaches to most populous India and China (Davenport, 2014).

Because GHG contributions can be categorized differently, climate politics is notably
a discursive and scale-related struggle that seeks to emphasize one categorization over
another. Take for instance the relative contributions of the USA, India and China. The
USA is today still far ahead of India and China when considering both cumulative
contributions and per capita emissions. Yet when considering only current total country
emissions, China has now overtaken the USA, and India is not far behind. Not
surprisingly, the USA emphasizes current and future total country emissions, whereas
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China and India emphasize cumulative and per capita emissions. The latter can also
draw on climate science, which recognizes the long life-span of GHG emissions (IPCC,
2007).

These dynamics not only affirm how scale is ‘socially constructed, historically
contingent and politically contested’ (Neumann, 2009: 399); they also confirm that
‘scale is the means through which ecological (and related social and economic) change
is made political’ (Rangan and Kull, 2009: 30, italics in original). Indeed ‘scale can
shape the “truth” of an event’ (Jacobs, 2001: 734). Conflicts over the choice of
interpretive scale are thus inherently connected to evolving power geometries, both of
which are integral to struggles over access to and control over limited resources
(Rangan and Kull, 2009).

Right to Development

India’s deployment of the North—South binary in climate politics is also part of a wider
assertion of a right to development. Underlying this position is adherence to a once
intellectually fashionable modernization theory that situates India ‘at an early stage of
development” (PMCCC, 2009: 1). Now, postcolonial geographers and political ecolo-
gists are critical of both capitalism and associated (North-based) modernization
thinking, seeing them as obstacles to social justice (McEwan, 2003; Nash, 2004; Sachs,
2002; Sidaway, 2002; Neumann, 2009; Wainwright, 2010). Such critique is compelling
but must nonetheless be situated in historical context — after all, European colonization
was instrumental in creating today’s socially unjust world by exacerbating the impact
of industrial capitalism (Blaut, 1993). North—South climate politics is therefore
inherently tied to this historically contingent process of development of capitalism and
modernization (Chakrabarty, 2009) — and a rejection of them both now would thereby
cut off any chance for the formerly colonized (i.e. the South) to retrieve at least some
of the unequally distributed benefits that indisputably emerged from the process but
which have overwhelmingly accrued to the colonizers (i.e. the North).

In a different context, Bebbington (2004) and Rangan (2004) caution against a
cursory dismissal of modernization discourse in favor of (Northern) romanticized
portrayals of indigenous movements as ‘alternatives’ to development, insisting that the
way in which Southern marginalized groups make use of modernizing discourses is
what matters. These groups may utilize the tools and techniques of their oppressors to
protect their interests (Bebbington, 2004). This is at the core of Homi Bhabha’s notion
of hybridity — resistance as appropriation of colonial identities and discourses by the
colonized (Kapoor, 2008). The idea °‘that politics, while always contaminated by
hegemonic representations and institutions, can nonetheless be undertaken from within
(the margins of) the hegemony’ (Kapoor, 2008: 149) speaks to subaltern agency. It also
points to spaces of possible subversion of colonial domination by using the colonizer’s
tools (Jacobs, 1996). Denying the subaltern the opportunity to coopt and become a part
of such hegemony may simply perpetuate the subaltern condition (Spivak, 2010).

Dismissing the ‘right to develop’ argument (Norberg-Hodge, 2008), therefore, risks
condoning Northern affluence while denying similar aspirations to the South. Take the
case of the much-féted radical German scholar Wolfgang Sachs (2002), who decries the
(populous) South’s pursuit of modernization both because the earth’s limited carrying
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capacity will not allow it and because such a quest simply hastens Southern elite
integration into global capitalism. Consequently, ‘the demand for justice and dignity on
behalf of Southern countries threatens to accelerate the rush towards biospherical
disruption, as long as the idea of justice is firmly linked to the idea of development’
(Sachs, 2002: 30). Instead, he urges both North and South to pursue ecologically
benign pathways to social improvement.

Sachs’s analysis is an excellent example of how Northern environmentalism can
perpetuate Northern exceptionalism and a paternalistic attitude towards the South. It
tacitly accepts an unequal North—South status quo, since it is easier to prevent humans
with less power from embarking on new emission-generating activities than for those
with more power to depart from their already high-emission-generating activities.
Indeed, Sachs (2002) believes the South must pursue only non-industrial decentralized
development. There is a clear contradiction — not to mention hypocrisy (Simon, 2007)
— involved here when a scholar residing in a Northern industrialized country and living
a life of relative privilege (with accordingly enlarged GHG emissions) makes such
pronouncements. For, even as the South is encouraged ‘not to make the mistakes’ that
the North did, most Northern scholars continue to live lives of relative privilege made
possible by the very system of industrialized development they condemn. This serves
only to perpetuate ‘the ostensive imbalance between responsibility for the damage and
obligation for repair’ (Castro, 2010: 35) of the climate system.

Further, by suggesting that industrialization-as-development has been thrust on the
South by rapacious Northern corporations, commentators such as Norberg-Hodge
(2008) also strip Southerners of agency insofar as it is assumed that they would not
aspire to higher standards of living on their own. In India’s climate politics, develop-
ment indeed serves as what Ernesto Laclau calls a ‘floating signifier’ (cited in Doty,
1996) — a concept whose meaning is not fixed and therefore serves to enable a
multifaceted and often ambiguous politics of resistance, particularly in contesting the
status quo. Whether this politics leads to a counter-hegemonic outcome can be debated.
The climate crisis has certainly prompted in India discourses that challenge hegemonic
conceptions of pro-capitalist industrial development (Roy, 2012; Shiva, 2008). Yet it is
also clear that this approach does not define India’s climate politics, which is firmly
based on equalizing opportunities for economic growth and industrialization between
North and South.

Although much critique of modernization-as-development is based on its associations
with the colonial ‘civilizing mission’ (Nash, 2004: 109), India’s claimed right to
development is articulated within an agenda that promotes national sovereignty, and
therefore should be seen in a different light than development-as-aid promulgated by
Northern NGOs. Similarly, and in criticizing the post-developmentalist ethos of
renouncing the very idea of development as a ‘totalizing and hegemonic discourse’ due
to its (neo)colonialist history, Rangan (2004: 373) argues that contemporary Southern
grassroots movements striving for greater equity and access to resources often seek to
work with, not against, state-legitimized discourses of development.
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CONCLUSION: EXPANDING THE SCOPE OF GLOBAL POLITICAL
ECOLOGY

‘Can the spatial discipline of geography move from its positioning of colonial
complicity towards producing postcolonial spatial narratives?” asks Jacobs (1996: 163).
This chapter offers a clear response: a North—South framing of climate politics provides
a compelling postcolonial spatial narrative with which political ecologists ought to
engage. While this is not the preferred scale of analysis for many scholars, I
nonetheless insist that the multifaceted nature of the ongoing climate impasse positively
cries out for political ecology analysis that may in turn have implications for global
climate policy. Contemporary climate politics provides an excellent opportunity to
examine the ways in which colonial power is being challenged and/or re-inscribed
through contestations surrounding North—South binaries. At the same time, scholars
must be aware that, in examining climate politics, they are embedded too in an unequal
status quo — to the extent that some may even be complicit in the perpetuation of
North—South inequalities when ostensibly critical analysis becomes unintentionally
aligned with positions taken by hegemonic Northern states.

A new direction for political ecology is thus urgently needed. First, there is need for
greater and more complex engagement with postcolonial theory, particularly related to
reflexivity and the question of how to avoid complicity with unequal power relations. A
postcolonial political ecology of the atmospheric commons must be self-reflexive in the
sense that scholars undertaking such an analysis must be cognizant of how their class
and geopolitical positions may contribute to perpetuating inequality. Without this,
well-meaning analyses may simply become hypocritical and complicit with the status
quo.

Second, and for their analyses to have a chance of positively informing climate
negotiations, political ecologists must engage more with a North—South literature
largely within the purview of international relations (Hurrell and Sengupta, 2012). It
will hence need to go beyond the dismissive approach that some work in critical
geopolitics takes, seeking instead to find ways to work with state-centered approaches
that underpin climate negotiations. This will clearly require a move beyond the ‘local
trap’ to thereby engage more systematically in research at the interstate level (Kim,
2009).

Finally, political ecology as a field of study must make more room for perspectives
from non-traditional/non-white positions (Kim et al., 2012). It is surely troubling that
critiques of a North—South approach to climate negotiations come predominantly from
Northern writers who thereby dismiss from serious consideration the perspectives of
many Southern counterparts. By incorporating non-traditional/non-white bodies and
intellects more proactively into political ecology, the field will thereby also be
encouraging scholarship that challenges wider and deeply entrenched core—periphery
dynamics in a North—South-shaped epistemic world in which non-white Southern
bodies hitherto have largely been confined to the role of subordinate ‘native inform-
ants’ for Northern and usually white scholars.
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10. Depoliticized environments and the promises of
the Anthropocene

Erik Swyngedouw™

Political ecology has developed as a multifaceted research agenda over the past four
decades, influenced by diverse critical theoretical perspectives that all aim to relate
environmental and ecological processes to socio-economic and political dynamics.
Despite heterogeneous epistemological perspectives ranging from Marxism to post-
structuralism and beyond, political ecologists share the view not only that the “political’
matters in grasping and influencing trajectories of socio-ecological change and trans-
formation, but also that ‘physical’ and ‘biological’ matter politically. This is felt to be
particularly acute in an academic and policy environment that tends to ignore or
disavow the political conditioning of physical processes. Nonetheless, relatively little
attention has been paid to what precisely constitutes the ‘political” in political ecology,
and how it ought to be understood and rendered operational.

This chapter thus argues that there is an urgent need to consider the ‘political’ more
thoroughly in light of the twin forces of the depoliticization of environmental matters
and deepening understanding that socio-political processes co-shape geological and
ecological processes. Here, I explore the political nature of the environmental condi-
tions we are in, discuss the contours of the process of depoliticization in its current
post-politicizing form and attempt to re-center political thought and practices at the
heart of political ecology. I propose a series of theoretical tools as well as philosophical
debates that political ecology must engage with in order to develop a better grasp of
these epoch-making changes.

WELCOME TO THE ANTHROPOCENE: CELEBRATING THE END
OF NATURE

In 2000, Nobel-prize-winning atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen introduced the con-
cept of the Anthropocene as the name for the successor geological period to the
Holocene (Crutzen and Stoermer, 2000). The Holocene started about 12 000 years ago
and is characterized by the relatively stable and temperate climatic and environmental
conditions that were conducive to the development of humanity. Until recently, human
development had relatively little impact on the dynamics of geological time. Although
disagreement exists over the exact start of the Anthropocene, it is indisputable that the
impact of human activity on the geo-climatic environment became more pronounced
from the Industrial Revolution onwards, leading to a situation in which humans are
now widely considered to have an eco-geologically critical impact on the earth’s
bio-physical system (Chakrabarty, 2009; Clark, 2011). The most obvious example is the
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accumulation of greenhouse gases like CO, and methane (CH,) in the atmosphere, and
the changes this induces in climatic dynamics. Others are the growing homogenization
of biodiversity as a result of human-induced species migration, mass extinction and
biodiversity loss, the manufacturing of new (sub-)species through genetic modification,
or the geodetic consequences notably linked to large dam construction, mining and
changing sea levels.

We are no longer objects of nature, but have become subjects in the co-evolution of
socio-ecological systems (Norgaard, 1994). This raises the specter of the obligation to
consider what sort of environments we wish to live in, how to produce them, and with
what consequences. It calls for a new modernity that fully endorses human/non-human
entanglements and takes responsibility for them (Latour, 2007). We know that
environmental catastrophes are already here, that profound geo-climatic changes and
other environmental transformations are already such that they are inimical to the
continuation of life in some places and for some humans, and this will undoubtedly get
worse as anthropogenic change accumulates (Wynne, 2010). ‘The Production of
Nature’ — an expression that perhaps sounded quixotic until a few years ago — is now
firmly on the agenda (Smith, 1984). Nature as the externally conditioning frame for
human life — an externalization that permitted the social sciences and humanities to
leave the matter of nature to the natural sciences — has ended. This end of nature and
the inauguration of a socio-physical historical nature forces a profound reconsideration
and re-scripting of the matter of nature in political terms. The question is no longer
about bringing environmental issues into the domain of politics as before, but rather
about how to bring the political into the environment. However, philosopher Alain
Badiou (2008: 139) argues that the growing consensual concern with nature and the
environment should be thought of as ‘a contemporary form of opium for the people’.
As Slavoj Zizek (2008a: 53—4) adds: ‘[R]eplacing the declining religion, it [ecology]
takes over the old religion’s fundamental function of having an unquestionable
authority that can impose limits.’

This seems, at first sight, not only a scandalous statement (conflating ecology with
religion in a perverse twisting of Marx); it also flies in the face of evidence that politics
matters environmentally. Yet I take Badiou’s statement seriously here and consider how
today the elevation of environmental concerns to the status of global humanitarian
cause operates as ‘a gigantic operation in the de-politicization of subjects’ (Badiou,
cited in Feltham, 2008: 139). Ulrich Beck (2010: 263) concurs:

In the name of indisputable facts portraying a bleak future for humanity, green politics has
succeeded in de-politicizing political passions to the point of leaving citizens nothing but
gloomy asceticism, a terror of violating nature and an indifference towards the modernization
of modernity.

I thus explore the paradoxical situation whereby the environment is politically
mobilized, yet this articulated political concern suspends the proper political dimen-
sion. I also examine how the elevation of the matter of the environment to a global
public concern is both a marker of and constituent force in the production of
depoliticization. Indeed, the dominant techno-managerial environmental policy frame
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inaugurates particular forms of depoliticization. And it is precisely this thesis that
renders engaging with ‘the political’ in political ecology of central importance today.

THE DEATH OF NATURE: EMERGENT NATURES

The death or the end of nature has been announced before (e.g. Merchant, 1980;
McKibben, 1989; Giddens, 1991; Wapner, 2010). Such a proclamation does not imply
a de-materialization of human life, the apogee of modern ‘man’s’ quest to sever links to
nature. Rather, humans and non-humans are ever more entangled through myriad
interactions and transformative processes (Latour, 1993). The death of nature signals
instead the demise of particular imaginings of nature, of a set of symbolic inscriptions
that inferred a singular nature, at once external and internal to humans and human life.

Timothy Morton (2007: 14) calls nature ‘a transcendental term in a material mask
[that] stands at the end of a potentially infinite series of other terms that collapse into
it’. He distinguishes between three interrelated places or meanings of nature in our
symbolic universe. First, as a floating signifier, the ‘content’ of nature is expressed
through a range of terms that all collapse in the name of nature: DNA, elephants,
mineral water, the Andes, hunger, markets, desire, CO,, greed, competition and so on.
Such metonymic lists are inherently slippery, showing a stubborn refusal to fixate
meaning. As Zizek (1991) proclaims, ‘Nature does not exist!” His Lacanian perspective
insists on the difference ‘between [a] series of ordinary signifiers and the central
element which has to remain empty in order to serve as the underlying organizing
principle of the series’ (Zizek, 2000: 52). Nature constitutes exactly such a central
(empty or floating) element whose meaning can be gleaned only by relating it to other
more directly recognizable signifiers. Nature becomes a symbolic tapestry, a montage
of meaning, held together with quilting points (points de capiton). For example,
‘biodiversity’, ‘eco-cities’, ‘CO,’ or ‘climate change’ can be thought of as quilting
points through which a matrix of meanings of nature is articulated. These points are not
merely anchoring points; they refer to a ‘beyond’ of meaning, a certain enjoyment
expressed as fantasy — notably, the desire for an environmentally balanced and socially
harmonious order (a perspective here that draws on ZiZek’s reading of Lacan; see
Zizek, 1989; Lacan, 1993, 1997). There is always a remainder or excess that evades
symbolization — what Lacan calls the Real — a performative leftover that cannot be
symbolized.

Second, Morton (2007: 14) argues, nature has ‘the force of law, a norm against
which deviation is measured’ — as when nature is summoned to normalize heterosexu-
ality but render queerness unnatural, or to see competition between humans as natural
but to view altruism as a product of ‘culture’ (or vice versa), or when a particular
climatic condition is normatively posited as ideal but other conditions as undesirable.
Normative power inscribed in nature is invoked as an organizing principle that is
transcendental and universal, allegedly residing outside the remit allocated to humans
and non-humans alike but that exercises an inescapable performative effect and leaves
a non-alienable imprint. Here, nature is a given: a solid foundational (or ontological)
basis from which to legitimize acts and that can be invoked to anchor normative
judgments about ecological, social, political or economic processes. Consider how the
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vision of a stable climate is elevated to a ‘public good’ both by the British parliament
and by the UNHCR: ‘[T]he delivery of a stable climate, as an essential public good, is
an immediate security, prosperity and moral imperative, not simply a long-term
environmental challenge’ (cited in Hulme, 2010: 270).

