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"Development can
never benefit more
than a minority;
it demands the
destruction of the
environment and
ofpeoples. It
attempts to
dominate,
fragment and
dispossess - in a
word enclose. The
challenge is to
reject development
and reclaim the
commons."
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The E a r t h Summit Debacle
For the major players, the Summit was a phenomenal success. The World
Bank emerged in control of an expanded Global Environmental Facility, a
prize that it had worked for two years to achieve. The US got the
biodiversity convention it sought simply by not signing the convention on
offer. The corporate sector, which throughout the UNCED process enjoyed
special access to the secretariat, was confirmed as the key actor in the
"battle to save the planet". Free-market environmentalism — the philosophy that transnational corporations brought to Rio through the Business
Council on Sustainable Development — has become the order of the day,
uniting Southern and Northern leaders alike. For many environmental
groups, too, the Summit was a success: credibility has been achieved (some
even having seats on government delegations) and their concerns are no
longer marginalized. They are now recognized as major players themselves.

The United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development, the
self-styled Earth Summit, finished
where it began. After ten days of
press conferences,
tree-planting
ceremonies and
behind-the-scenes
wheeling and dealing, the diplomats
went home to their various other
assignments and the politicians to
their next round of international
talks. Rio gave way to the Munich
conference and the more familiar
territory of GATT,
G-7power
politics and interest rates.
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The Summit, in fact, went according to plan: indeed the outcome was
inevitable from the start. Unwilling to question the desirability of economic
growth, the market economy or the development process itself, UNCED
never had a chance of addressing the real problems of "environment and
development". Its secretariat provided delegates with materials for a
convention on biodiversity but not on free trade; on forests but not on
logging; on climate but not on automobiles. Agenda 21 — the Summit's
"action plan" — featured clauses on "enabling the poor to achieve sustainable
livelihoods" but none on enabling the rich to do so; a section on women but
none on men. By such deliberate evasion of the central issues which
economic expansion poses for human societies, UNCED condemned itself
to irrelevance even before the first preparatory meeting got under way.
The best that can be said for the Earth Summit is that it made visible the
vested interests standing in the way of the moral economies which local
people, who daily face the consequences of environmental degradation, are
seeking to re-establish. The spectacle of the great and the good at UNCED
casting about for "solutions" that will keep their power and standards of
living intact has confirmed the scepticism of those whose fate and livelihoods were being determined. The demands from many grassroots groups
around the world are not for more "management" — a fashionable word at
Rio — but for agrarian reform, local control over local resources, and
power to veto developments and to run their own affairs. For them, the
question is not how their environment should be managed — they have the
experience of the past as their guide — but who will manage it and in whose
interest. They reject UNCED's rhetoric of a world where all humanity is
united by a common interest in survival, and in which conflicts of race,
class, gender and culture are characterized as of secondary importance to
humanity's supposedly common goal. Although they acknowledge that a
peasant in Bihar shares the same planet as a corporate executive, they view
the suggestion that the two share a common future as farcical. Instead, they
ask, "Whose common future is to be sustained?" Their struggle is not to win
greater power for the market or the state, but to reinstate their communities
as sources of social and political authority. This special issue of The
Ecologist is an attempt to describe the background to that struggle.
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The Commons
Where the Community Has Authority
To Western eyes, the streets and lanes of Bangkok, like those of many
cities in the South, may seem a strange mixture of order and chaos. In
the shadow of shining high-rise hotels, apartment and office blocks,
slum dwellers squat in dark, seemingly random collections of shacks
near railway lines, on construction sites, and over swamps. In front of
rows of concrete shophouses and air-conditioned banks, carts and stalls
selling noodles, dried squid, curries and iced drinks jostle for kerbspace with amulet-sellers, fruit-vendors and beggars. Souvenir merchants block pedestrian traffic by jamming their tables up against those
of purveyors of cheap baby clothes, leather-goods, sweets and dubious
track shoes. Streetcorner vendors show open contempt for the solemnities of intellectual property by loudly inviting passers by to invest in
fake Rolex watches, pirated rock music cassettes and bogus Lacoste
shirts. Under the eyes of bored policemen, pedestrians jaywalk across
roads congested with roaring, grinding, smoke-belching trucks, buses
and motorcycles.

From urban slum dwellers to peasant
farming communities, the bulk of
humanity depends on the commons for
its livelihood. Neither open-to-all nor
privately-owned,
commons regimes
involve more*than systems of property
rights. They provide a political
space
where communities are able to define
themselves and where the power of any
one group or individual can be held in
check. Their success in protecting
their environments depends on the
community maintaining its authority.
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The hints of anarchy in these scenes may trouble the Western mind.
Who are all these people raising pigs and drying clothes next to the
railroad tracks? Why don't the police do something about the jaywalkers, the hawkers and the polluting vehicles? What is the law here? Is
there a law here? Why doesn't anybody seem to know what it is? A
Westerner setting up a food stall on the kerb of a busy street might have
an uneasy sense of encroaching on public space, enforced by a worry
about bureaucrats and police. Not the Bangkok vendors! Like the slum
dwellers, they seem ready to take all the space they can get. Of course,
now and then the police clear them off. But this hardly seems to be out
of a real concern for public order. More likely the World Bank or a
foreign dignitary is arriving for a meeting and some high official,
fearful of losing face, has sent out an order to spruce up the streets. In
any case, as soon as the police are gone the vendors trickle back. In a
week things are back toTiormal.

A Hidden Structure
Longer acquaintance with Bangkok may shift the Westerner's view.
Beneath the seeming vacuum of public order and responsibility, the
outlines of a different kind of moral and environmental order begin to
appear. It becomes clear that while public space may not always be
respected, informal boundaries are well-marked within communities
of people who know each other. In the slum or along the row of street
vendors, anyone who takes up too much space, or the wrong space, or
leaves too much of a mess, is brought back into line by neighbours. The
community may not possess much space, and has little opportunity to
make it clean and attractive, but it makes the most of what it has. And
because no one group is powerful enough to usurp too much space for
itself, everybody has a share.
123

External borders are defended as well. When the police
undertake a sweep of sidewalk vendors, furious mutterings
spread down the lines of stalls. "This is our turf! We've been
here for years! What right do the authorities have to evict us?"
Elsewhere, outrage may lead to more organized resistance. In
an area of orchards nestled in a bend of the Chao Phraya River
near the city centre, landowners and squatters join together to
protest the proposed conversion of their land into a "public
park", pointing out that they and their ancestors have kept the
place green for over a century. In a slum, when lines of
policemen step forward to begin dismantling squatters' homes,
children rush forward to grasp their legs. Shaking them off, the
police advance a few steps further only to come up against a
phalanx of angry, taunting women, baring their breasts to

it by cultivating the right people and making the right alliances? How much can my family and friends get away with
before we offend our neighbours? As new acquaintances
jockey for position on the pavements, in the alleys, in the
communities and restaurants and meeting rooms, invisible
grid-lines are drawn, connections made, and unspoken rules
laid down. As relationships become established and power is
balanced, interdependence grows and benevolence is exchanged
for respect. Insiders are distinguished from outsiders, and
consideration and love flourish among familiars. Indulgences
quickly become rights which cannot be violated without denying
the growing personal ties themselves. It is in these rights and
ties, more than in the formal machinery of the law or an
inculcated sense of "the public", that ordinary people, and even
police and businesses, place their faith.
•

Origins, Change, Revival
This order does not emerge from nowhere. It recreates in
broken form a long tradition visible more clearly in the
countryside: a tradition of the commons. There, until recently,
the category of "the public" barely existed. In day-to-day
practice, it was above all the community which exercised
dominion over time, space, agriculture and language. Woods
and streams feeding local irrigation systems remained intact
because anyone degrading them had to brave the wrath of
neighbours deprived of their livelihood, and no one was powerful
enough to do so. Everybody was subject to everybody else's
personal scrutiny and sanctions.
Bangkok twists this tradition. Benefiting from the growth of
the state and 'economic development', elites have gained the
power to usurp larger and larger domains of common space —
streets, clean air, green space — without having to concern
themselves with the reaction of others. Webs of personal
relationships have been stretched or frayed, losing their anchorage to a particular locality, reducing people's ability to
defend their space and make it liveable. People whose livelihoods have been taken away by this process fall into increasingly abject dependency on those who have taken it away. At
the same time, new webs of personal relationships ramify
across the upper levels of society. Dynastic, commercial and
military alliances concentrate and reconcentrate power largely
beyond the ability of ordinary people to place checks upon it.
In this sense, disorder in Bangkok originates less in the
huddled shacks of the slums or the haphazard rows of street
vendors than in the forces — partly foreign — that lie behind
the modern public and private high-rise buildings, fast-food
outlets and brightly-coloured billboards which look so reassuring and orderly to the Western visitor. Indeed, it is in commons
such as those found in slums and on street vendors' turf that the
order which can safeguard the interests of ordinary Bangkokians
and their environment is largely found (see Box: The Commons: Neither Public nor Private, p. 125). When subsistence is
at stake, they often improvise or reconstruct rough-and-ready
new commons regimes rather than pin their hopes on either the
market economy or public institutions. For better or worse, the
commons is the social and political space where things get
done and where people derive a sense of belonging and have an
element of control over their lives. In Bangkok, as in many
places throughout the South, when the commons is gone, there
is little that can take its place.
1

Peddling defunct calculators on the streets of Bangkok. Commons regimes are adept at making use of
whatever material and space are available.
shame them into retreat. Behind them, in reserve, wait the men
of the community. People may recognize the city's law as a fact
rather than as a social norm, and value customs more than
contracts, but their sense of rights and justice is sharp.
The order people seek is seldom a public one. Few are overly
concerned about obligations toward unseen strangers. Few set
much store by anonymous and formal words typed or printed
on headed paper, or on proclamations that this or that area is
"public property". Rather, people try to establish personal,
face-to-face connections. Strangers feel each other out to find
out where they stand. Who is the most powerful person here?
Who the most senior? Do I know any of their relatives? Where
can I carve out a space for my family? How much can I enlarge

124
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The Commons: Neither Public nor Private
punish them if they abuse the comwhose use by one person may subtract
Despite its ubiquity, the commons is
mons. Often this power lays the founfrom the welfare of the next, and which
hard to define. It provides sustenance,
are thus potentially subject to crowddation for an additional structure of
security and independence, yet (in what
ing, depletion and degradation. Yet
internal rules, rights, duties and beliefs
many Westerners feel to be a paradox)
while this may be true of a great range
which mediates and shapes the comtypically does not produce commodiof cases, genetic diversity or knowlmunity's own relationship with its
ties. Unlike most things in modern inedge of contraception (to cite just two
dustrial society, moreover, it is neither
natural surroundings. In Maine, for exprivate nor public: neither
ample, it is only in strongly
commercial farm nor comdefended territories that
munist collective, neither
lobster harvesters have
business firm nor state utility,
successfully enacted inforneither jealously-guarded
mal and formal regulations
private plot nor national or
on the numbers of traps
city park. Nor is it usually
used, and elsewhere in
open to all. The relevant loNorth America there have
cal community typically debeen clear "post-fur-trade
cides who uses it and how.
linkages between the exThe unlimited diversity of
istence of viable hunting
commons also makes the
territories and intentional
concept elusive. While all
conservation measures."
commons regimes involve
Sometimes the meshes of
joint use, what they define
power internal to commons
access to is bewilderingly
regimes give rise to notions
varied: for example, trees,
of "property" or "possesforests, land, minerals, wasion", but in many cases
ter, fish, animals, language,
the relevant group does not
time, radio wavelengths, siregard itself as owning, but
England 1957. Neither a purely public highway, nor a
lence, seeds, milk, contrarather as owned by, or as
private road, but a common street.
ception and streets.
stewards of, water or land.
examples of "resources" often mainTrying to find some order in this field,
tained by commons regimes) are not
some theorists claim that the commons
P e r c e p t i o n s of Scarcity
"subtractible" in this way.
are "resources for which exclusion is
difficult" and boundary-setting not
A further characteristic often ascribed
worthwhile, or which "are needed by all
to the commons is that, unlike rebut whose productivity is diffuse rather
S o c i a l O r g a n i z a t i o n is t h e K e y
sources in the modern economy, it is
than concentrated, low or unpredict"not perceived as scarce". This is not
More fruitful than such attempts to deable in yield, and low in unit value": for
only because many things available
fine commons regimes through their
example, seasonally inundated
as commons, such as silence, air or
domains are attempts to define them
swamplands in Borneo, moorland in
genetic diversity, will renew themthrough their social and cultural organiEngland, semi-arid rangeland in Botselves continually until deliberately
zation: for example, local or group
swana or Ethiopia, and scrubby maquis
made scarce by the encroachment of
power, distinctions between members
or garrigues in France and Spain. Yet
outside political actors. More imporand non-members, rough parity among
smaller, more easily divisible, and more
tantly, the needs which many commembers, a concern with common
highly productive and defensible armons satisfy are not infinitely expandsafety rather than accumulation, and
able lands are often also treated as
ing. They are not determined by a
an absence of the constraints which
communal property. In traditional Magrowth-oriented external system prolead to economic scarcity. Even here,
laysia and Laos as well as Ethiopia and
ducing goods and services, but rather
however, it would be a mistake to demuch of the rest of contemporary Africa,
are constantly adjusted and limited by
mand too much precision. For examplots have been traditionally allocated
the specific commons regime itself,
ple, what does the "local" in "local power"
to individuals by the community, which
whose physical characteristics remain
mean? In Shanxi province in China,
nevertheless reserve the authority to
in everyone's view. Without the race
communal forests were owned by vilredistribute them if they are not used
between growth and the scarcity which
lages, several villages together, or
for subsistence. In such cases of
growth creates, there can thus be a
clans. In India the relevant bodies may
usufruct, common rights can be desense of "enoughness". Even where
be caste groups, while for Switzerland's
fined as the right not to the land or the
produce from the commons is sold,
city forests, it is "citizenship" (election
soil, which rests with the community,
the "needs" defined by consumerism
to a given community) that counts.
but the right to what the soil brings forth
and external market demand for goods
over a particular period.
Similarly, what does the "power" in
and services will be subject to internal
"local power" consist in? Sometimes it
Other theorists suggest that the
revision.
is the power to exclude outsiders or to
commons are jointly-used resources
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An open field
system, cultivated
by co-operative
farmers in Wollo,
Ethiopia. Before
Enclosure, similar
scenes would
have been familiar
to the English
country dweller.

The Worldly C o m m o n s
Despite their resolutely local orientation and resistance to being swallowed
up by larger systems, commons regimes have never been isolated in
either space or time. Nor have their
social organizations ever been static.
Commons regimes welcome, feed
upon and are fertilized by contact, and
evolve just like any other social institutions. Communities maintaining
commons often work out arrangements
over larger geographical areas with
other groups. For example, inter-village commons boundaries are acknowledged by villagers in the Munglori
area of Tehri Garhwal: each village
has a recognized " t u r f and encroachment by other villages for fodder-collection is likely to provoke objections. In the Philippines, competing
claims to water rights among different
zanjaras, or communal irrigation societies, have customarily been decided
by inter-village councils composed of
zanjara officers and family elders in
the community.
Systems of common rights, in fact,
far from evolving in isolation, often
owe their very existence to interaction
and struggle between communities and
the outside world. It is arguably only in
reaction to invasion, dispossession or
other threats to accustomed security
of access that the concept of common
rights emerges. Today, such rights
are evolving where access to seeds,
air and other resources which were
previously taken for granted are being
challenged through commoditization,
legal enclosure or pollution.
Existing commons regimes, too,
vary continuously with changes in
their natural or social environment.
Property-rights systems can shift
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back and forth in long, short or even
seasonal cycles from communal to
private and back again, depending on
struggles among prospective beneficiaries, ecological change, and shifts
in social relationships. For example,
common-field systems are instituted
in some new or revived villages in
Ethiopia to attract labour and people;
where this succeeds the tenure
system may be switched to one
based on inheritance. Later on,
villages may revive communal tenure.
Defining Oneself
Each commons regime may be as
different culturally from the next as all
are from, say, a factory. But it is not
only their cultural diversity that
makes such regimes difficult to
"capture" in technical or universal
terms. Ivan lllich makes this point
when he says that the "law establishing the commons was unwritten, not
only because people did not care to
write it down, but because what it
protected was a reality much too
complex to fit into paragraphs." This
is somewhat inexact; commons rules
are sometimes written down; and
where they are not, this is not so
much because what they protect is
complex as because the commons
requires an open-endedness,
receptiveness and adaptability to the
vagaries of local climate, personalities, consciousness, crafts and
materials which written records
cannot fully express. But lllich's point
is important. What makes the
commons work, like the skills of
wheelwrights, surgeons or machinists, cannot easily be encoded in
written or other fixed or "replicable"
forms useful to cultural outsiders.

These forms can make some of the
workings of commons regimes
"visible" to moderns but have
generally functioned to transfer local
power outside the community.
In this and other respects, the
concept of the commons flies in the
face of the modern wisdom that
each spot on the globe consists
merely of coordinates on a global
grid laid out by state and market: a
uniform field which determines
everyone's and everything's rights
and roles. "Commons" implies the
right of local people to define their
own grid, their own forms of community respect for watercourses,
meadows or paths; to resolve
conflicts their own way; to translate
what enters their ken into the
personal terms of their own dialect;
to be "biased" against the "rights" of
outsiders to local "resources" in
ways usually unrecognized in
modern laws; to treat their home not
simply as a location housing
transferable goods and chunks of
population but as irreplaceable and
even to be defended at all costs.
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An Everyday Reality
The tale of Bangkok and its broken commons may seem remote
from Western experience. For many people in the West, the
word "commons" carries an archaic flavour: that of the medieval
village pasture which villagers did not own but where they had
rights to graze their livestock. Yet, for the vast majority of
humanity, the commons is an everyday reality. Ninety per cent
of the world's fishers rely on small inshore marine commons,
catching over half the fish eaten in the world today. In the
Philippines, Java and Laos, irrigation systems are devised and
run by villagers themselves, the water rights being distributed
through rules laid down by the community. Even in the North,
there are communities which still manage their forests and
fisheries jointly (lobster harvesters in Maine, for example, or
forest communities in many areas of Finland), bestowing on
themselves the power to divide up what they regard as "their"
patches of sea or soil among their own communities and kin.
Moreover, new commons are constantly being born, even
among what might seem the most fragmented communities. In
the inner cities of the US, black communities' dialects express
concepts that the language taught in state schools cannot touch.
At toxic dump sites and around proposed nuclear plants in
France, Switzerland, and elsewhere, people have insisted on
their "rights" to keep the earth and air around their communities
free from the threat of poisonous and radioactive substances,
damning the economic and "public" rationality which dictates
that their homes are "objectively" the best locations for waste
sinks. For them, the sentiments expressed by an elder of a
Brazilian tribe, despite the religious language in which they are
couched, cannot be completely unrecognizable:

as Hardin himself later acknowledged, what he is describing is
not a commons regime, in which authority over the use of
forests, water and land rests with a community, but rather an
open access regime, in which authority rests nowhere; in
which there is no property at all; in which production for an
external market takes social precedence over subsistence; in
which production is not limited by considerations of long-term
local abundance; in which people "do not seem to talk to one
another"; and in which profit for harvesters is the only operating social value.
8
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Tending the Commons

3

4

"The only possible place for the Krenak people to live and
to re-establish our existence, to speak to our Gods, to speak
to our nature, to weave our lives, is where God created us.
We can no longer see the planet that we live upon as if it
were a chess-board where people just move things around."

5

No Free-For-AU

The difference is critical. Far from being a "free-for-all", use
of the commons is closely regulated through communal rules
and practices.
In Canada, for example, the peoples of the Wabigoon Lake
Ojibway Nation of Ontario still harvest wild rice as a commons,
despite efforts by the state government to impose modern
management methods. The rice grows in Rice Lake and until
the 1950s was harvested entirely by hand from canoes, but
recently machine harvesting has also been introduced. Both
machine harvests and canoe harvests are regulated through
community meetings in which harvesting rights are allocated.
Depending on the will of the meeting, certain areas (generally
those which have been recently seeded or which are more
remote) may be set aside for machine harvesters, or else
machines are allowed to enter into certain areas for a limited
period "only after the customary canoe harvesters have been
allowed to exercise their rights to the extent decided upon at the
community meeting." Violations of harvest allocations by
machine harvesters are dealt with at community meetings: a
recent case resulted in one machine harvester being denied
harvest rights for the rest of one season. For each canoe harvest
area, the community agrees upon a "field boss" whose responsibilities are to regulate the harvest cycle according to
custom, and to arbitrate in any disputes. Where harvesting
rules are breached, the offender may be "grounded", one
person in a recent harvest being told to "relearn the Indian way
by sitting on the shore and watching."
Amongst the Barabaig, a semi-nomadic pastoralist group in
Tanzania, rights of use and access to land are variously invested
in the community, the clan and individual households. As
Charles Lane explains, "the Barabaig recognize that, to make
efficient use of resources, access to grazing needs to be controlled to prevent exploitation beyond the capacity to recover.
Although surface water is universally accessible to everyone,
its use is controlled by rules . . . water sources must not be
diverted or contaminated . . . A well becomes the property of
the clan of the man who digs it. Although anyone may draw
water for domestic purposes from any well, only clan members
may water their stock there." Whether land is privately or
collectively owned, there are rules ensuring that the use made
of it is not detrimental to the community as a whole, while
certain species of tree are regarded as sacred for the same
reason. Disputes, which are rare, are resolved by a public
assembly of all adult males, though sometimes in the case of a
particularly difficult issue a special committee is formed.
There is a parallel council of women, who also have property
rights over land and animals, and occasionally may be the head
of a family. Women have jurisdiction in matters concerning
9
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For many years, governments, international planning agencies
(and many conservationists) have viewed commons regimes
with deep hostility. Nothing enrages the World Bank more, for
example, than the "Not-In-My-Back-Yard" or "NIMBY"
mentality which so many communities display in defending
their commons against dams, toxic waste dumps, polluting
factories and the like. Many UNCED delegates and conservationists, similarly, view local control over land, forests, streams
and rivers as a recipe for environmental destruction. The only
way to secure the environment, they say, is to put a fence
around it, police it and give it economic value through development.
In defence of such views, development agencies have played
upon two related confusions. The first, promulgated most
famously in the 1960s by Garrett Hardin and others, is the myth
of the "tragedy of the commons". According to Hardin, any
commons (the example he used was a hypothetical rangeland)
"remorselessly generates tragedy" since the individual gain to
each user from overusing the commons will always outweigh
the individual losses he or she has to bear due to its resulting
degradation. As many critics have pointed out, however, and
6

7
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offences by men against women and in matters concerning
spiritual life. Lane describes how recently a women's council
upbraided the men for ploughing sacred land. At a regional
level, a similar council oversees the movement of herds and
people to ensure that there is no overgrazing.
A third example comes from Torbel in Switzerland, a
village of some 600 people, where grazing lands, forests,
"waste" lands, irrigation systems and paths and roads connecting
privately and communally-owned property are all managed as
commons. Rights to these commons are not open to all but are
conferred by existing commoners who have the power to
decide whether or not an outsider should be admitted as
"citizens" in the community. Under a regulation which dates
back to 1517, which applies to many other Swiss mountain
villages, no one can send more cows to the communal grazing
area than they can feed during the winter, a rule that is still
enforced with a system of fines. As Elinor Ostrom reports,
"This and other forms of 'cow rights' are relatively easy to
monitor and enforce. The cows are all sent to the mountain to
be cared for by the herdsmen. They must be counted immediately, as the number of cows each family sends is the basis for
determining the amount of cheese the family will receive at the
annual distribution." Once again, the commons are administered by a council, in this case consisting of all local cattleowners. Besides grazing rights, it assigns timber for construction
and fuel, arranges the distribution of manure, and is responsible
for the upkeep of fences, huts and so on.
12

The Tragedy of Enclosure
A second confusion that muddies the debate over the commons
is between environmental degradation which can be attributed
to commons regimes themselves and that which typically
results from their breakdown at the hands of more global
regimes. As many authors have pointed out, "tragedies of the
commons" generally turn out on closer examination to be
"tragedies of enclosure". Once they have taken over land,
enclosers, unlike families with ties and commitments to the
soil, can mine, log, degrade and abandon their holdings, and
then sell them on the global market without suffering any
personal losses. It is generally enclosers rather than commoners
who benefit from bringing ruin to the commons.
In the mid-North region of Brazil, for example, poverty has
sometimes been blamed on dependence on babagu palm in
secondary forest, but can be more accurately attributed to the
displacement of the babagu commons by commercial forces.
The palm has long been revered by local forest dwellers as a
"tree of life" and was used to furnish leaves for shelter, husks
for fuel and fodder for animals. Following a period of open
access when the region was first colonized, common property
rights to the palms were established informally, and many
peasants depend partly on sales of babagu products harvested
from trees growing on agricultural land. When large-scale
investors moved into the area to produce sugar, alcohol and
cellulose, much land previously covered with babagu stands
was cleared. Ranchers have also cleared large areas for pasture.
Peasants who gather babagu fruits from this pastureland are
castigated as trespassers and blamed for "starting wild fires,
cutting fences and leaving behind fragments of fruit husks that
can cause injury to the hooves of cattle," justifying further
cuttings which lead to deeper impoverishment.
13
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Commons Regimes and their Natural
Surroundings
None of this is to suggest that all commons regimes are always
capable of preventing degradation of forests, fisheries or land
indefinitely. But as Martin Khor of Third World Network puts
it, "local control, while not necessarily sufficient for environmental protection, is necessary, while under state control
the environment necessarily suffers."
One reason why local control is essential is that, as Richard
O'Connor has argued, "the environment itself is local; nature
diversifies to make niches, enmeshing each locale in its own
intricate web. Insofar as this holds, enduring human adaptations
must also ultimately be quite local." Biological diversity, for
example, is related to the degree to which one locale is distinct
from the next in its topography and natural and human history.
It is best preserved by societies which nourish those local
differences — in which the traditions and natural history of
each area interact to create distinctive systems of cultivation
and water and forest use.
This local orientation is displayed par excellence in small
commons regimes. As Elinor Ostrom notes,
15
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"Small-scale communities are more likely to have the
formal conditions required for successful and enduring
collective management of the commons. Among these are
the visibility of common resources and behaviour toward
them; feedback on the effects of regulations; widespread
understanding and acceptance of the rules and their
rationales; the values expressed in these rules (that is,
equitable treatment of all and protection of the environment); and the backing of values by socialization, standards, and strict enforcement."
17

A second reason why local control is important is that where
people rely directly on their natural surroundings for their
livelihood, they develop an intimate knowledge of those surroundings which informs their actions. The Barabaig, for
example, fully understand that if cattle were to be kept permanently on pastures near local water sources, the land would
quickly become degraded. "As herds of livestock are brought
to the river margins every day, whatever the season, they know
that the forage there is needed by those who are watering their
stock. If others are allowed to permanently graze it, this forage
would soon be depleted and not available to those who go there
to draw water. This would ultimately result in destruction of
the land through over-grazing and damage from concentration
of hoof traffic. The Barabaig, therefore, have a customary rule
that bans settlement at the river margins and denies herders the
right to graze the forage if they are not there to water their
stock."
Similarly, the many diverse systems of agriculture evolved
by peasant farmers around the world have not evolved randomly
but reflect a "thorough understanding of the elements and
interactions between vegetations and soils, animals and climate." They are both dynamic and innovative, evolving out
of a continuing dialogue with the land. Because each technique
used is evaluated above all for its long-term local impact, the
lore which governs commons regimes, unlike modern science,
tends not to split itself into rigid disciplines which pretend to
have application in all circumstances. Instead, it tends to focus
on a "set of restraints which [help] conserve the social and
physical environment for generations." Indeed, the notion
18
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Yallama festival in Maharashtra, India. Fairs, carnivals and festivals are occasions on which the genius of the commons
flowers. Such gatherings are self-governing,with established and respected rules and conventions. Wise governments
give them a wide berth.

that present generations are merely stewards who hold the land
of the ancestors in trust for future generations is one held by
many local communities, particularly in the South. That notion
is not simply an ideal but, where commons regimes still hold
sway, informs and influences day-to-day behaviour. Some
commons, for example, are totally protected against even
subsistence harvesting: for example, the iiri groves of the
Mbeere of East Africa, where even fallen timber could not be
gathered. In Nigeria around Yoruba villages, and around Akha
villages in Yunnan, Burma and Thailand, traditional rings of
thick forest used for defence, where cultivation was not permitted, were also sites of shrines to village deities. In the Himalayas, too, it is through a mix of religion, folklore and tradition
that peasants draw a "protective ring around the forests"; and
in British Columbia, conscious management and ceremonial
life alike "dictated periods of abstention from fishing so that
adequate escapement of salmon to their spawning grounds up
the rivers and to other upriver groups was ensured."
21
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Checks and Balances
The remarkable success of local commons in safeguarding
their environments is well documented. A detailed study of
Japanese common land (iriaichi) by M. A. McKean, for example, was unable to find a single example of a "commons that
suffered ecological destruction while it was still a commons."
In Pakistan, even the official National Report to UNCED ranks
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traditionally-managed shamilaat communal forests as more
effective in environmental protection than forests owned and
managed by the state.
But that success depends on more than local knowledge of
the environment, respect for nature or indigenous technologies. The extent to which sanctions against environmental
degradation are observed depends greatly on the extent to
which members of a community rely on their natural surroundings for their long-term livelihood and thus have a direct
interest in protecting it. Once that direct interest is removed —
once members of the community look outside the commons for
their sustenance and social standing — the cultural checks and
balances that limit potential abuses of the environment are
rendered increasingly ineffective. The authority of commons
regimes declines.
In that respect, the key to the success of commons regimes
lies in the limits that its culture of shared responsibilities place
upon the power of any one group or individual. The equality
which generally prevails in the commons, for example, does
not grow out of any ideal or romantic preconceived notion of
communitas any more than out of allegiance to the modern
notion that people have "equal rights". Rather, it emerges as a
by-product of the inability of a small community's elite to
eliminate entirely the bargaining-power of any one of its
members, the limited amount of goods any one group can make
away with under the others' gaze, and the calculated jockeying
for position of many individuals who know each other and
share an interest both in minimizing their own risks and in not
24
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letting any one of their number become too powerful. In
contemporary Laos, for example:
"relations among the villagers may seem strikingly egalitarian, but this is not due to explicit ideology . . . For the
Lao, no one's survival should be put at risk by someone
else in the community: instability could endanger the
survival of the entire village. In a natural economy barely
providing sustenance, everyone knows this primary rule,
so no one pushes. Older families can sometimes gain
influence in a village, but only if the villagers see it as
enhancing their chance of survival. Clientage of this sort
does not last for long since the environment is not stable.
Influence eventually disappears as a family's branches
fade, move elsewhere, or experience bad weather . . . No
one is in charge — although sometimes there is a village
elder who helps make decisions, and who must work just
as hard as everyone else . . . Everyone works hard, eats
adequately, and gets along well together."

KNOW YOUR PLANET.