Third, nature invokes for Morton multiple fantasies and desires: dreams of a
sustainable nature or a balanced climate, the desire to make love on a beach warmed by
a setting sun, fear of nature’s revenge if we keep pumping CO, into the atmosphere,
and so on. Nature is invoked here as the stand-in for other repressed, disavowed or
foreclosed longings and passions — the Lacanian objet petit a around which we shape
our drives and that disguises the lack of ground on which to base our subjectivity
(Zizek, 1999a). Such fantasy is displayed in calls to restore a true (original but now
lost) humane harmony by retro-fitting the world to ecological balance, or in the longing
for a nature that functions as the big ‘Other’ guiding us to redemption. From the latter
perspective, nature becomes the ‘external’ terrain that offers the promise, if attended to
properly, of achieving harmonious life (Stavrakakis, 1997), but also from which
disaster emanates if we perturb its proper functioning.

These uses of nature imply simultaneously an attempt to fixate its unstable meaning
while presenting it as a fethishized ‘Other’ that reflects our displaced deepest fears and
longings. The concept of nature thus functions ideologically — foreclosing thought,
disavowing the inherent slipperiness of the concept, and ignoring the multiplicities,
inconsistencies and incoherencies of its symbolization (Morton, 2007: 24). It is a
matrix of heterogeneous and fluid meanings that is invested with jouissance -
enjoyment promised but forever postponed. For Zizek, any attempt to suture the
meaning of empty signifiers is political gesture. Disavowal or refusal to recognize
the political character of such gestures, while attempting to universalize and suture
the situated and positioned meanings inscribed metonymically in nature, lead to
depoliticization, to rendering nature politically mute and socially neutral (Swyngedouw,
2007). Disavowal of the empty core of nature by colonizing its meaning, by staining it
with inserted meanings subsequently generalized and homogenized, is the political
gesture par excellence of depoliticization — nature beyond the political, hence beyond
public dispute (e.g. Swyngedouw, 2013a). Such symbolizations also disavow the Real
of natures: the heterogeneous, unpredictable, occasionally catastrophic, acting out of
socio-ecological processes in the Anthropocene. These un-symbolized natures haunt in
their ‘excessive’ acting out: droughts, tsunamis, oil-spills, recombinant DNA, globaliz-
ing diseases, disintegrating polar ice caps, among others.

Latour (1993) also would abandon the concept of nature, suggesting instead a world
of socio-natural quasi-objects. There is neither nature nor society outside the cultural
and discursive practices that produced this binary. Rather, the imbroglios of human and
non-human things that proliferate in and constitute the world consist of continuously
multiplying nature—culture hybrids that stand between nature and culture: for example,
greenhouse gases, Dolly the cloned sheep, dams or electromagnetic waves (Latour,
2005). They are simultaneously social/cultural and natural/physical, and their coherence
(i.e. relative spatial and temporal sustainability) is predicated on assembled networks of
human and non-human relations producing a relatively stable constellation (Swyn-
gedouw, 2006). Nature is always already social (Jankovic, 2000) — involving assem-
bling, dissembling and reassembling the rhizomatic networks through which things,
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bodies, natures and cultures become enmeshed and through which relatively stable
quasi-objects are seen (Castree, 2003; Braun, 2006). Here too is an attempt to
re-politicize the ‘environment’, as quasi-objects enter the public assembly of political
concerns.

Natural scientists echo such criticism. Levins and Lewontin (1985) notably argue that
nature is filled in by scientists with a set of universalizing meanings that ultimately
depoliticize nature while facilitating particular mobilizations of ‘scientifically’ con-
structed nature (Lewontin and Levins, 2007). In contrast, they insist that the biological
world 1is relationally constituted through contingent, historically produced, infinitely
variable forms in which each part (human and non-human, organic and non-organic) is
intrinsically connected to wider relations comprising the whole (see also Deleuze and
Guattari, 1994; Conley, 1996; Herzogenrath, 2008). Levins and Lewontin thus reject a
simplistic, reductionist, teleological and ultimately homogenizing view of nature —
arguing that there is no trans-historical and trans-geographical transcendental natural
state of things, conditions or relations, but rather various different historical natures,
relations and environments subject to continuous, occasionally dramatic, and rarely
(fully) predictable changes. Expressions such as ‘it is in the nature of things’ explain
nothing, since individuals and environments are co-produced and co-evolve in historic-
ally contingent, diversified, locally specific and often unaccountable manners (see also
Harvey, 1996). Evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay Gould (1980) concurred here,
viewing evolution as a truncated, punctuated, occasionally catastrophic and revolution-
ary but, above all, contingent process. There is no safety in nature — it is unpredictable,
erratic, moving spasmodically and blind. And there is no final guarantee in nature on
which to base human practices, dreams or aspirations.

Due to growing global awareness of ‘the environmental crisis’, the inadequacy of our
symbolic representations of nature is more acute as the Real of nature is symptomatic-
ally discerned via diverse ecological threats (e.g. global warming, new diseases,
biodiversity loss, pollution). Such spectral and uncanny appearance of the Real
unsettles received understandings of harmonious nature, nurtures trauma, while forcing
transformation in the signifying chains that attempt to provide ‘content’ for nature
while at the same time exposing the impossibility of fully capturing the Real of nature
(Zizek, 2008b). Thus the natures we see and work with are necessarily imagined,
scripted and symbolically charged as nature. These inscriptions are always inadequate,
leaving an excess or remainder, while maintaining a distance from co-produced natures
that are complex, chaotic, often unpredictable, radically contingent, historically and
geographically variable, risky, patterned in endlessly complex ways and ordered along
‘strange’ attractors (Prigogine and Stengers, 1985). Hence there is no nature that
requires salvation in the name of either nature itself or humanity, and nothing
foundational here that needs, demands or requires sustaining. The debate and contro-
versies over nature and what do with it, in contrast, signal rather our inability to engage
in directly political and social strategies about re-arranging the socio-ecological
coordinates of life, the production of new socio-natural configurations, and the
arrangements of socio-metabolic organization (i.e. capitalism) that we inhabit. Next, I
elaborate on this by viewing climate change policies and arguments as depoliticizing
gestures, predicated upon a growing concern for a nature out of kilter.
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THE CLIMATE AS OBJECT CAUSE OF DESIRE

Irrespective of how individuals and groups view nature, consensus has emerged over
the seriousness of our socio-ecological predicament (Swyngedouw, 2009). Both the
IPCC reports and Al Gore’s evangelical An Inconvenient Truth garnered the Nobel
Peace prize — a telling illustration of how climate matters are now a global human-
itarian cause (Giddens, 2009). There is a virtually unchallenged consensus on the need
to be ‘environmentally’ sustainable if disaster is to be avoided — a sustainability defined
as reducing and stabilizing CO, content in the atmosphere (Boykoff et al., forthcom-
ing). Here, environmental problems are generally staged as threatening to human
survival while being sustained by ‘ecologies of fear’ (Davis, 1999) on the one hand,
and populist gestures on the other. The discursive matrix through which contemporary
meaning about the environmental condition is woven is one quilted by the invocation of
anxiety and danger, even the specter of ecological annihilation (or, at the very least,
damaging socio-ecological conditions for many people soon). ‘Anxiety’ is the crucial
trope through which many environmental and other biopolitical narratives are woven
(Badiou, 2008). Cultivated ‘ecologies of fear’ are, in turn, sustained by a set of
phantasmagorical, often apocalyptic imaginations (Katz, 1995; Swyngedouw, 2013b):
endemic resource shortages, hurricanes whose intensity is amplified by climate change,
scorched land as the geo-pluvial regime and the spatial variability of droughts and
floods shifts, icebergs disintegrating around the poles, causing sea levels to rise,
alarming reductions in biodiversity, devastating wildfires or tsunamis, and spreading
‘killer’ diseases like ebola or avian flu. These imaginaries contrast with equally
disturbing images of a society still piling up waste, pumping CO, into the atmosphere,
deforesting the earth and so on. Many people today seem to have an unquenchable
thirst for dystopian imaginaries. Our ecological predicament is sutured by a series of
performative gestures signaling an overwhelming, mind-boggling danger — one that
may undermine the coordinates of everyday life, disrupting the foundations of all we
take for granted. Yet, despite knowing that the ecological catastrophe is already here,
we fail to take nature seriously, to think and act as subjects inscribed in dynamic
natural processes.

Still, the attractions of apocalyptic imaginaries are not to be gainsaid, and display
various characteristics. Symbolically, they are extraordinarily powerful in disavowing
or displacing social conflict, thereby foreclosing a proper political framing. Thus
presentation of climate change as a global humanitarian cause produces a depoliticized
imaginary — one that does not revolve around choosing one trajectory over another, one
that does not articulate specific political programs or socio-ecological projects. Such
mobilization without political issue led Badiou to declare, ‘ecology is the new opium
for the masses’, whereby promising a benign retrofitted climate exhausts the horizon of
our social and political aspirations and imaginations. Solutions then follow: techno-
managerial and behavioral transformations organized within a liberal—capitalist order
beyond dispute will ‘retrofit’ the climate. These transformations become dystopian
when the Malthusian specter of overpopulation is fused with climate concerns — with
newborns (perversely) identified as the main culprits, a view supported by the likes of
David Attenborough, Jane Goodall, James Lovelock and Crispin Tickell (Population
Matters, 2010; see also Baeten, 2009). The techno-managerial eco-consensus maintains
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that we must change radically, but within the contours of the existing situation — ‘the
partition of the sensible’ (Ranciere, 1998) — so that nothing really has to change!

The negativity of climatic disintegration finds its positive injunction in a fetishist
invocation of CO, as the ‘thing’ around which our environmental dreams, aspirations
and policies should crystallize. The ‘point de capiton’ for the climate change problem-
atic is CO,, the objet petit a (i.e. that something ‘which sets our desire in motion’:
Ziiek, 1997: 39; see also Stavrakakis, 2000) that simultaneously expresses our climate
fears and provides a referent around which desire for a better socio-climatic world is
woven, but one that simultaneously disavows radical change in our socio-political
coordinates. The fetishist disavowal of the complex relations through which environ-
mental changes unfold finds its completion in the double reductionism to this singular
socio-chemical component (CO,). The reification of complex processes to a thing-like
object-cause in the form of a socio-chemical compound around which our environ-
mental fear/desire crystallizes is indeed further inscribed with a particular social
meaning and function through its enrollment as commodity in capital circulation and
market exchange (Bumpus and Liverman, 2008; Liverman, 2009). The procedure of
pricing CO, reduces the socio-spatial heterogeneities and complexities of ‘natural’ CO,
to a universal singular, obscuring — in Marx’s (2004: 162) view of commodity fetishism
— that a commodity is ‘a very strange thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and
theological niceties’. Commodification renders homologous, say, the pumping of a ton
of CO, into the atmosphere by a coal-fired plant in the UK on the one hand, and
sinking one ton of CO, through planting trees by a Brazilian community on the other.
While the socio- and political-ecological framings of these two processes are radically
different and incommensurable, monetizing CO, renders them fully interchangeable
and commensurable.

The commodification of CO, — primarily via the Kyoto Protocol and offsetting
schemes — triggered a derivatives market of climate futures and options (Lohmann,
2010). On the European Climate Exchange (2010), for example, trade in CO, futures
and options grew from zero in 2005 to pass the 3 billion tons mark in June 2010; 585
296 contracts were traded during that month alone, with prices fluctuating from over
€30 to less than €10 per ton over this period. The price collapsed following the 2008
meltdown as economic growth in the Global North stalled. CO,’s inscription as
commodity (and financial asset) is dependent on its insertion in a complex governance
regime centered on managerial and institutional technologies that reflect reflexive
risk-calculation, self-assessment, interest-negotiation and intermediation, accountancy
rules and accountancy-based disciplining, detailed quantification and benchmarking of
performance. This regime is politically choreographed and instituted by the Kyoto
Protocol (only marginally amended subsequently) and related, extraordinarily complex
institutional configurations. The consensual scripting of climate change imaginaries,
arguments and policies reflects a particular process of depoliticization, defined by
Zizek and others as post-politicization that is instituted in what Colin Crouch and
Jacques Ranciére term ‘post-democracy’.
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POST-POLITICAL AND POST-DEMOCRATIC ENVIRONMENTS

Zizek (1999b, 2006a) and Mouffe (2005) define post-politics as a political formation
that forecloses the political. Post-politicization reduces political terrain to the sphere of
consensual governing and policy-making centered on technical, managerial and consen-
sual administration (policing) of environmental, social, economic or other domains.
These efforts remain within the realm of existing social relations. ‘The ultimate sign of
post-politics in all Western countries’, Zizek (2002: 303) argues, ‘is the growth of a
managerial approach to government: government is reconceived as a managerial
function, deprived of its proper political dimension’. Today’s consensual times thus
eliminate a genuine political space of disagreement. Under a post-political condition,
‘[e]verything is politicized, can be discussed, but only in a non-committal way and as a
non-conflict. Absolute and irreversible choices are kept away; politics becomes
something one can do without making decisions that divide and separate’ (Diken and
Laustsen, 2004: 15). Difficulties and problems, such as re-ordering the climate or
re-shaping the environment, which are generally staged and accepted as problematic,
need to be dealt with through compromise, managerial and technical arrangement, and
the production of consensus. Key here is ‘the annulment of dissensus ... the “end of
politics™ (Ranciere, 2001: §32; see also Swyngedouw, 2009).

Climate governance and the policing of environmental concerns are pivotal arenas
through which post-political consensus is constructed, when ‘politics proper is progres-
sively replaced by expert social administration’ (Zizek, 2005: 117). The post-
politicizing environmental consensus is thus radically reactionary, forestalling the
articulation of conflicting or alternative trajectories of future environmental dynamics.
There is no contestation over the givens of the situation, over the partition of the
sensible; there is only debate over technologies of management, timing of their
implementation, arrangements of policing and the interests of those whose voices are
recognized as legitimate. In this post-political era, adversarial politics (of the left/right
variety or of radically divergent struggles over imagining different socio-environmental
futures, for example) are considered hopelessly out of date. Disagreement and debate
are still possible, but operate within a model of elite consensus and agreement (Crouch,
2004), subordinated to a managerial-technocratic regime (Jorke, 2005; Bliihdorn,
2006). Disagreement is allowed, but only about the choice of (eco-)technologies, the
mix of organizational fixes, the detail of the (eco-)managerial adjustments, and the
urgency of their timing and implementation, not with respect to the socio-political
framing of present and future natures.

Thus environmental and other politics are reduced to the sphere of the police, to the
domain of managing, governing and polic(y)ing through ‘participatory’ procedures
within a given hierarchical structure. Consensual policy-making in which the stake-
holders (i.e. those with recognized speech) are known in advance and where disruption
or dissent is reduced to debates over the institutional modalities of governing, the
accountancy calculus of risk, and the technologies of expert administration or manage-
ment, announces the end of politics, annuls dissent from the consultative spaces of
policy-making, and evacuates the properly political from the public sphere.
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RENDERING CONSENSUAL CLIMATE CHANGE

Climate governance is a key domain through which the post-political is forged — one
that disavows dissensus and prevents agonistic disagreement over alternative socio-
ecological futures. The climate change conundrum is not only portrayed as global, but
is constituted as a universal threat. We are all potential victims: humanity as a whole (in
both a material and philosophical manner) is invoked and called into being. However,
the ‘people’ here are not constituted as heterogeneous political subjects, but as
universal victims, suffering from processes beyond their control. As such, the argument
cuts across the idiosyncrasies of often antagonistic human and non-human ‘natures’ and
their specific ‘actings out’, silences ideological and other constitutive social differences,
and disavows democratic conflicts about different socio-ecological configurations by
distilling a common threat to nature and to humanity (Hulme, 2008).

The nature—society dichotomy and the causal power of nature to derail civilizations
are thereby reinforced. Neil Smith calls this ‘nature washing’:

Nature-washing is a process by which social transformations of nature are well enough
acknowledged, but in which that socially changed nature becomes a new super determinant of
our social fate. It might well be society’s fault for changing nature, but it is the consequent
power of that nature that brings on the apocalypse. The causal power of nature is not
compromised but would seem to be augmented by social injections into that nature. (Smith,
2008: 245)

While the part-anthropogenic process of the accumulation of greenhouse gases is
readily acknowledged, the related ecological problems are externalized. CO, becomes
the fetishist stand-in for all climate change calamities; it therefore suffices to reverse
atmospheric CO, levels so as to return to a climatic status quo ex ante. An
extraordinary techno-managerial apparatus is thus under development, ranging from
eco-technologies of diverse kinds and Promethean geo-engineering proposals (Royal
Society, 2009; Szerszynski, 2010), to complex managerial and institutional configura-
tions aiming to produce a socio-ecological fix that simultaneously ensures that nothing
fundamental changes in socio-ecological structures. Stabilizing the climate is thus a
precondition for life as we know it to continue.

Consensual discourse ‘displaces social antagonism and constructs the enemy ... the
enemy is externalized or reified into a positive ontological entity [excessive CO,] (even
if this entity is spectral) whose annihilation would restore balance and justice’ (ZiZek,
2006b: 555). The enemy is conceived as an ‘intruder’ who has ‘corrupted’ the system.
CO, stands here as the classic example of a fetishized and externalized foe that must be
defeated. Problems are not due to unevenly distributed power relations, rampant
injustices or a fatal flaw in the ‘system’, but are blamed on an outsider (Ziiek, 2006b:
555). Hence the solution is to deal with the ‘pathological’ phenomenon, the resolution
for which resides in the system itself. The ‘enemy’ remains socially empty, vacuous and
homogenized; it is a thing not socially embodied, named and counted. While a proper
politics would endorse the view that CO,-as-crisis stands as the pathological symptom
of the normal — one that views excesses as inscribed in the normal functioning of the
system — the dominant policy architecture insists that this state is excessive to the
system, while prophylactic qualities are assigned to the mobilization of the very inner
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dynamics and logic of the system that produced the problem in the first place
(privatization, commodification and market exchange of often fictitious CO,).

Climate consensus is conjured in the ‘name of the people’, but supported by a
‘neutral’ scientific technocracy that elevates, often without much political mediation,
‘matters of fact’ into ‘matters of concern’, while advocating a direct relationship
between people and political participation. Thus consensual governing takes the form
of stakeholder participation or forms of participatory governance that operate beyond
the state and permit self-management, self-organization and self-disciplining (Dean,
1999; Lemke, 1999; Swyngedouw, 2005) under the aegis of a non-disputed liberal—-
capitalist order. Such tactics do not identify a privileged subject of change (like the
proletariat for Marxists or women for feminists), but instead invoke a common
predicament, as well as the need for humanity-wide action, via multi-scalar
cooperation. There are no internal social tensions or conflicts. Yet it is precisely this
constitutive split of the people based on recognition of radically differentiated social,
political or ecological desires that calls the proper democratic political into being.

The ecological problem does not invite transformation of the existing socio-
ecological order, but instead calls on elites to act so that nothing really changes. Such
consensus is inherently reactionary, an ideological (or imaginary) support structure for
securing the status quo. It is inherently non-political and non-partisan. A Gramscian
‘passive revolution’ has thus occurred whereby elites acknowledge the climate conun-
drum (thereby answering calls to take the issue seriously) and move quickly to
convince us that not only can capitalism solve this riddle, but that it can conjure a
sustainable climate by making the one it co-produced over several hundred years go
away.

Post-political climate governance does not solve problems; it moves them around.
Consider how the nuclear option is portrayed as a realistic option to secure a
sustainable energy future that addresses both CO, and peak-oil concerns (despite
Fukushima). Thus, escaping the CO, quagmire involves replacing ‘excessive’ CO, with
another socio-natural imbroglio, U235/238 (and its socio-natural trans-uranium ele-
ments). The nuclear ‘fix” is increasingly presented (undoubtedly to be later imple-
mented) as a key means to save climate and capital — yet hardly arousing hope for an
ecologically sound society.

Worse, no proper names are assigned to a post-political consensual politics.
Post-political populism involves a politics of not naming in the sense of giving a
definite or proper name to its field of action. Vague concepts like climate change policy,
biodiversity policy or ‘sustainability’ replace proper names in politics. Yet, for Ranciere
(1995), these are precisely what constitute genuine democracy — a space where the
unnamed, uncounted and unsymbolized become named, counted and symbolized.
Climate change has no positively embodied political name or signifier; it does not call
a political subject into being, or rather there is no political subject inaugurating its
name. In contrast to signifiers that mark a positively embodied content vis-a-vis the
future (e.g. socialism, communism), an ecologically and climatologically different
future world is captured in a pure negativity without promise of redemption or a
positive injunction that ‘transcends’/sublimates negativity, and without a proper subject.
Yet gazing on tomorrow thus permits a recasting of social, political and other issues
today as future conditions to be retroactively re-scripted as a techno-managerial matter.
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Poverty, ecological problems or socio-ecological inequities will eventually be sorted
out by dealing with CO, today. As demands are expressed (reduce CO,) that remain
particular, post-politics forecloses universalization as a positive socio-environmental
project. The environmental problem does not posit a positive and named socio-
environmental situation, an embodied vision, a desire that awaits attainment, a passion
to be realized.

FROM ENVIRONMENTALIZING POLITICS TO POLITICIZING THE
ENVIRONMENT

Taking the environmental and climatic catastrophe seriously requires exploding the
process of depoliticization marked by empty signifiers like nature or ‘sustainability’
while urging us to rethink the political. This is not to ignore the Real of natures: those
diverse, multiple, whimsical, contingent and often unpredictable socio-ecological
relations of which we are part. Rather, we must question the social legitimization of all
manner of socio-environmental politics, policies and interventions in the name of
nature or sustainability that necessarily forecloses a properly political frame through
which such imaginaries become constituted and rendered hegemonic, while disavowing
the constitutive split of the people by erasing the spaces of democratic agnostic
encounter. The above re-conceptualization urges us to accept the extraordinary variabil-
ity of natures, insists on the need to make ‘a wager’ on natures, forces us to chose
politically between this or that nature, invites us to plunge into the relatively unknown,
expect the unexpected, accept that not all there is can be known and, most importantly,
endorse the violent moment that is inscribed in any socio-environmental intervention.

The ultimate aim of political intervention is to change socio-environmental ordering.
Like any intervention, this is inevitably a violent act, erasing some of what is there
already to erect something different. Political interventions thus re-choreograph socio-
natural relations, always splitting consensus while producing inegalitarian outcomes.
Intervening in socio-natural orders constitutes a political act par excellence — one that
can only be legitimized politically and not (as now) through an externalized legitima-
tion based in fantasy (whether ‘nature’ or ‘enlightened’ techno-science). Any such act
reorders socio-ecologies, reconfigures uneven socio-ecological relations, often with
unpredictable consequences. Such interventions signal a totalitarian moment involving
the temporary suspension of the democratic — the latter understood as the presumed
equality of all in a space that nurtures dissensus (Wilson and Swyngedouw, 2014). The
dialectic between the democratic as a political given and the totalitarian moment of
policy intervention as the suspension of the democratic must be endorsed. While the
democratic political, founded on a presumption of equality, insists on difference,
disagreement, radical openness and exploring multiple possible futures, concrete
environmental intervention is necessarily about closure, definitive choice, a singular
intervention and hence at least some exclusion and silencing. The democratic political
process dwells, therefore, in two spheres simultaneously: ‘the political’ and ‘the police’
(the policy order) (Ranciere, 1995). The (democratic) political is the space for the
enunciation and affirmation of difference, for the cultivation of dissensus, for asserting
the presumption of equality of all before the (inevitably) inegalitarian polic(y)e order.
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The latter is thus necessarily a violent act of (temporary) foreclosure of the democratic
political, of taking one option not another, of producing one sort of environment (and
socio-natural relations) not others, of rendering hegemonic one metonymic chain not
another. And, legitimization here cannot be based on pressing nature into discursive
service. The production of socio-environmental arrangements implies fundamentally
political questions, and must be addressed and legitimized in political terms. Politiciz-
ing environments democratically, then, becomes an issue of enhancing the democratic
political content of socio-environmental construction by means of identifying the
strategies through which a more equitable distribution of social power and a more
egalitarian mode of producing natures can be achieved. This requires reclaiming proper
democracy (and public spaces for enunciating agonistic dispute) as a foundation for
more egalitarian socio-ecological arrangements, the naming of positively embodied
ega-libertarian (the fusion of equality with freedom; see Balibar, 2010) socio-ecological
futures that are attainable. In effect, egalitarian ecologies are about demanding the
impossible and realizing the improbable: exactly the challenge posed by the Anthropo-
cene. The politicization of the environment is thus predicated on recognition of the
indeterminacy of nature, the constitutive split of people, the unconditional democratic
demand of political equality, and the real possibility for inaugurating different
socio-ecological futures that express democratic presumptions of freedom and equality.

CONCLUSION

This chapter developed a tentative theoretical framework designed to re-center the
‘political’ in political ecology. This move is essential in terms of charting an
underexplored, yet vitally important terrain of and for political ecology. While
multifaceted critical theoretical and empirical analyses have propelled political ecology
forward as a vibrant, dynamic and important research field over the decades, it
nonetheless runs the danger of repeating the deadlock that characterizes other critical
theoretical perspectives. This deadlock refers to the condition whereby our substantive
critical theorizations and empirical analyses provide formidable insight into the
political, socio-economic and cultural processes of non-egalitarian access to, as well as
transformation and distribution of, organic and non-organic matter, but are rather
unsuccessful in articulating these insights with emancipatory political theorizations and
strategies. There is an urgent need to traverse this deadlock of politically impotent
forms of critical political-ecological theorizations. A possible way out — as suggested in
this chapter — is to engage more centrally with the nature of ‘the political” in political
ecology, with an eye to moving from a still predominantly socio-ecological (albeit
critical) perspective to a thoroughly politicized one. In sum, one of the great challenges
facing political ecology in the future is foregrounding what is precisely political about
ecology, a challenge that has become more acute as the Anthropocene inaugurates the
end of a nature outside the political.
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* Research here benefited from the People Program (Marie Curie Actions) of the EU’s Seventh
Framework Program (REAS agreement No 289374: ‘ENTITLE’). It was originally published in a
modified form as the following and is used with permission: Swyngedouw, E. (2011), ‘Depoliticized
environments: the end of nature, climate change and the post-political condition’, Royal Institute of
Philosophy Supplements, 69, 253-74.
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PART III

GOVERNANCE AND POWER






11. Mining in Latin America: coloniality and
degradation

Héctor Alimonda*

To speak of a Latin American political ecology is to confront questions about the
specificity of regional identity. Possible answers must be located in the long historical
relationships between societies and natures that characterize this part of the world.
Perhaps more than elsewhere, political ecology analyses in Latin America require links
to environmental history.

Central here is the project of coloniality — complex political, economic, cultural and
ecological processes that have long defined ‘Latin America’. This project severed
myriad historical and cultural processes occurring in the region (themselves marked by
warfare and oppression), even as it subordinated natures and societies to alien logics
based on the frenetic accumulation of economic resources. Key European states
wielded real and symbolic power both at the macro level (territorial and administrative
reorganization according to imperial production) and at the micro level (power over
nature as well as over humans). Indeed, the coloniality project in Latin America was
the necessary counterpart to the modernity project in Europe (and later the USA), as
scholars from the region have pointed out for decades (e.g. Furtado, 1969; Cardoso and
Faletto, 1970; Lander, 2000). Of course control over people and nature was never
complete everywhere. Further, coloniality was not the only story in such a large-scale
drama — as, for example, five centuries of social miscegenation, hybridization and
resistance attest.

And yet this chapter argues that not only is coloniality key to understanding the
evolution of society and nature in Latin America; the specific activity of mining (and its
associated impacts) is fundamental to the constitution of Latin American coloniality —
indeed, the exploitation of minerals in the region is vital to the very genesis of
modernity. As Machado Ardoz (2011: 141) suggests, ‘maybe, more than any other
activity, the historical evolution of modern mining is intrinsically linked to the
emergence, constitution and the political vicissitudes of colonialism/coloniality, the
dark counterpart and recurrently denied of the Modern Order’. As such, this chapter
focuses on mining in the region to thereby understand larger political ecologies of
socio-natural transformation — beginning with a historical overview before assessing
contemporary dynamics.

MINING AND THE BIRTH OF COLONIALITY

The appropriation of precious metals was the driving force of the Spanish conquest.
Large-scale robbery first centred on gold, beginning what Marx called ‘the modern
biography of Capital’. However, this changed during the sixteenth century as the
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Spanish Crown sought firmer control over its colonies. On the one hand, after the
chaotic scramble for riches that marked the early colonial years, it attempted to rein in
the power of rapacious conquistadores, who were undermining Crown authority. Hence
the New Laws (Leyes Nuevas) of 1542 tightened control over them by establishing
rules for ‘good’ governance of conquered territories and indigenous communities. On
the other hand, the Crown conceived of colonial space as an articulated set of social,
political and economical scales, which in South America centred on silver production
in El Cerro Rico (the rich mountain) in Potosi (today in Bolivia) and as put into action
by the Virrey [Viceroy] of Peru, Francisco Alvarez Toledo in 1570.

The development of silver mining following discovery of the Zacatecas and
Guanajuato deposits in the Virreinato [Viceroyalty] of Nueva Espafia (today Mexico)
and the Cerro Potosi deposits in the Virreinato of Peru (today Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador,
Chile, Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay) was more than a story of one economic
activity — indeed, even a leading activity in the then world economy. This is because the
massive production of silver was nothing less than the production of a money
commodity, precisely the only type of commodity not exhausted by consumption. As a
currency of empire, silver (as with gold) enabled all other commodity exchanges,
permitting standardized commodity pricing, as well as the accumulation of economic
surplus. The implications of this money commodity were far reaching. Transported
from the Americas under strict supervision first to Spain and then throughout Europe,
precious metals facilitated economic accumulation in Western Europe, in turn prompt-
ing the transformation of social and economic structures — in short, a move towards
‘modernity’. They also had a decisive impact on geopolitics — enabling European states
to see off the Muslim threat in the Mediterranean and beyond, thereby allowing them to
establish lucrative commercial bases in Asia. International European hegemony from
the sixteenth century was thus predicated on colonial rule in Latin America.

The historical political ecology of mining is above all, then, a story about silver
(especially as gold mining declined in the sixteenth century) and, in what follows, I
mainly focus on ‘Peruvian space’: that territory covered by the Virreinato of Peru.
Silver mining involved major territorial and administrative reorganization, as life was
restructured around the requirements of this precious metal — in fact, the very creation
of Peruvian space with its more or less ‘important’ regions and transport routes was a
necessary by-product of silver exploitation. Virtually the sole significant export of the
region, silver was the thread linking this immense territory to the imperial metropolis
and world economy. The importance of such silver geographies is not to be gainsaid.
Thus the mining was centred on Cerro Potosi, which, at 4500 metres of altitude, had
then one of the biggest urban agglomerations in the world: Potosi counted 120000
inhabitants in 1573, rising to 170000 in 1650, before hitting 200000 in 1700 —
equivalent to the size of London and other major European cities. In contrast, the
Virreinato capital of Lima had only 15000 inhabitants by 1600 — hence very much in
the shadow of the region’s silver metropolis (Assadourian, 1983: 127-254).

The quest for silver also required strict control over people’s lives. Thus the New
Laws sought to discipline descendants of the conquistadores, as the Crown (supported
by the Catholic Church) thereby regulated exploitation of indigenous people. In this,
the Crown and Church were keen to avoid a repeat of the demographic collapse visited
on the Caribbean population as a result of brutal gold collection practices introduced by
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the conquistadores. Yet those Laws also established an exploitative labour system of
mining colonialism in which indigenous communities were regrouped in officially
sanctioned villages where their control and evangelization were easier. This system
meant residents had to pay taxes to encomenderos (patrons) and work in the Potosi
mines (mitas) — the latter took up to 14 000 workers per year from 16 provinces of the
Virreinato (as well as 2000 African slaves per year).

The Potosi network also featured the production of ancillary materials (notably
copper and mercury) involving the same work regime. For example, mercury was
produced in Huancavelica, in the Peruvian sierra. Whether at the silver mines or at
connected sites of production, oppressive labour conditions were matched by environ-
mental despoliation. There was large-scale water contamination associated with toxic
production techniques such that Potosi was surrounded by poisonous lagoons. Then
there was an intense need for wood both at the production sites and by the local
population (for heating, cooking and building materials). The result was massive
deforestation in nearby Andean forests (Dore, 1994: 33-54).

Ironically, this Peruvian space, which was central in reshaping the world system of
the time, was physically quite isolated. There was only one exit route at the port of
Arica, where silver was shipped to Spain. Accordingly, diverse activities developed in
the Peruvian hinterland to supply essential goods to Potosi: mules from Salta and
Tucuman, yerba mate (green tea) from Paraguay, coca from the Andean valleys and
jungle, textiles from Quito, wheat and wine from Chile, and so on. Yet after 1650
Potosi silver production began to decline such that this whole system began to
disintegrate.

Meanwhile, the Portuguese were busy constructing their own political ecology of
natural resource production in the immense Brazilian landmass. Drawing on their
experiences elsewhere, the Portuguese first focused on extracting Brazil wood (pau-
brasil), a commodity in great demand in the European textile industry. They also grew
interested in sugar, given the seeming potential for plantation agriculture in the colony,
and as early as in 1540 one producer was operating in Bahia. Unlike in the Spanish
colonies, however, the Portuguese experienced great difficulties in subjugating local
people, such that, to obtain the requisite labour force, they introduced African slaves —
thereby transforming Brazil’s political, economic and cultural dynamics.

Still, the Portuguese envied Spain’s access to precious minerals. Hence, early on,
expeditions scoured the continent for ‘noble’ deposits. Success came in 1690 when
gold was discovered not far from Rio de Janeiro, with production in full swing there by
1713. Sizeable diamond deposits were also discovered nearby. Between 1700 and 1800,
state records show that 1000 tonnes of gold were removed, but with at least an
equivalent amount probably escaping official control. Similarly, 2.4 million carats of
diamonds were officially registered, but with an untold amount also smuggled.