NEOTROPICAL WILDLIFE USE
AND CONSERVATION
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Where everyone has some degree of bargaining power, no one
is likely to starve while others are comfortable. As in Indonesian
or medieval European village society, any hardship must be
shared. (This helps to explain why exclusion from the group is
still regarded as tantamount to a death sentence in many
societies in which the commons plays a central role.) In many
such societies, commoditization of food is often perceived as
a threat, since it takes power over subsistence out of the hands
of the less well-off.
Changes in the power base of a local elite or increases in
effective community size entailed by integration into a global
social fabric can rapidly undermine the authority of the commons. The sense of shame or transgression so important to
community controls, as well as the monitoring of violations
themselves, is diluted or denatured by increase in numbers,
while envy of outsiders unconstrained by those controls flourishes. At some point, "the breakdown of a community with the
associated collapse in concepts of joint ownership and responsibility can set the path for the degradation of common resources
in spite of abundance."
It is precisely this process that development fuels. The
expansion of modern state, international and market institutions
entails a shrinking space for the commons. Today, virtually all
"human communities are encapsulated within or fully integrated
into larger sociopolitical systems" as are their "local systems
of resource use and property rights", making enclosure an
ever-present threat. As political, social and ecological
boundaries are erased, control is centralized or privatized,
skills are made obsolete, people put at the service of industry
or made redundant, and land is commercialized or placed under
management. As their environments are destroyed or degraded,
their power eroded or denied, and their communities threatened,
millions are now demanding a halt to the development process.
As the social activist Gustavo Esteva writes, "if you live in Rio
or Mexico City, you need to be very rich or very stupid not to
notice that development stinks . . . We need to say 'no' to
development, to all and every form of development. And that
is precisely what the social majorities — for whom development was always a threat — are asking for." For them, the
struggle is to reclaim, defend or create their commons and with
it the rough sense of equity that flows from sharing a truly
common future.
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Development as Enclosure
The Establishment of the Global Economy

The modern nation state has been built only by stripping power and
control from commons regimes and creating structures of governance
from which the great mass of humanity (particularly women) are excluded. Likewise, the market economy has expanded primarily by
enabling state and commercial interests to gain control of territory that
has traditionally been used and cherished by others, and by transforming
that territory— together with the people themselves — into expendable
"resources" for exploitation. By enclosing forests, the state and private
enterprise have torn them out of fabrics of peasant subsistence; by
providing local leaders with an outside power base, unaccountable to
local people, they have undermined village checks and balances; by
stimulating demand for cash goods, they have impelled villagers to seek
an ever wider range of things to sell. Such a policy was as determinedly
pursued by the courts of Aztec Mexico, the feudal lords of West Africa,
by the factory-owners of Lancashire and the British Raj, as it is today by
the International Monetary Fund or the Coca-Cola Corporation.

The creation of empires and states,
business conglomerates and civic
dictatorships — whether in precolonial times or in the modern era —
has only been possible through
dismantling the commons and
harnessing the fragments, deprived of
their old significance, to build up new
economic and social patterns that are
responsive to the interests of a
dominant minority. Seen from this
perspective, the processes that now go
under the rubric of "nation-building ",
"economic growth " and "progress "
are first and foremost processes of
expropriation, exclusion, and denial;
in a word, of enclosure.
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Only in this way has it been possible to convert peasants into labour for
a global economy, replace traditional with modern agriculture, and free
up the commons for the industrial economy. Similarly, only by atomizing
tasks and separating workers from the moral authority, crafts and natural
surroundings created by their communities has it been possible to
transform them into modern, universal individuals susceptible to "management". In short, only by deliberately taking apart local cultures and
reassembling them in new forms, has it been possible to open them up to
global trade. As one advocate of development argued in the early 1960s:
1

"Economic development of an underdeveloped people by themselves
is not compatible with the maintenance of their traditional customs
and mores. A break with the latter is prerequisite to economic
progress. What is needed is a revolution in the totality of social,
cultural and religious institutions and habits, and thus in their
psychological attitude, their philosophy and way of life. What is,
therefore, required amounts in reality to social disorganization.
Unhappiness and discontentment in the sense of wanting more than
is obtainable at any moment is to be generated. The suffering and
dislocation that may be caused in the process may be objectionable,
but it appears to be the price that has to be paid for economic
development: the condition of economic progress."
2

To achieve that "condition of economic progress", millions have been
thrown onto the human scrapheap as a calculated act of policy, their
commons dismantled and degraded, their cultures denigrated and devalued and their own worth reduced to their value as labour. Seen from this
perspective, the processes that now go under the rubric of "nationbuilding", "economic growth" and "progress" are first and foremost
processes of expropriation, exclusion, denial and dispossession. In a
word, of enclosure.
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Enclosure in Britain
They hang the man and flog the woman
That steal the goose from off the common,
But let the greater villain loose
That steals the common from the goose.
(Traditional Rhyme)

elasticity both to the size of peasants' holdings and to the level of
their labour contribution, as the size of their families changed
over the years. After the harvest, the arable land became a
collective pasture for villagers' stock and remained fallow during
the following year. The greater part of the land consisted of
meadow, heath, moorland or woodland, all of which were managed
communally, and where peasants held many rights, such as
estovers (fuelwood), turbary (peat cutting) and pannage (turning
pigs into the woods).
However the system was not easily adaptable to change. There
was no place in it for the ambitious farmer who wished to
specialize in breeding sheep, or who in later centuries wished to
apply more complex rotations including crops such as turnips or
clover. But after the Black Death plague of 1348, which wiped
out over a third of the population, the scarcity of labour and the
abundance of land prompted a change in land-tenure from the
bottom levels of society upward, whereby individual holdings
existed alongside the open-field
system, while the common pastures
and woodlands remained substantially intact.
The rate of change, however, was
not fast or lucrative enough for ambitious landowners who found that
they could extract more value from
the land by turning it over to sheep to
supply the booming wool export
market. Between the 14th and the
16th centuries, thousands of peasants were evicted from their holdings, while many more saw the
common lands that were the basis of
their independence fenced off for
sheep. Other commoners found that
their small plots of arable were harder
to maintain when deprived of the
common pasture for cattle and were
forced to sell up.
While newer tenants could be
summarily evicted, those with traditional rights had recourse to the law.
But the courts were invariably biased
against the poor, as Bishop Latimer
in 1552, testified:

Although enclosure of commons has taken place at many isolated moments throughout world history, it was in Britain between the 15th and the 19th centuries that the phenomenon
became identifiable as a historical process. It is no coincidence
that the country which gave birth to the expression "inclosure",
should also be the country that
spearheaded the drive towards an
industrialized market economy, for
the one was essential to the other.
Enclosure in Britain can be distinguished from earlier forms of
expropriation and enclosure in that
it did not merely involve a transfer
of power from the commons to an
expropriating elite, but also signalled a more profound change in
the social order in two related respects. Firstly, enclosure, by redefining land as "property", gave it
the status of a commodity, tradeable
within a rapidly expanding market
system; and as a corollary, since the
majority of people were denied
access to the land and forced to
become wage-labourers, labour also
became a tradeable commodity.
Secondly, enclosure in Britain has
consistently been justified by its
perpetrators and apologists as "improvement". The first legal act to
enforce enclosures, the Statute of
Merton of 1235, spoke of the need
to "approve" (ie., improve) the land
"Be the poor man's cause never
in order to extract greater rent.
The trial of a landlord during John Ket's
so
manifest, the rich shall, for
"Improvement" was seen as linked,
Rebellion of 1549 — one of many peasant
money,
find six or seven
if not completely synonymous, with
revolts against enclosure, heavy taxes and
counsellors that shall stand with
profit in the same way that the later
other abuses. Sixteen thousand insurgents
subtleties and sophisms to cloak
formed a camp near Norwich and "scoured the
term "development" has come to be
an evil matter and hide a known
country around, destroyed inclosures, filled in
associated with "economic growth".
truth . . . Such boldness have
ditches, levelled fences."
The system of "open-field" —
these covetous cormorants that
unfenced and communally managed strips of arable land — that
now their robberies, extortion and oppression have no end or
predominated in England throughout the Middle Ages had
limits, no banks can keep in their violence. As for turning the
poor out of their holdings, they take it for no offence, but say
several advantages for the peasantry as well as disadvantages.
their land is their own and they turn them out of their shrouds
Most importantly, it guaranteed access to the land for the bulk of
like mice. Thousands in England, through such, beg now
the population. Although the poorer villagers were obliged to
from
door to door which have kept honest houses."
work for stipulated periods on the local Lord's land, for the rest
of the time they were free to work their own plots. At the time of
By Latimer's day, enclosure was seen to be causing a severe lawthe Domesday Book census in 1086, more than half the arable
and-order problem. It had created a dispossessed proletariat of
land belonged to the villagers. This unfenced land was worked
potential wage-earners, without providing any industry to emwith varying degrees of collectivization, which allowed a certain
ploy them. Recurrent peasant revolts and the menacing presence
3

4
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of large bands of beggars upon the
highways persuaded the 16th century
Tudor monarchs to apply legal brakes
to the enclosure process, which they
did with partial success.
However, the English revolution of
1649-1660 brought to power the very
class of landowners that benefited from
enclosure and the process recommenced in earnest. "Early in the 18th
century there begins the great series of
Private Acts of Enclosure, of which
4,000 in all, covering some 7,000,000
acres were passed before the General
Enclosure Act of 1845. During the
same period it is probable that about
the same area was enclosed without
application to Parliament." By 1876,
the "New Domesday Book" calculated
that about 2,250 people owned half the
agricultural land in England and Wales,
and that 0.6 per cent of the population
owned 98.5 per cent of it.
Of these 4,000 Acts of Enclosure,
Farm-labourers burning hay-ricks in Kent in the 1830s. Throughout the first half of
two-thirds involved open fields bethe 19th century there were many cases of rickburning and rioting, carried out by
longing to cottagers, while one-third
landless labourers who had not only been deprived of their commons, but were
also losing their jobs to threshing machines and other forms of mechanization.
involved commons such as woodland
and heath. Initially the impetus for
enclosure was the still expanding sheep industry. But by the 19th
with the high land rents. This, as William Cobbett observed, was
century, as cotton began to be imported, the relative importance
an effect that the advocates of enclosure had preferred to
of wool declined, although the sheep industry continued to
ignore:
expand to poorer lands in Scotland, where many thousands of
"Those who are so eager for new inclosure seem to argue as
peasants were evicted from their homes by the most brutal means
if the wasteland in its present state produced nothing at all.
and either left to fend for themselves, or else transported to
But is this the fact? Can anyone point out a single inch of it
America. In England, newer agricultural methods and more
which does not produce something and the produce of
complex crop rotations, which had been developed anonymously
which is made use of? It goes to the feeding of sheep, of
over the previous two centuries, were now being vigorously
cows, of cattle of all descriptions, and... it helps to rear, in
health and vigour, numerous families of the children of the
championed by men such as "Turnip" Townshend and Arthur
labourers, which children, were it not for these wastes, must
Young; ambitious landlords found that by enclosing and amalgacrammed into the stinking suburbs of towns amidst filth
be
mating several farms and applying these methods they could
of
all sorts, and congregating together in the practice of
raise the rents of their lands by phenomenal amounts. The
every species of idleness and vice."
government was happy to sanction this process, since it could
derive increased taxes from these higher rents, much of which
The responsibility for the upkeep of dispossessed commoners
went towards the costs of war against France, which in turn
fell upon taxpayers and for a time was a considerable drain upon
benefited the farmers by raising the price of food.
the economy. The eventual solution proved to lie in further
But although the farming methods looked good on paper, there
liberalization of trade at home and intervention abroad. The
were a number of "externalities" that the improvers had failed to
repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 allowed free importation of
anticipate, as Arthur Young in his later life came to acknowledge.
cheap American wheat, while the enforced destruction of local
The environmental effects, though by no means as severe as those
textile industries in India and other colonies (see Box: King
caused by the chemical agriculture of today, were nonetheless
Cotton, p. 136) provided work for the dispossessed multitudes at
considerable. Valuable ancient meadows were ploughed up to
home. By 1900, British agriculture, despite the "improvements"
take short- term advantage of artificially high corn prices, and
of the previous century, was in a state of decline, whereas the
then, when prices dropped, allowed to relapse to degraded
industrial workers were beginning to share the rewards of
pasture, and large amounts of heathland and forest were dedevelopment. This rise in the standard of living has been taken
stroyed. Forest land was regarded by the new breed of agriculby apologists as a vindication of enclosure, which, even though
turalists as "the nest and conservatory of sloth, idleness and
it "made some terrible mistakes", "blazed a trail for the whole
misery" and many forests such as Enfield Chase in 1777, Windsor
world." In reality, the social and environmental "externalities"
Forest in 1817 and Hainault Forest in 1851 were destroyed by
of enclosure were simply transferred to the colonies — the
parliamentary Acts of Enclosure.
process of enclosure went on to blaze its trail across the whole
world. It gave added impetus to the process of expropriation that
But the principal "externality" was the creation of a massive
was
already underway in some areas of the South and extended
proletariat of dispossessed labourers, who could no longer feed
the
process
to others.
themselves, nor afford to pay the high price of corn associated
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The Colonial Period
The European colonial powers perceived their "mission" as one
of overt transformation, their primary objectives being: to secure
new sources of raw materials for their expanding economies; to
exploit the peoples of the colonies for cheap labour; to provide
living space for Europe's "surplus population" — in effect, those
who had been dispossessed of their lands and livelihoods by the
encroachment of market capitalism; and to create markets for
European (and later North American) goods by denying markets
to local artisans and by forcing local people into the colonial
market economy.
In the long term, this last objective was to prove to be the most
important, because control of an expanding market became
critical for the survival of capitalism. As one French official
wrote of the colonization of North Africa:
"Apart from the civilizing mission she is pursuing in her
colonies, France has created a colonial empire to develop her
external commerce. Indeed, we only occupied the region of
Niger to Chad tofindan outlet for our products and a source
of raw materials for our industry."
14

Britain's colonial motives were made equally plain by Cecil
Rhodes, the "founder" of Rhodesia:
"We must find new lands from which we can easily obtain
raw materials and at the same time exploit the cheap slave
labour that is available from the natives of the colonies. The
colonies would also provide a dumping ground for the
surplus goods produced in our factories."
15

Dispossession

found that the lands they sought to exploit were already "cultivated", the problem was remedied by restricting the indigenous
population to tracts of low quality land deemed unsuitable for
European settlement. In Kenya, such "reserves" were "structured to allow the Europeans, who accounted for less than one per
cent of the population, to have full access to the agriculturally
rich uplands that constituted 20 per cent of the country." In
Southern Rhodesia, white colonists, who constituted just five per
cent of the population, became the new owners of two-thirds of
the land. In Northern Rhodesia, the policy of reserving the best
land for European agriculture was explicit, the 1932Agricultural
Survey Commission stating:
"Any land that had poor soils, inadequate water supplies,
low nutrition grasses unsuitable for European cattle or [was]
overgrown with impenetrable bush, was not suitable for
Europeans and should be allocated to Africans."
16

17

18

Once secured, the commons appropriated by the colonial administration were typically leased out to commercial concerns for
plantations, mining and logging, or sold to white settlers. In
India, the British designated vast tracts of forest as "reserve
forests". The rights of access which villagers had traditionally
enjoyed were curtailed and large areas were logged to supply
timber for ship-building and sleepers for the expanding railway
system. In French Equatorial Africa, the granting of commercial
concessions proceeded at such a pace that by 1899, 70 per cent
of the country had been leased to just 40 such companies, with
one company receiving 140,000 square kilometres.
Afforded little protection under the law, local peoples found
themselves liable to eviction even from the "cultivated" land that
was, in theory, theirs. Boer settlers in South Africa regularly
drove local farmers off their tribal lands on the grounds that the
"natives were merely subsistence farmers and deserved to be
treated as squatters since they were not engaged in any systematic forms of agriculture." Even where "reserves" had been set
up, the indigenous population were without legal security of
tenure. In Kenya, the Crown Lands Ordinance of 1915, which
supposedly "guaranteed" tribal land rights, made explicit provisions for any part of a reserve to be cancelled if it were decided
that the land was "needed" for railroads and highways or any
public purpose.
Not content with dispossessing the indigenous population of
vast areas of land, the colonial authorities also sought to break up
communal systems of tenure and to substitute private ownership.
In the Philippines, Malaysia, India and parts of Africa, land laws
were passed actively encouraging individuals to register their
19

20

But in order to create an international constituency of eager
consumers, the colonialists first had to build up a labour force
with access to cash — and to achieve this they first had to
commandeer land. This they did by dispossessing indigenous
communities of the greater part of their traditional territories: in
effect, by enclosing the commons. Throughout the colonies, it
became standard practice to declare all "uncultivated" land to be
the property of the colonial administration. At a stroke, local
communities were denied legal title to lands they had traditionally
set aside as fallow and to the forests, grazing lands and streams
they relied upon for hunting, gathering, fishing and herding.
Where, as was frequently the case, the colonial authorities
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plots as private holdings. In North
Africa, the French deliberately set
about breaking up the collectively
owned lands of local nomadic herders by decreeing in 1873 that families would not enjoy any land rights
under French law unless they established and registered their own individual holdings. Under the new law,
"individualization" of the entire
group holding was mandatory if any
one individual in the group desired
registration, regardless of the wishes
of the other collective owners. The
new laws were exploited by both
French colonists and indigenous urban elites to acquire large tracts of
the best land, the number of French
landholdings in Algeria alone doubling between 1870 and 1890.
22

Shipping sugar in the Caribbean in the 18th century. It was sugar, together with gold
and tobacco, that financed the initial moves to enclose the New World. African slaves
were imported because local Carib and Arawak Indians preferred to die rather than to
work on the plantations. By 1700 it was estimated that one slave died for every ton of
sugar produced.

Forced Labour

If dispossession was the favoured
means of securing land for the colonial economy, finding labour presented a more intractable
problem. Where elements of the commons remained, local
peoples were still largely self-reliant and had little incentive to
grow crops for export to London, Paris or Amsterdam, nor any
incentive to indulge in backbreaking labour down mines, on
plantations or building roads and government offices. As an
editorial in the Rabaut Times noted of New Guinea in the mid1930s:
"One of the greatest contributing factors to the unsatisfactory
services rendered by native labourers in this country is their
economic independence. For it must not be forgotten that
every native is a landed proprietor, and nature has endowed
New Guinea with a prolific soil, which provides adequate
sustenance for a minimum of labour. Dismissal from
employment, if he fails to carry out his duties, holds no
terrors for the New Guinean native... Unless and until our
natives reach such a stage of development that they must
work to obtain sustenance or a livelihood, they will never
make suitable indentured labour for the average white
resident."
23

Typically, in the early years of colonial rule, indigenous labour
could only be recruited by force. Throughout the Americas, for
example, the violent subjugation of the Indians was integral to
the imposition of the export-orientated economy that the Spanish colonists required. Resistance to enforced assimilation has
been continuous. In Guatemala alone there has been an average
of one Indian rebellion every sixteen years since the Conquest
in 1524.
In West Africa, the French and British also responded to
labour shortages by imposing forced labour, even though both
powers were nominally committed to the abolition of slavery.
The colonial mind "resolved" this potential moral dilemma by
"declaring slavery to be uncivilized and forced labour to be a
necessary way of instructing primitive people about the advantages of modernity." The French Minister of Commerce
stated in 1901:
24

25

The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

"The black does not like work and is totally unaccustomed to
the idea of saving; he does not realise that idleness keeps him
in a state of absolute economic inferiority. It is therefore
necessary to use... slavery to improve his circumstances and
afterwards lead him into an apprenticeship of freedom."
26

In Senegal alone, the corvee provided an estimated five million
person-days of free labour every year in the early 1920s. Even in
the 1930s, nine-tenths of the public work in French West Africa
was undertaken through corvee labour, until it was finally abolished in 1946. The conditions were so bad that, according to one
observer, "the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
would have prosecuted me if I had given a dog the same quantity
and quality of food and shelter." The death toll in some work
gangs was as high as 60 per cent.
27
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Taxed into the Market
But the colonial "mission" went beyond simply the expropriation
of land and the coercion of local people into the labour force.
Central to colonial enterprise was the drive to build up a cash
economy and, with it, a market for goods from the industrial
North. To achieve that task, the colonial authorities set about the
systematic dismantling of those elements of the commons that
stood in the way of market penetration. To that end, widespread
use was made of such economic instruments as taxation, a strategy
that not only introduced the need to earn cash but which also (by
requiring village elders to collect it) undermined the balance of
power that is central to the maintenance of the commons.
Taxes were levied on whatever the colonial authorities deemed
most vital to villagers. In Vietnam, a poll-tax was imposed,
followed by a tax on salt, opium and alcohol, with a minimum
consumption level being set for each region and village leaders
rewarded for exceeding the quota. In the Sudan, crops, animals,
houses and households were singled out for taxation. To meet
their tax obligations, rural people throughout the colonies had
30

31
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King Cotton and the Enclosure of Markets
The enclosure of diverse local industries and markets into
a single global system was achieved largely through the
medium of a handful of luxury commodities — in particular
gold, sugar, tea, cotton and opium. Of these, cotton had
perhaps the most far-reaching effects.
The growth of the British cotton industry was phenomenal. Before the invention of Arkwright's spinning frame in
1769, cotton was a luxury material imported in small
quantities to Europe from the Orient. By 1912, Britain was
importing nearly 900,000 tons of raw cotton, and exporting
nearly seven billion yards of woven material each year —
almost enough to provide a suit of clothes for every man,
woman and child alive in the world at the time. The
absurdity of shipping such a staggering quantity of material
from all over the world to one island and then shipping it all
out again was of no concern to the protagonists of an
economic system whose only priority was profit.
The rise to dominance of cotton as a textile in the early
19th century was not due to any inherent superiority of the
fibre as a textile, but to two characteristics which made it
competitive in a global market. Firstly, being "a plant fibre,
tough and relatively homogenous . . . where wool is
organic, fickle and subtly varied in its behaviour", it
adapted more readily to mechanization and the factory
system. This made it more attractive to industrialists who
found the disciplining of a reluctant work-force considerably easier in the centralized factory environment than in a
system where outworkers worked under their own speed at
home. Secondly it grew in the tropics, where labour was
cheap and land for the taking. The importation of cotton
spared land in England for food production, and labour to
work in the new factories.
Enclosure of Land
The repercussions of the cotton trade were catastrophic
and affected people of almost every hue and clime. In the
US, about 90,000 Cherokee Indians were evicted from
their lands to make way for cotton plantations, 30,000 of
them dying on the march west. The period 1784-1860 saw
an eightfold increase in the number of slaves in the
Southern states, specifically for the cotton plantations, an
increase which came to a climax in the most bloody
conflict of the 19th century, the American Civil War.
In Egypt, the ruler Mehemet Ali:
"initiated in the 1820s a program to decrease the
production of grain for domestic subsistence and to
increase production of the one crop that could be
exported, long staple cotton . . . Peasants were also
drafted in large numbers to build irrigation works
and canals in order to create the hydraulic
infrastructure required for cotton cultivation . . .
Between 1818 and 1844, the land in the hands of
the peasantry diminished from 85-90 per cent of the
total land area to 56 per c e n t . . . In 1882, the
British took over Egypt. They reinforced the pattern
of cotton growing on large estates, thus laying the
basis for the problems that were to plague Egypt in
the 20th century".
The process has continued into modern times. Under
Ethiopia's Third Five-Year Plan, 60 per cent of the lands
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brought under cultivation in the fertile Awash Valley were
devoted to cotton production. The local Afar pastoralists
were evicted from their traditional pastures and pushed
into fragile uplands, contributing to the deforestation that
has been partly responsible for Ethiopia's ecological
crisis.
The Enclosure of Markets
It was not only the cultivation of cotton that destroyed
communities, but also the marketing of the finished
product. In England, handloom weavers were put out of
business, and driven to find work in the factories, where
the conditions were appalling. The Irish linen industry was
progressively forced out of existence after the manufacture of lawn and cambric was prohibited there in 1767. In
India, the British set about the deliberate destruction of
the indigenous industry. By building up its own network of
cotton and cloth dealers, the British-owned East India
Company was able to exert coercive control over India's
handloom weavers, who rapidly lost their independence
as producers and in many instances became waged
workers employed on terms and conditions over which
they had no control. Over 10,000 Bengali weavers were
obliged by the terms of their contract to work entirely for
the Company. When the East India Company's monopoly
was abolished in 1813, the Indian weaving industry was
too debilitated to resist the flooding of the market with
inferior products from the Lancashire mills. India found
the cash to pay for this imported cloth partly by growing
opium to be sold to China as a means of breaking down
its closed markets, a trade which resulted in the Opium
Wars of the second half of the 19th century.
By the end of the century, India was taking nearly half
of Britain's cotton exports, even though it was now
producing cotton cloth itself in factories based around
Bombay. Most of the rest went to other colonies where
much the same inroads had been made into local
markets. In 1886 the British consul of Lourengo Marques
(Maputo) reported that native weaving and indigenous
textile skills had completely disappeared from the area.
Within the space of less than a hundred years, the
Lancashire cotton industry had consigned to extinction
countless native textile industries, whose techniques and
designs had evolved over centuries.
In the early 20th century, Mahatma Gandhi organized
a boycott of British-made cloth and championed the
spinning wheel as a means of reviving the local economy.
In public meetings he "would ask the people to take off
their foreign clothing and put it on a heap. When all the
hats, coats, shirts, trousers, underwear, socks and shoes
had been heaped high, Gandhi set a match to them".
After Gandhi's death his influence persisted in the large
numbers of khadi workshops producing handspun
material, although the Indian government under Nehru
and Indira Gandhi pursued a policy of increasing centralization and industrialization. The charkha, the spinning
wheel, remains upon the Indian flag as a reminder of the
traditional industries and markets that were consumed by
the cotton industry.
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little option but to sell their labour or to grow crops for sale. In
French colonial West Africa, punishments for "tax evasion"
included "holding women and children hostage until the dues
had been paid, burning huts, whipping and tying up people and
leaving them without food for several days."
Similarly, a combination of force and taxation was used to
destroy indigenous craft industries, particularly textiles, and to
harness traditional trading patterns to the needs and interests of
Western Europe. In South Asia, elaborate regional trading patterns, developed over at least two millennia, were ruthlessly
commandeered as the Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch and British
carved out their own areas of control through military force and,
subsequently, by imposing a system of monopolies. Thousands
of native traders and seafarers,
deprived of their livelihoods,
resisted by turning to piracy,
giving the imperial powers an
excuse for further intervention.
In French West Africa, the authorities deliberately set out to
dismantle traditional inter-regional trading patterns by imposing, in 1905, special levies
on all goods which did not come
from France or a region under
French control, thus forcing up
the price of local products, to the
ruin of local artisans and traders. Within five years, nearly
half of the goods imported into
France's West African colonies
came from France.
33

governmental oppression rather than as a source of village
solidarity and protection," village leaders inevitably came to
rely on the colonial regime to legitimize their authority. In turn,
the villagers — reduced to mere "administered producers" —
found their own power eroded as consensus gave way to dictat
in decision making.
Likewise, the checks and balances that had helped to curtail
the abuse of power and privilege in many pre-colonial societies
were eaten away by the encroachment of the market economy
and the imposition of European systems of jurisprudence and
land tenure. In India, for example, the introduction of British
contract law profoundly altered the traditional relationship
between money-lenders and their clients, stripping villagers of
37
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In the Sudan, the British used
similar tactics.

Madras railway station. The colonial powers built extensive rail systems to extract raw
materials, distribute European goods and transport workers. They were not seen by
everyone as a blessing. "I would not,* said Gandhi, "shed a tear if there were no railways
in India."

"Along the middle reaches
of the Rahad River, for
example, peasants preferred the cloth produced by their
traditional methods from cotton they grew themselves to the
more expensive Manchester cloth. As a result, the British
banned private cotton cultivation in Blue Nile Province (and
others nearby) and when the peasants persisted by moving
their cotton plants inside their fenced compounds, the police
searched them out and burned them. In either case, the result
was the substitution of a regular cash need for a key indigenous
handicraft industry." (See Box: King Cotton)
35

New Elites
Stripped of much of their land, reduced to labouring for another's
benefit and increasingly dependent on world markets, local
peoples throughout the colonies found themselves caught up in
political and social changes that divided their communities and
imposed new structures of oppression on society at large.
Critically, the colonial system of administration undermined
the moral authority of commons regimes by co-opting traditional
leadership of the communities it sought to control. Local leaders
slowly became distanced from their fellow villagers with each
colonial edict they enforced, and gradually transferred their
allegiance to the colonial regime. In the Dutch East Indies, for
example, village leaders were made responsible for ensuring that
"their" villages produced specific quotas of crops under the socalled "Culture System." Increasingly regarded "as a source of
36
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the protection they had customarily enjoyed against dispossession through indebtedness. Before the arrival of the British the
power of the money-lender was circumscribed:
"The money-lender could assure himself a portion of the
harvest, but could not seize the debtor's land or contest
hereditary rights to his land. The village would not allow
the transfer of land to outsiders, and according to Hindu
law, the debt could not build up to more than twice the
original principal. With the coming of British tax law and
land policy, however, mortgaging became possible and
with that, a shift in favour of the money-lender in cases of
flagrant insolvency on the part of the debtor. Protection of
the village community and customary law largely ceased,
since the lender could bring action in a British court. The
latter, basing its judgement on the common law of contracts,
would protect him. In contrast to Indian law, the entire
property of the debtor could be seized in service of the debt.
Without the protection of the village, moreover, the peasants
were often swindled. They signed contracts containing
obligations they had not agreed to; false bookkeeping
entries were attested to as correct; and oral agreements were
no longer, as formerly, valid... Because the local moneylender was very often the local merchant as well, he could
easily collect his interest payments at harvest time. Later in
the year, however, when the peasant's supplies were used
up, he had to buy foodstuffs from the same merchant at
higher prices."
39
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Although the workplace was
separated from the home,
women did not stop working.
Housewives' work became work
to be done at any time, at any
place, unpaid or poorly paid,
and, in a cash economy, hardly
valued. Like nature, women's
work was considered free, but
as with nature, the economic
system could not exist without
it.
This transformation was paralleled in the colonies by the
overturning of women's substantial influence in trade, agriculture and crafts. Like the European witches:
"women of the colonized
peoples [were] progressively brought down from a
... position of relative power
Bella women in the Niger weed their cooperative garden. The devaluation of women's
and independence to that of
work and life and of the female sex as a whole now takes place worldwide, effective in all
'beastly' and degraded
spheres of life, initiated and maintained by patriarchal institutions.
'nature'. This 'naturalization' of colonized women is the counterpart of the
A similar process took place in many other cultures throughout
'civilizing' of the European women into housewives . . .The
the colonies as individuals took advantage of the shattering of
rise
and generalization of the decent... marriage and family
customary law to accrue power and influence for themselves at
as protected institutions are causally linked to the disruption
the expense of the commons. Cash-cropping, for example,
of clan and family relations of the 'natives'".
created or widened differences in wealth. In themselves, such
Writing
in Burma at the close of the 19th century, Fielding Hall
differences need not have resulted in divisive social change: on
described
how local industries in the hands of women were
the contrary, it was customary in many pre-colonial communities
destroyed
by the import of commodities from England. "In
for wealth to be redistributed through a variety of channels —
Rangoon,
the
large English stores are undermining the Bazaars
feasting, for example — to the benefit of the community as a
where
the
women
used to earn an independent livelihood." The
whole. Equally, where land tenure was still held communally,
next
step,
according
to Hall, was to change marriage and inheritopportunities to accumulate land at the expense of other memance
laws
so
that
Burma
could become a "progressive" country:
bers of the community were circumscribed. But where private
property had been legitimized through the imposition of Euro"with [the Burmese woman's] power of independence will
disappear her free will and her influence. When she is
pean law, the way was cleared for the accumulation of wealth,
dependent on her husband, she can no longer dictate to him.
creating a new elite that was able to buy into the colonial system,
. . The nations who succeed are not feminine nations but the
albeit at a rank lower than that of their white rulers. Authority
masculine...
It improves a man to have to work for his wife
within the commons thus began to pass to those who shared the
and
family,
it
makes
a man of him."
values and outward trappings of the colonist: those who had
The
transition
from
a
female
traditional agricultural system to a
been to school or university or who had a profession and so on.
white Christian settlers' version disempowered Native American
Iroquois women in all spheres. Prior to the 19th century, Iroquois
Male dominance
women worked communally in the fields for hours at a time.
Enclosure did not affect women and men in the same way.
Men's work centred on hunting, war, diplomacy and trading. The
Underpinning the enclosures essential to industrialism and copeople of the matrilineal Iroquois culture lived in multi-family
lonialism is the enclosure of women.
longhouses. But after the American Revolution, Quaker missionFrom the 12th century onwards in Europe, women were
aries introduced private ownership of land and intensive farming
persecuted, tortured and burnt as witches. A main objective of
methods, using iron ploughs and horses driven by men rather than
the witch-hunts was to remove women's control over their
the hand-held hoes used by women. Gradually the husband
bodies, in particular, their knowledge of contraception, abortion
became the sole farmer and sole head of the family; his wife was
and childbirth. There was also an economic motivation: the
relegated to keeping house, small-scale gardening, chores around
rising class of merchant traders felt threatened by independent
the farm and the nuclear family.
women involved in trade and commerce, while entrepreneurs,
The enclosure of women is clearly linked to the rise of modem
landowners and the emerging nation-state benefited from conmedicine, science and the market economy as women have been
fiscated witch property. By the 19th century, many women had
classed as nature and thus considered a vast reservoir of resources
little option but to depend on a male breadwinner, a position
— future human resources. Francis Bacon asserted that much as
reinforced by marriage and property laws. They were confined
"woman's womb had... yielded to the forceps, so nature's womb
to the home to bear children, be sexually available, and consume
harboured secrets that through technology could be wrested from
industrial products and imports from the colonies.
her grasp for use in the improvement of the human condition."
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From Colonialism to
Colonialism
The elites who came to dominate the independence movements
in many colonies showed themselves to be as committed to the
extractivist economy of the colonial regime as the colonists they
helped unseat. For them, the argument was not over what type of
economy to run, but over who should run it and who should reap
the greatest rewards. In India, for example, what had most irked
the middle-class members of Congress was not that village
commons had been enclosed, nor that land was being used for
cash-crops, nor that industrial development was undermining
local livelihoods, but that they — "the natural rulers" — were
excluded from power. In their minds, there was never any doubt
that the future lay in further industrialization, in "catching up"
with the West. Their fear was that the opportunity to transform
India into a modem industrial state would be denied them by
colonialism.
Indeed, it was precisely the commitment of Congress to
industrialization that led Mahatma Gandhi to warn, "God forbid
that India should ever take to industrialism after the manner of the
West. The economic imperialism of a single tiny island kingdom
is today keeping the world in chains. If an entire nation of 300
million took to similar economic exploitation, it would strip the
world bare like locusts."
But Gandhi's views, rooted in the aspirations of village India
rather than the back-room politics of Delhi, did not prevail. Prime
Minister Nehru rejected the Gandhian vision of an India consisting
of numerous village republics — a vision that reflected the
struggles of popular movements throughout the sub-continent to
reclaim the commons — and instead set out to industrialize India
through export-led growth, a path that would be broadly followed
by other colonies once they had achieved independence.
A process of internal colonization, as devastating to the
commons as anything that had gone before it, was thus set in
motion. Using the slogans of "nation-building" and "development" to justify their actions, Third World governments have
employed the full panoply of powers established under colonial
rule to further dismantle the commons. Millions have lost their
homelands — or the lands they had made their home — to make
way for dams, industrial plants, mines, military security zones,
waste dumps, plantations, tourist resorts, motorways, urban
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redevelopment and other schemes intended to transform the
South into an appendage of the North. Deals have been made
with Northern interests in return for aid and military protection;
debts incurred to build projects that line the pockets of local
commercial interests but which drive millions into poverty;
multinational companies offered land, cheap labour and tax
breaks at the expense of workers, peasants and the environment;
subsidies handed out to richer farmers; industries allowed to
pollute; and national economies tied more tightly than ever to the
interests of global capital. Moreover, where popular movements
have threatened to break the alliances that now exist between
Southern elites and Northern interests, such movements have
been suppressed or, where they have come to power, toppled by
local elites operating in consort with Northern powers.