As with the Spanish colonies, the production of precious minerals prompted
territorial reorganization in the Portuguese colony. A Virreinato was created and
pre-existing hereditary captaincies were cancelled, as the Crown and its appointees
tightened their grip on Brazil. The capital was moved from Bahia to Rio de Janeiro,
even as special mining zoning was established (Minas Gerais), with its capital at Ouro
Preto and vital transport roads to the port of Paraty. Mass migration complemented this
process, providing a pool of free and non-free labourers. It is estimated that 450 000



152 International handbook of political ecology

Portuguese subjects moved to Brazil in the eighteenth century alone, thereby develop-
ing a relatively stable and ‘loyal’ population in the interior. This influx was mostly
spontaneous, its unplanned nature prompting conflict between mining entrepreneurs
(garimpeiros), indigenous peoples, African slaves and Crown officials. While the last
sought to regulate social behaviour in the mining districts, they did nothing to alleviate
environmental devastation there: more than 4000 square kilometres of the Atlantic
forest were felled, even as there was intensive water and land pollution (Dean, 1996:
108-33).

MINING DURING INDUSTRIAL IMPERIALISM

Mindsets and practices developed under Spanish and Portuguese rule persisted long
after these conquerors had left. Thus, while the nineteenth century brought a new
international economic order based on the predominance of industrial capitalism and an
associated division of labour, freshly independent Latin American countries remained
profoundly shaped by neocolonial relations. Throughout the region, agricultural and
mining export economies were the norm. Indeed, they were elaborated as new means of
transportation and communication (e.g. steam-driven iron ships, the telegraph, railways)
as well as new means of organizing nation-states (e.g. complex bureaucracies, land and
social surveys) transformed Latin America.

From gold and silver, attention turned to other natural resources now in demand in
industrializing Europe and the USA. These were the ‘poor’ minerals: iron, lead, tin,
zinc, bauxite, among others (although extraction of commodities such as guano and
saltpetre also played an occasionally prominent role). Yet the extraction of ‘poor’
minerals required large amounts of capital to fund the vast, complex and increasingly
technologically driven operations involved. Thus, and although some mining was
attempted by Latin American states, the bulk of the operations were usually owned and
operated by large US corporations. Indeed, the spread of these corporations was a vivid
example of the neocolonial Monroe Doctrine of 1823 in which the US government
warned European powers away from the Americas — a US ‘zone of influence’.

Once again, the coloniality of Latin America was part-and-parcel of the articulation
of modernity elsewhere, with mining the golden thread connecting the two. Through
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the USA consolidated its control over the
region’s mining. Indeed, by the first half of the twentieth century, four US corporations
alone controlled more than 56 per cent of world copper production (a strategic material
of the electrical industry and, hence, underpinning industrial modernity), much of
which came from gigantic mining establishments or ‘enclaves’ in Chile and Peru. These
enclaves — the modern successors to Potosi’s silver mines — combined the advanced
technological capabilities of US-owned mines, poorly paid and oppressive conditions
for workers, and extra-territorial powers that left the foreign owners in total control at
production sites. Such enclaves included huge open-pit copper mines at Chuquicamata
and El Teniente in the northern Chilean desert, as well as comparable mines in the
south of Peru at Cuajone and Toquepala.

The development of these enclave economies fundamentally shaped the political,
economic and ecological development of Latin America. They distorted the region’s
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development in a number of key ways. First, these enclaves generated immense
income, most of which was directly repatriated (along with the ‘poor’ minerals) to
industrial centres in the North, with royalties and the like providing only a modest
official income to the producing countries. Second, foreign political influence over
Latin American states radiated outwards from these enclaves, shaping a myriad of
national policies ranging from private property laws to labour rules, from transport
policies to military practices (e.g. crackdowns on ‘unruly’ labour, such as the massacres
of Santa Maria de Iquique in Chile in 1907, and Rio Blanco in Mexico in 1906 — for
some historians, the beginning of the Mexican Revolution). National elites aligned
themselves with Western interests. Third, mining enclaves located in remote rural areas
provided little or no benefit to local or even the national population; in economic terms,
there were few if any multiplier effects from such a large infusion of foreign investment
(Furtado, 1969; Cardoso and Faletto, 1970). Finally, the enclaves were centres of severe
environmental degradation, as the mines transformed entire ecosystems. Thus control
over water resources deemed essential for mineral processing was wrested from local
communities even as water supplies were polluted, while the energy needs of the
complexes led to pervasive deforestation as well as the construction of large dams for
hydropower. These enclave political ecologies provided the template for much future
economic development in the region.

The results were disastrous. Take the case of the Cerro de Pasco copper mine in the
central highlands of Peru. Started in the early twentieth century through purchase of
small locally owned mines that had existed for years, a US syndicate expanded
operations — greatly benefiting from the extension of the railway to the area in 1904
connecting Cerro de Pasco to Lima. In 1922, the construction of a refinery and metal
smelter in La Oroya polluted the air and ground for 80 kilometres from the production
site, thereby ruining peasant livelihoods. The company bought so much land for its
operations that it became the largest landowner in Peru, while dispossessed peasants
were all but forced to become its workers. Self-interest led to certain pollution
abatement practices — thus treatment of the smoke from the factories not only reduced
somewhat air pollution; it also allowed the company to recover valuable particles of
lead and zinc (whose value meant that such exports overtook copper exports). Such was
the internationally significant nature of these developments at Cerro de Pasco that the
mining enclave even found expression in culture, as evinced by a series of five novels
written by the Peruvian Manuel Scorza. The complex was nationalized in 1974 under
the name of CENTROMIN Peru and then privatized in 1997 as the US-owned Doe Run
company took control (as part of a wider neoliberalization trend). Today, Cerro de
Pasco is considered one of the most polluted areas in the world. At 3300 metres of
altitude, it is the highest open-pit mine in the world, with a hole two kilometres wide
and 400 metres deep, which was developed by destroying the old city and even now
endangers the rest of the city centre of Pasco. Unable to resolve these problems, the
Peruvian government has ordered an evacuation moving its 57 000 inhabitants
elsewhere (Palacios Panéz, 2009: 133-54; Helfgott, 2013: 179-90).

These brutal enclave political ecologies have also spawned forms of resistance that,
in their own way, have further deeply influenced development in Latin America. For
one thing, the combination of an unprecedented concentration of mine workers and
intense exploitation (poor pay and dangerous conditions) led during the twentieth
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century in all major mining countries in Latin America (Mexico, Chile, Peru, Bolivia)
to the establishment of nationally important unions. These mines served a role akin to
that of large factories in the industrialized North — laboratories for union organizing
and political action. The ultimate political expression of mining unionism occurred in
Bolivia. In the April 1952 revolution, initiated by the Revolutionary Nationalist
Movement, unionized miners were an essential part of the three-day battle that
destroyed the pro-big-business army. Subsequently, the Bolivian Mining Corporation
was created as part of the nationalization of large tin mining in the country, with the
unions ensconced in a co-management role.

For another thing, foreign ownership of valuable mining enclaves became a perennial
target of nationalist criticism as major political and economic changes swept through
Latin America after 1930. In 1938, the post-revolutionary government of Lazaro
Cardenas nationalized the Mexican oil industry, creating the state company PEMEX —
and thereby the backbone of that state’s financial capacity. As with oil, national
ownership of mining was seen as central to the implementation of state-run develop-
ment projects and of a public policy reorientation linked to agrarian reform. So it was
with the aforementioned Bolivian nationalization of large tin mining (and oil) in 1952.
A similar story can be told of Peru, where the nationalist government of General Juan
Velasco Alvarado conducted a military coup in October 1968 — seizing control, on the
very first day, of the vital Talara oilfield owned and operated by Occidental Petroleum.
Then there is of course the famous case of Chile, where the newly elected socialist
government of Salvador Allende nationalized, on 11 July 1971, the gigantic copper
open-pit mining complex owned by the US firm Anaconda Mining and Kennecott
Copper. Part of a much wider political trend sweeping the world in which hitherto
peripheral and natural-resource-dependent Southern states promoted economic nation-
alism, these Latin American nationalizations were designed to wrest economic control
from outsiders, even as they promised a revenue bounty for hard-pressed states often
keen to promote rapid economic development for their citizens.

MINING AND NEOLIBERAL COLONIALITY

The grand dreams and promises of those revolutionary times, often centred on the
reconfiguration of control over mining enclaves, did not last long. The counter-
revolution propelled by international capital was quick in coming and, given the
ongoing centrality of Latin American mining to the economic prosperity of the North,
it is hardly surprising that its first major manifestations were felt in the region, starting
with the US-backed military coup in Chile led by General Augusto Pinochet of 11
September 1973. Since then, military violence and neoliberal policies have worked
hand-in-glove to restore a system of coloniality. Again, mining is key here — leading the
way in the restructuring of natures, cultures, ecosystems and bodies.

Using the “Third World’ debt crisis as leverage, the Northern-dominated World Bank
mounted a campaign in the 1980s to render mining legislation in 70 countries around
the world friendly to transnational capital (Rodriguez, 2013: 115). Latin America was a
prime target here. All key producers were expected to improve the investment climate
through a package of measures that included tax breaks, subsidies, export tax rebates,
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unimpeded facility to remit profits and so on. Economic nationalism was abandoned as
the mining sector served as an advance guard of neoliberalism — once essayed in this
sector, it was thereafter rolled out in other sectors. Some countries, like Mexico, came
to define the exploitation of the subsoil as a matter of national interest and priority —
with immense ramifications as landowners and tenants were unable to resist moves by
mining firms to turn fields into extraction sites. Poorer communities were especially
vulnerable to such expropriation. Other countries, such as Argentina, prohibited state
participation in mining altogether. This World Bank led campaign also sought to lock in
pro-business policies in order to avoid transnational capital being held ‘hostage’ by
future nationalist governments. Thus, to promote ‘legal certainty’, this new neoliberal
regulatory regime demanded that states provide guarantees against nationalization of
mining operations (as well as other sectors), with big fines to be imposed by US courts
and/or the World Bank’s International Centre for Settlement of Investment Disputes.

Such neoliberalization was part of a wider economic globalization that prompted
renewed demand for Latin America’s minerals. Thus aggregate global demand for
consumer goods requiring mineral inputs was on the rise in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries even as the meteoric rise of certain sectors, notably computers
and mobile phones, only enhanced this process with their insatiable demand for diverse
minerals such as lithium. Growing fears about the future in an ‘age of uncertainty’
since 2008 have also meant that precious metals have become an important reserve of
value as well as a prime source of market speculation. Thus, as ECLAC (Acquatella et
al., 2013: 34) notes:

The persistent fiscal imbalances in the U.S. and Europe, the fears for inflation in emerging
economies, and the weakness of the dollar and other currencies are the elements that explain
the upward trend. To previous factors add a growing demand for gold and silver jewellery,
especially from China and India, which are the largest consumers.

In 2010, for example, the Indian jewellery industry consumed 746 tonnes of gold —
about the same amount as the total combined national gold reserves of Spain, Portugal
and Greece in that year (Rodriguez, 2013: 111).

This trend can be seen in the movement of prices. Between 1990 and 2000 the prices
of the major metals were stable, but in the early twenty-first century they have shot up.
Based on the year 2000 (index 100), the values for 2010 were 400 for copper, 350 for
iron, 200 for nickel and zinc, 350 for silver and 420 for gold (the price of the latter
climbing further until in 2013 it reached its highest price). This increase is even more
pronounced if the base index of 100 is taken as January 2008. For, only three years
later, all of the metals mentioned above had acquired a value of 450 — in comparison,
energy products (oil, natural gas and coal) had climbed to 350 (Acquatella et al., 2013:
33-95).

This astonishing rise is above all linked to Asian demand, especially that of China,
which, to take but one example, consumes alone 40 per cent of world copper
production today. At the same time, though, this trend highlights the vulnerability of
the high-consumption industrial economies, such as Europe, which extracts from its
territory only 3 per cent of the world’s minerals, or Japan, with virtually nil extraction.
Ensuring the provision of strategic materials is thus a matter of great national security,
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as evinced by Northern support for the aforementioned neoliberal reforms and freetrade
agreements, as well as policies such as the EU’s 2008 Raw Materials Strategy
dedicated to overcoming vulnerability in the provision of 14 minerals (Rodriguez,
2013: 114).

Such mineral demand has underscored Latin America’s role as the strategic mineral
storehouse of the world. The figures are revealing. Thus, in 2010: Chile, Peru and
Mexico produced 45 per cent of world copper and 32 per cent of its molybdenum;
Peru, Brazil and Mexico produced 19 per cent of world gold; Peru, Mexico and Bolivia
produced 31 per cent of the world’s silver; Bolivia, Peru and Brazil were responsible
for 20 per cent of global tin; Brazil, Venezuela and Mexico produced 23 per cent of the
iron; and Brazil, Jamaica and Suriname produced 19 per cent of the world’s bauxite
(Acquatella et al., 2013: 27). The increasing geographical concentration of world
minerals production in Latin America is mirrored by the sub-national concentration of
production in a small number of mineral enclaves — thereby providing a unique set of
political, economic and ecological dynamics.

On the one hand, the global mineral supremacy of Latin America is set only to grow
in the future. The region contains many of the world’s largest mineral reserves: at least
65 per cent of lithium, 49 per cent of silver, 44 per cent of copper, 33 per cent of tin,
26 per cent of bauxite, 23 per cent of nickel, 22 per cent of iron, and so on. Meanwhile,
13 Latin American countries are among the 15 largest mineral producers in the world,
with Chile and Peru at the top. So pre-eminent is their role here that, if production from
top Latin American producers is disrupted due to strikes or serious accidents, the price
of the affected minerals soars on international exchanges. That pre-eminence both
reflects and reinforces dramatic inflows of transnational capital into Latin American
mining. Thus, between 1990 and 1997, investments in mineral exploration rose 90 per
cent worldwide, but 400 per cent in Latin America; but by 2010, fully one-third of
global mining investment went to the region, amounting to US$180 billion (compared
with only US$25 billion in 2000) (Acquatella et al., 2013: 31-2).

On the other hand, states in Latin America have rushed to join this international
mining boom in the name of ‘development’, irrespective of location or political
ideology. With the possible exception of Ecuador, whose reformed constitution may
hinder untrammelled mining, even ‘progressive’ governments justify their stance on
mining by saying that revenues from it will produce the necessary resources for social
investments. This keenness, when linked to the neoliberal policy reforms noted earlier,
has meant that governments across Latin America have rushed to grant mining
concessions. What David Harvey calls ‘accumulation by dispossession’ is the result —
especially concerning indigenous lands. Thus Mexico has issued 5087 concessions on
lands of indigenous communities who have not been consulted, covering 1940 000
hectares or 17 per cent of the country’s indigenous lands (Boege, 2013: 20). A similar
story can be told of Brazil, where there are currently 4519 requests for mining
exploration on indigenous land for gold, copper, cassiterite, lead and tin. The large
mining company Vale alone has 211 requests for copper exploration, while the largest
number of orders (664) for gold, cassiterite and lead concentrate on the lands of the
Tanomani nation, covering 55 per cent of its territory. Elsewhere, the Xikrin and Baud
indigenous reserves in the state of Pard have exploration orders covering 100 per cent
and 93 per cent of their territories respectively. While such Brazilian mining on
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indigenous lands is not a foregone conclusion, given the complex bureaucratic
procedures involved, the opening of Brazil to world (and increasingly Chinese)
business under successive ‘progressive’ governments would suggest that it is only a
matter of time before large-scale mining follows in the footsteps of this avalanche of
exploration requests (Nogueira, 2013: 25). Meanwhile in Peru in December 2012,
mining concessions accounted for a massive 20 per cent of the national territory, and 49
cent of these concessions overlapped with lands of peasants communities (Cooperac-
cion, 2013: 249-62); in 2003, Chile had mining concessions across 10 per cent of its
land surface, while in Ecuador in 2004 that figure was over 16 per cent; most extreme
of all, though, are Colombia and Panama, where 50 per cent and 45 per cent
respectively of their national territories are under mining concessions. Such a large-
scale land grab is arguably unprecedented as big mining seeks to ‘reformat’ an entire
continent — yet, as evinced by the increasing intensity and ubiquity of conflict, local
residents and workers are not giving up without a fight.

TERRITORIES OF RESISTANCE

The nature of the enclave political ecologies described in this chapter has shaped how
the oppressed have fought back. While much of this history, as highlighted above, has
been a saga of ruthless exploitation of workers, since the late twentieth century it has
also and perhaps above all become a story of the destruction of nature and cultural
territory (Dore, 1994).

The shifting nature of oppression and resistance reflects fundamental changes to the
world of mining imposed by transnational capital. Notable here is the progressive
substitution of capital for labour as more and more of mining is automated. The effects
have been revolutionary. For one thing, firms employ fewer and fewer staff members
such that, even in Peru, one of the world’s leading producers, only 2 per cent of its
workforce is employed in the sector today — and this figure includes the more
labour-intensive small and medium mining outfits. For another thing, the transformative
power of the new mining technologies is such that it is the destruction of nature and
surrounding human cultures that is to the fore now, rather than the exploitation of
miners.

The resulting violence against nature is unprecedented. Gone are the days of a
network of tunnels and caverns full of thousands of miners — now whole mountains are
simply blown up and the resultant matter immersed in colossal chemical solutions that
require huge amounts of water where minerals are removed through leaching. At the
end of this operation, there remain huge craters and contaminated watersheds —
poisoned for the long term. The scale of such catastrophe can be seen in the
contemporary example of the Caballo Blanco gold project in the Mexican state of
Veracruz. This project first involves widespread clearance of biologically diverse forest,
with some trees 3000 years old. Then, the plan is to excavate a huge pit that is 400
metres deep and with a diameter of one thousand by 400 metres. The throughput is
estimated at 119 million tonnes of material, of which only 35 million tonnes is of the
desired type — so about 70 per cent of the material is cast aside as tepetateras (waste
rock). The leaching process meanwhile is to consume 3000 cubic metres of water per
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day for 10 years, inevitably upsetting pre-existing watershed uses. There are also all the
highly toxic inputs needed in such mining: two million litres of diesel per month, 35
thousand tonnes of explosives, 7.5 tonnes of cyanide, 300 000 litres of hydrochloric
acid and so on. As with so many other open-pit mining sites in Latin America, the
environmental scars will be enormous, and for one goal: ‘the volume of gold collected
would be less than one cubic meter ... To recap: it reduces a hill that contains 119
million tonnes to one cubic meter of gold’ (Boege, 2013: 20).

Such mining is also a violence perpetrated on human communities that live in the
affected areas. Distant communities can be affected just as badly as those that live next
to mining. In north-west Argentina, for example, a break in a pipeline carrying minerals
owned by the Alumbrera Company through Catamarca province caused serious
downstream pollution of agricultural areas in the neighbouring province of Tucuman —
such that federal courts put on trial a vice-president of the company for this crime.
Moreover, affected areas can sometimes be relatively economically prosperous — as
with Tambo Grande in northern Peru, which hosted the first anti-mining plebiscite in
Latin America, and which is an area of intensive production of citrus based on
irrigation and colonization projects dating back to the 1960s.

At stake in these conflicts becoming ubiquitous across Latin America is the clash of
territorial logics. The latest wave of mining concessions is simultaneously an attempt to
promote a sweeping re-territorialization that speaks to the logic of global capital backed
up by the repression of the state or private militias funded by mining firms. In a
seemingly David-and-Goliath struggle, those who confront these projects are small
usually well-established communities, long subject to relative isolation from other parts
of the country and where the institutions of the state have had little impact (Bebbing-
ton, 2007; Bunker, 2011; Svampa, 2011).

To some extent, and not in all cases, multi-scale networks of resistance, such as the
Union of Citizen Assemblies in Argentina, have sprung up to inform local people about
the threat posed by mining planned for their locality, to promote national and
international awareness, to lobby legislative and judicial authorities, to collect data on
the adverse effects of mining on the environment and public health, and so on. Such
initiatives seek to counter the often slick local campaigns of big mining firms that
deploy sophisticated public relations teams and corporate social responsibility projects
(e.g. supporting local schools and sports teams) to win over local people to their cause.

Because the stakes are high, violent conflict is often the outcome. Keen to attract
transnational mining capital in these neoliberal times, many states have sought to
criminalize local protest, resulting in dozens of deaths and hundreds of arrests
throughout the region. Here, then, the political ecology of mining is simultaneously a
major human rights issue. Contemporary data give at least some sense of the scale of
the strife. Thus, in November 2013 the Public Defender of Peru reported the existence
of 221 social conflicts in the country, 172 of which were classified as active. Of these,
64.7 per cent (143) were motivated by mining and 11.9 per cent (17) by oil-related
activity (Peruvian Ombudsperson Office, 2013: 9-11). A 2013 regional snapshot by the
Observatory of Mining Conflicts of Latin America (OCMAL) is similarly revealing. It
registered 189 current disputes related to the development of regional-scale mining, six
of which involved cross-border operations. This figure was up dramatically from the
120 disputes registered the year before — possibly suggesting a major escalation of
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conflict across Latin America as the new wave of mining investments comes to fruition.
Indeed, the distribution of conflicts by country — Peru 33, Chile 32, Argentina 26,
Mexico 25, Brazil 20, Colombia 12, Bolivia 8, Ecuador 7, Guatemala 6, Panama 6,
Nicaragua 4, Dominican Republic 4, El Salvador 3, Honduras 3, Costa Rica 2, French
Guiana 1, Paraguay 1, Trinidad and Tobago 1, Uruguay 1 — pointed to the ubiquity of
mining-related conflict.

Resistance has taken diverse forms, including national and local marches, media
work, coalition-building with non-governmental organizations and academics, and so
on. Opponents have pursued all legal courses open to them, even in the face of official
intransigence. Thus there is a regular demand for binding official consultations that
would enable local democracy to count in mining decisions. There have been several
referenda on large mining projects that have always resulted in massive votes against it.
The first was in Tambo Grande, Peru, and the second in Esquel in the Argentinian
Patagonia in 2003. There have been other mining plebiscites in Peru as well as in
Guatemala. Governments have routinely sought to stymie these local initiatives. For
example, after one such referendum, provincial governments in mining areas in
Argentina blocked local consultations, arguing that mining-related resources are under
provincial jurisdiction, and hence the final decision ought to rest with them alone.

Some opponents regularly seek to scale up the local issue in order to garner national
and international support. One example is how many indigenous peoples are insisting
on the implementation of Resolution #169 of the International Labour Organization of
1989 and the UN Declaration of Indigenous Rights, which establishes the obligation for
the prior and informed consultation of indigenous people about the use of their
territories before local states can approve new mining projects. In other cases,
opposition movements have made presentations against their governments at the
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, and obtained favourable opinions, as in
the case of Belo Monte dam in Brazil and the Marlin gold mine in San Marcos,
Guatemala. In both cases, governments ignored the decision of the Commission that
states must stop these projects — wielding belligerent nationalist rhetoric against both
the Commission and mining opponents. While such battles are a hit-or-miss affair, the
spread of neoliberal mining is becoming ever more entangled in local referenda,
national as well as international campaigns, and even some court rulings that in
aggregate are mounting a challenge to this latest phase in the longstanding coloniality
of Latin American mining.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has insisted on the historical—structural link between the rise of large-scale
mining in Latin America and the colonial condition of the region in relation to the
world system. Such coloniality refers to the exploitation and degradation of both nature
and people. For some, this is ‘progress’ or ‘development’: built infrastructure, national
income and so on. Yet this was always a skewed form of development. Infrastructure
invariably revolved around mining and the circulation of its products rather than the
needs of residents where the industry was located. Meanwhile, mining revenue was
withdrawn from the region to serve national purposes that rarely translated into local
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advancement — tantamount to ‘internal colonialism’. Thus regions such as the Peruvian
Sierra or northern Chile show markedly lower social development data than the
metropolitan areas of these countries despite long-term large-scale mining there.

Latin America’s mining enclaves are based on sharp asymmetries of political and
economic power in which local residents are habitual victims. Here, ‘modernity’ and
‘coloniality’ collide as state-of-the-art mining refashions nature, dispossesses people,
and inscribes new territorialities in a neoliberal idiom. No wonder that mining is a
regional flashpoint, as local groups and their national and international supporters fight
mega-projects that violate human rights and democratic principles. Further research is
therefore needed into the operation of enclave political ecologies exploring the material
and discursive impositions of transnational mining even as it highlights the multifaceted
and multi-scale fight-back to these impositions. This dynamic of control and resistance
has deep roots in Latin American history, as this chapter has shown — how it evolves in
the future will remain central to how the region’s socio-natures fare.

NOTE

* I would like to thank Melissa Moreano for assistance with translation.
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12. Political forests
Peter Vandergeest and Nancy Lee Peluso

The word ‘forests’ usually brings to mind visions of land covered by trees, populated
by wildlife, wildflowers and perhaps a hiking trail. “Tropical forests’ evoke thick,
tangled expanses of vegetation, giant trees, and hundreds of different species and
varieties in a single hectare. In this chapter, we elaborate on another way of thinking
about forests — what we call ‘political forests’ (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001, 2011;
Vandergeest and Peluso, 2006a, 2006b). These are political land-use zones meant to
remain in permanent forest — although in different stages of growth and regrowth.
Political forests produce and are products of particular political-ecological relations —
congealed and convergent in material, ideological, discursive and institutional relations
as well as claims by states or other governing bodies. Contemporary political forests
are defined by the scientific, bureaucratic and institutional practices of forestry. They
are usually designated, legislated, demarcated, mapped and managed by state forestry
institutions, although, more recently, political forests have also been formed, protected
and managed by non-state institutions, including conservation organizations, certifi-
cation bodies or private companies. The practices that define them include establish-
ment of forest land, type and species categories; establishing and empowering one or
more professional managerial institutions beholden to the state; and carrying out other
forms of forest and forest plantation management. Management practices also involve
mapping, patrolling, planning for planting, production and harvesting, managing access
within forest boundaries, and compensating persons or other land management insti-
tutions displaced by the establishment of political forests.

The term ‘political forests’ thus highlights the socio-political dimensions of forests —
albeit not to their exclusion as either a biological or an ecological entity. Here, the term
emphasizes the creation of state-held territories under the jurisdiction and authority of
foresters and forestry departments, even as non-state authorities may also insert
themselves into political forestry. Forests exist because people understand or define
particular sets of material components on the ground to constitute them.

As an initial illustration, consider how specific species can be defined as forests or
not. Some states may officially recognize certain species of trees and other plants as
forest species while others, for similar or different reasons, consider them agricultural
species. Thus rubber (Hevea brasiliensis) is a forest species where it originated (today’s
Brazil and Peru), but not in contemporary Indonesia, where it is an agricultural tree. Yet
rubber’s categorization has changed over time in Indonesia. When it was first grown
there in the early twentieth century, it was under the jurisdiction of the forest
department, but in the lead-up to the Second World War it became an agricultural
species/crop. In part, this reflected the forestry department’s consideration of other
species as forest species, as well as rubber’s modes of production encompassing both
smallholder and large-holder plantations. Meanwhile, in the 1950s rubber was brought
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to southwest China, where it was classified a forest product/species and hence of
concern to foresters. In Thailand, which recently surpassed Indonesia as the biggest
rubber-producing country in the world, rubber has always been designated an agricul-
tural tree. This means that, as in Indonesia, the Philippines and Malaysia, rubber there
is included in official agricultural statistics alongside data on fruit trees and oil palms,
while being excluded from forest cover estimates (Leblond and Pham, 2014). Indeed,
the simple change in a species’ identity (i.e. as a forest or agriculture species)
simultaneously transforms all legal-institutional arrangements that converge around
that species’ production, marketing and use (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001).

Political forest lands are not always covered with trees. This is one reason why it is
important that they be demarcated and that the land on which trees stand or once stood
be zoned as permanent forest. Whether ‘forest clearance’ was intentional (as in forest
clear-cutting), the result of protest against state and corporate actors controlling the
forests, or the result of natural forces and pests such as fires destroying forests from the
outside or beetles eating the forest from the inside, it remains the case that many
political forests are devoid of trees. Thus forest clearance does not necessary mean
de-forestation — since cleared forest often remains classified as forest land, and may
even see tree re-growth or re-planting. Hence political forests do not map precisely on
to ‘forest cover’, but rather are sites in which forests are intended or supposed to grow,
be planted and managed on a permanently zoned basis.

Below, we explain this concept further. Then we trace the emergence, spread and
challenges to political forests as a way of showing how such forests, which were
created during the eras of colonial, state and war forestry, continue to inform forest
politics today. Our account relates mainly to the history of political forests in Southeast
Asia, where we have done most research on this topic.

WHAT IS A POLITICAL FOREST?

The two basic prerequisites comprising political forests are territorial zones (forest
territories) and forest species. Specification can be accomplished either by inclusion
(demarcating a territory or species as forest) or by exclusion (specifying territory that is
not forest). The latter involves a prior declaration that all land by default belongs to the
state; provisions for zoning land for specific purposes under the jurisdiction of
dedicated state agencies (e.g. agriculture, urban development, industry or mining)
and/or for alienation to private rights holders; along with the provision that all other
land is by default classified as state forest. Exclusion can also be accomplished by
specifying that specific tree species (like rubber) are not forest, with the provision that
all other tree species are ‘forest’.

Inclusion has been more important than exclusion, as reservation of forest species
and territories is generally accompanied by laws and regulations that exclude other
users and uses except for those authorized by forestry personnel. This aversion to
overlapping use of forests produces significant social displacement effects (often
through coercion), as well as a new kind of politics between state agencies and between
foresters and resident peoples who undermine these exclusions. Early in the histories of
political forests (during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries), certain species or
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species associations were defined as forest species, ecosystems or products; associated
regulations then delineated who had access to them, who had authority to manage
them, and for what purposes. Sometimes, forests were recognized as sites where
species occurred in certain densities of woody cover ‘naturally’ (i.e. not planted,
encouraged or managed by humans). Yet much research demonstrates the folly in most
of these assumptions about ‘natural’ forest (e.g. Fairhead and Leach, 1996; Hecht and
Cockburn, 2011; Mann, 2005, 2011; Sivaramakrishnan, 1999; Guha, 2000; Peluso,
1992).

Species controls in Southeast Asia drew partly on pre-colonial practices in which
rulers declared monopolies over particular species. Some were reserved for exclusive
use by rulers, thus being identified as elite, royal or sacred (e.g. teak, rosewood or
lacquer; sometimes tigers and elephants). Rights to extract or trade other reserved
species were made subject to taxes paid to local rulers. Such species-specific practices
were extended and systematized by colonial rulers, who often claimed they were
simply continuing what pre-colonial rulers did and that changes made reflected their
new positions as ‘successor sovereigns’. For example, the Dutch colonial forest
department in Java was initially organized around the production and harvesting of one
major species — namely teak, which was declared a forest species early on, and was for
some time monopolized by the VOC (the United East India Company). The 1865
Forest Laws declared that the boundaries of state teak forests were to be established
both where teak grew and where the Colonial Forest Service zoned land for planting
teak. As the number of large individuals outside the extensively gazetted teak forest
lands in Java declined, the general practice was to recognize teak forests within already
demarcated boundaries. Species controls on teak grown on peasant or community lands
(as in cemeteries) were enacted whenever those trees were cut and transported with
intention to sell, and technically were not applicable when farmers planned to use the
teak on their own land (Peluso, 1992).

In the British colonies of Malaya, as well as in Siam (later Thailand), forestry
departments enacted wide-ranging controls on a range of species whose status as
‘forest” was determined partly by land-use zoning. Thus in 1918 the Federated Malay
States reserved for the state all ‘forest produce’ on state land (defined by exclusion, i.e.,
land not specifically alienated or zoned for other purposes) and also ‘timber, firewood,
charcoal, latexes, getah taban leaves, wood-oil, bark, extracts of bark, damar, and
thatch’ that grew on alienated land (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001: 789). In Siam,
species controls were the basis of forest control during the first half of the twentieth
century in part because teak grew in mixed stands in the north, in contrast to Java,
where it was the dominant or sole species in forests ‘discovered’ by the VOC in the late
seventeenth century. Siam’s Royal Forest Department (RFD) was established by the
king in 1896 and run by British foresters during its first few decades. The government
moved quickly to reserve teak trees as the property of the centralizing state (in
Bangkok) in 1897 through the Forest Preservation Act and the Teak Trees Preservation
Act, which made it illegal to cut teak trees smaller than 2.1 meters girth, and made
cutting larger teak trees contingent on permits issued by the forestry department. This
was followed by the 1913 Forest Conservation Law, which enabled the RFD to reserve
hundreds of other forest species and products (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001: 788).
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While forest laws could turn trees and other bio-physical entities into forests, the
opposite could also happen: some tree species were excluded from forests by being
defined as agricultural, and hence outside the domain and jurisdiction of the forests and
their managers. This included not only rubber, but also many fruit trees, palms, coffee
trees, tea and more: these were either defined as ‘not-forest’ or changed from being
classified as forest species into agricultural species when the nature of their production
changed. Sometimes this happened when what were previously classified as forest
species were isolated and cultivated for their fruits or other products, or were
recognized as being cultivated by peasant farmers. In Indonesia, coffee, chinchona,
durian and most rattans were initially considered forest products — but became
agricultural species when they were later produced either on state plantations (coffee,
chinchona), or by smallholder farmers (coffee, durian, rattan) in swidden fallows or
upland plots. The overall effect — and intention — of these classifications was to draw
clear lines between forests and agriculture, both in terms of species and in terms of
where these species were planted or grew. These were political decisions, often
contested, and, as a result, changed over time.