Enclosure and the Peasantry
The continual enclosure of farming communities illustrates this
general process. With the backing of international development
agencies, commons have been vilified and destroyed; peasants
have been corralled into the market and taxed into growing cash
crops; prime agricultural lands have been expropriated for
plantations and ranches; and once independent farmers have
been reduced to landless labourers or agricultural workers for
domestic and international corporations.
Even after the demise of colonialism, dispossession still
remains the most visible means of enclosure. In the Philippines,
where agribusiness interests were given a virtually free hand
under the Marcos regime to take over land for export agriculture,
thousands were dispossessed during the 1970s and early 1980s.
Thirty per cent of the total cultivated land area is now given over
to cash-crop production for export, mainly bananas, pineapples
and sugar-cane. The island of Negros is now little more than a
vast sugar estate, producing 68 per cent of the Philippines' sugar
crop. The most fertile area of the island of Mindanao, Davao del
Norte, is almost entirely under cash crops, with 25,000 hectares
of banana plantations alone. The plantations are run principally
by foreign multinationals: Dole Philippines acquired over 30,000
hectares in South Cotabato, NDC-Guthrie gobbled up 8,000
hectares in Agusan, and Provident Tree Farms Inc. laid claim to
23,000 hectares for an industrial tree plantation to supply matchsticks.
Human rights abuses are common. As Memong Patayan, a
Filipino activist, told the 1986 International Solidarity Conference for the Filipino Peasantry, "the use of force to terrorize the
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Dispossessed for Development: Mining
During the colonial period, mining interests were quick to
establish themselves in the colonies, especially where
there were rare and expensive minerals such as gold,
silver and copper. Baser minerals such as iron and coal
were mined mainly in Europe. But recently, as labour
costs in the North have risen, and as the public has
become increasingly unwilling to tolerate the
pollution caused by mining, the production of iron and coal
is being phased out in Western Europe, and supplies
imported from Eastern Europe and the ex-colonies.
In B r a z i l , the Grande Carajas project, funded in part
by the EC, is intended to open up an area the size of
Nigeria in the north-east of the country to industry and
industrialized agriculture. The centrepiece of the project is
the Serra dos Carajas open-cast iron ore mine, which
already supplies iron to Europe, USA and Japan, but there
are many subsidiary mines and smelters, both for iron and
aluminium.The project as a whole will affect the homelands of 23 tribal groups. Already 20,000 people have
been evicted to make way for the giant Alumar aluminium
smelter, and others are threatened as the smelter works
expand. The smelters are fuelled by charcoal, made from
local timber — if all the projects become operational they
will require the chopping down about 250,000 hectares of
forest every year. The project is also likely to cause
severe water and air pollution problems. The livelihoods of
eighty thousand people in the State of Maranhao who
make their living from fishing will be severely disrupted .
In I n d o n e s i a , where mining contracts are agreed by
the government in Jakarta, rather than local landowners,
indigenous peoples are regularly dispossessed of their
lands to make way for mines. In Kalimantan, more than
100 mining contracts, many for gold and coal, were signed
in the three years between 1985 and 1988, leading to an
invasion of multinational mining interests. Recently,
Conzinc Rio Tinto of Australia (CRA) — an associate
company of the British mining giant Rio Tinto Zinc —

people and to make them accept relocation and resettlement is a
necessary component of corporate landgrabbing." From January 1981 to May 1982 alone, over 75 cases of military abuses
were reported in areas of North and South Agusan province,
targeted for plantation by the Manila Paper Mills Inc. The use of
arbitrary detention and physical harassment created "such a
climate of fear that widespread evacuations occurred . . . The
abandoned lands have reportedly been planted to ipil-ipil trees by
Manila Paper Mills."
The overthrow of the Marcos regime and the coming to power
of the Aquino government brought little relief for peasants. In the
case of Provident Tree Farms:
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"Coercive measures have been instituted to edge out peasants
stubbornly clinging to precious parcels of land. These range
from hamletting to burning of homes to strafing and even
salvaging [executing] local residents who actively oppose
the entry of agribusiness corporations. Goons, private armies,
religious cults and, more often than not, the military are
employed to conduct these operations under the guise of
counter-insurgency drives."
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opened the Kelian gold mine, the biggest in the country.
CRA also operate, together with BP, the Kaltim Prima coal
mine, one of the biggest in South-East Asia. At both sites
CRA have been accused of engineering the forcible
removal of indigenous people and their families.
In t h e P h i l i p p i n e s , CRA operate a mining operation in the northern Cordillera region, together with
Lepanto Mining, a domestic Filipino company which built
its wealth on exploiting gold deposits on land claimed by
the Igorot peoples. The Igorot workforce is dragooned into
the company's own union. "Attempts by workers in 1982 to
form a branch of the National Federation of Labour Unions
resulted in arbitrary dismissals. In 1989, Lepanto recruited
members of Kadre, a notorious vigilante group, in order to
ensure that Union elections proceeded without disturbing
their control over the workforce . . . The farmers around
the mine, in the lllocos Sur and Abra area, have constantly
reported pollution of their crops and major problems
created by Lepanto's ore drying plant."
Minewatch, in its exhaustive study, The Gulliver File, lists
nearly 4,000 mining companies, operating in over 120
countries, extracting metals and fuels mainly for the North
and for the emerging economies of South-East Asia.
Precious little of the profits ever finds its way to the people
whose lands and communities have been torn apart. One
Australian aborigine described his feelings thus:
"One time I sat in our Church, I looked around. It
was sunset after the rain. I saw the beautiful sea
and the creeks rippling, and thought how wonderful
God has created the earth. And I looked out over
my land, ripped up by human hands and machines.
I thought — what will I get out of that dust? What
will I get out of that bauxite? Nothing"

The Gulliver File, by Roger Moody, is available from Minewatch, 218,
Liverpool Road, London, Nl 1LE, UK.

Moreover, although Aquino ordered the sequestration of all
"crony property", the government is committed to the same
"Balanced Agro-Industrial Development Strategy" (BAIDS)
first developed by the Marcos regime. Under BAIDS, the planting
of export crops is to be further widened to include non-traditional
crops such as rubber, cocoa, sorghum, yellow com and beans.
The strategy aims to encourage private and foreign firms to
invest in agribusiness management over agricultural lands devoted to these non-traditional crops. The International Solidarity
Conference for the Filipino Peasantry concludes: "To the poor
farmers, BAIDS could only mean more landgrabbing and military harassment."
Africa has also experienced an invasion of corporate
agribusiness interests as post-colonial regimes have opened up
their countries to foreign investment in the pursuit of export-led
growth. In Nigeria, for example. Fiat, through its subsidiary
Impresit Nigeria Ltd, capitalized on grants for large-scale irrigation schemes to set up the Talata-Mafara project on 10,000 acres
near the Sokoto River. Some 60,000 peasants were forcibly
removed from their land, without compensation. When they
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during those five years, some 16 Brazilians in every 1,000
protested, the state sent in armed police, brutally repressing the
were disputing ownership of almost nine per cent of the
resistance.
national territory (an area almost equal to Britain and France
However, transnational companies (TNCs) are now moving
together)."
away from direct control of land and are operating instead
through direct contracts with peasants, whereby a company
In the North-East of Brazil, thousands of small farmers have been
agrees to buy given quantities of crops with particular specifisqueezed off their land to make way for cattle ranches or for
cations at a fixed price in return for supplying inputs and advice.
plantations of sugar cane to be made into alcohol for fuel. Terror
Under this arrangement, the peasants retain ownership of their
tactics are common. In the Amazon region, "where smallholders
land, but have to abide by the conditions set by the company
refuse to be bought out, the ranchers in many cases take the land
regarding cultivation, marketing and pricing, if they are to sell
by outright robbery, known as grilagem: they simply fence the
their crop. The risks of production,
land and declare it to be theirs. Anyone
which have been heightened both by
on the land is violently expelled. Some
unstable global markets and increasingly
large landowners are said to have created
unpredictable climates, are thus transprivate militias to clear the land."
ferred to the peasant, who becomes a
Land grabs, escalating land prices,
virtual tied-labourer for the company.
mechanization and rural violence have
Alternatively, companies are opting for
pushed millions of farmers and labourers
"outgrower schemes", whereby indeoff the land and created "an unprecpendent producers are used to suppleedented exodus" to the cities. "Since the
ment output from company plantations.
mid-1960s, the number of people living
Either way, peasants become increassolely off the land has halved; the rural
ingly dependent for their livelihoods on
population now constitutes only 30 per
corporations, their ability to hold onto
cent of Brazil's 135 million people . . .
their land being determined to a great
The shift has been most marked in the
extent by their preparedness to work to
fertile southern region, but the same ecothe company's specifications and accept
nomic policies and priorities have affected
its prices.
the entire country."
In many African countries, the state
plays much the same role as TNCs elsewhere. In Zambia, for example, the setLand Speculation
ting up of large-scale state farms has
been the favoured route to agricultural
As the "winners" of the development
modernization, with peasants being disprocess use their increasing amounts of
possessed of their lands to make way for
disposable income to buy up land held by
state-run plantations. In Senegal and Mali,
people with low and diminishing barpeasants have been forced to grow specigaining power, so land speculation is
fied crops under contract to the governnow becoming an increasingly imporment. Peasants are subject to draconian
tant force driving enclosure. Tax breaks,
constraints, with supervision by project
development projects, and a boom in
officers frequently "taking on the shape
industrial estates, golf courses and garof a police operation." At San in Mali,
den resorts have helped transform rural
for example, "the least lack of respect for
land into a valuable commodity and make
the new techniques being disseminated
it an increasingly attractive form of inand the time-table for crops leads to the
vestment in many Third World countries
peasant's expulsion from the project zone
— particularly where inflation levels are
and repossession of the plot [the farmer]
high and paper money is virtually worthwas occupying."
less.
At independence, power and privilege
were handed over to a new
In South America, the same pattern of
In Brazil, land values have soared as
generation of self-perpetuating elites.
land-grabbing and dispossession prevails
Amazonia has been opened up for ranch54
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as in Asia and Africa. In Brazil, land
conflicts and rural violence have escalated dramatically in the
last 20 years as more and more of the prime land is taken over
by companies (many of them multinationals) and large estate
owners. The Catholic Church's Pastoral Land Commission
estimates that in the whole of Brazil in 1971, land conflicts
resulted in 20 deaths. Twenty years later, the death rate was
running at over 100 deaths a year. Yet, as Oxfam points out:
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"The tragic figures for deaths fail to give the whole picture.
Over the period 1985 to 1989, there were 2,973 land
conflicts. The extent of land under dispute totalled over
three-quarters of a million square kilometres. And over two
million people were involved. To put this another way,
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ing and mining, with big ranching interests following the settlers to the new frontier, displacing them
once the forest has been cleared. The profit from such ranches
comes not from the beef raised (indeed, several of the largest
ranches have never sent a single cow to market) but from the
subsidies, tax breaks and subsidized credit that could, until recently, be "captured" through ranching. Although many of the
subsidies have recently been removed, ranching is still an attractive proposition. As Susannah Hecht remarks:
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"A recognized land claim permits the holder to assert royalty
rights on subsurface minerals that are technically owned by
the Brazilian state. Thus areas adjacent to gold strikes
frequently experience vigorous clearing. Cattle claim what is
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down farm prices while driving
up the cost of the inputs on which
farmers are increasingly dependent. The result is a cost-price
squeeze that sends many farmers
spiralling into debt, and eventually into bankruptcy. In the Indian Punjab, small farmers —
who make up nearly half of the
farming population — have been
particularly badly hit. A survey
carried out between 1976 and
1978 indicated that small farmers' households were running into
an annual deficit of around 1,500
rupees. Between 1970 and 1980,
the number of smallholdings in
the Punjab declined by nearly a
quarter due to their "economic
non-viability."
Burdened in addition with
Street dwellers in Bombay. The policies of post-colonial governments, formulated by
heavy
taxation, farmers have bethe International Monetary Fund, have provided consumer goods for a burgeoning
come
trapped
in a cycle of debt.
middle-class, whilst aggravating the plight of the landless poor.
To pay for inputs and taxes, they
under their feet. The other main way in which extraction is
borrow money, often at exorbitant rates. To service their loans,
linked to pasture expansion is through the use of valuable
they frequently have to sell their crop immediately it is harvested
timber to subsidize pasture development costs. This is a
at a time when prices are lowest. They are then forced to buy in
more recent phenomenon due to improved infrastructure,
food at the beginning of the planting season to feed their families,
expanding timber markets."
at prices which have doubled or tripled in the meantime. For
many, the only option is to take up waged labour, placing an
Moreover, because land in "effective" use cannot be expropriintolerable work load on the remaining members of the houseated for the purposes of land reform, the title to it is relatively
hold, mainly women and children, who are burdened with the
secure.
task of maintaining an uneconomical holding. As individual
In South-East Asia, too, land speculation is rife. Thailand saw
farmers carry out more and more tasks in the production cycle by
a sevenfold increase in the value of land transactions between
themselves, traditional systems of mutual support, such as com1986 and 1990, with the number of transactions rising by 250 per
munal planting and harvesting, begin to atrophy.
cent. Tourist development has become a major force for exproNew inequalities have thus been created, widening the gap
priation. In Indonesia, "developers are snatching away prime
between rich and poor villagers and increasing the power and
agricultural land to develop luxury resorts. Land-greedy golf
influence of those (principally men) who have access to credit,
courses are appearing, even in overcrowded Java and Bali, while
new machinery, irrigation water and other inputs. Mechanization
transmigrants are shipped out to less fertile sites outside Java."
has exacerbated the problem, not least by increasing rural unemployment
and underemployment. As the poorest farmers go to
Debt and Dispossession
the wall, their land holdings are bought up by richer farmers,
leading to the concentration of land into fewer and fewer hands;
The vulnerability of local peoples to enclosure is compounded by
money, rather than the fulfilment of communal obligations,
growing personal indebtedness. Using some of the same taxes,
becomes the currency of power.
threats and strong-arm tactics as the colonial powers before
them, post-colonial regimes have dragooned peasants not only
into growing cash crops but also into adopting intensive methods
Chain Reaction
of agriculture. In many countries, it is standard practice for credit
to be extended only to farmers who use pesticides. In Costa Rica,
As the numbers of landless multiply, so one dispossession leads
the main bank, the Banco Central de Costa Rica, requires tobacco
to another; farmers move from one area to enclose someone
farmers to spray their crop with ten pesticides if they are to
else's land elsewhere, often encouraged to do so by governmentreceive assistance; for cucumbers, the bank stipulates the use of
sponsored migration schemes or by patron-client networks. In
Thailand, for example, merchants, millers, traders in forest
seven different pesticides and for peppers, eight. Other strateproducts, timber companies and speculators have financed setgies to promote intensive agriculture include: "national promotlers who have cleared forests to plant maize, sugar-cane, castion campaigns through the media, literature distribution, agrisava, rubber and eucalyptus. These new rural patrons have
cultural extension programs, business advertising, tax discounts
provided settlers with seeds, marketing and money to buy food
or exemptions for imports, subsidies, price controls to keep
or hire labour or tools at exorbitant interest rates of five per cent
prices artificially low, tax shelters for distributors and agricula month, or more. In some areas, peasants have been bought out
tural credit policies."
after a few years, or otherwise pushed on to occupy new land and
With the control of markets firmly in their hands, multinadislodge any isolated subsistence cultivators they may encounter
tional corporations and state-controlled enterprises have driven
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Dispossessed for Development:
Timber Plantations
The enclosure of forests for timber
extraction, agriculture or mining has
been taking place for centuries, but
since World War II, the pace has
increased greatly. As more communities become enclosed into the global
market, the demand for timber, paper,
agricultural land and minerals
increases, and the world's forests are
now under an unprecedented threat.
Forced to admit the environmental
consequences of deforestation,
corporations, governments and
development banks are stretched to
find a way of continuing to plunder,
expropriate and enclose further forest
areas, whilst maintaining environmental credibility. Their solution has been
to blur the distinction between a
highly variegated natural forest (an
environment propitious to the
commons) — and a monocultural
plantation (the ultimate in arboreal
enclosure). Thus the Forest Principles
section of UNCED's Agenda 21,
declares that "these principles should
apply to all types of forests, both
natural and planted, in all geographic
regions" and makes no attempt to
discriminate between the two.

Thailand: Forest Reserves
Before Community Forest
The rising demand for paper, together
with the overlogging of natural forests,
have prompted many governments to
embark on ambitious plantation
programmes. In Thailand, following the
1989 logging ban, forest reserves are
being turned over to eucalyptus. As
much as 4,000,000 hectares of socalled "degraded" forest (consisting
mainly of farmland, pasture and
community woodlands) will be leased
to commercial planters to provide pulp
and wood-chips for both the domestic
and the export markets. Under the
recently-begun khor chor kor programme, villagers will lose almost
1,600,000 hectares of farmland, over
90 per cent of which will be given over
to commercial plantations. They will be
compensated with 768,000 hectares of
Forest Reserve land of inferior quality
(and often already-occupied). There is
little doubt that an influx of uprooted
peasants will put pressure on the
forest in other areas. Altogether, 80
per cent of the occupants of National
Reserve Forests, up to 970,000
families, are to be resettled.

there. After an interval, the peasants are again displaced by their
corporate patrons, and the cycle is repeated. As the frontier has
advanced and the forest has disappeared, the government has
begun to crack down on peasant colonizers, who are now
increasingly being forced into a marginal existence as casual
agricultural labourers.
Elsewhere, government-sponsored migration programmes
have persuaded the landless to clear forest land. In Brazil, such
colonization schemes were promoted under the slogan of "land
without men for men without land". In Indonesia, the "transmigration" of "surplus people" from the inner islands has led to the
massive destruction of forests and the takeover of forest dwellers' lands in Kalimantan and West Papua. Planned land settlement in tropical forests has also been promoted in Paraguay,
Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, and Colombia.
Planned colonization, however, has been far outstripped by
unplanned settlement. In Indonesia, for example, the World
Bank estimates that for every colonist resettled under the official
transmigration programme, two more moved into the forest due
to its "draw effect". Yet there is little to offer settlers in these
places. The land is frequently unsuited to the farming they have
traditionally practised, and it is quite common to see settlers give
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The evictions have already started.
In December 1991, troops marched
into the villages of Baan Dong Sakran
and Baan Tad Faa in the north-east of
Thailand, "tossed out the residents'
furniture and other belongings and
tore down their houses as children and
the elderly watched in despair." Both
villages were founded over 100 years
ago, whereas the land was made a
forest reserve in 1964. "The villagers",
says the Bangkok newspaper, The
Nation, "had marked out their own
community forest which they called
kok orn sorn. They made and enforced
their own rules to protect the forest."
The plans to plant eucalyptus have
received funding from the Asian
Development Bank, the United
Nations Development Programme,
and Japanese, Australian, Canadian
and Finnish aid agencies. If fully
implemented, the plans are by
themselves enough to doom most of
Thailand's remaining forests through
their potential to displace peasants.
But in December 1991 the government
approved a similar resettlement and
reforestation scheme for the North of
Thailand, called ror for tor, or "Accelerated Watershed Rehabilitation", which
will cover the watersheds of four major
tributaries of the Chao Phaya river, an
area inhabited by minority hill peoples.

up their clearings after the first meagre harvest. They have to
make new clearings every year, until eventually the whole area
is cleared and they move on again. Many have returned home to
an uncertain future in Java.
Ultimately, large numbers of those dispossessed through
development drift towards the major cities of the Third World.
Even here, however, the threat of eviction is ever present. To
make way for commercial buildings and new roads or to smarten
up the city for sporting occasions and visiting heads of state, the
slums and shanty towns that they have made their homes are
regularly cleared. In India, at least 500,000 citizens of Calcutta
were thrown out of their homes between 1983 and 1985, whilst
900,000 people were violently evicted in a drive to beautify
Seoul for the 1988 Olympic Games. Moreover, as Miloon
Kothari of India's National Campaign for Housing Rights, notes,
the incidence of forced evictions is growing :
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"Forced evictions take place almost daily somewhere in the
world... The total number of people forcibly uprooted from
their homes annually is in the millions. This staggering
figure is all the more alarming given the fact that, according
to UN figures, over one billion people throughout the world
are already either homeless or inadequately housed."
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Reneging on Land Reform
A call to reclaim the commons is often
reflected, in political terms, in a
demand for land reform. Many Third
World governments have come to
power on the promise of agrarian
reforms only to renege on their promise
once in power.
In K e n y a , where dispossessed
farmers formed the backbone of the
Mau Mau nationalist movement in the
1950s, President Kenyatta rapidly
sidelined land reform as a political
priority; the skewed land distribution
inherited from the colonial regime
remained as firmly entrenched as ever.
Although it was agreed, under the
terms of independence, that one million
acres of land previously "owned" by
Europeans would be transferred to
some 25,000 landless and unemployed
African families, the "beneficiaries
came in fact from a small elite group,
often comprising absentee civil
servants rather than the landless." No
attempt was made to redress the loss
of women's traditional rights to land: on
the contrary, the colonial system of
investing land titles in men — the
presumed "head of the household" —
was continued.

In E g y p t , independence brought
minimal long-term change to the
pattern of land ownership. Prior to a
series of land reform programmes
introduced by President Nasser from
1952 to 1969, 94.3 per cent of farmers
were squeezed onto just 35 per cent of
the country's farmland, living on smallholdings of under five acres. By
contrast, the richest 0.4 per cent of
farmers controlled 35 per cent of the
land, usually that of the highest quality,
their estates covering a minimum of 50
Reviewing the record of land
acres. Although the reforms initially
reform since the break up of the
reduced the concentration of
colonies, the UN Food and Agriculture
landholdings, large estates began to
Organization (FAO) admits, "the
re-emerge as those wealthier farmers
history of land reform . . . is largely
bought out poorer farmers, the
one of failures." Indeed, land reform
percentage of land holdings with 50
measures on their own are unlikely to
acres or more rising from six per cent
achieve a permanent reversal of
in 1965 to 16 per cent by 1974. The
poverty and insecurity unless some
greatest beneficiaries, however, were
attempt is made to eliminate the forces
middle-sized farmers with holdings of
that led to inequities of land tenure in
between 10 and 50 acres. Their share
the first place. In a world where market
of land more than doubled from its pre- forces, government regulations,
reform days, primarily because they
vested interests and military conflicts
received the lion's share of credit
conspire to undermine the stability of
under agricultural modernization
the commons, simply redistributing
programmes. Today, there are more
land provides no guarantee that the
landless farmers in Egypt than ever
beneficiaries will be able to hold onto it
before.
for long.

The Extension of Enclosure
in the North
Neither evictions nor enclosure in the name of modernization and
"improvement" are problems confined to the South, nor are they
confined to rural areas. The forces that have shaped colonial and
post-colonial history in the Third World have been at work either
blatantly or insidiously in the Northern industrialized countries,
and are still very much operative today, reactivating old forms of
enclosures and initiating new ones. The intricate nature of this
process is clearly visible in the evolution of agriculture in Europe
and the US.
The expression "from seedling to supermarket", employed to
describe the vertical penetration of the food industry by multinational companies, indicates the extent to which the human food
chain has been enclosed. Indeed the phrase does not go far
enough, for every aspect of food production, from seed nursery
to the dining table, has been wrenched out of its vernacular
context and drawn into a new web of reciprocating influences. It
is no longer merely land and labour that are subject to enclosure,
but also the agricultural input, in the form of seeds, chemicals,
drugs and machinery; and the agricultural output, that is, the food
itself, processed and distributed through a variety of sophisti-
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In S o u t h K o r e a , land has been
redistributed — but the imposition of
modern intensive agriculture has left
many crippled with debt: the number
of rural households in debt rose "from
76 per cent in 1971 to 90 per cent in
1983 and to an astounding 98 per cent
in 1985." The result is that farmers are
leaving the land, the rural population
dropping by three per cent between
1985 and 1988. As poorer families sell
out, land is once again becoming
concentrated in fewer and fewer
hands.

cated marketing strategies. The person who would challenge the
logic or justice of any one aspect of the chain must eventually
confront the logic and the justice of the entire system.
For example, any British smallholder applying for permission
to start an agricultural enterprise risks receiving the refusal given
in 1991 to a prospective free-range chicken farmer. "We must try
and put a stop to these quasi-agricultural activities which are
springing up all over the country," stated a member of the
Salisbury District Council Planning Committee, who went on to
explain: "What I mean by 'quasi-agricultural' is a mess of
peasant farming . . . which prevents the Common Agricultural
Policy from working efficiently in Europe." His use of the word
"agricultural" is revealing. Although in its origins the word
means "growing in fields", in the councillor's book only large
factory units merit the expression, while smallholdings where
the birds are actually allowed to feed in the fields are merely
"quasi-agricultural". "Agriculture", in effect, has been redefined
to mean "economically competitive food production".
In such a regime, the elimination of supposedly inefficient
farmers is viewed not as a social and cultural loss, but as an
economic necessity. With the advent of the agro-chemical age,
thousands of farmers have been bankrupted, and hundreds of
thousands of farm-hands have been made redundant by the
increasing use of machinery and chemicals. Between 1946 and
1989, the total number of people working on farms in Britain
(full-time and part-time) declined from 976,000 to 285,000. In
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1990 alone, 6,000 farmers sold up and 4,000 full-time workers
lost their jobs. In the United States, in the six years between
1980 and 1986,235,000 farms went out of business, and 650,000
people were lost from the farm workforce.
The disappearance of so many farms — and the personal
tragedies that these figures conceal — should not be dismissed
simply as the overdue streamlining of a pampered and inefficient
industry. The majority of these farmers have not chosen to leave
their land: they have been forced to do so by circumstances over
which they have no control. Their ability to make a living has
been undermined as a direct result of policies that favour large
farmers over small, agribusiness over local control and intensive
use of chemicals over sound husbandry.
Governments, abetted by commercial
interests, have applied a system of price
mechanisms and subsidies which forces
farmers to cover rising production costs
by increasing production, and consequently to borrow heavily to invest in the
most up-to-date machinery and in increasing quantities of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. Since subsidies are
allotted according to gross output, farmers with less land, however sound their
farming methods, have found themselves
unable to pay off their debts in the face of
stagnating food prices.
76

with large commodity merchants such as Cargill, Continental
Grain, Luis Dreyfus, Bunge, Andre and Co. and Mitsui/Cook,
who between them exported 85 per cent of all US wheat, 95 per
cent of its com and 80 per cent of its sorghum.
The influence of these companies now stretches right back to
the farm. Once markets are enclosed, outright ownership of land
or livestock units is no longer a pre-condition for controlling
production, nor is it a guarantee that control can be maintained.
As in Southern countries, many companies adopt a system of
contract farming, in which farmers, often for want of any secure
alternative outlet, are induced to sell exclusively to one retailing
company, growing crops or rearing livestock to its specifica79

The decline in the number of farms in
Europe and the US, and hence of the
established rural population, results in a
decline in rural services. Inexorably, the
rural fabric is enclosed within an urban
framework of distribution and consumpAn EC grain store. The efficiency of production that modern agriculture strives for
tion, which in turn serves to undermine
creates a monumental inefficiency of distribution. Grain surpluses are therefore
the viability of the remaining farms. As
dumped in less-developed countries, undermining their agricultural economies.
the rural population falls, local schools
and hospitals close down, and shops, public transport services
tions. Within the last 15 to 20 years, contract farming in Britain
and other facilities decline through lack of support At the same
has increased to such an extent that most of the poultry, eggs,
time, the cost of goods on sale in local shops tends to be
pork and bacon, and over 90 per cent of vegetables such as peas
considerably higher than in the cities (even for produce that is
and beans are grown to the order and specification of the food
grown or reared locally). This decline in infrastructure prompts
industry. Supermarket chains such as Sainsbury already control
still more people, especially young families with children, to
each stage in the production of meat for their stores, from the
move to urban areas. Half-empty villages become "gentrified" as
animal feed through to the slaughterhouse, through a series of
urban commuters and second-home-owners move into rural
commercial ties with other companies. Corporate enclosure of
communities, bringing with them urban patterns of consumption
the livestock industry is gaining pace so rapidly within the US
which only hasten the decline of local structures.
that four companies now control 41 per cent of all poultry
production, and three companies control three-quarters of all
Small retailers are among the principal victims of this latest
intensive beef production.
round of enclosures. Ninety-five thousand food shops closed
down between 1961 and 1983 in Britain alone, a decline which
Products grown under contract have to be produced to the
continued during the 1980s, so that there are now less than
right specifications at the right time. To help farmers with this
45,000 outlets remaining. Grocers, greengrocers, fishmongers
process, specialist advice is given on what variety to plant, and
and butchers have been squeezed out by a centralized supermarthe timing and application of chemical treatments. Farmers are
ket network which in Britain now accounts for 83 per cent of all
transformed into outworkers for corporations over which they
food sold. The trend has been much the same in France, Germany
have no control. In some cases, they have been reduced to virtual
and Benelux.
peons for food companies, their costs exceeding the money they
receive in sales. Christopher Turton, a British poultry producer,
This enclosure of retailing has enabled a small number of
giant companies to increase their control of the food chain. Most
puts it in this way: "It distresses me. I would prefer to be seen as
food-processing in Britain is in the hands of a handful of
a craftsman, not as a commercial exploiter of animals, but I feel
conglomerates such as Nestle (whose subsidiaries include CarI am being turned from one to the other... I am just a small cog
nation, Crosse and Blackwell, Rowntree, Chambourcy and
in a big industry... Today poultry management is dictated by the
Findus) or Philip Morris (who control Marlboro, Kraft, Suchard
company accountant rather than the stockman."
and General Foods). These companies operate hand-in-glove
The enclosure of the entire food chain — from growing
80
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through processing, marketing and retailing, to consumption —
thus has a dynamic that is self-reinforcing. The enclosure of
small farms and the consequent decline of the farming community weakens local markets and leaves them open to enclosure by
a centralized retailing system. These supermarkets in turn steadily increase their hold over the production process, resulting in
further enclosure of the farming sector. Significantly, the whole
system is based on the heavy use of oil: to manufacture the
chemicals and provide fuel for the machines that boost production; to power the transcontinental transport of commodities; and
to get consumers from their homes to the hypermarket and back.