Although species classification and reservation remain important, especially for
wildlife management, the political forest as a territorial entity has had the greatest
impact, and has thus drawn most attention from political ecologists and historians.
Demarcated forest territories can comprise very large proportions of total state
territories. Indeed, they represent a key manner in which states claim territorial
sovereignty. For example, in Thailand, over 40 percent of terrestrial area was
demarcated as reserve or protected forest by the 1980s. That figure was 80 percent in
Kalimantan (in Indonesia) at that time — although this figure is changing as land is
reclassified for other purposes (Vandergeest and Peluso, 2006a: 36). More broadly,
territorial approaches to governance and management have expanded beyond the realm
of forestry into national land-use zoning programs. Hence many species controls have
been absorbed into or subsumed within territorial controls. These territories and zones
have become largely accepted by various authorities, conservationists and scholars as
natural forest areas or as forests that ‘pre-existed’ their status as political forest, and are
frequently confused with ‘forest cover’.

Now, a ‘common-sense’ understanding of forests is that, to be measured and declared
‘forest cover’, land must have some minimum level of tree cover, even if this differs
widely based on local ecologies. In arid areas, trees are few and far between, even in
political forests. International institutions and conventions, including the Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD),
have attempted to render definitions more precise and comparable across nation-states
through assessments of forest cover that generally rely primarily on remote sensing
with little consideration for the ways that land is zoned and allocated politically. For the
FAO:

[The term] Forest includes natural forests and forest plantations. It is used to refer to land
with a tree canopy cover of more than 10 percent and [a contiguous] area of more than
0.5 ha. Forests are determined both by the presence of trees and the absence of other
predominant land uses. The trees should be able to reach a minimum height of 5 m. Young
stands that have not yet but are expected to reach a crown density of 10 percent and tree
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height of 5 m are included under forest, as are temporarily unstocked areas. (http://www.fao.
org/docrep/005/y4171e/y4171e10.htm)

In contrast to this definition, a territory demarcated as forest and put under the
jurisdiction of a state forestry agency is political ‘forest’ regardless of vegetation cover.
Thus statistics on extent of ‘forest cover’ produced by forestry departments or the FAO
based on remote sensing (e.g. Leblond and Pham, 2014) are distinct from those that list
land zoned as state forests. Debate over forest cover in Thailand illustrates this
distinction. Leblond and Pham (2014) examined vegetation assessments that used
remote sensing to estimate this country’s total ‘forest cover’ at between 25 and 30
percent of terrestrial state territory during the late 1990s. This was distinct from, and
significantly less than, the area formally zoned as political forests or ‘reserve forest’
(over 40 percent) at that time. The authors showed that the difference could be
accounted for by recognizing that large areas demarcated as reserve forest were in fact
planted in maize, cassava, sugar cane and other agricultural crops, while also
containing tracts of housing, roads and other infrastructure. Yet a lack of ‘forest cover’
in such areas did not make them any less of a ‘political forest’, as farmers seeking land
title in reserve forests found out when they were flatly rejected for trying to obtain land
that was still ‘forest’.

Diverse state practices, besides those necessary to gazette certain lands as forest
territories, are involved in making political forests. Importantly, those forests require
creation of an agency that acts in the name of the state to control access to and
management of them. The rise of forest departments or services as components of state
bureaucracies is recent historically, but is now the norm in most national administra-
tions. And, through their territorial authority and governing jurisdiction, state forestry
agencies came to control significant state property rights: they allocate (for fees)
concessions and permits for extracting, buying and selling timber and other forest
products, as well as hunting and other recreational uses. Activities based on commercial
forestry must generate revenue, often enough to run the agency and generate surpluses
for the state (Sivaramakrishnan, 1999). However, because forestry is frequently
centralized under national or provincial state controls, its implementation is often
contested by other state agencies, local people or political challengers to state power,
thereby generating violent politics of resource control while facilitating other sorts of
political violence such as civil war and insurgency (Bryant, 1997; Anderson and Grove,
1987; Poffenberger, 1990; Sahlins, 1994; Peluso and Watts, 2001; Kosek, 2007; Le
Billon, 2000, 2002; Peluso and Vandergeest, 2011).

States justify reserving forests and placing them under their strict control through the
notion that forestry professionals need to do this in order to manage them ‘for the
greatest good’ (Pinchot, 1998) — a claim that many learned from colonial foresters or
the FAO (Westoby, 1989). For professional foresters, forests comprise particular
ecological relations about which they claim expert knowledge; forests also contain
valuable resources that they are trained to harvest and manage optimally. Although
timber is often the most lucrative product, forests can also be managed for non-timber
products such as edible plants, animals, skins, resins, rattans or honey. Forests have
also long been managed for their supposed benefits in terms of regulating water runoff,
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although the science here is debatable (Gilmour, 2014). Nowadays forests are also
imagined and managed as ‘carbon sinks’.

Through most of the history of professional state forestry, foresters have thus been
concerned with transforming forest ecologies through management (silviculture, har-
vesting and other on-site techniques) or managing forests to maintain them in certain
stages of growth to achieve various social, economic or political ends. To carry out
ecological transformations, or to maintain ecosystems with particular components or
(supposed) effects, foresters believe they must be able to predict, control, eliminate or
stimulate certain ecological processes, depending on the objectives. This is partly why
foresters and their departments fight for exclusive management rights over forest
territories — that and the fact that valuable forest resources can be allocated to private
users for the great financial and political benefit of the institutions that control them.
Thus the making of forests as a political field for the production and application of
scientific knowledge has until recently been a political act of allocating jurisdiction to
professional foresters located in state forestry departments.

LEGAL AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

As noted, political forests as territories and species/products have existed for centuries
in different forms, although prior to the formation of modern states they were defined
less by intent to use productivity-enhancing ‘scientific management’ and more simply
to reserve timber or other products (including wildlife) for the exclusive use of ruling
classes. E.P. Thompson (1975) details the class struggles provoked by creation of
forest-based hunting preserves in eighteenth-century England. Such lands were found
around the world prior to the nineteenth century (e.g. MacKenzie, 1997; Gadgil and
Guha, 1993; Neumann, 1998; Sivaramakrishnan, 1999; Anderson and Grove, 1987).
Not all hunting preserves were forests, but in practice hunting and forests overlapped
sufficiently that we could call these political forests — just as the term applies to
wildlife or nature reserves that are forested today.

Most political forests in Southeast Asia were established and strengthened through
three not-so-distinct historical ‘moments’ (with a fourth moment occurring only
recently). The first moment was the era of territorial colonialism that dominated rule in
the region from the early nineteenth century through the 1930s. Some colonial states
established forestry departments with extensive authority and power. Where timber or
other forest products were of great value (such as teak), they demarcated extensive
political forests. The ‘strongest’ colonial departments were in Java and Burma (for
teak) and Malaya (where timber serviced the booming rubber and mining economies)
(Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001; Cooke, 1999; Bryant, 1997; Peluso, 1992; Potter,
1988). Watershed protection was also important, but secondary to provision of forest
products. Teak districts in Java were thus legally designated before most watershed
protection districts were established — the latter in any case being located on top of
volcanoes and other remote areas. Finally, foresters presented their work (and hence
need for territorial control) as a civilizing mission in which scientifically trained
foresters could eliminate the chaos of local political authority as well as seemingly
unregulated forest cutting, burning and cultivation so as to bring ‘progress’ to forest
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management via application of scientific methods (Vandergeest and Peluso, 2006a).
The creation of political forests thus involved the violent undoing and reconstituting of
spatialized society—nature boundaries inherent in the term ‘jungle’ — which is a term
indicating sites where peoples relatively unassimilated in nation-states or colonial
projects of rule continued to live in as yet undisciplined spaces of ‘wild’ nature as seen
from the viewpoint of state officials. The discursive shift from ‘jungle’ to ‘forest’ also
served to distinguish forests from agriculture.

Reserving forest territories to enable scientific forestry during colonial rule is usually
traced to Germany and France in the latter eighteenth century, but it was in South and
Southeast Asia that the creation of political forests as an idea and a set of practices
initially gained considerable traction. Scientific forestry and forest territories were
elaborated through a series of legal and technical models in various colonies and
forests, while articulating with pre-existing local practices and local colonial politics
(Vandergeest and Peluso, 2006b; Grove, 1995). Siam, Java and Malaya thus all created
forestry agencies during the mid-to-late nineteenth century. Forestry schools for
training foresters to staff these agencies were crucial during this formative period of
forest bureaucracy (Vandergeest and Peluso, 2006b: 361-2). Concurrently, the Nether-
lands East Indies Forest Service (or Boschwezen) in Java, the British in Burma and the
Federated Malay States hired German foresters who helped develop their territorial
approaches to silviculture. Many initial appointees had also spent time training or doing
study tours in Germany (Peluso, 1992; Bryant, 1997; Potter, 1988). Later, Southeast
Asia’s colonial powers founded their own schools. Thus senior Dutch foresters were
trained in the Agricultural College in Wageningen, Holland. Meanwhile, the British
created an empire forestry service with a multi-tiered educational system: higher
training for the British was initially at Coopers Hill in England before transferring to
Oxford in 1905 (a postgraduate Imperial Forestry Institute was added in 1925) as well
as at a college in Edinburgh (from 1887), whereas Dehra Dun in India (established in
1878) notably trained Indian, Burmese and even Siamese foresters. The Siamese and
Malayan forestry departments eventually set up their own local colleges for training
‘native’ foresters, while the Dutch arranged for forestry training for their subjects in a
school in Bogor (now the CIFOR headquarters), as well as in secondary forest schools
(Vandergeest and Peluso, 2006b: 367). Graduates of these schools later became the core
of post-colonial forestry departments. All these schools trained foresters not only in
managing tropical forest ecologies, but also in the legal and technical aspects of
territorial control.

In the British Empire, the key models for creating political forests were provided by
the landmark India Forest Act of 1878 (Guha, 2000). This Act provided for three types
of political forests (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001: 781): highly restrictive ‘reserve
forest’; less restrictive ‘protected forest’; and ‘village forests’. In the last, villages
(entities defined by the state) exercised jurisdiction — a precursor to today’s community
forests. By the early-to-mid-twentieth century, most British colonies in Asia and Africa,
as well as British-influenced Siam, had laws in place that were modeled on the India
Forest Act while being adapted to local circumstances.

Both the particular models chosen as well as how they were then locally adapted
were an indicator of the broader status and relative power of political forestry. Siam,
where the RFD found itself fighting a Ministry of Interior reluctant to displace forest
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residents, did not enact laws for enabling forest reservation until the 1930s, when they
adopted both the ‘protected’ and ‘reserve’ categories. In contrast, the much stronger
forest departments in the British colonies in Malaya adopted only the most restrictive
‘reserve forest’ category. Indeed, in British-controlled Southeast Asia, only Sarawak
adopted the category ‘village forest’, with few forests actually designated as such there.
In part this was because the Brooke dynasty that ruled Sarawak was less enamoured of
scientific forestry than the British in Malaya and Siam or the Dutch in Java. The
Brookes were instead supportive of continued local access to forests, and recognized
much more area as ‘Native’ customary land. They taxed trade in non-timber forest
products (which was lucrative) without the costs of establishing and maintaining
territorial forest controls (Vandergeest and Peluso, 2006a). In Java, Dutch foresters
devised their own models for creating forest species and territories. These models were
already being crafted when two German foresters were hired in 1854 to help finalize
plans for territorial management in soon-to-be-created teak districts (Peluso, 1992).

The creation of political forests has long been hotly contested not only by resident
peoples, but also by competing state land agencies. Foresters everywhere found
themselves disputing with civil and agricultural administrations and competing for
territorial jurisdiction with other land and resource management agencies. For example,
whether teak growing in cemeteries in the teak zones of Java belongs to the State
Forestry Corporation or to the residents of those villages is still debated in contempor-
ary Indonesia — even though teak forest jurisdictions are among the strongest legally
established forms of land management in the country. In Siam, the powerful Ministry
of Interior with jurisdiction over Siamese residents, non-residents and other people was
partly responsible for blocking legislation that would have enabled the creation of
territorial forests prior to the 1930s; it continued to hinder actual implementation after
the Second World War. In Sarawak, the Brooke regimes rejected territorial (political)
forests such that demarcation did not begin until it became a direct British colony after
the war.

The second moment for establishing and strengthening political forests was the
‘forestry for development’ programs, which began with the formation of the FAO and
its Forestry Division (FAO-FD) in 1945 and lasted until the 1970s (Westoby, 1989).
The FAO’s influence peaked in the 1950s as, over time, bilateral aid institutions (e.g.
USAID, Canadian CIDA) and other international institutions (e.g. the World Bank) also
provided financial and technical assistance in this area. On formation, the FAO-FD
assisted with the institutionalization of scientific forestry in independent and newly
independent countries — for example, sending a mission to Siam in 1948 whose
recommendations became the basis of a re-invigorated Forest Department during the
1950s. Most of their attention focused on forest reservation and the associated quest to
eradicate swidden (or shifting) agriculture. Rapidly expanding forestry departments
leveraged FAO support for programs to create extensive political forests in parts of
Southeast Asia where these had been limited during the colonial period, notably in
Thailand, Indonesia’s ‘Outer Islands’ and Malaysia’s Sarawak. FAO employees, who
were often plucked from former colonial forestry institutions, worked with newly
independent governments to build forestry departments, train foresters and help
demarcate land and species as forest under the jurisdictions of these departments. They
facilitated convergence in legal frameworks for forest management, laws and practices
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worldwide while standardizing definitions of forest types based on vegetation mapping.
Through these programs, as well as through assistance provided by other aid organ-
izations, newly independent ‘developing’ countries were helped to extend state claims
to control areas called forests, while making these claims visible on the land (through
demarcation, legislation and forest laws), in official documents (through mapping and
legal codes) and in legal-institutional frameworks (in laws and policies; also in
administering bureaucracies).

The primary purpose of development aid for forestry was to promote efficient
management of forests for maximum timber production (thereby acting as a kind of
natural subsidy for national development). This strategy was underpinned by a newly
minted civilizing narrative in which the now discredited colonial ‘white man’s burden’
became instead ‘forestry for development’ (Westoby, 1989). Once again, foresters were
taught that exclusive forest control was a prerequisite for effective scientific forestry in
aid of the common good. In practice, forest farmers practicing swidden agriculture
were their main targets — although research has since shown that uncontrolled logging,
not swidden agriculture, was the main cause of forest clearing during this period in
Southeast Asia (Dauvergne, 1997; Broad, 1994). Nevertheless, fire-and-brimstone
language condemning forest-based agriculture spread throughout the region, along with
aggressive policies to create more political forests and criminalize swidden agriculture.
Ironically, some FAO-funded studies of swidden agriculture during this period became
a later basis for a re-visioning of swidden as a potentially sustainable forest manage-
ment practice, although not one compatible with maximized timber extraction
(Conklin, 1957).

The third moment (overlapping with forestry for development) concerns the way that
the production and administration of political forests was profoundly shaped by violent
wars, insurgencies and counter-insurgencies that swept the region after the Second
World War, even continuing to the present in a few areas (Peluso and Vandergeest,
2011). Violence linked to the creation of political forests during this period went well
beyond the use of coercion to control or evict forest farmers from territorialized forests.
Postcolonial wars began as anti-colonial struggles in Indonesia and in Indochina, but
soon included insurgencies seeking to replace independent states or to create new states
through separation of distinct regions from existing ones. Many insurgencies adopted
components of the Maoist strategy of launching peasant-based revolutions from the
countryside (in addition to revolutionary practices in and from urban areas). Islamist
movements were also often based in the countryside, for example insurgencies by
groups that operated during the late 1950s and early 1960s in Sumatra, Sulawesi and
western Java. In practice, this meant that leftist or Islamist parties, organizations and
factions set up bases and insurgent territorial states in ‘jungle’. In contrast, counter-
insurgency operations often sought to clear people suspected of supporting these
insurgents (e.g. Chinese, Hmong or Orang Asli [original people]) out of the jungle by
containing them in manageable strategic hamlets. Thus counter-insurgency led South-
east Asian governments (and their US, British and Australian advisors and allies) to
‘take the forests out of the jungle’ in order to facilitate their subsequent transformation
into political forests (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2011). These counter-insurgency strat-
egies also often facilitated the movement of relatively trusted groups (Malays, Thais or
Javanese) into contested regions so as to convert jungle to plantation agriculture or
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smallholder plots. Overall, this process further delineated agricultural territories,
jurisdictions and spaces from forests.

In the first two historical moments in the making of political forests, state forestry
services were the main agents that demarcated and claimed forest species and
territories, while the third moment drew in the greater financial and coercive capacity
of state and international militaries, as well as more ‘peaceful’ rural development
programs, in aid of counter-insurgency. In contrast, a fourth and more contemporary
moment is characterized by the entry of diverse non-state actors into the making and
administration of forests. Transnational conservation organizations have garnered most
scholarly attention, but other non-state agents include rule-making bodies such as the
Forestry Stewardship Council, along with the many NGOs and companies whose
business it is to inspect and certify forests against these non-state standards. Private
companies, forest-based ‘communities’ and indigenous groups sometimes also seek
recognition from forestry departments for formal management and extraction rights.

In some places, outright displacement as the goal of political forestry has been
replaced by finding ways of including local populations in forest management through
terms such as ‘agroforestry’ and ‘community forests’, even as such inclusion is usually
subject to detailed surveillance and discipline. This is not to say that outright and
coercive displacement has ceased everywhere, as contemporary observers of forest
plantations in Cambodia can attest. Rather, what is emerging are ‘sustainability
enclaves’ (see below; also Whitington, 2012), where forest managers commit to specific
standards with respect to social and environment practices. Meanwhile, the goals of
forest management have changed and/or multiplied. Thus, whereas timber or wood
fiber and resin production was primary in earlier times, in many areas today such things
as conservation, biodiversity protection, endangered species protection, watershed
management, eco-tourism and carbon sequestration have come to the fore — not least
because of prior over-logging and forest ecology transformation. These shifts have been
uneven. Thus, for example, a 1989 logging ban in Thailand marked a wholesale
transition to forestry for conservation, while logging (both legal and illegal in relation
to political forests) has continued apace in Malaysia, Indonesia, Cambodia and Laos
alongside the rising importance of conservation. In states where timber extraction
remains important, companies are increasingly likely to claim (or perform) adherence
to diverse sustainable management rules. On paper at least, this generally involves
demonstrating some element of social responsibility to resident or adjacent com-
munities, often in collaboration with NGOs and other non-state entities.

Forest conservation in this fourth moment frequently targets the remainders of what
we call ‘charismatic forests’ — that is mature forests, as well as forests containing rare
species or unique species configurations that have not been recently or noticeably
cleared. Here, conservation organizations’ focus on endangered or charismatic species
evokes earlier species-oriented approaches. However, these modern species approaches
often become territorialized in conservation areas that criss-cross other political forests
and even private land. Territorial boundaries are used as a key management strategy —
for example, in the demarcation of conservation ‘corridors’ through otherwise private or
community land, or in the setting aside of nature reserves.

Two examples illustrate the range of the ‘grabbing’ of rule-making authority in
making and remaking political forests by actors outside of state institutions. First,
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Barney (2014) describes a pulpwood plantation project in Lao PDR. A company
obtained leases to establish plantations and organized its project in line with the
standards of the Forestry Stewardship Council (FSC), in order to obtain FSC certifi-
cation of its ‘sustainable management’ practices. To meet these standards, it had to
negotiate compensation for villagers who lost swidden fields to the plantation, while
making broader commitments to social responsibility (e.g. projects to improve food
security, provide work, and enhance health and education). Barney labels the resulting
forest plantation a sustainability enclave, drawing on Whitington (2012), who uses the
term to describe how a hydropower company and transnational NGO (International
Rivers) similarly worked together to produce an enclave where dam impacts were
managed in potentially sustainable ways. In Barney’s case study, it was the standards of
a non-state organization (the FSC) that provided management rules and guidelines
that went beyond government laws and regulations. The goal was, nevertheless,
displacement of forest-based farmers for the purpose of creating a political forest (a
pulpwood plantation) and thus elimination of agriculture from the area.

Second, Li (2007) describes how a transnational NGO (the Nature Conservancy)
helped to create political forests through involvement in the management of a national
park in Sulawesi (Indonesia) starting in 2001. With the agreement of park staff, it
devised a collaborative management program that included writing a management plan,
mapping land-use zones, collaborative monitoring of vegetation and biodiversity with
villagers, and creating territorialized community conservation agreements with ‘unruly’
villagers whom the NGO hoped it could transform into ‘environmental subjects’ — that
is, they would adjust their behavior and ideas to conform with NGO ideas of how
conservation should take place in and around these political forests. As with many such
projects, an unwillingness to confront the land politics by which villagers had been
displaced ultimately undermined this NGO’s efforts to mobilize villagers to help them
conserve the forest. Although this project ended in failure, what is of interest here is
that the NGO had used the idea of the political forest in its efforts.

There is indeed a certain measure of continuity here, as prior moments in the making
of political forests sustain or inform new political forests. In the project described by
Barney, for example, the plantation was enabled by the Lao government’s prior zoning
of land into political forests and its allocation of some of this ‘forest land’ as a
concession to the company. Barney (2014) also emphasizes how the company not only
sought FSC certification, but was fully compliant with the country’s legal standards
with respect to a series of land issues (see also Cashore and Stone, 2012). The Nature
Conservancy’s park management program described by Li (2007) similarly used the
state-defined national park as its territorial basis, while ensuring that the program was
based in national law.

Political forests are also strengthened today as a result of a process of de-gazetting
that enables land conversion for other uses. For instance, while land already designated
in Indonesia as ‘conversion forest’ is taken out after logging or clearing for agricultural
plantations (often rubber or oil palm), the legal excision process itself — and the whole
discourse of excision from the forest for private or private—public uses — actually
strengthens legal recognition of remaining tracts as political forest. Meanwhile,
conflicts over the classification of species as ‘forest’ or ‘agricultural’ still animate
debates over political forests and the power they may impart to states (and specific



Political forests 173

agencies) through extra-state channels. Recent contestations between state actors,
scholars and private interests over the appropriate classification of oil palm exemplify
this. Indonesian foresters wanted to render oil palm a forest species and thereby reap
the benefits of fees paid by the international community for planting carbon-saving
species. They were defeated, however, by international certification institutions and
others outside the Indonesian state that preferred the current designation.

Finally, ‘civilizing’ arguments continue to circulate through the making of political
forests, even with the increasing role of private organizations. What has changed is the
agent who ‘brings civilization’: states are now described frequently as having failed to
properly manage or protect forests, valued species or local communities because of
corruption, conflicts of interest or lack of capacity to enforce their authority. Now, it is
enlightened (often international) conservation organizations and ‘for-profit’ companies
that are the bearers of modern conservation consciousness, compensating for what they
portray as inadequate states unwilling to protect vulnerable subjects (Vandergeest and
Unno, 2012).

Through these four moments, the making of political forests has always been a
contingent process that has been challenged and undermined by resident villagers,
competing state agencies, private businesses, even by professional foresters themselves.
Formal management plans can easily become ‘paper plans’ that bear little relation to
what actually happens in political forests — as loggers do not follow regulations,
farmers clear forests for agriculture, and so on. Indeed, much of the history of political
forests in Southeast Asia has been a history of their creation based on overly optimistic
scenarios for how they can be managed to enhance both production of valuable
resources and conservation of essential ‘environmental services’. Subsequent failures
mean a continual renegotiation of the boundaries that define political forests and of the
uses that are permitted there as forestry agencies are forced to accommodate millions
of forest residents engaged in decidedly non-forest production activities.

CONCLUSION

We have coined and elaborated the term political forests to make a political-ecology
argument — namely, that forests today have been produced through politics. Political
acts creating forests include territorializing actions, reservation of forest species and
warfare. In this chapter, we focused on how states make political forests, but the
making of political forests has also contributed to the making of states insofar as states
too are defined by territorial control over land, people and space (Lund, 2011) — an
example of what Jasanoff (2004) calls the ‘co-production of science and society’. In the
process, the making of political forests and states has profoundly affected the lives and
livelihoods of millions of people across Southeast Asia and beyond. It is not surprising,
then, that this has been an important focus of political-ecology research.

Both political forests and nation-states remain open-ended and incomplete projects.
Many Southeast Asian forests are still used by farmers, usually without legal sanction,
although new surveillance technologies make it increasingly difficult for them to hide
practices that are illegal in postcolonial political forests. Under these conditions, new
challenges to forest-farm boundaries have emerged, often framed in scientific and
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disciplining language of agroforestry and community forestry. Such programs are
presented as more acceptable than visions of forests without people. While acknowl-
edging the presence of people in forests, however, these ‘alternatives’ also bring local
practices firmly under state law and national control, thereby having a clear disciplining
effect on them. Recent commodification of products and territory contained within
political forests (e.g. eco-tourism, carbon markets) similarly do not change the basic
practice of political forestry: their bases and legal justifications almost always lie in the
same material and discursive practices that were forged in earlier colonial and
postcolonial moments that first made the political forest. As such, political ecologists
need to combine historical and contemporary analysis if they are to understand how
political forests (a bit like the states to which they are linked) represent an enduring if
flexible tool of ‘forest’ politics.
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13. Resources, wars and violence
Philippe Le Billon*

The idea that wars are associated with natural resources is probably as old as war itself.
Yet as consensus built on climate change, peak oil and the idea of the Anthropocene,
deterministic views on the violent outcomes of resource scarcities have come to further
prominence over the past two decades. The 1994 genocide in Rwanda was widely seen
as the result of ethnic grievances exacerbated by overpopulation and land scarcity
(Homer-Dixon, 1999). Fast-rising primary commodity prices, with oil climbing from
$9 per barrel in December 1998 to $147 per barrel in July 2008, reinforced scarcity and
‘peak everything’ narratives (Heinberg, 2007; Le Billon and Cervantes, 2009). The
US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 was mostly understood as an ‘oil war’ (McQuaig,
2006), while since the early 1990s ‘oil producing countries have been about 50 percent
more likely than other countries to have civil wars’ (Ross, 2012: 145). So-called
‘conflict minerals’ — such as coltan and ‘blood diamonds’ — took center stage in how
wars in Africa were interpreted (Le Billon, 2008; Nest, 2011). Popular geopolitical
imaginaries were also fired by movies such as Syriana (2005) and Avatar (2009), while
human rights advocates and environmental groups pointed at oppression, dispossession
and conflicts on the ground (Gary and Karl, 2003; Bebbington, 2011).

Perspectives on resources and war have been mostly environmentally deterministic.
These include Hobbesian perspectives (i.e. resource wars as rational individualism in
the absence of authority); neo-Malthusian ones (i.e. resource wars resulting from
resource scarcity purportedly induced by human population growth); positivist (i.e.
resource opportunities motivating and enabling wars); and, to a much lesser extent,
Schmittian (i.e. historically complex identities reified in part through resource conflicts)
(Korf, 2011). Popular (geo)political narratives of resource wars have mostly drawn on
Hobbesian and neo-Malthusian perspectives; in essence perspectives that assert violent
(but rational) scrambles over scarce and valuable resources (Klare, 2001).! To para-
phrase the Prussian war thinker Clausewitz, resource wars would thus be the continu-
ation of resource politics by military means. Mostly used in reference to inter-state
conflicts over the control and supply of ‘strategic resources’, conventional formulations
of the concept of resource wars are often associated with narrow and militaristic notion
of ‘resource security’ (and in particular ‘energy security’).

In contrast to environmentally deterministic accounts of resource-related violence,
political ecology approaches understand such violence ‘as a site specific phenomenon
rooted in local histories and social relations yet connected to larger processes of
material transformation and power relations’ (Peluso and Watts, 2001: 5). Political
ecologists are concerned with the multiple forms of violence associated with resource
control and access (and more broadly throughout the different phases of exploitation,
transformation, consumption and disposal along the commodity chain, as well as its
horizontal connections to those indirectly related to it; see Hartwick, 1998). Through a
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focus on uneven power relations and the ecological dimensions of resource-based
political economies, political ecologists have emphasized the ‘many violent ecologies
of global inequalities’ (Robbins, 2012: 1), while developing a sensibility to physical,
structural and symbolic forms of violence (to use the typology of Galtung, 1990). From
such a perspective, armed conflicts lie on a broader continuum of violence that must be
addressed if more equitable and peaceful approaches to resource control and access that
account for historically marginalized local communities are to be realized. Accordingly,
political ecologists have explored violence’s many dimensions — ranging from acts of
physical violence conducted by resource-funded armed combatants (Le Billon, 2012b),
to structural and symbolic forms of violence around coffee production (Nevins, 2003),
and from the ‘silent violence’ of social famine (Watts, 1983) to the ‘slow violence’ of
insidious cumulative pollution (Nixon, 2011) or the cosmological violence of refusals
to accept different ontologies of ‘nature’ (Escobar, 2006; Blaser, 2013).

Political ecologists have also demonstrated that the concept of ‘natural resources’ is
equally complex. Resources should not be considered simply as ‘raw materials’
extracted from ‘nature’, but rather as complex objects arising from socio-natural
processes involving a wide array of material and discursive processes (Swyngedouw,
1999). The terms attached to resources — such as resource creation, development,
production, extraction or exploitation — hint at the politically loaded ideologies attached
to their understanding (Bridge, 2006). Political ecologists not only unpack these
ideologies to explore how they might shape our analyses of — and responses to —
‘resource wars’, but also seek to explain how the ‘environment comes to embody ...
violence and to reproduce it in various forms’ (Nevins, 2003: 677).

In so doing, political ecology contributes useful insights to the study of resource-
related violence. Rooted in field-based analyses of power relations around uneven
access to resources, such research has assessed relations among resources, violence and
war. Rather than seeking to draw universal laws or to make prophecies of future
‘resource wars’, political ecology strives for highly contextualized accounts enriched by
ecological and political economy perspectives and processes. Building on Marxian
political economy as well as a wide array of social theorizing including Foucauldian
power/knowledge, feminism and actor network theory, political ecology affords critical
perspectives on often taken-for-granted processes. Using multi-scalar, historically
informed and culturally sensitive entitlement analyses, the research thus aims to
complicate if not overturn simplistic narratives about violent conflicts supposedly
resulting from environmental scarcity or resource abundance (Bryant and Bailey, 1997;
Robbins, 2012). For example, by carefully analyzing the mutual influence of military
control with access regimes and entitlements for common-pool resources in Sri Lanka,
Korf and Fiinfgeld (2006) have exposed the essentialism and analytical limits of
scarcity/abundance arguments, while demonstrating how the political geographies and
economies of war work across various scales to confine livelihood options for many
resource users. The violence of militarized landscapes in relation to resource entitle-
ments has also been exposed in the case of war’s legacies, such as the devastating effect
of landmines on rural populations (Unruh et al., 2003); the military roots and coercive
effects of forest regimes tightly connected to counter-insurgency campaigns (Peluso
and Vandergeest, 2011); the militarization of ‘natures’ as in the use of honeybees
(Kosek, 2010); or the violence involved in branding, as in the case of Burmese teak



178 International handbook of political ecology

(Bryant, 2013). At the same time, what Martinez-Alier (2004) calls the ‘environ-
mentalism of the poor’ not only helps to understand motives and registers of dissent,
resistance and compromise in relation to violence, but also helps to set an ‘environ-
mental justice’ agenda more attuned to the values and livelihoods of local communities.

Rather than understanding violence through linear models linking environmental
scarcity to social effects such as forced migration and social segmentation (Homer-
Dixon, 1999) or associating resource wealth with institutional and economic under-
performance (Sachs and Warner, 2001), political ecology thus opens up research to a
wider array of historically and geographically contingent actors and processes —
something that Watts (2004) terms the ‘resource complex’. Such opening up not only
broadens the number of ‘variables’ while avoiding the pitfall of reductionist ‘hypoth-
eses’; it also acknowledges the hybrid ‘socio-natural’ character of resources themselves,
the importance of situated perspectives, and the contingency of violent processes
(Cramer, 2006).

Engaging possible relations among resources, violence and war through a political
ecology perspective also offers a way to move from ‘securitization’ — the reconfigura-
tion of issues through a narrow and often violent and historical oppressive security lens
— towards ‘worldization’” whereby the recognition of distinct ontologies, values and
desires is privileged over the mobilization of security narratives and the institutional
imperative of self-righteous intervention. This process broadens horizons to diverse
cosmologies and ‘ways of being’ while allowing the build-up of new understandings
and solidarities.? As such, political ecology approaches bring a sensibility that can help
‘re-place’ mainstream development agendas by highlighting the violent landscapes of
resource extraction, livelihood dispossession and cultural assimilation — such
re-placement finding its expression in the search for (subaltern and non-violent)
‘post-development’ (Escobar, 2011). Following this introduction, I next briefly engage
with concepts and narratives about resources and resource wars from different
disciplines, before presenting specific arguments linking resources, violence and war in
light of political ecology contributions.

FROM EARLY TO (POST)MODERN RESOURCE WARS

Resources have long attracted attention in the study of wars; accounts of resource
plunder and destruction in war narratives date back to at least 3600 BCE. Dominated by
sociobiological and geopolitical explanations, historical accounts of resource wars rely
on two often-intertwined explanations. The first views resources as a motivational
factor for war: raiding, looting, pillaging, grabbing, capturing, annexing and conquering
all combine a sense of violent dispossession and resource appropriation. Such a
motivational dimension can be mistaken for the consequences of social behavior during
or after conflict: state-led military annexation and house looting by individual soldiers
are both violent dispossession but they differ in scale, intentionality, means and
outcomes. Furthermore, the violence of resource-based regimes based on ‘accumulation
by dispossession’ may be rendered ‘invisible’ — notably through ‘developmentalist” and
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‘securitization’ discourses that tend to legitimize dispossession and the use of force (Le
Billon, 2012b). Here the importance of ‘decolonizing’ resource regimes is thereby
emphasized.