The Seed Enclosed
It might seem that the transnational corporations already have the
agricultural market well under their control. However there are
still more forms of enclosure on the horizon, in particular those
linked to the burgeoning genetic-engineering industry.
As part of the process of extending their control of inputs,
agrochemical corporations have come to dominate the seed
industry. Thousands of independent seed companies have already fallen prey to corporate take-overs.
By the late 1980s, threefirmscontrolled nearly 80 per cent of
the garden seed market in Britain. In The Netherlands, three
companies held 70 per cent of the agricultural seed market, and
four companies controlled 90 per cent of the market for horticultural seeds. In the US, one firm — Pioneer Hi-Bred — had tied
up 3 8 per cent of the corn seed market. Transnational seed houses
now control about a quarter of seed sales in the North, and five
to ten per cent of sales in the Third World , In India, the pharmaceutical giant, Sandoz India, has entered into an agreement
with Northrup King of the US and the Dutch conglomerate
Zaaduine. Two other US companies, Seedtec International and
Dehlgien, have entered into agreements with Maharastra Hybrid
and Nath Seed Company respectively. Pioneer Hi-Bred has
formed an Indian subsidiary and Hindustan Lever is negotiating
with a Belgian firm, whilst Hoechst and Ciba-Geigy are reportedly negotiating other tie-ups.
The enclosure of seeds threatens to complete the enclosure of
agricultural production. The adoption of agrochemicals has
already put the majority of Western farmers in a position where
they no longer have control over their key inputs but instead must
purchase them from farm suppliers. Yet whether farmers use
agrochemicals or not, they are reliant on hybridized seeds which,
because they fail to breed true, require the purchase of new seeds
every year. Seeds which used to be saved from the previous
harvest must now be purchased on the market, shifting control
over biological diversity from farmers to transnational corporations and changing a self-reproducing resource into a mere
input.
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Companies such as Ciba-Geigy, which a hundred years ago
argued vigorously against patents, on the grounds that they were
a "paradise for parasites" and "a playground for plundering patent agents and lawyers", are now lobbying, cajoling and
threatening national legislatures into adopting patents for every
new innovation, including new seeds. To oppose patents, they
argue, is to put national interests above "internationally accepted
principles of fair trade." Since the early 1970s, seed varieties
developed by companies have been patentable, making it illegal
for farmers to trade in such seeds. In the US, the Patents Office
has extended patents to any genetically-engineered organism,
from micro-organisms to plants and animals — only geneticallyengineered humans are excluded — thereby enclosing the entire
non-human gene pool in one regulatory stroke.
The move to protect patents and other forms of "intellectual
property" is a significant part of the current trade negotiations
within the GATT Uruguay Round. Curiously, while the thrust of
the proposals made by GATT economists has been to promote
international free trade, their approach as regards patents is, in its
effect, protectionist: there should be no free circulation of knowledge. The difference lies in the fact that information is an
inexhaustible and intangible bequest, rather than a "subtractible"
finite resource. In a capitalist system, free trade in exhaustible
commodities leads, apparently inevitably, to the enclosure of the
market by powerful oligopolies. But to achieve a parallel enclosure of human knowledge, an artificial structure of patents and
property rights mustfirstbe introduced and enforced. As Jeremy
Rifkin comments:
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"The granting of patents represents the culmination of a fivehundred-year movement to enclose the planetary commons
that began inauspiciously on the village green in small rural
hamlets scattered throughout England and the European
continent. Now even the building blocks of life itself have
been enclosed, privatized, and reduced to a marketable
product."
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With the advent of biotechnology, the domination exercised
by corporations over the farmer is likely to become a stranglehold. Agrochemical companies are working to identify plant
genes that will impart resistance to certain herbicides — usually
their own brands — in order to sell seeds as part of a package deal
designed to increase chemical sales. Worldwide, there are now
at least 65 research programmes focusing on breeding herbicide
tolerance into agricultural crops, with corporations like Monsanto,
Du Pont, Ciba-Geigy and Bayer leading the pack.
To tighten their control over seeds, agrochemical companies
are forging new tools for enclosure and reworking old ones.
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Urban Enclosure
While the commons in the rural South is
threatened by development, in the urban
North it is threatened by redevelopment.
As the commercial hub of the city expands and the radial road system broadens, poorer neighbourhoods and communities are characterized as slums or
run-down inner-city areas and targeted
for urban renewal. Of the innumerable
conflicts and tensions that fill the pages
of daily newspapers, a sizeable proportion are rooted in the resistance of an
urban community to the forces of enclosure.

•City Centres
Like the "improvement" of agricultural
land, the redevelopment of urban space
is driven by the need to extract an ever
In an enclosed environment, spontaneous expressions of joy can verge
higher rent from a given area. The cenon vandalism.
tres of our cities and towns have been the
— are unable to afford the rents. The hitherto public forum
arena of a battle between powerful interests who wish to
of the market-place is transformed into a privately owned
enclose public space and the communities who will be
precinct, managed by a business syndicate or a corporation
thereby displaced. City blocks — long-established commusuch as British Telecom. Often these places are locked up in
nities of homes, shops and workplaces — are systematically
the evening or placed out of bounds to "undesirable" indibought up by syndicates of wealthy redevelopers, razed to
viduals, who are thus, in effect, barred from their own city
the ground and replaced by spectacular tower-blocks and
centre.
sprawling "complexes" of superhuman dimensions. Millions of square metres of office space are constructed, not to
•Streets
answer any human need, but to generate profit. Sometimes,
as in the case of Centrepoint Tower in London, they remain
The most ubiquitous enclosure of the public domain has
empty for years, or even decades, since they gain more value
been in the street, where the principal agent of enclosure has
as enclosed land than they could do by being rented. In other
not been a capitalist elite, but a technology with "democases, developers miscalculate the market and have to be
cratic" pretensions, namely the motor car. Whereas the street
bailed out: to salvage London's showpiece Canary Wharf
until early this century was an arena for social intercourse,
scheme, the British government is planning to demolish
for commercial exchange, for idle dalliance and for banter
another massive office block in Marsham Street, built only
and play, it has now become mainly a thoroughfare for
25 years ago, so that office workers can be decanted to fill
expensive, pollutant and dangerous automobiles transportunrented offices in the new complex. The communities
ing busy citizens from A to B and then back to A again.
displaced by these developments, though they put up a fight,
Without doubt, those who have suffered most from this
are no match for the steamroller of commerce, and are
enclosure have been children, many of whom are virtually
frequently dispersed to soulless housing estates or to dormiheld prisoner in their own house; and by association their
tory suburbs of enclosed rural land, leaving only a rump of
exasperated parents.
marginalized squatters prepared to resist to the end.
Although the motor car has been effective, in the main,
at clearing human activity off the streets and enclosing it
•Shops
in pedestrian precincts, hypermarkets and leisure centres,
people still strive to recreate urban commons. An army of
In tandem with the redevelopment of town centres, there has
officials — police, social workers, planning officers —
been a progressive enclosure of what is now known as the
are therefore employed to "keep people off the streets": to
retail sector. As high-streets are transformed into malls,
clamp down on unlicensed street dealing, unofficial
pedestrian precincts and shopping centres, rents rise to a
advertising (bill-sticking and graffiti), open air festivities
height only affordable by national and international chains of
and games, disorderly assembly, begging and loitering. It
shops, often masquerading under two or three different
is in the so-called deprived inner-city areas that the
names, but selling the same restricted range of internationcommons is often the most resilient; and it is these
ally distributed products. The small outlets which supply
deprived areas that are most frequently targeted for
local, fresh, handmade, secondhand or unusual products —
enclosure and redevelopment.
in fact anything that does not benefit from economies of scale
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The Encompassing Web
The Ramifications of Enclosure

Because history's best known examples
of enclosure involved the fencing in of
common pasture, enclosure is often
reduced to a synonym for
"expropriation. " But enclosure involves more
than land and fences, and implies more
than simply privatization or takeover
process
by the state. It is a compound
which affects nature and culture, home
and market, production and consumption, germination and harvest, birth,
sickness and death. It is a process to
which no aspect of life or culture is
immune.

The Oxford English Dictionary offers a general definition of enclosure
— to "insert within a frame". Enclosure tears people and their lands,
forests, crafts, technologies and cosmologies out of the cultural framework in which they are embedded and forces them into a new framework which reflects and reinforces the values and interests of newlydominant groups. Any pieces which will not fit into the new framework
are devalued and discarded. In the modern age, the architecture of this
new framework is determined by market forces, science, state and
corporate bureaucracies, patriarchal forms of social organization, and
ideologies of environmental and social management.
Land, for example, once it is integrated into a framework of fences,
roads and property laws, is "disembedded" from local fabrics of selfreliance and redefined as "property" or "real estate". Forests are
divided into rigidly defined precincts — mining concessions, logging
concessions, wildlife corridors and national parks — and transformed
from providers of water, game, wood and vegetables into scarce
exploitable economic resources. Today they are on the point of being
enclosed still further as the dominant industrial culture seeks to convert
them into yet another set of components of the industrial system,
redefining them as "sinks" to absorb industrial carbon dioxide and as
pools of "biodiversity". Air is being enclosed as economists seek to
transform it into a marketable "waste sink"; and genetic material by
subjecting it to laws which convert it into the "intellectual property" of
private interests.
People too are enclosed as they are fitted into a new society where
they must sell their labour, learn clock-time, and accustom themselves
to a life of production and consumption; groups of people are redefined
as "populations", quantifiable entities whose size must be adjusted to
take pressure off resources required for the global economy. Women
are enclosed by consigning them to the "unproductive" periphery of a
framework of industrial work, which they can only enter by adopting
"masculine" values and ways of being, thinking and operating. Skills,
too, are enclosed, as are systems of knowledge associated with local
stewardship of nature.

New Values
Enclosure inaugurates what Ivan Illich has called "a new ecological
order." It upsets the local power balance which ensured that survival
was "the supreme rule of common behaviour, not the isolated right of
the individual." It scoffs at the notion that there can be "specific forms
of community respect" for parts of the environment which are "neither
the home nor wilderness", but lie "beyond a person's threshold and
outside his possession" — the woods or fields, for example, that secure
a community's subsistence, protect it from flood and drought, and
provide spiritual and aesthetic meaning.
1

2
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Weavers in Bhutan.
Those who rely on the
commons enjoy a
measure of control
over their environment. Time and the
market exert no undue
pressure and work is
often not clearly
divided from leisure
and religious activities.

Instead enclosure transforms the environment into a "resource" for national or global production — into so many chips
that can be cashed in as commodities, handed out as political
favours and otherwise used to accrue power. The sanctions on
exploitation imposed by commons regimes in order to ensure
a reliable local subsistence from local nature are now viewed
"simply as constraints to be removed".
Control over those resources is assigned to actors outside
the community. Most obviously, land — and in particular, the
best-quality land — is concentrated in proportionately fewer
and fewer hands. Enclosure of water and other resources has
also generated scarcity and conflict. Large-scale irrigated
plantations, for example, deny water to local farmers who work
outside the plantation system. In central India "whilst staple
crops in the drought stricken areas . . . are denied water, the
sugar-cane fields and grape vines are irrigated with scarce
groundwater. A soil water drought has been created not by an
absolute scarcity of water but by the preferential diversion of
a limited water supply."
In cities, meanwhile, as Ivan Illich explains, people without
motor cars are progressively shut out from access to the street:
4

5

6

"What a difference there was between the new and the old
parts of Mexico City only 20 years ago. In the old parts of
the city, the streets were still true commons. Some people
sat on the road to sell vegetables and charcoal. Others put
their chairs on the road to drink tequila. Others held their
meetings on the road to decide on the new headman for the
neighbourhood or to determine the price of a donkey.
Others drove their donkeys through the crowd, walking
next to the heavily-loaded beast of burden; other sat in the
saddle. Children played in the gutter, and still people
walking could use the road to get from one place to
another.
"Such roads were not built for people. Like any true
commons, the street itself was the result of people living
there and making that space liveable. The dwellings that
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lined the roads were not private homes in the modem sense
— garages for the overnight deposit of workers. The
threshold still separated two living spaces, one intimate
and one common. But neither homes in this intimate sense
nor streets as commons survived economic development.
In the new sections of Mexico City, streets are no more for
people. They are nowadays for automobiles, for buses, for
taxis, cars and trucks. People are barely tolerated on the
streets unless they are on the way to a bus stop. If people
now sat down or stopped on the street they would become
obstacles for the traffic, and traffic would be dangerous to
them. The road has been degraded from a commons to a
simple resource for the circulation of vehicles."
Enclosure thus cordons off those aspects of the environment
that are deemed "useful" to the encloser — whether grass for
sheep in 16th century England or stands of timber for logging
in modem-day Sarawak — and defines them, and them alone,
as valuable. A street becomes a conduit for vehicles; a wetland,
a field to be drained; flowing water, a wasted asset to be
harnessed for energy or agriculture. Instead of being a source
of multiple benefits, the environment becomes a one-dimensional asset to be exploited for a single purpose — that purpose
reflecting the interests of the encloser, and the priorities of the
wider political economy in which the encloser operates.
7

New Forms of Exchange
Enclosure reorganizes society to meet the overriding demands
of the market. It demands that production and exchange conform to rules that reflect the exigencies of supply and demand,
of competition and maximization of output, of accumulation
and economic efficiency.
In the commons, activities we now call "economic" are
embedded in other activities. The planting of fields or the
harvesting of crops cannot be reduced to acts of production:
they are also religious events, occasions for celebration, for
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

Textile worker in
Indonesia. In a highly
enclosed factory
environment, space is
defined by straight
lines, time by the clock,
movement by the
rhythm of the machine
and the work-schedule
by the management.
The worker is under
pressure to refrain from
activities such as childcare, conversation or
prayer.

fulfilling communal obligations and for strengthening networks of mutual support. Farming, for example, is carried out
not to maximize production — though a healthy crop is always
welcome — but to feed the gods, enable cultural practices to
continue with dignity, or minimize risk to the community as a
whole, not least by strengthening networks of mutual support.
Thus when enclosure begins, people feel threatened not only
by material expropriation but by the cultural and personal
humiliations that inevitably accompany it. Unsurprisingly,
their resistance against enclosure is also developed and codified in non-economic forms; gossip, songs, jokes, rumours,
drama and festivals.
Rules of exchange in the commons are also often local and
idiosyncratic, bringing them into conflict with those of the
world market. In local bazaars, no one feels guilty about
bilking strangers: after all, if they can't take care of themselves,
why did they venture out of their own community? Even
haggling may be less a sign of desperate profit-seeking than a
way of sizing people up, teasing them, or just passing time.
Because economic relations need not be crucial to survival
in commons regimes, they generally take a back seat to other
social relationships. Homo economicus — the obsessively rentmaximizing archetype around whose supposed universality
modem economic theory has been constructed — might in fact
be unable to scratch together a living in many commons
regimes. Unwilling to share with neighbours in times of dearth
or to "waste time" in "unprofitable" labour-sharing, rituals of
reciprocity, craft acquisition, gossip and the like, he or she
could well be cut off from the community support needed to
make ends meet.
As production and exchange are enclosed by the market,
economic activity is cordoned off from other spheres of social
life, bounded by rules that actively undermine previous networks of mutual aid. As Gerald Berthoud observes:
8

"The market tends to become the only mode of social
communication, even between those who are intimately
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

connected. Within this universe of generalized commodities, it becomes logical that individuals increasingly become strangers to one another. Even for those who are
culturally and socially close, the market mentality maintains a distance between them, almost as if close and
distant relationships had become indistinguishable."
9

In an undiluted market economy, access to food, for example,
is no longer dependent on being part of — and contributing to
— a social network: instead, food goes to those who have the
money to buy it. Only those who, in the economists' jargon,
have the income to translate their biological needs into "effective
demand" get to eat. In the global supermarket, people earning
perhaps 100 dollars a year — if they are lucky — must compete
for the same food with people earning 100 dollars a week, 100
dollars an hour, or even 100 dollars a minute.
As the market eats into the fabric of local self-reliance,
commons regimes begin to atrophy. Their members can no
longer rely on family, friends, neighbours, community, elders
and children for support, but increasingly must go to the
market, not only for food, clothing and shelter, but also for
recreation, amusement and care of the young, the old, the sick
and the handicapped. In time, not only material and service
needs but even emotional needs are channelled through the
market. The commons is transformed from a community that
feeds itself into one which is fed by, or feeds others; from a
community that amuses itself into one that is amused by others,
and so on. Community gives way to state, personal credibility
to "rational standards", craft to profession, respect for people
to using them as tools. The Thai temple which used to be built
by local craftspeople to a local design using local funds is now
built according to a set of blueprints issued by the Department
of Religious Affairs with collections from urban benefactors.
The locally-supported village school, where monks taught the
arts and morals necessary for community life, is supplanted by
the tax-supported state school with a set curriculum and citytrained teachers whose effect is to lure a small stratum of
10
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talented and ambitious pupils out of the village and make those
who remain feel that they are "failures". The self-help group
gives way to the state benefits office, and the communal work
party to solo tractor drivers and casual wage labour. Debts and
dependency increase, and how many acres are farmed or
fishing nets set begins to depend not on what the land or sea can
bear but on external market demands, the investment of outside
entrepreneurs and people's need to measure their status against
the standards of the capital.

New Roles
Enclosure redefines community. It shifts the reference points
by which people are valued. Individuals become "units" whose
"value" to society is defined by their relationship to the new
political entity that emerges from enclosure. Increasing numbers of people do not have access to the environment, the
political process, the market or the knowledge they need.
Thus women, who in a vernacular setting were generally
accorded respect as women, who had their own spheres of
influence and areas of life, both within the household and
outside, and hence a political space in which they and they
alone operated, have seen their domain encroached upon,
devalued and restricted. In many pre-colonial African societies, for example, it was women who assumed responsibility
for sowing and choosing which crop to plant and when. Tasks
such as taking goods to market and trading them were also
considered women's work, not men's. Men by contrast were
responsible for clearing the fields, for preparing the land for
planting, whilst both men and women shared the weeding and
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harvesting. Tasks were divided between the genders, but
responsibility was shared: complementarity, rather than hierarchy, was the underlying principle for regulating relationships. Women also had their own areas of land over which they
alone had rights as women.
Enclosure denies the possibility of such balance. The need
to earn wages has forced men out of the household, diminishing
the possibility for them to share household tasks or the raising
of children, while women have been enclosed within the
household. As women's work becomes unpaid "shadow
work"— and hence deemed to have no value within a society
that divides labour into "productive" work (work that earns a
wage) and "unproductive" work (work that does not) — women
see their status downgraded and their contribution to society,
including child-bearing and rearing, devalued. As waged work
has become a necessary part of life, so power within the
household has become concentrated in the hands of the male
"head of the household" — the presumed wage earner.
In addition, the lands to which women in many societies
once had exclusive access have increasingly been assigned to
the men of the village, not only enclosing part of the women's
domain but, in the process, stripping them of the independence
and bargaining power within village politics that access to land
previously accorded them. Yet when the men are forced to
migrate away from their villages in search of work, women in
Third World countries have been burdened with responsibility
for the entire agricultural cycle.
12

A New Political Order
Enclosure ushers in a new political order. When the environment is turned over to new uses, a new set of rules and new
forms of organization are required. Enclosure redefines how
the environment is managed, by whom and for whose benefit.
Old forms of environmental management are forced into redundancy or vilified, derided or outlawed.
Hence, as state and commercial enterprises have sought to
impose "scientific forestry" regimes with the objective of
maintaining a constant annual yield of timber for industrial
purposes, so traditional methods of forest management have
been denigrated as "inefficient", "irrational", "untidy", "unruly" and "destructive of the environment", their practitioners
decried as "squatters" or worse. By contrast, "scientific forestry" is lauded for "putting the forest to work", for "bringing
order to chaos", for its efficiency and for its progressive use of
science and technology in the public good — thus justifying
further encroachment by the state or private interests. Decisions
cease to be made by consensus — by the community listening
to the community — but are pushed on the community by
enclosers or their delegated officials.
Compare the allocation of water rights in a vernacular
setting and in a modern irrigation scheme. In the muang faai
irrigation system of Northern Thailand, for example, water
rights are allocated so that everyone gets enough to survive.
Keeping a muangfaai system going demands co-operation and
collective management, sometimes within a single village,
sometimes across three or four sub-districts including many
villages. On the whole, the systems also rest on the assumption
that local water is a common property. No one can assume
control of irrigation water, and it must be used in accordance
with communal agreements reached at the beginning of every
13
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agricultural year. These agreements govern how water is to be
distributed, how flow is to be controlled according to seasonal
schedules, how barriers are to be maintained and channels
dredged, how conflicts over water use are to be settled, and
how the forest around the reservoir is to be preserved as a
guarantee of a steady water supply and a source of materials to
repair the system. Despite this variety of tasks, management
systems are generally simple, unbureaucratic and independent
(sometimes defiantly so) of government authority.
By contrast, farmers in modern intensive irrigation systems
have no real say in how water is distributed — that decision is
left to "management", to irrigation staff acting under orders
from government or corporate bureaucrats sitting in distant
offices and with minimal knowledge of or responsiveness to
local conditions or concerns. The concern of irrigation staff is
with the technicalities of water delivery rather than equity,
output rather than agricultural realities. The rules imposed are
crude and inflexible and often run counter to what farmers

16

watercourse outlets." In such a regime, decision-making has
been wrested from the community and a semblance of order is
only achieved through authoritarian rule.

New Forms of Expertise
Enclosure not only redefines the forum in which decisions are
made but also redefines whose voice counts in that forum. In
order to place management in the hands of "others", whose
allegiances and sources of power lie outside the community, it
cuts knowledge off from local ethics. As Tariq Banuri and
Frederique Apffel-Marglin note:
"Local knowledge is bound by time and space, by contextual and moral factors. More importantly, it cannot be
separated from larger moral or normative ends . . . Once
knowledge is meant to be universally applicable, it begins
to gravitate into the hands of experts or professionals,
those 'conspiracies against
the laity', as George Bernard
Shaw once called them,
whose interests in acquiring, creating, promoting, or
acting upon the basis of such
knowledge begins more and
more to be motivated by internal professional considerations, rather than by normative social implications.
In fact under these circumstances, the activity can often become an end in itself
and become unmoored from
its narrow technical objectives."
17

Enclosure opens the way for the
bureaucratization and enclosure
of knowledge itself. It accords
power to those who master the
language of the new professionals and who are versed in its
etiquette and its social nuances.
It creates a new language of
In the land of the Taj Mahal and Hindu temples, an English expert shows local people
power,
inaccessible to those who
how to build to British Standards. Office blocks are springing up in all the major cities
have not been to school or to
in India, while the shortage of domestic houses has risen to 27 million.
university, who do not have
themselves know will work. In the Sudan's Gezira scheme, for
professional qualifications, who cannot operate computers,
example, water is allocated according to "the average princiwho cannot fathom the apparent mysteries of a cost-benefit
ple". The result, as Carl Widstrand notes, is that:
analysis, or who refuse to adopt the forceful tones of an
increasingly "masculine" world.
"the 'average' farmer gets an 'average' amount of water
In that respect, as Illich notes, "enclosure . . . is as much in
for an 'average' crop over the year. Everyone gets water
the interest of professionals and of state bureaucrats as it is in
over the year but not necessarily at the precise or necessary
moments. This concept is closely related to the idea of
the interests of capitalists." For as local ways of knowing and
'normal rainfall' and other peculiarities of the 'folklore of
doing are devalued or appropriated, and as vernacular forms of
the normal' that simplifies administrative thought."
governance are eroded, so state and professional bodies are
able to insert themselves within the commons, taking over
Irrigation staff are not accountable to local people. This,
areas of life that were previously under the control of individucontinues Widstrand, "leads to what we, in our Calvinistic
als, households and the community. Enclosure "allows the
approach to life, call corrupt practices." Things get done not
bureaucrat
to define the local community as impotent to prowithin the transparent setting of communal and individual
vide
for
its
own
survival." It invites the professional to come
rights, but because the right money changes hands "under the
to the "rescue" of those whose own knowledge is deemed
counter". "The gate keeper may be persuaded to open the gate
inferior to that of the encloser. It provides a tool for control.
to let more water through; the gauge reader may under-report
Even conception, pregnancy, childbirth and the care of
the amount of water taken; the overseer may install large
15
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political process, knowledge, research and
the law. It reduces the control of local
people over community affairs. Whether
female or male, a person's influence and
ability to make a living depends increasingly on becoming absorbed into the new
polity created by enclosure, on accepting
— willingly or unwillingly — a new role as
a consumer, a worker, a client or an administrator, on playing the game according to
new rules. The way is thus cleared for
cajoling people into the mainstream, be it
through programmes to bring women "into
development", to entice smallholders "into
the market" or to foster paid employment.
Those who remain on the margins of the
§ new mainstream, either by choice or be-
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has pushed them,
*i are not only deemed to have little value:
A bushman telling a story in Bechuanaland. Traditional forms of knowledge
they are perceived as a threat. Thus it is the
and entertainment are dying as language is enclosed by the international
landless, the poor, the dispossessed who
media. There are now 20 million television sets in Africa . ..
are blamed for forest destruction; their
poverty which is held responsible for
"overpopulation"; their protests which are
children, the sick and the old are all areas that are now
classed as subversive and a threat to political stability. And
increasingly dominated by the rule of professionals. As
because they are perceived as a threat, they become objects to be
Vandana Shiva notes of modern childbirth:
controlled, the legitimate subjects of yet further enclosure.
"Women's labour and knowledge are ignored: their
Witness the measures taken by the Tanzanian authorities to curb
only part in pregnancy and birth is to follow the
street-traders. After the Human Resources Deployment Act in
instructions of the doctor. The direct organic bond
1983:
with the foetus is substituted by machines and the
"Those who could not produce proper identification were to
knowledge of professionals. Even the mother's love
be resettled in the countryside. In the Dar es Salaam region,
for her baby has to be demonstrated by doctors and
all unlicensed, self-employed people, including fish sellers,
technicians."
shoe
repairmen, tailors, etc., were to be considered "idle
Traditional means of contraception, such as rhythm methand disorderly" and treated as "loiterers". President Nyerere
ods, herbal potions and prolonged breast-feeding — means
ordered the Prime Minister to be "bold" in implementing
over which women or couples had control and which gave
the Act, saying: 'If we don't disturb loiterers, they will
them the possibility of determining their family size for
disturb us.' The loiterers were compared with economic
themselves — have been ridiculed and denied in favour of
saboteurs and racketeers 'whom the nation has declared war
chemical implants, the pill and other contraceptives dison.'"
tributed by corporations. Contraception has been transFrom the dispossessed beggars of Tudor England to the slumformed from a means of spacing births to a means of
dwellers of Sao Paolo, people have been defined as too poor, too
controlling populations — corporations and the state now
dependent, too inarticulate, too marginal to be of "use" to
think they have the tools to decide who should be permitted
mainstream society. They are shunted from one place to another
to have children and who should not. New reproductive
as further areas are enclosed, or, as in the case of the street
technologies, such as in vitro fertilization, which potenchildren of Brazil, they are simply murdered. Enclosure creates,
tially enable specialists to decide "both the quantity and
as one New Guinea villager has put it, "rubbish people" — in the
quality of children born", will shift power still further
North no less than in the South .
away from women and into the hands of professionals and
Conceptual Trapping: the Enclosure of
the state:
z

19
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"Medical personnel are increasingly viewed as the
'active' creators, arranging the union of the egg and
the sperm, or transferring the embryo from test tube to
womb. Women are the passive vessel, the vacant
waiting womb... The ownership of the woman's body
is eroded by the presence of a group of people who
reputedly have superior knowledge of it."
20

Enclosure as Control
Enclosure is thus a change in the networks of power which
enmesh the environment, production, distribution, the
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Language and Culture
Enclosure defines power. But it involves more than the taking
over of public office, natural resources or markets by one group
at the expense of another. By "taking something out of one
social frame and forcing it into a new one", by redefining
meanings, enclosure involves something akin to translation.
When a concept is enclosed in the context of a radically alien
language, something is inevitably "lost in translation". When
what is lost is essential to the identity and livelihoods of a group,
yet they are unable to use their native language to regain or
defend it, their defences are weakened and they become victims.
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

For women who have to use a language
such as contemporary English with patriarchal elements and assumptions, there is
often "nowhere to go in the language", no
words or ways to express what is essential
for them to express.
Nor is it easy for people to develop and
articulate resistance to enclosure unless they
are able to maintain a cultural and linguistic
space in which to do so — a fact of which
West Indian and North American slave
owners were well aware. As James C. Scott
notes:
23

"To minimize communication, plantation owners preferred to bring together
a labour force of the greatest linguistic
and ethnic diversity. When a dialect of
pidgin developed that was unintelligible to the planters, the slaves were
required to converse at work only in a
form of English their overseers could
understand."
24

Television, according to a Rockefeller Foundation project, 7s the quickest and easiest way to reach large numbers of Africans. .. African social
message videos can have a positive impact on behaviour change."