The second explanation is that some resources are crucial for the conduct of warfare
itself, thereby meriting a ‘strategic’ status. Such resources have long preoccupied
military planners, notably through anticipating the need for wars to obtain their control.
In the extreme, a ‘preemptive’ war might even be conducted — accessing strategic
resources and thereby denying access to potential enemies has long been a key ‘great
game’ of military strategists. At the same time, the strategic and security dimension of
a resource needs to be considered in light of often powerful corporate interests that can
motivate or at least benefit from such association. These two explanations — resources
as loot and resources as a factor in military strategy — still dominate much of the media,
policy and scholarly literature on resources and armed conflicts (Peters, 2004; Klare,
2008).

Historical perspectives on the subject proliferate. Thus studies of resources and early
warfare in pre-agricultural societies have largely focused on the role of material
self-interest, the forms of conflict, the organization and the sedentarization of social
groups, as well as the relative availability, density and predictability of resources
(Ferguson, 1984). Ethnographic, archeological, evolutionary and comparative social
ecology studies associate early warfare with territorial control of abundant resources
(mostly food) and uncertainty about resource access. Contrary to some environmental
scarcity narratives, resource abundance and higher population densities would result in
territorializing practices as well as ‘spontaneous conflicts over resources’ linked to
trespass or intrusion, while resource scarcity and low population densities would result
in mutually beneficial cooperation, not conflict (Kelly, 2000: 133). Moreover, resource
unpredictability — rather than abundance or scarcity per se — seems to have been a key
factor in conflict; while unpredictability increased both competitive and cooperative
behavior, the weight of evidence for pre-industrial societies rested on the side of higher
conflict rates (Ember and Ember, 1992). More broadly, the transition to permanent
agriculture and the transformation in resources as human groups interacted more
potently with ‘nature’ is often understood as a key factor in the frequency of warfare
(Wright, 1983).

In common with the classical period, contemporary Western geopolitical perspectives
on resources are dominated by the equation of trade, war and power (Findlay and
O’Rourke, 2007). Extended through colonial plantation economies, tropical slave-
produced commodities became the core of Western imperialism (Clarence-Smith,
1985), with duties on sugar, tobacco, cocoa, cotton, coffee and opium providing
‘modernizing’ states with the finances to open new markets through warfare (Armitage
and Braddick, 2002). Since sea power itself rested on access to timber, naval timber
supply became a critical preoccupation for major European powers from the seven-
teenth century onwards (Albion, 1926) — a situation comparable to the case of oil in the
twentieth century. Given the strategic role of resources, concerns about resource
scarcity and war received considerable attention from contemporary scholars such as
Malthus, who not only sought to see ‘vices of mankind and able ministers of
depopulation’ usefully staving off (rather than resulting from) food scarcity, but more
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broadly expressed his doubts about and rejection of the egalitarian ideals of the French
Revolution (Malthus, 1798: 44).

The importance of resource flows for industrialization and militarization — most
notably coal, iron and later oil — reinforced an ideology of resource competition among
European powers, notably expressed in a flurry of studies on access to raw materials
during the first half of the twentieth century, and especially between the two world
wars (Staley, 1937; Westing, 1986). Resource supply geopolitics continued to flourish
during much of the Cold War, as manifested in the stockpiling of critical materials and
‘foreign investment’ policies (Krasner, 1978). Yet the growing assertiveness of Third
World states during this period of decolonization transformed the political landscape of
sovereignty over natural resources and provided a (new) twist on ‘resource wars’
ideologies (i.e. the political and economic leveraging of resource dependence among
importing countries). Resource wars narratives also provided grounds for peace-
building projects such as the 1951 European Coal and Steel Community Treaty that
turned these two sectors from a source of contention between France and Germany into
one of abiding cooperation. Although relaxed during the 1990s (but giving way to other
‘resource war’ concerns then, as discussed below), ideologies of (militarized) ‘resource
supply’ security resurfaced as commodity prices climbed after 2002, China increasingly
challenged US hegemony, and relations with key resource-exporting countries were
(selectively) re-articulated in the context of the “War on Terror’. These ideologies still
inform governmental and corporate decision-making in resource management, particu-
larly in relation to oil, food and scarce but valuable minerals such as rare earths
(recently decried by some as being a quasi-monopoly of China).

By the late 1950s, broader geopolitical conceptualizations of security began to
incorporate issues such as population growth, environmental degradation and social
inequality in poor countries (Sprout and Sprout, 1957; Falk, 1971; Timberlake and
Tinker, 1984). The concept of ‘environmental security’ thus emerged out of debates on
environmental ‘limits to growth’ in the 1970s and fears of political instability caused by
environmental scarcity in the South (Meadows et al., 1972; Brown, 1977, for a critique,
see Peluso and Watts, 2001; Dalby, 2002). Yet this concept has been criticized as
representing a skewed and controversial ‘securitization’ of environmental issues,
unfairly casting blame on the poor, uncritically legitimizing support for military
solutions, while constructing biased identities and narratives of endangerment (Dalby,
2002).

With the end of the Cold War came greater attention to the internal mechanisms of
war as the end of superpower ‘clientelist’ politics, and support for belligerents (notably
via ‘proxy wars’) changed the conditions for armed conflict worldwide. A view
emerged that violent scrambles for resources among local warlords, regional powers
and international actors was a major feature of contemporary conflict, particularly
given the ‘declining’ role of ideology in regional or local conflicts (Reno, 1999; Klare,
2001). Resource wars narratives thus mostly interpreted conflict in several African
countries during the 1990s as ‘diamond wars’, while by the early 2000s other narratives
focused on international tension over key resources, with the US-led invasion of Iraq
putting the concept of resource war at the forefront of global anti-war activism.

As in the Cold War, the US-led War on Terror at times developed discourses that
connected security threats and military strategies to corporate interests while conflating
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concepts of freedom and security. Here, the process was aimed at regimes opposing the
USA that were also reluctant to open their resources to Western (or at least US)
companies — most prominently Iraq. Debates on oil and US security shifted in light of
9/11, with on the one side those opposing US military interventionism arguing that the
War on Terror was but a convenient cover for a renewed ‘imperialist oil grab’ in the
region, and, on the other, those supporting such interventionism stressing the links
between oil and terrorism that illustrated problems of authoritarian (and warmongering)
governance in several oil-producing countries. To this latter rationale should of course
be added business interests — which often combine in a deadly mix neo-liberalization
and democratization agendas with the militarized securitization of resource supply and
profits. As the Bush administration reframed the War on Terror in order to justify an
attack on Iraq — first as a ‘pre-emptive’ war and then as a ‘war of liberation” — the US
administration portrayed its Middle East foreign policy as broadening from securing a
free flow of oil out of the Persian Gulf to promoting democracy in the region (Le
Billon and El Khatib, 2004) — a claim some Republicans later sought to boost (and
legitimate) in the context of the ‘Arab Spring’ (Nikpour, 2011).

Most accounts of future resource wars are associated with a combination of rapidly
increasing demand for raw materials, growing resource shortages and contested
ownership (Klare, 2008). From this perspective, increasing demand for raw materials is
mostly associated with the rapid growth of emerging economies since the late 1990s,
especially China but also India (Zweig and Jianhai, 2005). Yet if most narratives stress
rapid industrialization and rising consumerism in China as driving demand, part of
these resources are redirected to the rest of the world in the form of exported
manufactured goods, thereby pointing at broader responsibilities for resource consump-
tion. Among narratives of competitive resource control and contested resource owner-
ship, many pit China against the USA. Both countries, from such a perspective, are
seen as deploying aggressive ‘resource diplomacy’ that supports (or topples) dictator-
ships while bolstering their own military capacities. Oil, again, has taken center stage
with geopolitical accounts focusing on the Persian Gulf — above all, Iraq’s oil field
dispute with Kuwait, the former’s subsequent military invasion of the latter, and the
ensuing US-led intervention. Besides relations with the USA, China’s ‘global quest for
energy’ is portrayed as a source of tension, especially in Asia (Lee, 2005). Meanwhile,
narratives of ‘peak everything’ today abound (Heinberg, 2007), which, along with
climate change, act as a ‘threat multiplier’ via such things as food insecurity, forced
migration and institutional breakdown (Dalby, 2009; Sommerville et al., 2014).

WARS, CURSES AND THE VIOLENCE OF RESOURCE
PATHOLOGIZATION

Reflecting on nature and the ideology of science, David Harvey (1974: 256) warned of
the ‘profound political implications’ of supposedly ethically neutral scientific discus-
sions of the population-resources relationship, especially a projection of neo-
Malthusian views that invited ‘repression at home and neo-colonial policies abroad’.
Four decades later, this warning still resonates through a number of concepts linking
resources and violence, such as ‘resource wars’ and ‘resource curse’ (Le Billon, 2012b).
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Resource wars narratives not only reduce the scope of potential explanation for the
causes and processes of conflicts, but also directly influence the representations of their
context and proposed ‘solutions’ (Cooper, 2006).

In doing so, these narratives often end up pathologizing at least three dimensions of
resource—violence relations — by which I mean that these dimensions become defined
purely as an ‘abnormal’ condition, a diseased status separate from (and dangerous to)
‘healthy’ economic and political relations. First is the pathologization of entire
resource-producing regions as being under the profound (and nearly inescapable)
negative influence of resources on economic and institutional performance — the
‘resource curse’ dimension. Second is the pathologization of social conduct in relation
to resource control, and in particular the idea that people in general will ‘naturally’
fight over resources rather than find cooperative solutions — the ‘resource conflict’
dimension. And third is the specific pathologization of the conduct of belligerents
whereby resources not only affect the financial opportunities and general feasibility of
armed struggle, but also negatively influence the recruitment pattern, the (self-)
selection of group leadership, and the motivations and strategies of armed groups
towards greater and more indiscriminate abuses against the population — the ‘conflict
resource’ dimension (Weinstein, 2007).

Among the consequences of such pathologization are political de-legitimization of
protest and popular (armed) resistance (Zalik, 2011); the criminalization of small-scale
mineral exploitation by local communities and regional migrants that undermine
livelihood coping mechanisms (Le Billon, 2008); and the prioritization of a certain
types of economic activity (such as large-scale mining or logging) over local liveli-
hoods, as well as environmental and cultural practices (Le Billon, 2000). For Kuntala
Lahiri-Dutt (2006: 15), resource wars theories, especially the resource curse argument,
(re)produces

a picture of complete lack of control and disorder in the Third World, whose inhabitants — by
some irrational logic of nature — have found themselves endowed with resources that they
cannot or do not know how to deal with in an orderly manner. They envisage a paranoid fear
about the unruly Third World, a landscape of apprehension, risk and insecurity where
conflicts could only be resolved for one and all if either state-owned or multinational
corporations take over the control and ownership of mineral resources, and manage them in a
systematic manner — in the process putting their profits first and taking over the control of
what should rightfully belong to the communities.

Such a picture is well anchored into neo-colonial mindsets while being instrumental in
processes of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Harvey, 2003). A simplistic reading of
the resource curse argument is also that more money for local authorities will only
bring greater poverty and insecurity to the population. From this standpoint, a
dangerous logical next step is to argue that revenues would better accrue to companies
in the form of profits than to local governments in the form of rents. This is not the
main point that most activists pursue, of course. Yet the onus of global initiatives, such
as the Extractive Industry Transparency Initiative, has been clearly put on revenue
transparency rather than rent maximization, and critically shown to be (mostly)
addressing the reputational concerns of extractive companies rather than the develop-
mental concerns of local populations (Gillies, 2009). This logic was also applied
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through the Kimberley Process Certification Scheme, which was targeted against
diamonds extracted in rebel-held areas rather than those produced under grave human
rights abuses in ‘non-rebel’ areas (Le Billon, 2008).

WORLDING RESOURCE VIOLENCE

Anthropologist and political ecologist Arturo Escobar (2006) has rightly pointed to the
importance of accounting for cultural differences in explaining ‘resource conflicts’, a
focus that is frequently absent from environmentally deterministic mainstream
accounts. Here I will briefly discuss such cultural sensitivity through Heidegger’s
concept of ‘worlding’ in the sense of the multiplicity of meanings of ‘being-in-the-
world’. By connecting the idea of ‘worlding’ resources to resource conflicts, political
ecologists not only acknowledge the diversity of perspectives that exists in the world
today, but also situate them in spatially and historically dynamic ways — thereby
facilitating trans-scalar and inter-temporal analysis. But such an engagement with
diverse ontologies must avoid a simple acknowledgment of diversity — one that would
only thereby reinforce a Western epistemology of ‘cultural diversity’. Instead, it must
strive to maintain a ‘pluriverse’ and openness of outcomes — whereby ‘pluriverse entails
imagining the performative enactment of multiple, distinct ontologies or worlds’
(Sundberg, 2013: 38), which ‘bring themselves into being and sustain themselves even
as they interact, interfere, and mingle with each other’ (Blaser, 2013: 55).

As suggested above, violence relating to resources often starts with distinctive
ontologies of what come to constitute resources. For Escobar (2006: 9), ‘many
communities in the world signify their natural environment, and then use it, in ways
that markedly contrast with the more commonly accepted way of seeing nature as a
resource external to humans and which humans can appropriate in any way they see
fit’. Such worlding extends to the register of expressions involved in conflicts.
Persuasively arguing a blending of political ecology and ecological economics that
acknowledges values incommensurability, Joan Martinez-Alier (2004: viii) has empha-
sized in this regard that ‘ecological conflicts are fought out in many languages’.

Beyond questions of how certain cultures see, value and fight over ‘nature’ and
‘resources’ differently, political ecologists also consider how transformations bring
about ‘new worlds’ and, to use a crude binary divide, how transformed natures affect
cultures through new socio-natural worlds. Resource conflicts are thus inescapably
cultural conflicts through worldviews and representations but also through material
implications. In the most extreme cases, dominating forms of resource exploitation
constitute cultural genocide — a concept first recognized in a 1994 draft of the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. If socio-natural differences
are generally described as being most acute between resource companies and ‘non-
Western’ indigenous populations, divergences are also becoming more common within
‘Western(ized)’ societies due to the growth of contrasting worldviews linked to pressing
issues of the Anthropocene (Dalby, 2009) and what Bruno Latour (2014) calls the new
‘geo-politics” in which the earth itself is no longer seen as playing a backstage role.

Driven in large part by criticisms of consumerism and ‘sustainable’ economic
growth, the recent extension of politics into resource extraction debates has been
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noteworthy. This has involved going beyond ‘narrow’ consideration of conflicts over
socio-environmental damage to broader discussion of being-in-the-world that includes
local sovereignties over life-paths and global responsibilities for the state of the
environment. Not only directly affected communities, but also regional authorities are
‘demanding recognition for local visions of development that are not compatible with
mining — and that cannot be adequately accommodated by current decision-making
processes’ — as in the case of Argentina, where several provincial governments opposed
the ‘opening up’ of the country to highly profitable mining ventures by a national
government desperate for foreign investments in the wake of the 1999-2002 financial
crisis (Walter and Martinez-Alier, 2010: 281). While local communities and provincial
authorities were able to peacefully stop open-cast mining through referendum and
legislation in this particular context, such resistance is often met with the targeting of
social activists, the violence of a ‘state of emergency’ and the forceful removal of
protesting communities from resource sites (PBI, 2011).

CONCLUSION

Accounts of resource wars have tended to be narrowly focused on material motivations
and contributions to warfare. Dominated by classical geopolitical perspectives, these
accounts have sought to provide a ‘big picture’ of militarized risk over ‘strategic’
resources. Such narratives reflect in large part the anxieties of (Northern) resource
dependence on sovereign (Southern) resource-exporting countries. Here anxieties are
seen to be built on the premise that ‘sovereign’ resource exporters will become ‘too
assertive’ against — and indeed impervious to — the ‘leverage’ of major powers due to
the grave risks surrounding the political and economic fallout from supply disruption
(e.g. US anxiety towards Iran or a recent report for the German military on potential
impacts of high commodity prices; BTC, 2011). This premise ignores, to some degree,
the mutual dependence of exporters and importers (thus the ‘oil weapon’ has been
much more frequently used against than by exporters).

Anxieties are also based on the fear that access to, and supply of, resources will be
jeopardized by the intrinsic ‘instability’ of domestic socio-political processes in
exporting countries — such situations thereby demanding military intervention (mostly
in the form of selective military support for allied autocracies). This point has empirical
validity (insofar as countries that are militarily supported by a permanent member of
the Security Council face fewer wars), but ignores other types of violence that often
result from autocratic rule. And anxieties result from a sense of responsibility and
complicity in abuses within producing areas, as illustrated in the campaigns against
conflict diamonds in Sierra Leone or violence-plagued coltan production in the Eastern
Democratic Republic of Congo (Nest, 2011). While the latter campaigns help bridge a
too frequent (and intentional) disconnection between resource production and con-
sumption (i.e. the commodity fetish), they often end up narrowing the range of
explanations and thus solutions to 