As slavery has declined, the slave owners'
strategy has developed into something more
subtle. Native tongues are deliberately infiltrated with Western
concepts foreign both to the language and to the culture. For
example, in the "villagization" campaign in Tanzania in the
mid-1970s, in which people were encouraged to build Western
style houses in new villages, the men were addressed as "you
and your families". But, as P. Caplan observes:
"In Swahili, the term "family" in the sense of a bounded
domestic group does not exist. Indeed it has been found
necessary to take the English term and turn it into a Swahili
form "familia". Such a linguistic usage contains a number
of premises — that the unit in society is "a man and his
family", and that this unit requires a house and a unit of
land. In other words, concepts foreign to this society... are
being introduced."
25

Enclosure redefines how the
environment is managed, by whom
and for whose benefit. It inaugurates
a new ecological order. It defines
power.
People who would oppose dams, logging, the redevelopment
of their neighbourhoods or the pollution of their rivers are often
left few means of expressing or arguing their case unless they
are prepared to engage in a debate framed by the languages of
cost-benefit analysis, reductionist science, utilitarianism, male
domination— and, increasingly, English. Not only are these
languages in which many local objections — such as that
which holds ancestral community rights to a particular place to
have precedence over the imperatives of "national development" — appear disreputable. They are also languages whose
use allows enclosers to eavesdrop on, "correct" and dominate
the conversations of the enclosed.
This process of conceptual trapping has gathered pace
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through the eras of state-formation, colonialism, economic
development and now environmental management. None of
these dominant systems can afford a "live and let live" attitude
towards the thousands of other, more or less independent
languages which make up the social universe. They must
expand to global scale; other systems with their messy multitude of goals and ways of settling conflicts just get in the way.
When they do, they are enclosed — squeezed into the new,
overarching system, trapping those within them in the process.
All conflict is settled by criteria determined by the enclosers.
This conceptual trapping is justified morally only by persuading people that they have no right to refuse to abide by an
alien translation of their words, practices and ways of life.
Enclosure claims that its own social frame, its language, is a
universal norm, an all-embracing matrix which can assimilate
all others. Whatever may be "lost in translation" is supposedly
insignificant, undeveloped or inferior to what is gained. As
Stephen Marglin points out:
" What it cannot comprehend and appropriate, it not only
cannot appreciate, it cannot tolerate... In the encounter of
modern knowledge with [vernacular knowledge], the real
danger is not that modern knowledge will appropriate
[vernacular knowledge] but that it will do so only partially
and will return this partial knowledge . . . as the solid core
of truth extracted from a web of superstition and false
belief. What lies outside the intersection of modern knowledge and [vernacular knowledge] risks being lost altogether."
26

Because they hold themselves to be speaking a universal
language, the modern enclosers who work for development
agencies and governments feel no qualms in presuming to
speak for the enclosed. They assume reflexively that they
understand their predicament as well as or better than the
enclosed do themselves. It is this tacit assumption that legitimizes enclosure in the encloser's mind — and it is an assumption that cannot be countered simply by transferring the visible
trappings of power from one group to another.
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Power: The Central Issue
Today, economic and political power is entrenched in a network of
interest groups whose influence on policy lies in the scope and
intricacy of the mutually-beneficial, though often uneasy, alliances
that hold them together. Such alliances now bind industrialists to
government officials, politicians to individual companies, companies
to the military, the military to the state, the state to aid agencies, aid
agencies to corporations, corporations to academia, academia to
regulatory agencies, and regulatory agencies to industry. Although
the alliances may be unequal, all the partners have something to gain
from joining forces. The result is a web of interlocking interests that
effectively ensures that what is deemed "good" for those interests is
deemed "good" for society at large.

s Communities of Interest: The Agro-Industry Example

Enclosure forces us to confront the issue
of power, of who controls resources and
decision-making, of how power is
exercised, by whom and for whose
benefit If the beneficiaries of enclosure
have been able to maintain their power,
it is not because those who have been
disadvantaged by the process are
compliant — on the contrary, resistance
to enclosure is a constant everyday
phenomenon — but because enclosers
have built up structures of social control
that enable them to maintain their power
and influence despite resistance from the
commons. Understanding these
structures — how they work and who the
major players are — is vital to the
struggle to reclaim the commons. For it
is such structures, rather than "lack of
political will" or "insufficient
knowledge ", which are the major
barriers to reclaiming the commons.

By way of example, consider the hold that agrochemical interests
have on farm policy, both in the North and in the South. That hold
stems not only from the control that the industry has developed over
inputs (see p. 146), but also from the networks it has formed with
research institutes, agricultural training colleges, regulatory agencies, government ministries and aid agencies. Thus, there are few
agricultural research institutions in either Europe or the US which do
not now rely to some extent on agrochemical or farm machinery
companies for funding. With funding comes control over the specific
content of research projects and the power to suppress research that
might rock the agro-industry boat. As Henk Hobbelink notes of
funding in the field of biotechnology:
"Monsanto has 'donated' $23.5 million to Washington University
for biotech research; Bayer is contributing to the Max Planck
Institute in Cologne for the same purpose; and Hoechst built an
entire laboratory for the Massachusetts General Hospital where
research on crop genetics is also carried out. Lubrizol has more
than $20 million tied up in research contracts at 18 universities
and other public institutions. These industry-university contracts
have caused much controversy for obvious reasons. 'You don't
need to know algebra to figure out how that committee works',
says US [Senator] Albert Gore, talking about the committee that
governs the Monsanto/Washington deal. 'No research can be
done unless the company gives permission.' Of the Hoechst grant
for a biotech laboratory, [one researcher has commented]: 'Essentially everyone in that lab is an indentured servant to Hoechst.' In
most contracts, the transnational company (TNC) has the right to
the first look at the results and can delay publication of them until
patent possibilities are investigated."
1

Corporate grants give researchers leverage to gain additional funds
from government and even small amounts of corporate funding can
therefore have a disproportionate influence on public researcI^Through
the strategic placing of grants, industry can direct public funds into
research that best serves its own long-term agenda. The process has
gained its own momentum, and universities are embracing their own
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992
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At the international level, research
and training is similarly dominated
by industrial interests, working
primarily through alliances with
international development agencies. Thus, in its 46 years of existence, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has
consistently derided traditional
methods of agriculture and sought
to modernize farming in the Third
World (along with fishing, forestry
and the other areas of food and
agriculture that come under its
remit). In the 1960s, FAO agreed
to set up a joint programme — the
Industry Cooperative Programme
(ICP) — with GIFAP, an agroindustry lobbying group, under
which G I F A P representatives,
drawn directly from agrochemical
The ubiquitous oil-drum is evidence of the extent to which chemicals now pervade
companies, would work hand-inthe environment. For many people, oil-drums are the most useful products suphand with technicians from FAO.
plied by the petrochemical industry.
The programme was housed in the
FAO's Rome headquarters and
joint FAO-ICP seminars were regularly organized in Third
corporatist, profit-maximizing vision. In the US, public uniWorld countries to promote "new and better ways" of distribversities allocate scarce resources to research which it is hoped
uting pesticides.
will yield patentable processes and products to form part of the
4

universities' future endowment. Biotech research thus receives considerable funds, while research on the environmental
and social impact of industrial agriculture is neglected or
eliminated. As a result of what he terms "social sleepwalking",
William Friedland of the University of California charges that
US "land grant" universities, with their production-oriented
approach, have in the past ignored a host of important issues:
"And the issues put aside have to do precisely with the
more humanistic side of agricultural research. Thus while
production scientists in agriculture argue that the humanistic elements are taken care of by the profusion of food
production, its relative cheapness, its contribution to the
US strength and political position in the world, other issues
are not only set aside and ignored, but, indeed, actually
suppressed."
2

Inevitably, the pro-industry orientation of research within
universities and other public institutions filters through into
the curricula of training colleges and, thence, into the programmes promoted through agricultural extension services. In
the US, for example, the Extension Service has pushed hightechnology agriculture at the expense of less environmentallydestructive techniques and at great cost to smaller producers:
"Extension agents have acted as salesmen for the agricultural research generated by their colleagues in the landgrant college system . . . By persuading farmers to adopt
expensive machinery developed by the agricultural research
centres, the Extension Service has supported changes in
the structure of agriculture that have driven millions of
small farmers off the land and benefited only the largest
and most prosperous survivors . . . [According to a report
by the Agribusiness Accountability Project] 'The agents
frequently are focused so intently on corporate needs that
they literally have become tax-supported extensions of
corporate agribusiness.'"
3
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In 1978, following growing criticism of the special relationship between FAO and the agrochemical industry, the ICP was
closed down. Nonetheless, F A O has continued to "market"
pesticides through its advisory programmes and, as Barbara
Dinham of the Pesticides Trust reports, a cosy relationship still
exists between GIFAP and FAO:
"Involvement in FAO workshops... strengthens GIFAP's
links with training structures in the Third World. For
example, on a training course for plant protection and
extension officers from the Ministry of Agriculture and
local companies in Indonesia, the course programme used
the GIFAP Farmer Trainer Manual. An FAO Workshop
on pesticide management in West Africa in 1989 used a
GIFAP resource person."
5

With both research and training dominated by pro-industry
networks, industry is able to operate in a climate that is broadly
sympathetic to its aims and views. Those trained or employed
in the mainstream can move freely between public and private
sectors, universities and governments. The result is a "revolving
door" relationship between industry and its supposed regulators.
In the agricultural sector, this cosy relationship is most
conspicuous in the national committees which decide agricultural policy. In The Netherlands, over a third of the seats on
the committee which decides on research funding for
biotechnology are assigned to commercial companies. At the
international level, industry has a considerable influence on
such bodies as the EAO/World Health Organization (WHO)
Codex Alimentarius Commission, the organization which, if
current proposals of the Uruguay Round of G A T T go through,
will be responsible for "harmonizing" pesticide standards
worldwide. The pesticide committee of Codex has 197 participants: of those who attended a meeting in April 1991, 50
were from agrochemical companies, 14 from food companies,
6
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The Power
of the
Transnationals
* Seventy per cent of world trade is
now controlled by just 500 corporations, which also control 80
per cent of foreign investment
and 30 per cent of world GDP.
* Shell Oil's 1990 gross income
($132 billion) was more than the
total GNP of Tanzania, Ethiopia,
Nepal, Bangladesh, Zaire,
Uganda, Nigeria, Kenya and
Pakistan combined. Five hundred
million people inhabit these
countries, nearly a tenth of the
world's population.
* Cargill, the Canadian grain
giant, alone controls 60 per cent
of the world trade in cereals. Its
turnover in 1990 was the same
as Pakistan's Gross National
Product.
* Just 13 corporations supply 80
per cent of all automobiles: five
of them (General Motors, Ford,
Toyota, Nissan and Peugeot) sell
half of all the vehicles manufactured each year.
* US corporations spend more than
one billion dollars yearly on
advertising. The average US
citizen views 21,000 television
commercials every year.

Transnational Corporations (TNCs)
epitomize the logic of enclosure.
Disembedded from any one culture
and any one environment, they owe no
loyalty to any community, any government or any people anywhere in the
world. They are the most blatant
example of what the anthropologist
Roy Rappaport has called the "special
purpose institution". Such institutions
— from the military to government
departments and international agencies — are driven by the desire to
promote their own interests, to
perpetuate themselves and to increase
their power and influence. Decisions
are not made because they are of
benefit to the community or on
environmental grounds but because
they serve the institution's particular
vested interest.
Employees are similarly
disembedded from the real world.
When acting for the organization,
company loyalty takes precedence
over the moral and cultural restraints
that mediate the rest of their lives.
Dennis Levine, a Wall Street high-flyer
who was imprisoned for insider
trading, captures the detached world in
which much corporate decision-making
takes place: "We had a phenomenal
enterprise going on Wall Street, and it
was easy to forget that the billions of
dollars we threw around had any
material impact upon the jobs and,
thus, the daily lives of millions of
Americans. All too often the Street
seemed to be a giant Monopoly board,

seven had no named or professional designation (which may or
may not mean that they were consultants for industry) and just
two were consumer representatives. One study by Greenpeace
USA found that Codex safety levels for at least eight widelyused pesticides were lower than current US standards, by as
much as a factor of 25.
The power of the agrochemical industry thus rests not
exclusively in the economic clout of individual companies, but
derives from the network of institutions, individuals and industries that have a stake in industrialized agriculture. A policy
bias has been created that works not only to promote industrial
agriculture but, just as importantly, to deliberately undermine
other systems of production and distribution. The structure of
subsidies to agriculture, for example, is invariably skewed to
favour large-scale, intensive farmers who pick up the lion's
share of support, thus disadvantaging smaller producers. Because many subsidies are tied to production or paid by head of
livestock, the incentive to produce regardless of the cost to the
environment is institutionalized — at the expense of farmers
who would seek to minimize their use of agrochemicals or to
farm without them. Similarly, throughout the Northern indus7
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and this game-like attitude was clearly
evident in our terminology. When a
company was identified as an acquisition target, we declared that it was 'in
play'. We designated the playing
pieces and strategies in whimsical
terms: white knight, target, shark
repellent, the Pac-Man defence,
poison pill, greenmail, the golden
parachute. Keeping a scorecard was
easy — the winner was the one who
finalized the most deals and took
home the most money."
The power wielded by these
organizations is greater than that of
many, if not all, governments and
makes a mockery of certain country's
claims to democracy. With the world
as their gaming-table, TNCs are
beholden neither to local communities
nor to national electorates, but can
dictate policy through their control of
markets and the economic havoc they
can cause by withdrawing support
from a government. As such, they are
the chief obstacle to the resolution of
our environmental and social problems. If incalculably more money has
been spent in the last 40 years on
nuclear power rather than solar
energy, for example, this is not
because communities or electorates
have favoured nuclear over solar; it is
because TNCs, acting in alliance with
state corporations, stand to benefit
more from nuclear energy, whereas
solar power has a potential to put
control of energy back into the hands
of the community.

trialized countries, governments have systematically underfunded research into organic and other environmentally-sensitive forms of farming, thus discouraging more widespread
change to alternatives. As Joel Solkoff, a former assistant to the
US Secretary of State for Labour, records, research aimed at
"preserving the physical environment, encouraging rural community development and improving consumer nutrition" has
been consistently discouraged by the US Department of Agriculture as being inimicable to business interests. Instead,
research funding has been directed into such fields as "reducing human labour in agriculture, and, in general, increasing
agricultural production per unit of output."
9

Eroding the Commons
The network of interests that now pushes agricultural policy in
a direction favourable to agribusiness is not unique. Similar
networks dominate other sectors of the global economy, such
as the military, the construction industry, the nuclear industry
and the car industry. The important point is not merely that
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such networks exist but that they are integral to the process of
enclosure; and, moreover, that their existence is incompatible
with a healthy commons.
Firstly, it is only through creating such networks that interest
groups have been able to override the cultural checks and
balances that limit the power of any one group or individual
within the commons. Once the authority of the commons has
been superseded by the authority of outside interest groups,
decisions are no longer grounded in the local needs of local
communities, but in the cut and thrust of office politics, in
geopolitics, corporate empire building and profit. The environment and local people become expendable because the new
networks of power are neither based in any given locality, nor
committed to any one community: once a forest has been
logged, the logging company's concern is to find another forest
to log; if wages can be undercut by moving a factory to another
area, the factory is moved.
Thus, if the coastal commons of the Indian state of Kerala
are now drastically overfished, it is not because of "overpopulation" or the "poverty" of local fisherfoik, but because an
alliance of city-based entrepreneurs, aid agencies and the state
government made it possible for commercial interests to cash
in on the booming international market in prawns at the
expense of the commons. Capitalizing on loans available from
the aid agencies, the entrepreneurs built up trawler fleets
whose operations were controlled not by the villagers whose
livelihoods depended on fish remaining in the sea, but by state
officials whose primary concern was to maximize state revenues
from fishing. Whereas in the coastal commons, villagers had
long protected their fishing grounds from overexploitation
through elaborate rules on who could fish, when and where
they could fish, and with what nets and tackle, the trawler
operators were bound by no such constraints. Mechanized
boats could be operated without any form of licence or registration; there were no restrictions on the nets used; and,
initially, no limits to where the trawlers could fish. An activity
which had been under the control of the commons was thus
opened up to those who had no long-term stake in the health of
the marine environment: as a result, the coastal waters of
Kerala were exploited almost to the point of collapse, the
landings of oil sardines and mackerel — once the mainstay of
the fisheries — plummeting from 250,000 tonnes in 1968 to
87,000 tonnes in 1980. Significantly, the state government
only took action to restrict the trawlers after widespread protest
from local fishing communities: equally significantly, such
protest — together with declining profits — prompted many
trawler owners to transfer their capital into other sectors.
10

Global Reach
Secondly, by removing decision-making from its local context, the networks that have emerged from enclosure have
enabled vested interests to operate at a global level. TNCs have
power not only because they have operations all over the
world: it is also because they have built up a web of political
and personal contacts in the South and the North whose
economic interests are grounded in those of the TNCs.
Creating such links has been key, not only to the strategy of
the TNCs, but also to the post-colonial foreign policy of most
Northern countries. As historian Gabriel Kolko has convincingly documented, "top US leadership spent the war years
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laying the groundwork for a postwar economic order firmly
under its control. US needs were clear-cut: institutionalization
of free trade and reconstruction of Europe and Asia, both to
import US goods and capital and to export raw materials vital
to the United States." The World Bank and the other institutions set up at Bretton Woods were key to this strategy, and,
from the outset, the Bank began to create "niches" within Third
World countries through which it could cultivate factions and
interests sympathetic to the North. By providing funds for
"institution building", it fashioned autonomous agencies —
national energy authorities, for example — "insulated from
domestic political pressures (but responsive, of course to the
nonpolitical pressures emanating from the Bank's own headquarters)." The Bank also "quickly discovered its natural
affinity with emerging transnationalist factions of Less Developed Country (LDC) states." It thus became established policy
for the Bank to stipulate who would staff these autonomous
agencies. "With the 1955 establishment of its own Institute
(the Economic Development Institute), the Bank sought to
assure a steady supply of technocratic counterparts."
Where such "entryism" has failed to secure transnational
regimes in the South, Northern interests have taken more direct
action. In Brazil, for example, a transnationalist faction under
General Castello Branco was propelled into power through a
US-backed coup that toppled the nationalist government of
Joao Goulart in 1964. Following the coup, the IMF quickly
resumed loans under conditions that speeded the country's
shift towards export-orientated industrialization. Goulart's
plans for land reform were abandoned, and the peasant groups
which had campaigned for the reforms were suppressed.
Meanwhile, the military regime opened the doors to foreign
industry, initiating, among other projects, "Operation
Amazonia", a vast plan to occupy and "develop" Brazil's forest
interior. With the backing of the World Bank, subsidies, cheap
land and new roads were used to encourage the landless into the
forests and to set up ranches on forest lands. "Incentives were
offered to the big companies to ensure that Amazonia was
occupied in what the government saw as a modern and productive way. From 1973, car, steel and food-packaging magnates
were encouraged, by means of credit and tax holidays, to
diversify and invest, especially in cattle ranching. Companies
were offered tax holidays for up to 17 years, grants totalling up
to three-quarters of the value of their investment, and cheap
credit (effectively, at negative rates of interest, given Brazil's
high inflation levels)."
As the transnationalist faction within countries such as
Brazil has grown, coups and strong-arm tactics have become
less necessary to ensure the dominance of the transnationalist
agenda. Where Third World governments have agreed to the
package of export-orientated policies and public expenditure
cuts required under structural adjustment programmes, for
example, it is not because they have been imposed by the IMF
or the World Bank acting unilaterally, but because key ministries have come to be dominated by transnational factions
whose interests are best served by structural adjustment — not
least because it ensures a continued supply of credit. For the
mass of the population, however, the consequences of lower
wages, increased food prices, government health cuts and
enforced cash-cropping are devastating.
These transnational factions in the South have not achieved
the position they have by accident. In the Philippines, when the
IMF's efforts to persuade the government to adopt structural
11
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adjustment in the late 1970s were blocked
by nationalist factions within the Philippines Central Bank, the baton was handed
over to the World Bank. As Robin Broad
records, by turning to allies in the Ministry
of Industry and Finance, the World Bank
was able to bypass nationalist factions
within the Central Bank and put in place
a $200 million structural adjustment loan
package, "tied not to a specific project but
to a set of policy stipulations consolidating
an export-led course for the Philippine
industrial sector":
"By amassing a potent group of
transnationalist allies elsewhere, it
tilted the domestic power struggle in
favour of transnationalist over nationalist factions... Within the state,
nationalists lost every key foothold
of influence on policy formulation,
as transnationalists
assumed
hegemonic control of all major ministries. Within the private sector, economic nationalist factions whose enterprises depended on domestic markets were decimated as a class."
17

In the wake of the agreement, free trade
zones were established "with generous
incentives to transnational corporations
Guards at a clothing factory on the Bataan Export Processing Zone in the
to exploit low-cost Filipino labour", tarPhilippines. "Security" for the commons lies in a strong community — "secuiffs on imports were slashed and domestic
rity" in the highly-enclosed environment of a Free Trade Zone requires a
small-scale industries (textiles and the
para-military force.
like) restructured to cater for the export
market.
the country's doors to companies from France, Canada and
Similar programmes with equally severe consequences for
Australia. What matters is that resistance to logging should be
the commons have been adopted elsewhere with the complineutralized and that the flow of government subsidies and
ance of transnational factions in other countries. This is not to
international aid for infrastructure should continue.
say that the principles behind structural adjustment did not
originate in the World Bank and the IMF; nor that transnational
Containing Challenges
factions would not have gained the hold that they have on
policy-making without the patronage of the World Bank and
The conflict of interests is as old as enclosure itself. Throughother Northern institutions: nor that structural adjustment has
out history, enclosures have been resisted: and throughout
gone unopposed from other factions within Third World
history,
enclosers have sought to contain that resistance, where
governments: it is simply to point out that structural adjustment,
possible turning it to their advantage. Once again, alliances
like other development policies, is the result of specific interests
between different interest groups have played a key role in the
from both North and South acting in consort and as allies. It
enclosers' strategies. In the 1960s, Third World elites sucis also to argue that without such alliances, and in the absence
cessfully blocked demands for radical land reform by entering
of direct rule, institutions like the World Bank would not enjoy
into an alliance with agrochemical interests and Northern
the global reach that they do today.
development
agencies to promote "Green Revolution" techViewed from this perspective, the links between interest
nologies.
By
redefining
the problem of rural poverty in terms
groups are more important than their differences. In that
of
insufficient
productivity
(solution: high yielding varieties
respect, the fundamental division within today's global economy
and
agrochemicals)
rather
than
lack of access to sufficient land
is not between an ill-defined "North" and an equally ill-defined
(solution:
land
reform),
land
reform
was thus given a new
"South", but between those who benefit from being part of the
context:
instead
of
being
a
means
of
freeing
up land for peasant
new networks of power and those who do not. It makes little
agriculture, it now became a means of freeing up land for the
difference to a forest dweller from Guyana, for example, that
Green Revolution. As Roger Plant observes of the land reform
the companies currently moving in to exploit the forests are, in
programmes instituted in Latin America during the 1960s and
many instances, from the South: what is of importance is that
1970s:
the forests are being taken over and destroyed. Conversely, it
18

matters little to Palmaven, the Venezuelan company that has
gained a concession to exploit 300,000 hectares on Guyana's
Demerera River, that the Guyanese government has also opened
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

"Whatever the declared social objectives of the average
land reforms, their real aim was rarely to provide land for
the landless. Instead, their aim was to rationalize and
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The Threat of Environmentalism
Where environmental destruction was limited to the local
level — a clear-cut forest here, a leaking toxic waste
dump there, a polluted river here, a salinized tract of land
there — and where protest was restricted to isolated
movements, the threat that such movements posed to
established patterns of power could be contained with
relative ease.
Commercial and industrial interests were able to follow
a strategy of simply denying the problem or of justifying
the destruction in the name of "the greater good" or the
"national interest". Opposition could be met by force or
played down as "uninformed", "reactionary", "Luddite" or
"subversive". The reaction of the Velsicol Corporation to
the publication of Rachel Carson's Silent Spring, the book
which in many respects launched the "green" movement
in the North, is illustrative. In a five-page letter to
Carson's publishers, Velsicol accused her of being in
league with "sinister influences, whose attacks on the
chemical industry have a dual purpose: (1) to create the
false impression that all business is grasping and
immoral, and (2) to reduce the use of agricultural chemicals in this country and in the countries of western
Europe so that our supply of food will be reduced to eastcurtain parity."
Crude as such attacks are, they still persist. The vision
may no longer be of a communist conspiracy but both
corporations and governments are clearly worried by the
way in which alliances are being formed between
formerly isolated, local or national citizens' groups, in
order to resist the powerful interests that are threatening
their commons. Indeed, in a leaked memorandum, the
US Environmental Protection Agency has described the
"environmental justice movement" in the United States,
best known for its work in opposing toxic waste dumps,
as the greatest threat to political stability since the antiwar movement of the 1960s.

Activism Wins Change
The threat is two-fold. On the one hand, environmental
protest has forced the previously marginalized discourse
of environmentalism into the political mainstream,
transforming ecological destruction from a "side issue"
that corporations and governments felt able to disregard
into lost markets and lost votes. If the landfilling of toxic
wastes in the US is now being phased out, for example, it
is not because US companies themselves view landfill as
an environmentally unacceptable means of waste
disposal (US companies see no problems in landfilling
wastes in Britain or the Third World, where standards are
lower) but rather because the spread of popular protest in
the US has made it clear that "Not In My Back-Yard"
means "not in anybody's back-yard", leaving corporate
executives with no option but to seek other waste
disposal strategies. As Andrew Szasz notes, "popular
pressure worked on two levels: in Washington, mainstream environmental groups and members of Congress
facing constituency pressure recognized how salient and
volatile the issue was and supported stronger regula-
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tions. At the same time, local opposition to new facilities
interacted with these stronger regulations to drive up
disposal costs, and thus to raise economic pressures for
waste reduction."
But the threat of environmentalism goes deeper than
simply upsetting individual corporate apple carts. Tighter
environmental standards — not to speak of environmental degradation itself — now threaten the throughput of
resources in the global economy. But whereas economic
contraction provides a space in which the commons can
regain some of its authority, the prospect of such contraction becoming a permanent feature of the economy has
caused alarm bells to ring in corporate headquarters and
other centres of power. As the Brundtland Commission,
whose report Our Common Future initiated the UNCED
process, puts it: "We have in the past been concerned
about the impacts of economic growth upon the environment. We are now forced to concern ourselves with the
impacts of ecological stress . . . upon our economic
prospects."

Tighter environmental standards now
threaten the throughput of resources in
the global economy. It is this, rather than
a concern for the environment, which has
caused alarm bells to ring in the centres
of power
Environmental stress — and the pressure to ease it —
is already denying resources to the global economy,
whilst simultaneously depriving it of sinks into which the
waste products of industrialization can readily (and
cheaply) be disposed. As soils are eroded, so land is
taken out of production; as the seas are overfished and
rivers polluted, so fisheries crash; as forests are logged
out or succumb to damage from air pollution, so timber
supplies are threatened; and as the economic costs of
mitigating damage rise, so capital is diverted away from
"productive" growth. In the US alone, soil compaction —
the direct result of modern mechanized agriculture — is
estimated to have cost farmers some $3 billion in lost
yields in 1980 alone. The damage already incurred
through acid rain and pollution-related forest die-back in
Europe and the US has been put at $30 billion, whilst the
estimated cost of cleaning up the 2,000 worst polluting
toxic waste dumps in the US has been put at $100 billion.
No realistic figure can even be put on the social and
economic disruption that will be incurred through global
warming and ozone depletion. The likely loss of species
alone makes the price tag incalculable.
Both Northern and Southern governments — voicing
the concerns of industrial interests — argue that such
costs cannot been borne without sending the global
economy into a tail-spin. For those who rely on the
commons, however, such economic contraction is often
to be welcomed since it can bring relief from enclosure.
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modernize land use and production systems, and to replace
semi-feudal and servile labour arrangements by wage
labour systems. The land reform programmes tended to
interpret the social function of property by the criteria of
efficiency and productivity alone, declaring that all uncultivated land was liable to expropriation.
" . . . They were premised not so much on the rights of the
landless or near-landless, as on the obligations of the
landed. Landowners who could turn into efficient commercial farmers were generally deemed to fulfil the social
function of property."
19

The demand to restore land to the commons — a demand voiced
by numerous peasant movements — thus became used as a
means of absorbing farming deeper into the market economy,
as a means of further enclosure. Similarly, popular demands
for local people to have a decisive say in the matters that affect
their lives have been contained through the directed use of
"participatory" processes. Majid Rahnema, a former minister
in the Iranian government in the late 1960s and an ex-officer of
the UN Development Programme, summarizes how participation has been used to increase the control of enclosers over
local people:
" Grassroots organizations are becoming the infrastructure
through which investment is made, or they help provide
the human 'software' that makes other kinds of investment
work... [Participation] is now simply perceived as one of
the many 'resources' needed to keep the economy alive. To
participate is thus reduced to the act of partaking in the
objectives of the economy, and the societal arrangements
related to it."
20

The Environmental Crisis
Now comes the environmental crisis. The issues are not new:
on the contrary, from the smokestacks of Victorian Britain to
the logged-out moonscapes of modern-day British Columbia
or Sarawak, environmental degradation has gone hand-inhand with economic expansion, as commercial interests have
sacrificed local livelihoods and environments in order to obtain raw materials, transform them into commodities, market
them and dispose of the wastes. Nor has the destruction gone
unchallenged. In the South, local cultures have fought attempts
— first by colonial regimes and then by their "own" postindependence governments, acting in consort with commercial
interests and international development agencies — to transform their homelands and themselves into "resources" for the
global economy. Timber operations have been sabotaged,
logging roads blockaded, dams delayed, commercial plantations uprooted, factory installations burned, mines closed
down and rallies held in a constant effort to keep outside forces
at bay.
Likewise in the North, the history of protest against the
ravages of industrialization is a long one, coalescing initially
around the machine-breaking and public health movements of
the 19th century and emerging latterly in the many and diverse
groupings now challenging environmental pollution, declining
food quality, countryside destruction, health hazards in the
home and workplace, and the erosion of community life. As in
the South, such movements have expressed their concerns
using whatever channels are available to them — from civil
disobedience to legal challenges, boycotts and alliances of
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

Transnational companies such as Coca-Cola now
dominate the economies of North and South alike,
propagating a consumer culture that not only generates waste but also condemns thousands to the
human scrapheap.
like-minded groups. Toxic waste dumps have been picketed,
sites for nuclear power plants occupied, polluting pipelines
capped, companies boycotted, whaling ships buzzed, and media campaigns mounted in an attempt both to combat environmental degradation and to put the environment on the political
agenda.
True to form, the networks of interest that have benefited
from enclosure since World War II are now seeking to contain
the threats posed to their interests by environmentalism, on the
one hand, and environmental degradation, on the other. An
element of restructuring is accepted as "unavoidable" if business
is to retain public support, and outright resistance to change is
giving way to the adoption of strategies for managing that
change.
At one level, such strategies go no further than "damage
control", with individual interests attempting to head off
measures that would impose too heavy a cost on their individual industries, either by playing down their contribution to
the problem or by playing up the action they have already taken
to address environmental degradation. Within UNCED, for
example, corporate interests effectively blocked discussion of
the environmental impact of Transnational Corporations:
recommendations drawn up by the UN's own Centre for
Transnational Corporations (UNCTC), which would have
imposed tough global environmental standards on TNC activities, were shelved and instead a voluntary code of conduct,
drawn up by the Business Council on Sustainable Develop-
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ment, a corporate lobbying group, was adopted as the secretariat's input into UNCED's Agenda 21. The UNCTC's proposals
were not even circulated to delegates. Meanwhile, the UNCTC
has been quietly closed down. Instead of being subject to a
mandatory code of conduct, negotiated multilaterally, the
TNCs have emerged from UNCED without their role in causing environmental destruction even having been scrutinized in
the official process, let alone curtailed.
Indeed, governments of both North and South have done
everything in their power to protect the interests of their
industrial and commercial lobbies. The guidelines issued to US
delegates negotiating the Climate Convention, for example,
faithfully reflected the position of the oil industry. Delegates
were advised that it was:
21

"not beneficial to discuss whether there is or is not warming, or how much or how little warming. In the eyes of the
public, we will lose this debate. A better approach is to
raise the many uncertainties that need to be understood on
this issue."
22

The negotiators were also told to stress that "the world community is making great strides towards understanding the science
of global change, but many fundamental questions remain
unanswered"; and that "more work is needed" on "the economic impacts of potential global changes and possible responses."
A similar approach was adopted in the negotiations on
biodiversity, the main priority of US negotiators being to block
any measures that might harm the interests of biotechnology
companies or undermine the patenting of "intellectual prop-
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erty". During the fourth Preparatory Meeting for UNCED, for
example, the US delegation insisted that references in Agenda
21 to the hazards of biotechnology should be deleted, arguing
that the risks have been exaggerated. In this, the position taken
by the US delegation was identical to that of the Heritage
Foundation, an influential US think-tank with close links to the
US administration. The US also deleted major sections of the
Agenda 21 text which would have imposed safeguards against
"the experimentation with unsafe fertility-regulating drugs on
women in developing countries." A proposed ban on "medical
technologies in developing countries for purposes of experimentation in reproductive processes" was also deleted at US
insistence.
Beyond such wrecking tactics, however, there is now a
conscious attempt by corporate and other mainstream interests
to "capture" the debate on environment and development and
to frame it in terms that will minimize changes to the status quo.
Thus, throughout the UNCED process, the great and the good
have been making solemn noises about "the grave threat to our
common future." The message is one that has rallied industrialist and environmentalist alike, many environmentalists seeing in it an opportunity for nudging business and government
in a greener direction. But, now that the Rio conference has
drawn to a close, it is clear that any hopes popular, movementorientated groups may have entertained about working on an
equal footing with the representatives of industrial interests
have been delusions. Worse still, much of the rhetoric they
have embraced is legitimizing an agenda that, if unchallenged,
threatens a new round of enclosure as devastating to the
commons as anything that has gone before.
23
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Mainstream Solutions
Further Enclosure

The degradation of earth, air, forests and water means different things
to different people. For people who depend on the commons, such
degradation means a loss of dignity and independence, security, livelihood and health. Defending the commons is thus often a matter of life
and death.
In contrast, figures in government, business, and international
organizations, whose livelihoods do not depend directly on what is
around them, tend to view environmental degradation and the protests
it provokes as threats to their political interests. For them, the environment is not what is around their homes but what is around their
economies. Northern leaders, for example, are preoccupied with how
to keep a growing South from tapping resources and filling up waste
sinks which the North has grown accustomed to using, while simultaneously maintaining the global capital flows which help the world
economy expand. Southern leaders, responding to prodding from
Northern capital and hoping to benefit themselves as well, are equally
preoccupied with extending the boundaries of their economies by
bringing more land under the plough, logging more forests, diverting
more water to industry, and so on.

The Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro
articulated the mainstream response to
the "environmental crisis ", which is
now attributed to six supposed
causes
poverty;
overpopulation;
continuing barriers to the operations of
the free market; the failure to enclose
the environmental debate within
economic theory; insufficient
management; and a lack of western
technology, know-how, and capital
The proposed "solutions
if
implemented, will usher in a new wave
of enclosure as devastating as anything
that has gone before it
u
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Not surprisingly, the three groups approach environmental degradation differently. For people who rely on the commons, the only
response that makes sense is to concentrate on what has proved to be
effective in the past, a response that entails maintaining or creating a
space in which local commons can root themselves. That involves
pushing for an erosion of enclosers * power, so that capital flows around
the globe can be reduced, local control increased, consumption cut and
markets limited. While regaining the commons is undoubtedly a
daunting undertaking, it at least has the advantage of building on the
firm foundation of long-tested ways of life.
The preferred response of world leaders and mainstream environmentalists, however, is to seek further enclosure by the market, the
state, the private and the public, in the hope that whatever troublesome
environmental damage has been caused by previous enclosure can be
remedied by more far-reaching enclosure in the future. This approach
seeks to preserve economic expansion through a programme of global
management of both the environment and people {see p. 182). It has
never been attempted before on the scale proposed. Previous, lessambitious attempts, moreover, have not only failed to arrest environmental degradation, they have exacerbated it. Nonetheless, it is this
path which has been chosen by the Secretariat and virtually all delegations at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, as well as by the World Bank, UNDP, FAO, and many
scientific and conservation organizations.
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Is Poverty
the Problem?
Since the mid-1980s, dominant institutions have been redefining the concepts of poverty, the environment and development
in order to make them fit with each other in a neat syllogism:

Poverty causes environmental degradation, while
wealth cures it;
Development helps relieve poverty and create wealth;
Therefore,
1

Development helps cure environmental degradation.

This formula is typically accompanied by a skilfully selected
array of images contrasting locust-like Third World peasants
torching and chainsawing forests and Eastern Europeans burning
high-sulphur coal in inefficient factories with the spotlessly
white-shirted "ecological modernizers" of the West, showing
off cities and rivers newly cleaned up with the latest green
technology.
The problem with this syllogism is that both of its premises
are false. There is no ground for saying that environmental
degradation is caused by poverty which is not an even better
ground for saying that it is caused by wealth. The only type of
poverty which can be said to cause significant environmental
degradation is that which is brought about by development
itself. Other things which the North has learned to call "poverty" over the last half-century as a way of justifying development's assault on them — for example, the frugal, selfsufficient or risk-minimizing lifestyles associated with the
commons — have had, by comparison, little impact. The
notion that development is going to relieve environmental
problems could therefore hardly be more wrong.

Poverty: The Political Economy of a Word
In commons regimes, there can be many meanings of "poverty". Many of these survive in languages such as Persian, in
which "there are more than 30 words for naming those who, for
one reason or another, are perceived as poor" — nuns who
adopt voluntary asceticism, people who have been abandoned
or excluded from their communities, the infirm, those who
have lost status, and so on. The development industry, however,
recognizes no such subtleties. By and large, people are defined
as poor if their "standard of living" falls below that of "average" white, middle-class Americans. Peasants are deemed
"poor" if they provide for themselves, rather than sell their
crops and buy commercially-produced foods. They are poor if
they wear handmade clothes rather than factory-made garments;
if they build their own houses with the help of their neighbours
rather than employing labourers; if their children are educated
by family and friends rather than by paid teachers.
There are good reasons for this. Colonialists and developers
have not always referred to such lifestyles as "poor". Before
1940, the preferred words were "undisciplined", "immature",
"ignorant", "effeminate", and "unscientific", and the preferred
approach, the "civilizing mission" which accompanied colo1
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nial plunder. Only after World War II, when former colonies
demanded more respect and the "national security" requirements of the pax Americana necessitated a more far-reaching
global economic mobilization, were the broad cultural standards which had been used to measure colonizers against
colonized replaced with a specifically economic yardstick.
Placed against it, the majority of the world's peoples became
economically backward rather than culturally inferior; thus
today in the North a nominal "cultural tolerance" goes hand-inhand with a sense of economic superiority. The battle against
"poverty" rather than the "improvement" of customs and
religions became the North's excuse for intervention, expropriation and incorporation, a way of establishing a relationship
with the South, based on imputed Southern "needs", which
Northern publics could grasp. The same societies which viewed
Christian proselytizers or colonial armies in Asia and Africa as
a relic of a racist past, and which now pronounced themselves
appreciative of variegated cultural traditions, thus began dispatching a new sort of "mission": hundreds of economic
advisers charged with the task of retooling and "correcting" the
"backward" economies of the Third World to ensure "prosperity
for all". Former colonial possessions were "freed" only to take
their assigned places in a single world economic race led by the
United States.
It was to underscore the importance of entering this race that
Northern agencies tried to subsume as many important characteristics of Southern societies as possible into the single
omnibus category of "poverty". As Colombian sociologist
Arturo Escobar puts it, life in the South was reduced "simply
to conditions of 'misery', overlooking its rich traditions, different values and life styles, and long historical achievements." Its people were "seen as no more than crude matter, in
urgent need of being transformed by planning." Ways of life
revolving around the commons were run together with the
destitution caused by colonialism, the modern market, military
incursion or natural disasters. Traditionally-protected forest
commons were confused with "open access" areas which,
following enclosure attempts on the part of state or business,
had evolved into free-for-all zones looted by both marginalized
peasants and business. What for the commons were "integral
components of viable social and cultural systems, rooted in
different, non-modern social relations and systems of knowledge" were translated by the economist into "indubitable signs
of poverty and backwardness."
Simultaneously, efforts were made to reduce this omnibus
category of "poverty" (as well as the lifestyles it concealed) to
one or another quantifiable "indicator". In the 1940s and
1950s, the World Bank pioneered the comparison of per capita
cash incomes of different countries. Many other indicators
have since appeared: gross national product, distribution,
"literacy", "availability of public health institutions", "degree
of satisfaction of basic needs", degree of adoption of settled as
opposed to "slash and burn" agriculture, "empowerment",
"improvement of social choices", "sustainability" and "wellbeing".
The type of indicator has never been particularly important,
however. What matters is that there is one. If a society can be
made to measure itself against other societies along a common
yardstick, it will soon have to admit that many of its "differences" with them are actually "deficiencies" requiring "aid"
and susceptible to technical attack. It will have to acquiesce in
its definition as a "winner" or "loser" according to its position
2

3

The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

WORLD'S HIGHEST STANDARD OF LIVING

The American Way of Life," said President Bush in the run-up to UNCED, "is not up for negotiation." But increasing
numbers of people recognize that the consumer society is unsustainable and unsatisfying; they do not want to negotiate,
but to prevent President Bush's "American Way of Life" from interfering with their own.
along some single (generally numerical) scale.
The commensuration of countries and peoples through a
criterion of economic achievement was a brilliant solution to
the problem of how to justify the enclosure of alien societies
within the framework of the world market and the nation-state.
By promoting the view that different societies share a single
principle for resolving conflicts ("Does this improve the national
social and economic development indicators?") rather than
many ("What effect will this have on our community?" "Will
this offend the spirits?" "What do our friends say about this?"
"Does this accord with the akhazangV), the architects of development suggested that decision-making could be placed in
the hands of experts without losing its "democratic" and
"uncoerced" quality. "We are not telling you what to do," aid
officials and technicians could say, displaying sheaves of
calculations and graphs, "but don't you see that according to
the standards which you yourself have endorsed, electrification
of your country will remain inadequate unless you do what we
suggest?" Measurement thus replaced discussion. No group
could legitimately protest against being reorganized to become
a part of the money economy, since such "growth" was, by
definition, what enabled people to "reach their potential" as
exemplified by those with higher "indicators". Exploitation
and liberation had been defined out of this language, resistance
could be treated as the frustration of the have-nots aspiring to
the condition of the haves, and social interaction became
merely a means of carrying out predetermined objectives. (A
section on the "limitations and costs of participation" in the
World Bank's current World Development Report notes with
unconcealed dismay that "extensive participation... can delay
decision making" since "communities with political influence
sometimes reject proposals to construct facilities such as waste
disposal centers.") Instead of having to be vulnerable to the
surprise and change involved in encountering alien cultures,
leaders bent on enclosure grew more assured that they would
not be challenged by alternative values, accused of dictatorship,
or compelled to revise their plans. "Development indicators"
furnished them with that power which is, in the words of Karl
Deutsch, "the capacity not to have to learn".
4
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Comparing societies by means of a common "wealth-poverty" yardstick carried another comforting implication for
enclosers: provided that the source of value lay in whatever the
yardstick measured, what was measured became replaceable.
To choose one possible society over another was not to neglect
the separate and unique value of the rejected option, but merely
to prefer a larger amount of the same value. "Everything has a
cost and everybody has a price", World Bank representatives
often reassured their Southern interlocutors; "you have to
make trade-offs". Risk minimization, aspirations for political
liberation and other aspects of lifestyles with "low income"
were rendered invisible or dispensable. Local knowledge, too,
was acknowledged only insofar as it could be commensurated
with that of the West: a Cambodian buffalo cart became merely
a "primitive" form of pick-up truck and the Nepali brush dam
a defective version of a concrete slab.

"Poverty" and Conservation
The political agenda behind blaming environmental destruction on poverty is thu^clear. But if frugal, self-reliant ways of
life are what is meant by "poor", then it is false to maintain that
poverty causes environmental degradation. It is not peasant
farmers, for example, who have eroded biodiversity in agriculture, but modern agribusinesses which aim to maximize
output of a single crop through monoculture. Peasants deliberately plant a wide range of crops to suit different needs and
in a conscious attempt to spread risks by minimizing the
possibility of crop failure. In India, prior to the Green Revolution, some 50,000 varieties of rice were cultivated. Each had
its special use: some were rich in minerals and thus well suited
to nursing mothers, others more suitable for the elderly, others
specially adapted to deeply-flooded fields, others helpful in
stopping encroachment by wild rice and so on. Similarly, it is
not the "poor" peasants and "poor" forest dwellers of the
commons who have been responsible for degrading forests: on
the contrary, over centuries, they have not only evolved ways
of life that conserve the forests but have been at the forefront
6
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Does Wealth Cure Environmental Degradation?
Wealth is always able to buy itself
some "environmental quality." The
elites of Mexico City or Manila can
shut themselves inside air-conditioned Mercedes-Benzes or high-rise
apartments while fumes choke their
less-fortunate compatriots. The
Netherlands or the United States can
afford to demand that domestic
industries install the latest in pollution-control equipment while their
subsidiaries elsewhere continue
business as usual. But in an expanding global market economy, where
even air is an "economically scarce
good" and atmospheric and terrestrial
sinks are filling up with industrial
waste, a better quality of life for one
person is generally only purchased at
the expense of someone else's. The
Mercedes, even if equipped with a
catalytic converter, is hardly an
environmental boon to those walking
behind its exhaust pipe or living
where the oil it needs is drilled or
refined. Northern schemes to spirit
some of their own cities' emissions
away — to say nothing of plans to
profit from exporting "green" technology Southwards — might well be
begrudged by those in the South
whose own surroundings have been
plundered to pay for or construct the
equipment.

Buying Back Nature
While money can buy remedies for
local pollution here and there, no
amount of up-to-date technology is
going to bring back the things which
have been annihilated permanently
by the North's much-vaunted "wealthcreation machines." It will take more
than money to restore the fertility of
the 17 per cent of European soils
seriously damaged by mechanized
farming, acid rain, and the like or the
other soils permanently eroded away
in the Americas, Asia and Africa. No
infusion of cash will speed up the
centuries-long process of natural
replenishment of the aquifers now
being drained in the American West.
And no wizardry of biotechnology can
restore the varieties and species of
plants which are being lost from
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agriculture, gardens, steppes and
forests in what specialists Cary
Fowler and Pat Mooney call the
"biggest single environmental catastrophe in human history." Trying to
reconstruct nature with buildingblocks made of capital is a Sisyphean
task.
Obvious as this fact is, it is often
denied in UN agreements and
publications. A good example is the
World Bank's latest World Development Report released in May 1992 for
UNCED. The report acknowledges
that the "earth's sources are limited
and so is the absorptive capacity of its
sinks", but argues that the compensatory ability of "substitution, technical
progress and structural change" allow
us to assume that no "bounds" need
be placed on the "growth of human
activity." The only reasoning offered in
support of this claim is that, due in
part to substitution, the prices of
minerals have declined over the past
100 years, from which it is concluded
that their supply is effectively infinite.
If the scarcity of water, forests and
clean air were reflected in market
prices with similar accuracy, says the
Bank, they too would cease to be
"under siege." The document inspires
little confidence, however, that
technical substitutes for water, air,
genes and soil will be found quickly
enough to prevent the "irreversible
damage to the biosphere" which the
World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF)
predicts will result from the tripling of
global productive output that the Bank
projects for 2030.

Growth for Environmental
Protection?
The report also claims that the rising
income brought about by development
"will make environmental protection
affordable." There are five good
reasons why this is not so.
• First, the rising income in one
country often causes environmental
damage to other countries. Increases
in dividends for shareholders of Rio
Tinto Zinc may well enable them to
set aside extra acres of woodlands

near their homes, but this is hardly a
gain if it entails contaminating the
people, soil, air and water of
Oceania and Africa with radioactivity
from mining operations.
• Second, rising average income,
particularly in the South, is typically
accompanied by growth in the
numbers of marginalized people,
who, as the WWF points out, are
then encouraged by elites to clear
forests and migrate to infertile
frontier land "as a means of defusing
. . . social discontent" among the
"most vulnerable sectors of society."
• Third, to generate the money to
"clean up" the environmental mess
generated by past "wealth creation"
in turn creates additional environmental damage. Moreover, it cannot
be assumed that mitigating the
effects of, say, one tonne of carbon
dioxide emitted today will cost the
same as mitigating the effects of an
additional tonne emitted tomorrow. If
global warming begins to feed back
on itself, it will become an accelerating process, the impact of each
additional molecule of carbon
dioxide becoming greater and
greater — and the damage done
more and more difficult to contain.
• Fourth, continued growth makes
even the most impressive gains in
efficiency and "clean production"
meaningless in the end. Although
energy intensity — the amount of
energy consumed per unit of GDP —
improved by 23 per cent in OECD
countries between 1973 and 1987,
the total amount of energy consumed by these countries increased
by 15 per cent between 1975 and
1989.
• Fifth, the claim that wealth will
cure environmental degradation is
often based on figures showing, for
example, that the number of people
without safe water or adequate
sanitation declines as per capita
income rises. Wealth cannot,
however, bring back lost species, an
altered atmosphere, or ruined soil —
and these are what are at issue.
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of resistance to their destruction by outside interests. "Poor"
farmers in Baan Toong Yao in Thailand's Lamphun Province,
for example, have responded to forest destruction by strengthening the communally-sanctioned rules and social arrangements
that have served to protect their community forests in the past:
"Trees can only be cut down for genuine necessities, such
as to build houses for newly weds. Those who chop down
trees for sale on the market or for other purposes face
penalties handed down by the village government. These
penalties cannot be treated as mere "costs" by budding
timber entrepreneurs, moreover, as they might be within
the modern market economy, since they also involve a
considerable social stigma. The group of villagers who
govern the local traditional irrigation system also inspect
the forest, keeping tabs on who is using it, for what, and
when, and preventing outsiders from exploiting it. But all
villagers are responsible for doing whatever is necessary
to ensure that the forest is protected as a source of water,
food, medicine, and wood. In carrying out this task, Baan
Toong Yao villagers do not desire the assistance of the
government. 'All the government has to do is recognize
our rights to it', says one leader. 'We want to take care of
it ourselves, and we can do that better than anyone else.'"
7

Wealth and Destruction
"Poverty" in the sense of frugality obviously has little to do
with the large-scale degradation which has fired environmental
activism across the globe and forced world leaders to assemble
at the Earth Summit in Brazil. Nevertheless, there is admittedly
a type of poverty — destitution and uprootedness — which has
contributed in some degree to forest clearance, ill-adapted
forms of agriculture, and so on.
It does not follow, however, that wealth and development
are the cure. One reason is that even this sort of poverty, when
viewed in perspective, is far less environmentally damaging
than the direct effects of wealth. The rich industrial countries,
with a small fraction of the world's people, are responsible for
83 per cent of accumulated carbon dioxide emissions since
1860 and even more of its toxic waste production, while
multinational corporations are reckoned to be responsible for
half of global warming. The average American meanwhile
consumes 137 times more paper — with all the tree-cutting and
chemical applications that this implies — than the average
Indian. The World Bank's ownfiguresshow that both municipal
waste and carbon dioxide emissions increase in direct proportion
to per capita income and that "environmentally benign activities
usually contribute a much smaller part to national income than
do environmentally malign ones." Per capita share of "dirty
production" in rich and supposedly "clean" Western Europe is
meanwhile over three times that of the poorer East. The claim
that environmental degradation can be cured by creating more
and more wealth thus has little factual foundation, even if one
accepts the assumption that wealth cures destitution and
uprootedness.
8
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But this assumption also is ungrounded. Destitution and
uprootedness, on the scale on which they exist today, are in fact
the result of the operations of wealth and development. It is
modern wealth moving across frontiers (and not traditional
self-reliance), which backs the wholesale enclosure and destruction of forests, land and water by corporations and development agencies for the sake of distant markets, depriving
many ordinary people of livelihood and independence and
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A street-dweller in India. Those whom development
has made destitute will stake out their patch, and
enhance their lives by calling on traditions of frugality
and creativity to which development is hostile
pushing them to clear forests, migrate to mountains, deserts
and slums, and hitch their fortunes to an exploitative labour
market. It is merchants, profiteers and land speculators who
generally entice or push villagers into opening up export crops
or logging operations. And as Norman Myers notes, that wellknown villain of Northern environmentalist demonology, the
"shifting cultivator", is often in fact a "shifted cultivator" —
shifted by force, economic differentiation or development
projects.
Environmental degradation, in fact, rather than being the
result of destitution, is often the means through which modern
wealth creates poverty. Thus six million people who have been
uprooted from their lands to make way for dams in India now
live in slums, while local people are destitute in Bougainville
in Papua New Guinea where Rio Tinto Zinc's copper mining
operations have devastated the environment. As one landowner
affected by the mining observes, "We don't grow healthy crops
any more, our traditional customs and values have been
disrupted and we have become mere spectators as our earth is
being dug up, taken away and sold for millions."
Since the early 1970s, even top development officials such
as Robert McNamara have been forced to confess that urbanrural gaps and numbers of marginalized increase in the shadow
of development. Succeeding efforts to redefine "growth with
redistribution", "fulfilment of basic needs", "rural development", "improving the well-being of people", "human resources
development", and now "sustainable development" have not
changed the basic picture. In country after country, gaps
between the enclosing rich and the enclosed poor continue to
grow, with devastating social and environmental consequences.
In Brazil, scene of an early development "miracle", nine
million households are landless while 82 million acres of
10
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farmland lie idle. In Thailand, one of the shining success
stories of development in the 1970s and 1980s, the share of
national income of the top fifth of the population increased
from 49 per cent in 1975 to almost 55 per cent in 1986, while
the share of the poorest 20 per cent (which includes thousands
of forest colonizers) dropped from 6.1 per cent to 4.6 per cent.
Gaps are growing on the international level as well. Two
centuries ago, incomes in Europe were perhaps twice those of
India. Yet in 1965 nations classified by the World Bank as
"high income" were on average 15 times richer than their "lowincome" counterparts and, in 1990, 33 times richer. Even in
the unlikely event that the global economy achieved the fiveto ten-fold increase in industrial growth called for in the
Brundtland report, it would take several hundred years for per
capita income in current "low-income" countries to equal that
of "high-income" countries. In the process dozens of spare
planets would have to be found to provide the necessary
resources and waste sinks.
The only plausible interpretation of the claim that "poverty
causes environmental destruction" is therefore one that indicts
an entire economic system. For in getting rid of the types of
"poverty" which preserve local commons (self-sufficiency,
frugality, common property regimes, and so on) development
can only create more of the sort of "poverty" that destroys
them. Insofar as there are any significant connections between
poverty and environmental degradation, it is poverty-as-development, not poverty-as-underdevelopment, that is the problem.
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"Overpopulation" is frequently cited as a cause of poverty. But
as with environmental destruction, there are few grounds for
blaming increasing human numbers on poverty which are not
even better grounds for blaming it on the operations of wealth.
To single out "population" as "the greatest threat to the environment" — a view that dominated many commentaries on the
Earth Summit — is to downplay the destruction caused by
consumerist lifestyles, the workings of the market and the
activities of commerce. Although the bulk of the increase in
human numbers in the last fifty years has been in the countries
of the South, these countries are not the major emitters of
greenhouse gases, either today or historically. Indian or Chinese peasants cannot be blamed for the ozone hole when they
have never seen a refrigerator or an air-conditioned car. The
US, however, with just four per cent of the world's human
numbers, is responsible for some 24 per cent of global carbon
dioxide emissions, while India is responsible for just 2.2 per
cent of emissions and is home to one sixth of humanity.

People and the Commons
To single out "population" is also to ignore the critical role that
economic growth and development, by enclosing the commons, have played in causing the increase in numbers. Contrary to what Malthus suggested, population growth is not an
inevitable phenomenon that is only checked by famine, pestilence and plague. Where people themselves managed and
were intricately connected with their surroundings, they were
conscious of the limits of their environment; decisions as to
how many children they raised were taken in the light of this.
In the Himalayan region of Ladakh, for example, which was
relatively isolated until recently:
"People were consciously aware of the fact that this piece
of land is where our food comes from, these pasture lands
are where our animals graze. They could clearly see the
limits of that land, and they were conscious of the fact that
they needed to adapt their numbers and practices to that
limited resource base... In Ladakh, as was the case in early
Europe and in many agrarian societies, the land was passed
on intact, in one piece, from generation to generation. The
human populations had to adapt themselves to that land.
One's whole sense of self was connected to it — even your
name might be the name of the house and land-holding."
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While disease and warfare played their part in many societies
in regulating numbers (as accidents and pollution-related deaths
do in the West today), cultural factors were also decisive.
Again, Ladakh provides an example:
"... adaptation to very scarce resources sometimes involved
polyandry, which means several husbands to one wife. A
number of Ladakhi brothers would marry the same woman
— and that, of course, helped to keep population down,
because although the gender ratio was roughly 50/50,
many women didn't marry and bear children . . . This
practice was supported by the status given to the Buddhist
religion and members of the religious community. An
unmarried woman had a very comfortable position as a
nun, and both the nuns and the celibate monks further
helped support the relatively stable population growth
rate . . . There was enormous social flexibility . . . one
actually had the possibility of polyandry, or polygamy, or
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

in some cases, monogamy. Keeping these social relations
so flexible made it possible to optimize the relationship to
resources, because from generation to generation, you
couldn't be sure just how many sons and daughters you
would have, what demographic situation you might be in,
and hence what arrangements would work for the best."
Although much traditional knowledge of contraceptives and
abortifacients was lost in Europe several hundreds years ago
and in colonized countries more recently, non-invasive ways to
limit the number of births were and still are used in some
cultures. A prolonged period of breast-feeding can prevent
conception because ovulation is reduced during lactation,
leading to longer intervals between births. In addition, in
polygynous marriages in Africa, for example, coitus is taboo
while a woman is breast feeding, often for up to two years.
Other cultural patterns also influenced the stability of the
numbers of people, including sexual abstinence, the segregation of the sexes, a later age for marriage and restrictions on
widows remarrying.
16

Dislocation Causes More Births
As soon as many traditional societies are forced on the path of
economic development, however, the number of people begins
to climb dramatically. In Britain, for example, the birthplace of
industrialization, the number of people was around 6 million in
1700, rising to 6.5 million by 1750. By 1800, however, it had
jumped to 9 million and by 1850 it had reached 17 million. The
beginning of the "population explosion" in India dovetailed
neatly with the expansion of British rule in India when resources, rights and livelihoods were taken away from people.
In 1600, the number of Indians is estimated at between 100
million and 125 million, a level which hardly altered until
1800. Then the rise began: 130 million in 1845,175 million ten
years laterin 1855,194 million in 1867 and 255 million in 1871.
There are many interacting economic, social, cultural and
personal reasons behind such increases in human numbers.
One aspect, however, is clear: high birth rates are often a
distress signal that people's survival is endangered. Enclosure
accentuates distress because people's connections with their
surroundings and with each other are lost. It is no coincidence
that during the periods of rapid increase in the number of
people, both in India and elsewhere, land became concentrated
in the hands of a more powerful minority. In agrarian societies,
access to land determines a family's survival and sense of
security. As one Indian peasant has put it, "Without land to feed
my family, I go hungry, no matter how much food the country
produces." In Ireland during the 18th and early 19th centuries
when numbers quadrupled, much of the arable land was enclosed
by big estates to grow crops for export. The peasants had to
resort to potatoes as the only food which could grow on the
small plots of degraded land left.
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The dislocation caused by enclosure deprives people of a
sense of security gained from belonging to various social
groups and from having access not only to land but also to
agricultural methods which provide a guaranteed, if limited,
yield. Children can make up for this lost sense of security in
many ways. "Having a larger family is an eminently rational
strategy of survival. Children's labour is a vital part of the
family economy in many peasant communities of Asia, Africa,
and Latin America. Children help in the fields, tend animals,
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

In Ladakh, closely-knit relationships between different
generations build a profound sense of inner security
which breeds tolerance and an acceptance of others
with all their differences.
fetch water and wood, and care for younger brothers and
sisters, freeing their parents for other tasks. Quite early in life,
children's labour makes them an asset rather than a drain on
family income." The security derived from children can also
be critical in times of crises due to illness, drought, floods, food
shortages, land disputes and political upheavals, and when the
parents are older.
As the viability of agricultural and rural life declines,
networks of support outside the village grow more important.
Parents hope that at least one child will get a well-paid job in
the city, bringing not only the protection of an income to
support the rest of the family back home, but also connections
with urban-based patrons. A recent study in Pakistan, for
example, found that rural villagers, although aware of the local
impact of an increase in the number of people, wanted to have
more children as a conscious strategy of establishing a variety
of urban contacts. Within cities, too, children can be an asset.
Poor urban dwellers can rely on their children to earn money in
various ways including begging, garbage collecting, petty
trading, working as servants or messenger boys, or else to stay
at home to care for younger children. Even in the cities,
therefore, children provide security. One study showed that
unionized workers had fewer children than those workers who
were equally-paid but not unionized for whom children were
the only insurance of a roof over their heads in their old age.
21
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From Witches to Housewives

The Myth of Demographic Transition

Considerations of power, security and survival aside, many
women have more children than they would wish for. One
reason for this is that women's power has been undermined by
enclosure. The dismantling of the commons has invariably
exacerbated or created patriarchal structures, depriving women
of their self-determination and control in every sphere, but
particularly over their bodies. Control has shifted towards men
who have determined in many instances that women should be
confined to child-bearing.
As a consequence of the witch-hunts which raged throughout Europe and North America for at least four hundred years
until the 18th century, (see p. 138) a new image of women was
created:

Also glossing over the issue of women's power and the links
between development and increasing human numbers is the
theory of demographic transition. It is assumed that a shift from
a rural economy to an urban, industrial one will bring higher
incomes and greater financial security, leading to a decline in
birth rates. Population experts point to the countries of Europe
where industrialization in the 18th and 19th centuries caused a
massive surge in the numbers of people, but now after decades
of increase, the growth rates are levelling off. The low-income
countries, which have experienced the highest rates of increase
in human numbers in the last 50 years, are expected to follow
the same pattern; economic growth is therefore promoted as a
linch pin of any strategy to slow this increase.
Numerous statistical examples run counter to the theory.
The link between a drop in the rates of increase in human
numbers (a combination of lower death and lower birth rates),
and higher incomes and economic security in Third World
countries is tenuous. In Mexico, for example, a 37 per cent
decline in the average number of children women produced
started in 1960, before the country's 1970s' economic boom, a
decline which continues despite the current economic downturn. Recent studies in Brazil and Colombia indicate that
declines in the average number of children women gave birth
to not only occurred during an economic depression, but were
most pronounced in poorer, rather than richer, communities. A
decline not only in the rate of increase of human numbers but
in the total number as well has taken place in Hungary and
Bulgaria, which are middle-income economies, while the US
has not yet achieved "demographic transition", despite having
one of the largest per capita GNPs in the world. It is expected
to gain another 50 million people, equivalent in consumption
terms to two billion Indians, before there is not growth rates.
Statistics aside, the theory of demographic transition is
flawed on other grounds. The levels of affluence supposedly
responsible for stabilization in the growth rate in Northern
countries have been achieved only at tremendous cost to the
environment — not only in those countries but also in the
South. If every citizen in the world were to require the same
standard of living before "fertility" rates declined, the resulting
ecological stress would be intolerable. Attempting to reduce
the rate of growth in the numbers of people through increased
economic growth is thus self-defeating. Indeed, by degrading
the environment, it can only undermine livelihoods and cause
further dislocation.

"that of the child-bearer excluded from the public economy.
The productivity of women, which had been high in many
fields in the Middle Ages, was reduced to their wombs.
This reduction means a biologization of the woman: she
appears primarily as a child-bearing instrument."
This reduction was reinforced under industrialization as women
became "housewives", economically dependent on a male
breadwinner, a model which was then exported under colonization:
"Just as (women's) knowledge was systematically annihilated in Europe by the persecution of witches and the
patriarchal alliance of Church and State, so too in countries
of the South women have been dispossessed of their
traditional means of birth control."
In many colonies, "missionaries declared birth control and
unrestricted sexuality to be sinful. . . (they) did their best to
drive out polygyny and spread the model of monogamous
Christian marriage." Women in the South were dispossessed
of their economic independence as well.
This particular colonial legacy, reinforced by other patriarchal forces, is a key factor behind the growth in the numbers of
people. Women's subordination to men means reduced power
to avoid sexual intercourse or delay pregnancy. A wife's
tentative decision to limit the number of mouths to feed is often
interpreted as a challenge to her husband's power over her —
and thus to the very crux of his virility. But women themselves can be trapped because having children is often the only
source of prestige and respect society accords them and which,
in many instances, they therefore accord themselves:
24
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"For women . . . their capacity for childbirth is frequently
the only capacity left to them. In many societies women
played a key role in the subsistence economy and drew
social recognition from this. With the marginalizing of
subsistence production came a devaluation of women's
work and a loss of prestige for women in their social
context. Women have practically no access, however, to
the new sources of social power: money, education, technology. Therefore for them, the significance of motherhood has relatively increased. Children are their only
capital."
26

Clearly, in such circumstances, "the desired number of children
is bound up with the status of women and women's image in a
society." Yet, within the population control industry, the deeper
structural changes required to reclaim women's power within
society are being glossed over in favour of technologies that
can only enclose them further (see pp. 183-186).
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Economy and Economics
"Establishing economic value requires the disvaluing of all
other forms of social existence . . . The time has come to
confine the economy to its proper place: a marginal one."
Gustavo

Esteva

If the wealthy tend to blame environmental degradation on the
poor, market enthusiasts like to blame it on not enough markets
and market thinking. The best hope for preserving air, earth or
water, they insist, is further enclosure by the industrial economy,
and the best hope for society, more and better economics.
"Improved environmental management" is to be achieved
through greater "integration with the global economy", trumpets
the World Bank's 1992 World Development Report. "Liberalized trade fosters greater efficiency and higher productivity,
and may actually reduce pollution by encouraging the growth
of less-polluting industries and the adoption and diffusion of
cleaner technologies." Only by selling goods in the growing
markets of the North, adds a recent document from the General
Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT), will the South be
able to pay for environmental protection and poverty alleviation. UNCED, too, has enthusiastically joined in the chorus
assuring us that an "open trading system" will be "of benefit to
all trading partners".
1

and cocoa, meanwhile, tends to glut markets, lowering prices.
Due in part to United Nations enthusiasm for the doctrine of
comparative advantage, traditional commodity prices in 1987
were only 62 per cent of their 1960 figures in real terms.
Technocrats in capital-poor countries are often pressured by
the decline in commodity prices into increasing the rate of
plunder or ransacking their countries for other possible
"comparative advantages". Forests may be cleared to plant
non-traditional upland crops which are enjoying temporarily
high prices; demand for international sex-tourism may be built
up to cash in on young girls' feelings of financial responsibility
toward their impoverished rural families; and traditional patronclientage may be exploited to help provide cheap labour for
international investors.
4

Exchange and Extinction
The environmental effects can be devastating. Resource
economist Richard Norgaard has written persuasively, for
example, of how pursuit of "comparative advantage" leads to
extinction of species and varieties. As the "global exchange
economy" extends its network of roads, ports, airports and
processing depots, more and more traditional farmers take up
specialized export-orientated agriculture.
"The reduction in the number of crop species grown results
in an even larger reduction in the number of supporting
species. The locally specific nitrogen-fixing bacteria, fungi
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How Free is "Free Trade"?
Market solutions to environmental
problems are often understood to
enhance independence and oppose
tariffs, subsidies, inefficiency,
regulation, protection, compulsion or
monopoly. They do not. In fact they
merely favour some types of
centralization, compulsion and
subsidies over others. Like other
approaches which stress heavy
intervention by states, "market
solutions" typically require communities to sacrifice many of their goals
and ways of life to the requirements
of small elites.
Open investment policies, for
example, merely replace tariffs or
subsidies protecting local or state
production with negative tariffs or
subsidies for international capital. In
order to open up a country economically, ports, roads, pipelines, canals,
and airports have to be built in order
to tempt prospective investors and
traders with cheap transport,
electricity and water. Local people
invariably have to pick up the tab
through taxes and environmental
damage.
While often ostensibly devoted to
an ideal of fairness, free traders are
very careful about what sort of level
playing field they advocate. Tariffs
are supposed to be made uniform
internationally, but Northern countries are allowed to start the trading
contest with the advantage of the
immense subsidies provided by
colonial and post-colonial plunder.
Nor is there at present a level
playing field with respect to environmental regulations. As attorney
Stephen Shrybman points out, the
absence of environmental regulation
"is itself a form of subsidy, even
though the various trade regimes
do not recognize it as such, since
it permits industry to freely
externalize the environmental
costs of production. And it is a
subsidy that developing countries
hard-pressed to attract foreign
investment have often been
willing to offer, even at the cost of
serious damage to the
enviornment and public health.
The Brundtland Commission
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estimated that in 1980 developing
nations would have had to expend
over $14 billion in pollution-control
costs to establish the same
standards that are in place in the
United States. For many an
industry, this subsidy provides a
very strong incentive to relocate".
The World Bank's Vice President and
Chief Economist, Lawrence Summers, has recently confirmed his
institution's commitment to maintaining such subsidies and its opposition
to the idea of a level playing field in
which human beings in the South are
regarded as the equals of human
beings in the North. "Just between
you and me," Summers writes in a
now-notorious memorandum of 11
December 1991, "shouldn't the World
Bank be encouraging more migration
of the dirty industries to the lessdeveloped countries?" Southern
workers who sicken and die from
pollution forego few earnings since
their wages are low, anyway; hence
"the economic logic of dumping a
load of toxic waste in the lowest
wage country is impeccable and we
should face up to that."
"Underpopulated countries in Africa
are vastly underpolluted," Summers
adds, and "their air quality is probably vastly inefficiently low [in
pollutants] compared to Los Angeles
or Mexico City". Arguing against
such claims on moral grounds,
Summers notes correctly, would
entail having to argue against "every
Bank proposal for [economic]
liberalization", since they all have
similar practical implications.
While attempts by a country to
relax its environmental standards or
worker protection to levels lower than
those of its neighbours is encouraged under the doctrine of free trade,
attempts to impose stricter standards
are labelled with the emotionallyloaded terms distortion or inefficiency. Free trade thus tends to lead
to a worldwide lowering of standards
and progressive global environmental degradation. The North American
Free Trade Agreement, for example,
has compelled Canada to relax its
regulations on pesticides to bring

them into line with those of the US.
As Herman Daly observes, such
moves may buy some time for
polluters whose domestic waste
sinks are filling up, "but at the cost of
eventually having to face the
problem simultaneously and globally
rather than sequentially and nationally". Free trade as usually defined is
incompatible with a policy of internalizing environmental costs within
nations — although both, ironically,
are often advocated by proponents
of market solutions to environmental
problems.
Free traders are also selective
about the sort of protection they
oppose and the type of competition
they promote. In Southern countries,
tariff protection for domestic producers is often reduced only to be
replaced by state protection of
Northern companies selling proprietary goods. While free trade laws
encourage the sort of competition
which forces people with low
incomes to fight in the market-place
with the rich for food and consumer
goods, the concept of intellectual
property is used to stifle competition
in areas in which Southern countries
might have an advantage, for
example industries which rely on
availability of a wide variety of
genetic materials. Nor, contrary to
cliche, are free traders hostile to
regulation or bureaucracies. On the
contrary, since the days of gunboat
diplomacy they have been solidly in
favour of big government, global
enforcement and big bureaucracies
such as international trade organizations. All of these are indispensable
in helping the market system make
headway in hostile or difficult
environments and in helping it
moderate its own self-destructive
effects. Like the market itself,
economic integration is, in the words
of Gustavo Esteva, a "result of a
conscious and often violent intervention by the government". It requires
only that large bureaucracies restrict
themselves mainly to assisting the
market to enclose other societies
rather than enclosing too much for
themselves.
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that facilitate nutrient intake through mycorhizzal association, predators of pests, pollinators and seed dispersers,
and other species that coevolved over centuries to provide
environmental services to traditional agroecosystems have
become extinct or their genetic base has been dramatically
narrowed. Deprived of the flora with which they coevolved,
soil microbes disappear . . . Participation in the global
exchange economy also... forces farmers to stay competitive with other farmers who have been put in the same bind.
This encourages use of inputs common to modern agriculture worldwide — fertilizers, pesticides, and highyielding seed varieties — thereby eliminating many of the
remaining regional differences in selective pressure. The
global exchange economy also induces temporal variation
for which species have not evolved the strategies needed to
cope. Crop failures, new technologies, changing tastes,
variations in interest rates, changes in the strength of
cartels, and variations in trade barriers — all these redefine
comparative advantage."
5

This redefinition, Norgaard continues, is accommodated, at
least in theory, by a shift in the specialization of people, tools
and land to different lines of production and by a new pattern
of exchange. But biological species are generally less able than
people to shift between lines of activity: they cannot coevolve
to fill their supporting niches as fast as the global exchange
economy leads farmers to shift crops. Land cannot move
between uses like people and tools — "environmental services
cannot freely shift from the support of rice to the support of
cotton, to suburban lawns, to concrete, to alfalfa, to marsh
habitat for waterfowl, and back to rice much the same as a
reasonably adaptive person might shift from being a farmer to
an urban gardener, to a game warden, and back to being a
farmer."
Nor is it easy for local commons regimes to safeguard their
environments in the face of the changing demands of the global
economy. As subsistence goods are made available for trade
and as pressures to consume increase, rural villagers' market
dependency and indebtedness grow. Encouraged to clear land
and to treat their homes as potential items for exchange,
villagers learn to disregard local conservation practices geared
to long-term local subsistence rather than profit. The environmental consequences of "free trade" are again precisely the
opposite of those suggested by UNCED and the World Bank.
6

Green Economics — A White Knight?
Replying to criticisms of the market economy, environmental
economists argue that environmental problems are due not to
economic integration itself, but to a defective type of market
economy. They hold that integrating more forests, fields and
societies into the economy need not result in their destruction
as long as environmental concerns are simultaneously enclosed within economics. The "primary cause of environmental problems", they insist, is not the price-making market, but
rather "the failure of markets and governments to price the
environment appropriately", taking into account the "costs of
environmental damage to society". On this view, assigning
proper prices to currently unpriced or underpriced aspects of
the environment and social life will effectively curb the market's destructiveness. Conservation, once it becomes profitable,
will finally fall into place as one part of economic development. As increased economic integration blurs national and
7
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local boundaries by enclosing the world within a single framework of exchange, so environmental economics will erase
borders between economic and non-economic ways of thinking by enclosing decision-making within the framework of
cost-benefit analysis.
The central question of environmental economics concerns
"externalities". These arise when economic actors shift "uncertain social costs . . . to other social groups or to future
generations." A factory creates an externality when it uses the
air as a free waste dump, a logging operation when it silts up
streams used to feed farmers' fields.
In a sense, the temptation to create externalities is universal.
Other things being equal, people usually find it agreeable to
push the bad effects of an action off on somebody else. What
makes commons regimes work is their check on this impulse.
Only when commons regimes have been broken down into
private property and "open access" areas is it possible for
people to get away with externalizing. Only where one party
has acquired sufficient power and overcome moral restraint
and other users are not organized or powerful enough to
intervene can land, water and air be turned into enclosed
"resources" and "waste sinks" for infinitely-expanding production.
This is precisely the state of affairs the modern economy
encourages. As powerful producers seek to immerse themselves
"in large spaces which can absorb their wastes without visible
costs", individual ownership multiplies the number of
boundaries across which such "costs" can travel. Lands which
are not privately owned become free-for-all zones open to
plunder. It is partly because of such tendencies, indeed, that the
state is forced to create an expanded notion of the "public" to
protect the system from its own rush to create externalities.
8
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More and More Economics
Instead of addressing the economic organization of modem
society at the root, however, environmental economics seeks to
address externalities by the application of more and yet more
economics. In the words of Dieter Helm and David Pearce, the
"free-market approach identifies the problem of externalities
as the absence of markets and the associated property rights."
It seeks to make environmental protection "visible" to economics and economic actors. That means setting in motion a
centralized mechanism to "internalize externalities" — to
reclassify them as "costs" so that they can be set against
"benefits". As much as possible, environmental protection is to
become synonymous with efficiency in allocation of resources
and waste sinks.
Here as elsewhere, enclosure means exclusion and the
erasing of traditional boundaries. The whole river valley in
which a polluting factory is situated must be placed under
unified management, either by granting the factory property
rights to it, thus giving it incentive to protect it, or by creating
an administration capable of forcing it to pay for the damage it
causes outside its property. The former means monopoly
ownership. The latter means state controls in the form of
pollution standards, enforcement of tax regulations, or creation of property rights in waste sinks through pollution permits.
Thus the economic system, while it creates an "abundance of
opportunities" for the "rise of externalities", also gives rise to
"the need to address these externalities with collective action
10
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(the state) or with anti-competitive
firm consolidation."
The environmental crisis thus
brings out the tensions of modern
economies in a particularly stark
form. More than ever before, its
atomizing, competitive ideals
collide with its need to enclose,
centralize, colonize, dominate,
monopolize and to create an in-,
vesting and regulating state to look
after its interests. Its imperative of
unbounded accumulation is countered by the need to set limits to
production or throughput; its need
to internalize costs in one area
creates pressure to externalize
them elsewhere. Broader and
broader areas of social life are
forced into dependence on more
and more precarious science and
Costing forests can be a way of legitimizing the influence of people living outside
ambitious techniques of centrallocal communities over how forests are used. Destruction is often the end result.
ized control. Trying to establish
markets for the thousands of polluting substances released into air and water daily by industry
in value to a steel mill, a stealth bomber, or the maize crop of
would call for bureaucracies whose size would mock the
Belize. Practically speaking, the sense of the phrase "ecomarket's pretensions to efficiency; trying to "cost" the effects
logically correct prices" cannot come to anything more than
of global warming would entail an army of expert economists
"prices which enable the market economy to keep ticking over
in constant disagreement with one another.
while taking a bit more account than hitherto of the concerns of
11

The Price is Right: According to Whom?
Many of these tensions are visible in recent efforts to internalize externalities by finding the "right prices" of environmental
goods or the "full costs" of environmental damage. What are
these "right prices" and "full costs"? Some years ago Herman
Daly observed acerbically that conventional market prices for
natural resources in situ were "largely arbitrary". "All that
economic theory can tell us about the price of resources in the
ground is that they must fall between historical cost of production
and present cost of replacement — ie. approximately between
zero and infinity for non-renewables."
The pricing mechanisms advocated by environmental
economists would result in resource prices higher than conventional ones, but would these prices be any less arbitrary?
Or, to put the question more precisely: under what circumstances
is the hope these prices offer for a liveable community sufficient to suggest that activists should concentrate their efforts
on enclosing the environmental debate within economics instead of working to roll back the dominance of the market
economy?
To advocate the former unconditionally on the ground that
prices can be made "ecologically correct" is to beg the question. "Ecology" cannot determine prices; only human beings
can. No hedgehog, mangrove swamp or virus is capable of
telling people what its price should be to ensure its survival
within the market economy. To reply that some of the human
beings who will set the new prices are "scientists" hardly
removes the problem. Spending years becoming intimately
acquainted with a lemur species' interactions or a river valley's
cycles cannot equip one to determine whether it is "equivalent"
12
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environmentalists, ecologists, business people with long views,
and others with interests in 'natural resources'."
Consider the grab-bag of attempts by environmental
economists "to construct hypothetical or simulated markets for
ecological services, or to derive demand for those services
from the observed demand for marketed goods and services."
One method is to calculate the net economic effects of deforestation, high-tech agriculture or pollution by looking at what
they do to water supply, soil structure, long-term farm output,
or income forgone due to illness. Prices for minerals or soil
fertility can be concocted by estimating how much it would
cost to develop substitutes or buy fertilizer to replace depleted
nutrients. The value of clean air can be estimated by finding out
how much extra home-buyers would pay for property in unpolluted areas. Prices for game eaten without being marketed
can be set partly by looking at the cost of marketed animals; for
wildlife by asking ecotourists how much they would be willing
to pay to see elephants or tigers; for a water supply by asking
rural villagers how much they would be willing to accept for
having it ruined by a dam. Once prices are determined, they
can be moulded into the economy through taxes, subsidies or
regulation.
13
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Alternatively, governments can indirectly determine prices
by fixing maximum emissions levels for a region and issuing
"permits to pollute" which award corporations property rights
in atmospheric waste sinks. Companies who find it hard to
reduce pollution will then buy up these permits at a high price
from companies who find it easy. The price of the permits, in
theory, will approximate the "optimal pollution tax" which
would otherwise have to be imposed by the government.
Giving property rights in the atmosphere to governments so
that they can trade them has also been proposed during international negotiations on the environment. Applying a similar
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No.4, July/August 1992

idea on an even grander scale, Herman Daly and John Cobb
suggest setting in advance the "resource flows that are within
the renewable biospheric capacities of regeneration and waste
absorption . . . Imposing sustainable biophysical limits as a
boundary on the market economy will lead to changes in
market prices that reflect these newly imposed limits... These
new prices would have 'internalized' the value of
sustainability."
15

Obscuring the Conflicts
In addition to their many technical problems, both these sets of
methods obscure underlying and radical conflicts over rights,
interests, beliefs, goals and demands. Different valuation
methods aggregate different groups' preferences and take
different attitudes toward existing income distribution. Different pricing mechanisms and scientific conclusions yield conflicting "right" prices, "right" emissions levels, "right" amounts
of throughput in a particular industrial economy, "right" taxes
and subsidies, "right" ways of specifying which people are to
pay them, "right" areas over which to limit emissions, "right"
numbers of pollution permits to give, and ways of determining
the "right" polluters to give them to.
Who is to decide which of these conflicting pricing techniques is right? This question cannot be settled by technical
economic means, but only by free-wheeling discussion or
political decision. Small wonder that cost-benefit analysis, far
from being an "aid to decision-making", generally merely
touches off new rounds of debate. By its very nature, it is a tool
for special interests.
To compound the problems, both the pollution taxes and
pollution permits approaches, as well as cost-benefit analysis,
are susceptible to abuses resulting from their heavy reliance on
central authority. Regulators and cost-benefit analysts are
chronically susceptible to the influence of the most powerful
groups in society, particularly transnational corporations, with
their arsenal of lobbyists, persuasive friends, political action
committees and economic threats. Permissible standards or tax
levels may be set very loosely in order not to cripple industry
or (even more blatantly) in response to bribes or political
contributions. Companies who have polluted most in the past
may be disproportionately favoured by pollution permits,
elevating a history of depredation into a right. And pollution
trading may lead to pollution rights' being sold to "dirty"
utilities in the poorest and least politically empowered areas of
a region or country.
16
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The Problem with Pricing
If the idea of "right" prices raises the question of who
determines "rightness", the idea of pricing itself raises an even
more fundamental question: Who determines whether things
should be costed at all? Environmental cost-benefit analysis,
no matter how high a value it assigns to "the environment", is
often in itself a threat both to democracy and to the commons.
One reason for this is that weighing the costs of an action
against its benefits requires commensurating all the values
which are assigned to its effects. But it is part of the structure
of many values that they cannot be commensurated with others
without being lost entirely. To apply cost-benefit analysis is
simply to bulldoze these values.
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This point is obvious to anyone who feels the repugnance of
reducing the value of a person to a price, or who understands
that many actions — from raising children to playing basketball — are worth doing for their own sake, not for the contribution they make to some external or abstract end. But in many
places in the world, such attitudes extend to nature and conservation as well. Andean peasants, for example, tend to look at
their land and crops in personal terms and to farm through a
dialogue with them rather than by manipulating them
instrumentally, as machines for maximum production. A
mountain may be viewed as a grandfather; rock outcrops may
suggest how a terrace should be built; and different varieties of
potatoes will reveal to the peasant over time which type of
beans and maize they are best cultivated with. In South-East
Asia, activities connected with agriculture and forest conservation are generally valued not only because they provide food,
but also for their own sake. Labour-sharing is an occasion for
talk and jokes; breaks for prayer are part of the leisurely rhythm
of work in the fields; a sense of self-worth is developed from
the fine performance of particular chores; protecting an upland
forest is a way of respecting spirits of place as well as ensuring
a water supply. Not incidentally, this intricate interlacing of
concrete social ends supports local autonomy, and vice versa.
In the preindustrial Malaysian kampong, for example, "personal promptings and the task-orientation of rural work, rather
than external impositions," are what guide passage through the
day, and people who devote large amounts of time to unfulfilling
tasks for the sake of money-making face the sanction of
mockery for having broken "implicit time codes". To commensurate the values of everyday actions in such a context is
both to alter them and to lay the basis for an undermining of
local independence.
18

From Conversation to Measurement
Cost-benefit analysis also threatens democracy and the commons by attempting to replace craft and conversation with
measurement. Just as the goals of an essay change in the course
of its composition, depending on what one finds one can
express and what one discovers in the course of writing, so, in
commons regimes, the goal of (for example) providing "enough"
for each community member is open to constant reinterpretation
in the light of what means are available and what other ends the
community shares at the moment. If one of these ends is the
survival of each member of the community, then in a bad crop
year, "enough" for even the richest person may amount to
starvation rations. Similarly, if a leader's idea of "enough"
entails sacrificing the freedom, independence or pace of life of
other members of the community, then their resistance is likely
to whittle it down. Reliance on cost-benefit analysis precludes
any such way of harmonizing ends or of reaching any such
sense of "enoughness". As Wolfgang Sachs says, "economists
will never tell you what ends you will finally achieve 'managing wisely' your means; for them ends are faceless, they have
only one, just formal character: they are infinite."
19

A third threat to democracy and the commons arises from
the fact that the only way that cost-benefit analysis can take
account of a community's values is to aggregate individual
preferences. Many communities will regard this so-called
"neutral" methodology as itself in conflict with their values.
"Don't you dare aggregate our values about our land with those
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of people elsewhere," community leaders may say. "Our views
must have special weight, since this is where we live." Other
communities may even view with abhorrence the aggregation
of individual preferences within their community, insisting that
consensus can only be reached through a process of mutual
persuasion and learning in which these preferences themselves
are constantly open to question.

Economics and Rights
Viewed from another angle, environmental pricing and costbenefit analysis are often incompatible with notions of rights
which have evolved out of defence of the commons: rights to
place, to subsistence, to free discussion and to use of local
nature. In commons regimes with a "safety-first" orientation,
degradation that would threaten the ability of water and soil to
support every member of the community is not accepted at any
price. Neither insiders nor outsiders are held to have the right
to degrade local water and soil for certain reasons or beyond
certain points — which are determined by the community and
not by a clique of experts. Thai muang faai communities, for
example, do not allow sanctions forbidding felling of trees in
community forests feeding rice fields to be interpreted as
prices on the trees, even hypothetically. And in many places in
the world, people do not allow their homes to be assigned even
the highest monetary value, since they feel they have a right to
occupy the familiar landscape of their ancestors and kin. Such
people would dismiss David Pearce's postulate that "every
decision implies a monetary valuation", as a threat to their
subsistence and ways of life. For them, the notion that costbenefit analysis might be an "aid to decision-making" could
only be a joke.
Even in industrialized societies, the notion that an industry
can buy the right to pollute is bitterly disputed. Community
activists across the US are incensed by the assumption implicit
in pollution permits that industry has a "preordained right to
pollute their neighbourhoods". "Clean air should be protected, not traded and sold like a used car," says a representative
of one citizens' group. "What's next — the Los Angeles Police
Department trying to buy civil rights credits from Wisconsin?"
Even where no concrete community exists and the issues are
far from being life-and-death, there is a strong sense that such
rights are to be granted or denied only through free discussion
and not merely assumed as a basis for market bargaining. In the
late 1970s, University of Wyoming economists attempted to
show how "aesthetic" values could be translated into economic
"existence" values by asking people how much they would
accept in compensation for loss of visibility caused by powerplant emissions in desert regions of the American South West.
Over half of the sample rejected the premise of the question
outright by refusing to cooperate or by demanding "infinite"
compensation.
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Unwilling to believe that the premise of their discipline has
been challenged, environmental economists often take such
demands for "infinite" compensation at face value. Such demands are absurd, they go on, since they trump all others
automatically, leaving no room for the weighing of alternatives
against each other. To regard environmental assets "as priceless . . . is devoid of policy implications unless it is to preserve
the existing structure of environments untouched", complain
Dieter Helm and David Pearce. "Due allowance" for
24

178

"noninstrumental values . . . produces stultifying rules of
behaviour", adds R. Kerry Turner, since if one does not regard
nature as an instrument one will not be able to modify it to
provide any "function or service to humans".
The confusions here are worth exposing, since they are
common among not only economists but also some "deep
ecologists" and many other members of modern industrial
societies. A refusal to discuss prices, while it may be a "stultifying constraint" on economic reasoning about, and economic exploitation of, a forest, does not prevent people from
reasoning about — or using — that forest in other ways. Forest
commons which no local person will allow to be priced or
treated as commodity, capital or instrument often provide
game, fodder, building wood, water, shelter, beauty, mystery
and a variety of other things of benefit to human beings,
without any financial assessment's being involved. It may even
be decided — without the use of any form of cost-benefit
reasoning whatever — to convert the whole forest to some
other use. The type of reasoning used to reach this decision will
be one in which many different ends and norms of conflictresolution are accepted to be relevant simultaneously, some
relating to social life, others to food needs, religion, property
and personal rights, aesthetics, and so forth. The conversation
which embodies this reasoning will be one in which no single
yardstick is allowed to dominate and in which ends as well as
means are up for continual re-evaluation, discovery and rediscovery. Finally, refusing to discuss prices is, pace Helm
and Pearce, far from "devoid of policy implications". One
implication is that policymakers must be prepared, when this
is requested by local people, to set cost-benefit analysis to one
side, speak the local language and let their power erode.
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The Enclosure of Practical Reasoning
Environmental economics, in sum, follows a familiar pattern
of conceptual enclosure in its offensive against other forms of
practical reasoning. To begin with, it announces that all practical reasoning of whatever social context revolves roughly
around the problem of economics defined by the early 20th
century British economist, Lord Robbins: the allocation of
scarce means among given ends. Two claims are involved. The
first is that, because scarcity is inevitable, so are difficult
sacrifices. The second is that the choice of sacrifice can only be
made by commensurating the alternatives and then choosing
the one with the highest value. That is, all choice involves
implicit or explicit cost-benefit analysis. These two claims are
neatly encapsulated in a slogan from the World Bank's latest
World Development Report: "Measurement is essential, since
trade-offs are inescapable."
Both clauses of this slogan are false. First, the notion that
"trade-offs are inevitable" — that any given forest or homesite
must eventually be threatened with conversion into an economic
resource — is true only within an economic system expanding
under the rule of scarcity. Only in such systems are choices
inevitable between, say, economic growth and sacrificing
children's lives. Most societies in history, by contrast, have
been organized around avoiding such choices — including the
new commons regimes now emerging on the margins of the
market economy. As Gustavo Esteva notes:
27

"The basic logic of human interactions inside the new
commons prevents scarcity from appearing in them. PeoThe Ecologist, Vol. 22, No.4, July/August 1992

pie do not assume unlimited ends, since their ends are no
more than the other side of their means, their direct
expression. If their means are limited, as they are, their
ends cannot be unlimited. Within the new commons, needs
are defined with verbs that describe activities embodying
wants, skills and interactions with others and with the
environment. Needs are not separated into different
'spheres' of reality: lacks or expectations on one side, and
satisfiers on the other, reunited through the market or the
plan."
28

Second, it is seldom that rational choices are made about
complex matters by comparing the alternatives using a measuring-stick of value. They are more likely to be made, for
example, by deciding, like a court, if and how a rule applies; or
by acquiring, like an artist, critic, student, or revolutionary
scientist, a new language, taste, perception or goal which
shares no criterion of value with the old but, rather,
recontextualizes or comments on it.
29

Markets, Economics and Tactics
Both the market economy and environmental economics set
their face firmly against the commons. But commons-oriented
movements can make tactical use of both. Few such movements, for example, would want to argue against removing the
massive and disproportionate state subsidies which shield the
nuclear industry from market competition. Many, too, would
presumably welcome the persuasive evidence which physicist
Amory Lovins has accumulated over 15 years to show that
30

"Should be read by every nature oriented citizen."
—Roger Tory Peterson.

BIRDS IN JEOPARDY

energy efficiency is a more profitable investment for utilities,
communities and nations than new power stations; that abating
global warming and air pollution, instead of costing money, as
is automatically assumed by U N C E D , the US government, and
others, would actually save industry and governments hundreds of billions of dollars a year; and that saving electricity is
usually cheaper than constructing a new hydroelectric dam,
and often even cheaper than operating an existing dam.
Similarly, when economists talk about modern agriculture's "efficiency", commons movements often find it tactically useful to reply "Efficiency over what period? Taking into
account what costs?" as one step in their efforts to discredit the
dominance of the notion of efficiency altogether. Taxes on
energy, emissions or agrochemicals could also relieve some
pressure on the commons. Environmental economics, finally,
has sometimes come in handy as a face-saving device by which
governments and corporations can explain their cancellation of
projects resisted by local communities.
Movements to defend and regain the commons, however,
are under no illusions about what happens to their ideas when
they are transformed into a "green economic" version for
"policymakers" to chew over. It is only by protesting against
such translations that people can begin to make their real views
known. Politicians who have been taught by economists to
respond only to cost-benefit arguments will never be able to
represent movements for the commons. In the future as in the
past, these movements will rely on their own forms of words
and action — meetings, demonstrations, refusals, uprisings,
silence, petitions, sabotage, foot-dragging and hundreds of
other types of resistance — to defend what they find of value.
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BIRDS I N
JEOPARDY
T H E IMPERILED A N D E X T I N C T BIRDS
OF T H E U N I T E D STATES A N D C A N A D A
INCLUDING HAWAII AND PUERTO RICCO

Paul R. Ehrlich, David S. D o b k i n , Darryl Wheye

P A U L R. £ H K M € H , © A V I D S. D O B K I N

"An excellent overview of the endangered species
problem and a concise text focusing on 184 birds...that are
endangered, threatened, of special concern, or extinct. In
order to work for the protection of threatened species, it is
first necessary to know which ones are in trouble. This
book is an excellent resource for that purpose."
—Eldon Greij, Birder s World.
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As the impact of human society spreads, more and
more familiar birds are on the decline. Why?
How can we reverse the trend? A book with an
urgent environmental message, this first comprehensive review, by the authors of the Birder's
Handbook, alerts us to factors critical i n the work of
conservation and recovery.
xii+259 pp., 191 full-color portraits by Darryl Wheye.
Cloth, $45.00; paper, $17.95

Stanford University Press
STANFORD, C A 94305-2235

179

Global Management
"Properly speaking, global thinking is not possible."
Wendell Berry
Managers, like economists, are in the business of splitting the
world up into fixed ends and available means. Then, in a
process they take to be synonymous with rationality, they
match the one to the other. In doing so, they transform nearly
everyone and everything into tools whose effectiveness in
"helping us get from A to B" it is the prerogative of the
managers themselves to measure. Acting on "objective data",
managers plan, mobilize and "clear space for action". Others,
whose lack of skills and autonomous ends are either assumed
or enforced, are "tapped", "mobilized", "brought out of traditional isolation" and "empowered" so that they can carry out
the managers' designs.
From the rise of the market economy and the state to that of
colonialism and industrialism, the scope for management has
steadily increased in both "public" and "private" spheres.
Since World War II the expansion of transnational corporations, medical therapies, high-tech weaponry, war machines,
and "big technology" have been accompanied by ever newer
kinds of management. Development has brought one of the
most extensive deployments of all, from the onset of national
planning in the 1950s to that of sectoral and regional planning
in the 1960s, local-level planning in the 1970s, and planning to
incorporate women and "the grassroots" in the 1980s.
1

Managing Planet Earth
Management today has a new object, its biggest yet: Planet
Earth. Everything in the world is now viewed as a potential
instrument, ostensibly for achieving the overriding goal of
"human survival" or the "balancing of the global economic
system with ecological limits".
The projected dislocations are unprecedented, the schemes
dreamed up by the new global managers ever more remote
from the reality of the lives of those who are to be managed.
Today, grown men and women convene in air-conditioned
rooms in Washington and Geneva to discuss such topics as
whether the global warming caused mainly by industrial emissions in the North should be "managed" by "rejigging" the
world's irrigation and hydropower systems or by establishing
carbon dioxide-absorbing tree plantations covering a dozen
times the area of Great Britain in the tropical zone. Northern
donors and experts supporting the Tropical Forestry Action
Plan, which has been described as a "Marshall Plan for the
forests" of over 80 countries, routinely divide their meetings
into two parts: one on "objectives", in which experts decide, on
the basis of "scientific data" and "industrial and conservation
requirements", what forest zones which are home to hundreds
of millions of people should look like; and another on "implementation", in which they decide how to get everyone else to
carry out their vision. Given the scale of such schemes, it is not
2
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surprising that more of the world's people than ever before are
now viewed by managers as "obstacles" to be removed or
"social factors" to be cajoled into "collaboration".
It is easy to snigger at such solemn megalomania. But if one
accepts economic development and the institutions and premises
on which it relies, the logic of "global environmental management" is impeccable. Development, after all, entails an uncompromising drive toward a single global social structure fitted
out with mechanisms for global surveillance and global resource conversion to feed unlimited material advance. "Sustaining" this process through damage control requires an
equivalent level of surveillance and intervention. The flip side
of global prospecting for resources and waste sinks is global
environmental monitoring, accounting and enforcement.
This special issue of The Ecologist questions the entire project
of development and thus, implicitly, the whole justification for
global environmental management. But it is worth asking an
additional question: could management on the scale envisioned succeed even on its own terms? A glance at its structure
suggests that, of three conditions necessary for its fulfilment —
universally-applicable knowledge, workable global enforcement, and a worldwide culture of "global concern" — none can
be satisfied.

Global Management Needs Global Knowledge
Global management, like other forms of bureaucratic administration, is the "exercise of control on the basis of knowledge".
In the words of one of its champions, William D. Ruckelshaus,
it involves "converting scientific findings into political action
. . . trying to get a substantial portion of the world's people to
change their behaviour".
Ruckelshaus's last phrase is perhaps too crude even to
describe as "paternalistic". Few parents would go so far as to
regard their children as objects to be manipulated until they
conformed to some external standard. Issues of democracy
aside, however, can the project of rescuing the environment by
making humans act in accordance with "scientific findings" be
made intelligible even on its own terms? If the findings in
question describe worldwide phenomena such as global
warming, they are likely to be both uncertain and extremely
controversial in their implications for local political change, as
climate negotiators know only too well. If, on the other hand,
such findings relate to, say, agricultural practice, their applicability in any given local situation is likely to be inversely
proportional to their universality — or the degree to which they
are interesting to global managers.
It is not simply that the science Ruckelshaus refers to is
ragged and inadequate even in its own terms, although this is
certainly true of many disciplines ranging from tropical forestry
to atmospheric science. Nor is it just that this science overlooks
much of the wisdom accumulated by people who have been
living in dependence on particular landscapes for thousands of
years, although this is also true. Nor is it even merely that, as
David W. Orr points out, "grand scale requires islands of
ignorance, small things that go unnoticed, and costs that go
unpaid". More important, manager-friendly knowledge is in
principle not local-friendly knowledge. Kentucky farmer and
writer Wendell Berry explains that good farmers can make use
of expert advice only by translating it themselves from the
abstract to the particular:
3
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'This translation cannot be made by the expert without a
condescension and oversimplification that demean and
finally destroy both the two minds and the two kinds of
work that are involved. To the textbook writer or researcher,
the farm — the place where knowledge is applied — is
necessarily provisional or theoretical; what he proposes
must be generally true. For the good farmer, on the other
hand, the place where knowledge is applied is minutely
particular, not a farm but this farm, my farm, the only place
exactly like itself in the whole world. To use it without
intimate, minutely particular knowledge of it, as if it were
a farm or any farm, is, as good farmers tend to know
instinctively, to violate it, to do it damage, finally to
destroy it."
6

The sort of abstract knowledge in which global managers put
their faith, in other words, is useful to individual farmers only
in the absence of management. The broader the managerial
project of "getting from A to B" becomes — and there is no
broader "B" than "global sustainability" — the more ignorant
managers become of the locally-embedded knowledge they
would need to check environmental destruction. Richard
Norgaard concludes that "it is unreasonable to expect to find
universal principles for renewable resource systems even apart
from people, let alone with people involved."
7

Global Management Means Global Policing
A second problem for global managers revolves around the fact
that, as Ivan Illich points out, "commons can exist without
police but resources cannot". Once commons are transformed
into resources through enclosure, control over them must be
exercised from outside. At that point, conserving them may
require even more brute force than plundering them, since the
process of enclosure will have made those who benefit and
those who lose from their preservation strangers to each other,
reducing incentives for local stewardship.
Yet if conserving distant sources of raw materials requires
police, so would any move to limit the consumption of manufactured goods in the North. As Hans Magnus Enzensberger
saw two decades ago, keeping the limitless hunger for commodities which industrial economies require for their functioning in line with ecological imperatives could "only be done
by force".
It is hardly surprising, then, that what might be called "warroom environmentalism" is on the rise among would-be global
managers. In a recent booklet on The Crisis of Global Environment: Demandsfor Global Politics, Germany's Foundation
Development and Peace proposes with a seriousness which is
deadly in more ways than one that:
8
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"Global environmental policy . . . calls for fast-acting
intervention instruments, such as an international environmental police force, which should intervene whenever
and wherever ecological threats are posed in or by a given
country for the international community of nations."
10

On the other side of the Atlantic, Senator A l Gore of the US
says that treating environmental crises as if they were "military
threats to our national security . . . is precisely the kind of
political, personal and emotional response that . . . is required."
The concentrations of power such militaristic sentiments
imply can only be justified by global managers' presenting
11
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themselves as "executives of the inevitable" , guideposts to
impersonal "limits" given by "nature" or "science" rather than
defenders of a particular economic system or culture. The
notion of "carrying capacity" is invoked, for example, to
justify managerial interventions to "control population" (see
pp. 183-186), and that of "safe minimum standards" to sanction industrial pollution. Western worries are presented as
"global concerns", while those of the majority of the world's
people become "merely local". All pronouns except the allencompassing "we" disappear from managerial pronouncements. "Sustainable development" becomes the subject of
history, and statements begin "The task is ...", "The challenge
is...", as if these abstractions no longer need to be tied to human
actors at all.
Those who have been on the receiving end of large-scale
management in the past have good reason to doubt whether the
actors masked by such abstractions are capable of looking after
a system of any size, much less a global one. Having witnessed
previous "international police actions" such as those undertaken
during the Gulf War, they know in whose interests such actions
would be taken and what the social and environmental consequences would likely be. They understand that the managerial preoccupation with "getting from A to B" — or even "B"
itself — cannot be meaningfully discussed without talking
about the institutions involved, their interests, their commercial links, their background and their abilities. They know too
that no amount of brute force — no matter how much abstract
science it is combined with — can replace local traditions of
care and stewardship.
Witnesses to previous managerial policing operations can
testify, in addition, to how such notions as those of "carrying
capacity" and "overpopulation" are used by institutions such
as the World Bank to license programmes of staggering human
and environmental impact. Indonesia's Transmigration Programme, for example, ostensibly undertaken to relieve
"population pressure" on Java, has marginalized hundreds of
thousands of people, heightened social conflict, and ruined
vast expanses of forests and land.
Finally, as scholars of conservation movements such as
Tariq Banuri and Frederique Apffel-Marglin observe, whenever managerial initiatives to conserve the environment have
been taken, they "have alv/aysfollowed rather than led popular
expressions of concern over environmental degradation". The
globalization of management and the accompanying policing
operations, because they lessen the chances of those concerns
being heard, thus actively undermine hopes for genuine conservation.
13
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Global Management Needs a Universal Culture
A third prerequisite for successful planetary management is
the ability, in the words of Lester R. Brown, to "mobilize the
world" around concern for such abstract entities as climate,
"population" and tropical forests. To do this requires not only
police but popular enthusiasm. In the eyes of managers, this is
lacking worldwide. In addition, in societies where a sense of
"the public" is weak, environmental laws are often ineffective,
and the economic and political costs of using police to enforce
them prohibitive. Hence the constant laments from Northern
would-be global managers about the "policy failures", "irrationality", "lapses in governance", "personal fiefdoms" and
17
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"corruption" of the Southern officials who are supposed to
carry out their instructions.
In order to tackle such difficulties, champions of global
management such as Brown and Maurice Strong are calling for
"new attitudes", "new political will" and a "revolution in
individual values". In their more visionary versions, such calls
amount to a proposal for the adoption of a new "global
consciousness". Among other things, such a consciousness
could play the role of a sort of internalized environmental
police force which would lighten and smooth the task of the
real police. Active within each world citizen, it would compensate for the loss of the multitude of moral sanctions which
ensure the preservation of land, water and living things in
traditional commons regimes. It would complement the exercise of global environmental management in much the same
way that the development of the culture of the factory worker,
with its sensitivity to clock-time and other forms of modern
discipline, complemented the efforts of the first industrial
managers.
To be effective in this way, what would such a "global
environmentalist culture" have to look like? First, it would
have to be a culture in which an expanded notion of "the
public" was universally recognized and respected, while the
idiosyncratic moral feelings connected with the commons —
which often stand in the way of the smooth operation of that
"public" — were encouraged to fade away.
Second, in order to safeguard the position of managers
against "irrational protests", this culture would have to view
them as mere agents of a unified world economic-ecological
system, not in themselves morally responsible for any past or
future environmental disasters it might unavoidably bring
about but simply facilitating the system's optimal operation.
The general public, meanwhile, would be trained to an extremely
high level of moral responsiveness to the global system itself.
Individuals would willingly consent to the managerial application of conclusions concerning "climate", "population" or
other abstractions to their consumer habits, cultivation methods, sex lives, and so on. As a recent popular book on environmental management says, "every action of 'normal daily
life'" would be put "in question". Local, personalized traditions of mutual scrutiny which apply in the commons would
need to be replaced by an utterly general, impersonal surveillance.
Last, the new culture would inculcate new attitudes toward
nature. Ordinary people would have to stop loving and protecting the land, streams and woods they know — as people do who
rely on the commons — and instead learn to love and protect
nature only in the abstract. Only then would they become
willing to trade a local forest or stream for something else if
required to do so by "systemic needs", yet at the same time
cherish enough of an abstract "love for nature" to be interested
in managed environmental protection efforts.
The required attitude toward nature is epitomized in a
photograph in a new periodical called Tomorrow, which bills
itself as "The Global Environmental Magazine" and is funded
by Asea Brown Boveri, an engineering company involved in
the construction of the bitterly-disputed Tehri project in India
and other large dams. The photograph depicts a young, blond
Western model in a bathing suit standing waist-deep in a sunlit
sea. Like the women of the Chipko movement in India, she is
hugging something — only in her case it is not a tree threatened
by state forestry managers but a colourful giant inflatable
18
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plastic globe. Rather than expressing reverence, defiance or
humour, her face, with its closed eyes and soft smile, communicates passivity and bliss. She is pictured, as her cheek rests
on the North Pole and her arm embraces Africa, trying to show
love for an abstract "world" which is in fact connected with her
life only through impersonal mechanisms and expert explanations. By calling to mind the Chipko movement, the picture
implicitly equates this non-rooted, impersonal affection, which
according to the managerial mentality is required to save the
world, with the highly particular, personal moral feelings
which derive from relationships which govern the commons. It
crystallizes in visual form the sense of the oxymoron "global
commons", now so widely used by managers to describe their
new area of expertise.

Global Culture Fails Global Managers
The photograph suggests not only why the managerial appeal
for a new culture of abstract "global concern" is sentimental
and wrong, but also why it is impracticable. In reality, cultures
capable of stirring dedication and "political will" of the order
which global managers are hoping to enlist are most likely to
be ones in which people and things are viewed not as means to
"survival", "economic-ecological balance", or "the good life"
as defined by international bureaucrats and scientists, but ones
in which people and things, rooted in particular pasts and
landscapes, are loved for themselves. Reliance on a disembodied "culture of global concern" is no less problematic for
environmental managers than dependence on a disembodied,
abstract science.
While it may be part of the moral self-understanding of
World Bank executives that they are not responsible for the
development projects they plan and execute, similarly, this
understanding is not likely to catch on widely among those
affected. Managerial hopes that a Northern-directed "revolution in values" will "reduce corruption" and toughen up socalled "soft states" in the South are refuted by the lack of a
Western concept of the public through most of the world as
well as by the hard logic justifying Southernelites' incorporation of Western capital flows into their own personal networks.
"You have taught us about meritocracy and accountability,"
such elites can reasonably say. "Are we less qualified than
those of you who earn ten million dollars a year? Are Northern
advisers who come to our country 100 times more qualified
than the local counterparts who earn 100 times less? Are the
World Bank, FAO and G A T T you founded accountable to the
people whose lives they affect? Are Wall Street bankers or
Secretaries of Defence?" One of the drawbacks of attempting
to impose a universal culture on others is that they tend to take
it seriously.
Ivan Illich foresaw a decade ago that "the coming steady
state society [without the commons] will be an oligarchic,
undemocratic and authoritarian expertocracy governed by
ecologists". He could well have added that such an
expertocracy cannot Work even on its own terms. This failure
is hardly a matter for regret. It is merely the other side of the
coin of the success of the commons. Arturo Escobar concludes
a recent essay by expressing the hope that in the future, the
"plurality of meanings and practices that make up human
history will again be made apparent, while planning itself will
fade away from concern."
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"Population Control"
One area where the managerial approach now reigns supreme
concerns "population". Instead of addressing the social, economic and political roots of increasing human numbers (see
p. 171), population controllers focus primarily on preventing
births through technical means that are often coercive, and
which injure women's health and undermine their self-determination. The "population issue" is being used politically to
control groups of people who are considered a threat by those
who have benefited from enclosure. Moreover, "population
control" is being used to enclose women still further: it takes
away their power to determine how many children they have
and to choose a method of regulating births which they control
and which does not threaten their health. It also erodes their
power to decide when and how they have sexual intercourse.
"Earlier our bodies were controlled by our men," comments
one woman in Bangladesh. "Now they are controlled by our
men and our government."
Even those who acknowledge the devastating impact of the
development process on the environment often take the
"pragmatic" view that reducing human numbers must take
priority over addressing the structural roots of the environmental
crisis because it is more urgent and easier than curbing consumption or adopting environmentally-sound technologies.
As Paul Harrison puts it:
1

tion in mass vasectomy camps. These abuses helped to bring
down the government in 1977 and contributed to a predictable
backlash against family planning. The number of sterilizations
dropped to 900,000 in 1977 compared to 6.5 million in just the
last six months of 1976.
Today, the sterilization programme continues, but with a
shrewd change in strategy: women, who have less political
powerthanmen, are the main targets. Since 1977-1978, women
have accounted for 80 per cent of sterilizations, even though
tubal ligation is riskier than vasectomy. Brute force may be
rare, but other forms of coercion and pressure are used. As
during the state of emergency, the salaries of various public
employees or civil servants are withheld unless they bring in a
target number of "acceptors" each month; each "acceptor"
earns them a bonus as well. A woman herself is paid 200 rupees to be sterilized, a man 180 rupees. Over-zealous recruiters
are known to compel or trick women into unwanted contraception and sterilization, including post-menopausal women and
widows.
Women in India, as elsewhere, have always sought ways to
limit births, but the existence of these various incentives would
indicate that the methods on offer are not their method of
choice. Christa Wichterich points out that "under conditions of
poverty where the premium (for sterilization) is greater than
5

"... the poorest one billion must increase their consumption.
The middle three billion will not rest with the odd radio,
bicycle or fridge they now have. They will go on aiming for
the Western dream — including cars. The richest billion
will not readily renounce even part of their affluence . . .
Technology must be softened. But don't let's expect
miracles . . . Technology changes must be backed by
slower population growth. Population is actually the easiest
of the three knots to cut."
2

Easiest if one forgets that the knot is real live people, ignores
what "population control" really means and assumes bullying
the powerless is preferable to redressing the balance of power.
But the word "population" no longer means people. It typically has connotations of a bomb which has released an explosion of mainly poor, brown- or yellow-skinned people, who
are creating pressure, so must be controlled — regardless of
the methods used. As the Bombay director of family planning
during the 1970s, Dr. D.N. Pai, said, "If some excesses appear,
don't blame me... You must consider it something like a war.
There could be a certain amount of misfiring out of enthusiasm.
There has been pressure to show results. Whether you like it or
not, there will be a few dead people."
3

4

Coerced to choose
India's population control programme, one of the first and
largest in the world, dramatically illustrates the use of coercion.
In 1976, under a state of emergency, a variety of laws and
regulations on sterilization were enacted. Fines and imprisonment threatened couples who were not sterilized after three
children. Men were rounded up with brute force for sterilizaThe Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

The answer The Economist forgets: each European
consumes over 20 times as much of the world's
"resources" as each African; and the European
Community is six times as densely populated as subSaharan Africa. Upholding the lifestyle of a rich
minority takes precedence over the lives of the poor,
non-white majority.

183

the monthly wage of an agricultural worker, it is pointless to
describe the women's decisions as voluntary."
6

Who controls?
Even the World Health Organization (WHO) has acknowledged
that sterilization and contraception have been forced upon
vulnerable groups who for various reasons (ethnic, cultural,
political, economic) threaten the interests of powerful decisionmakers, whether national or local. Consistently justifying such
actions has been the concept of "overpopulation". The concept
sounds scientific and can be applied in a flexible range of
circumstances according to the convenience and interests of
those who use it. For the foreign and domestic companies who
have usurped 40 per cent of Kenya's arable land to grow coffee,
tea and sisal for export, for example, "overpopulation" occurs
when peasants outside the plantations begin to covert land for
their own subsistence. Prior to mechanization, when states
found that labour, not land, was in short supply, the complaint
across Africa and South-East Asia was of "w/uferpopulation".
"Population control" policies aim not to control people as
such but to limit human production — of future people. They
involve a dominant group deciding who will be born, how
many will be born, and of what race, class, sex and "quality".
Farida Ahkter, an activist from Bangladesh, recalls a story
narrated by a family planning officer to a group of poor and
illiterate women in a remote village in Bangladesh:
7

"You see, there are only nine cabins in the steamer launch
which comes from Dhaka to Patuakhali. In the nine cabins
only 18 people can travel. The ticket is expensive, so only
the rich people travel in the cabins. The rest of the common
passengers travel in the deck. The latrine facility is provided
only for the cabin passengers. But sometimes the passengers
from the deck want to use the latrines. The cabin passengers allow them to use the latrine because they are afraid
that if the poor deck passengers get angry then they might
go down and make a hole in the launch. Then the launch
will sink; they will die no doubt but the rich cabin passengers will not survive either. So, my dear sisters, do not give
birth to more children as they cause a problem for the cabin
passengers."
8

Controlling Women's Fertility
"Population control", "family planning", "family welfare" and
"birth control" are euphemisms for what is really happening:
control of women's fertility. Although methods of contraception could be assumed by either men or women, or both
together, the emphasis in population control is on reducing
women's reproductive capacities. In 1978,78 per cent of public
sector expenditures for the development of new contraceptives
was for female methods, as opposed to only seven per cent for
males. This is slowly changing after pressure from women's
groups, but the deep-rooted bias persists. While women alone
bear the risks of childbirth, and thus have an obvious incentive
to be concerned about contraception, the disproportionate
focus on controlling their procreative abilities cannot be attributed solely to this concern. The underlying assumption
behind the focus on female contraception is revealed in the
justification given for it by Dr. Hugh Gorwill, a researcher in
human reproduction, that "females create population problems,"
9

10
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a statement he backs up by saying the "common pathway to
turn off having people is females."
Women do not produce children on their own. The involvement of men in the human reproductive process, however, is
virtually unacknowledged and unchallenged in the contraceptive field; it is an "illegitimate speciality within reproductive
biology".
Contraceptive research has therefore been directed into
technical, systemic and surgical ways of preventing women
conceiving. These often interfere not only with women's
health but also with their libido, sexual enjoyment and ability
to say "no". In contrast, men's libido and pleasure in pursuing
unrestricted "normal" heterosexual intercourse is not to be
disrupted. One woman has remarked of the hormonal pill that
it seemed to have been developed "to enable women to be
sexual at any time, but to me it was like a statement that I had
to be sexual at all times. The pill seemed less to do with not
getting pregnant than with being sexually available." Some
health workers defend the use of the injectable contraceptive,
Depo-Provera or N E T - E N , on the basis of women's powerlessness and male opposition to contraception, claiming that it is
the only way for some women to have any control over any
aspect of their lives. This approach, however, can undermine
efforts to change the fundamental social and economic conditions that are responsible for women's powerlessness in the
first place. Much as the injectable and other contraceptives
may free women from pregnancy, they do not free them from
unwanted sexual intercourse. Ironically, Depo-Provera has
proved an effective male contraceptive, but has not been
promoted as such because of complaints of loss of libido —
although women complain of the same thing.
11
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Efficacy and Effects
This patriarchal bias of modern contraceptive technologies —
the "tools" of population control which "embody the values of
their creators" — is apparent both in their design and in the
ways in which they are administered in population control
programmes.
The single overriding goal in contraceptive research is to
develop a fail-safe product that prevents pregnancy: the health
effects on women using the contraceptive are of minor importance to researchers. Studies assessing safety have often
proved less than rigorous, if undertaken at all; when adverse
effects and long-term risks finally come to light, often after a
long struggle by the women affected by them, they tend to be
trivialized by population control agencies; women are generally not fully informed of all these health risks when they
"choose" a method; and, in population control programmes,
women are not given adequate medical screening or follow-up
care. The Office of Population of the US Agency for International Development has argued against standard medical
screening and follow-up procedures for the pill: "With respect
to contra-indications, we prefer not to even use the term" as it
may have "very negative connotations."
Indeed, many population controllers seem to consider that
concern about the debilitating effects of modern contraceptives
on women, although regrettable, should not be allowed to
interfere with preventing women getting pregnant in an "overcrowded" world. As Dr. J. Robert Weston remarked upon the
revival of intrauterine devices (IUDs):
15
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"[IUDs] are horrible things, they produce infection, they
are outmoded and not worth using . . . [but] suppose one
does develop an intrauterine infection and suppose she
does end up with a hysterectomy? How serious is that for
the particular patient and for the population of the world in
general? Not very. Perhaps the individual patient is expendable in the general scheme of things, particularly if
the infection she acquires is sterilizing but not lethal."
18

Not lethal perhaps, but for women who use an IUD or any other
method as a reversible form of contraception, such enforced
sterilization can not only be a deep personal tragedy but, in
many societies where women's only status and capital comes
from having children, it may be a cause of social ostracism,
abandonment and ultimately destitution.
Depression, menstrual irregularities, headaches and other
adverse effects of hormonal contraceptive technologies (pill,
injectable, implant) are dismissed as "minor" or "personal side
effects" or due to "psychological factors", even though "depression is a minor side effect which merely destroys the entire
quality of a woman's life." Not menstruating, far from being
a blessing, may be a cause for anxiety because it is a natural
indication of pregnancy, not of its opposite. Unusually heavy
or intermittent bleeding is often an indication of a problem, not
of health. Heavy bleeding can also be particularly serious for
anaemic and undernourished women, while intermittent
bleeding can not only be physically inconvenient but socially
restrictive as well. In cultures where menstrual blood is considered "unclean", menstruating women are restricted from
social and household activities, such as going to the temple or
cooking. For prostitutes, it can mean not being able to work.
19

20

A Question of Control
The latest generation of fertility regulation methods undermine
women's control of their reproductive capacities still further.
The trend in contraception is away from short-acting (24 hours
for the pill) towards long-acting methods: three to six months
for the injectable and five years for the implant, Norplant.
Some women may feel this is a relief; they know they are
protected. But if a woman experiences adverse effects, or
decides she would like to have a baby, she can only wait for the
effect to wear off or, in the case of Norplant, get it taken out —
if she can.
This long-acting trend coincides with another which
dominates population control programmes: provider dependency. One reason why safer barrier methods, such as the
condom and diaphragm, and natural family planning, have
been neglected in terms of research, promotion and distribution — even though they have no adverse impact on breast
feeding, are suitable for birth spacing and, in the case of the
condom, help to prevent the spread of sexually transmitted
diseases — is that they are under the user % not the provider %
control. Not so the new technologies. Whereas a woman can
decide each day whether to take the pill, or to put in a
diaphragm, and a man to use a condom, a woman has to go to
trained medical personnel for a Depo-Provera or NET-EN
injection or for insertion and removal of an IUD or Norplant.
The president of the US Population Council, the developer
of Norplant, advocated in 1969 the establishment of involuntary fertility control which would include, "Temporary sterilization of all girls by means of time-capsule contraceptives,
and of girls and women after each delivery, with reversibility
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

A sterilization centre in India. " I keep asking myself
what the government is up to when it tells us get
operated, get injected, insert this. What lies behind
the government's interest in this? We have no land
and they're not going to even things up to allow us
any. In these conditions, our poverty is not about to
disappear. They're killing the poor, not poverty. *
21

allowed only upon governmental approval." His proposal has
come close to being realized. In January 1986, the Brazilian
Ministry of Health prohibited further trials of the implant in the
country because they did not follow basic international norms
of ethics and safety required for human clinical trials of new
products. One woman's experience is illustrative:
"I didn't go to [the clinic] for Norplant. I went for a
preventive. But I was sent to a girl who said she was a
nurse. Then she started talking about Norplant. Nowadays
I know what 'inducing' means. They induce people. That
day I met various girls, young girls who had never had
children and were using Norplant."
22

The lack of removal on demand of Norplant is where the main
potential for abuse lies. Women in countries such as Brazil,
Thailand and Indonesia are among those who have wanted to
have the implant removed but have been unable to find a doctor
trained or willing to do so. One woman in Ecuador cut it out
herself in a procedure that in some cases in Finland has needed
general anaesthesia because the implant is so deeply embedded
in fibrous tissues.
Women in the US, particularly poor women and "women of
color", are now particularly concerned about the punitive or
coercive use of the implant in the country. "Two days after the
FDA (Food and Drug Administration) approved Norplant for
public use (in December 1990), a Philadelphia Inquirer editorial suggested the implant should be used as 'a tool in the
fight against black poverty.' The fact that some policy makers
and opinion makers . . . see this drug as a potential tool to be
'used' against the poor, and those victimized historically by
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racism, sexism, unequal pay, discrimination, and other injustices is not only inhumane — it is unconscionable."
The potential for abuse is considerably greater with the antipregnancy "vaccines" now being researched. The "vaccines"
are designed to work by inducing in the body an immune
response towards natural body constituents which are essential to reproduction, such as hormones, human eggs, sperm or
the early embryo. For example, the immune response generated by a "vaccine" developed in India targets the human
pregnancy hormone and thus interferes with the implantation
of the fertilized egg. These immunological contraceptive
methods may have a lifelong effect — auto-immune reactions
are difficult, if not impossible, to stop — but this seems not to
concern the researchers, some of whom consider the "vaccines"
an "attractive alternative to surgical sterilization."
Even WHO, a sponsor of some of the "vaccine" research,
warns that:
23
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present "choice" in India between sterilization or "the mess of
IUDs", some groups feel trapped in a punishing dilemma
concerning the proposed introduction of Norplant in the country, despite knowing the adverse effects, long-term risks and
ways in which the implant is administered in other population
control programmes. Which mess is less bad? What choice do
women have? If the contraceptive users had been consulted
about the methods to be developed, would they have chosen
those with the characteristics of the present technologies?

Failure
The irony is that population control policies rarely work. "In
spite of immense efforts and financial expenditure, population
controllers in many countries have only been marginally successful. Many women resist the measures or only take preventive steps after they have had five or six children." Suffering
from unexplained and untreated adverse side effects, and disillusioned with contraception and the lack and quality of
service, a high percentage of women stop using the contraceptives and avoid health and family planning centres altogether.
The approach of focusing solely on targets — the number of
"acceptors" or sterilizations — backfires. Even in countries
where the birth rate has gone down, no direct link can be
established between the programmes and the decline.
Many women are "interested in the abolition of the social
reduction of their personality to child-bearers", and contraception may have enabled some of them to gain more control over
their lives. But the majority, particularly poorer, Third World
and black women, are well aware that their emancipation:
29

"the fact that [the anti-pregnancy vaccine] is administered
by injection makes it easy to confuse, intentionally or
unintentionally, with other preventive or curative injections
. . . The advantage of being long-lasting will be a problem
instead of an advantage if the vaccine is given without the
woman's informed consent."
25

The potential for misleading women about injections they
receive is often enhanced by the mystique of injections in
many societies. Despite these warnings, however, the developers insist that the "vaccine" should be a high priority in
contraceptive research because of the "urgency of the demographic crisis".
26

Choice? What Choice?
For women who are informed in an unbiased way about the
pros and cons of each method, who have the back-up of an
available, effective, safe and hygienic health service and who
have the option of changing to another method if one is
unsuitable, the range of contraceptive technologies may offer
a choice. In many countries with population control programmes, however, such choice is an illusion. Farida Akhter
has little confidence in this so-called "cafeteria" approach of
the population controllers:
"We are inundated with devices [high dose pill, IUD,
injectables, implants or sterilization] to render our reproductive organs dysfunctional. I see dumping and inundation
before I see the point many Western women are trying to
raise through the demand of reproductive rights. I have no
illusion that there is any right involved in the population
control programme of Bangladesh . . . even those who
distribute the contraceptives . . . do not have adequate
information to share with the users. They do not have the
necessary skills or equipment to check and inform women
what they should be careful about . . . The concept of a
cafeteria approach. *. is meaningless in Bangladesh. How
are women going to choose if they do not have the
information to judge and compare methods?"
27

Not surprisingly, the feeling of many women in the Third
World regarding contraception runs counter to their perceptions of Western women's liberation. "Under conditions of
insecurity and a patriarchal culture . . . (contraception) is not
a means to liberation or self-determination but determination
by others: an instrument of control from outside." With the
28
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"will be not be produced by an intrauterine pessary, or by
tubal ligation, if there are no changes in the state of poverty
of their life and work, if they do not overcome the sexist
exclusion from all resources — land ownership, money,
education and political power — and the patriarchal dictate
of bearing sons, not daughters."
31

Unwanted pregnancies and unwanted abortions can indicate
not just a lack of contraceptive techniques but the powerlessness and missing self-determination of women in all spheres —
social, economic, political and personal. As Christa Wichterich
says:
"I should like to emphasize yet again: of course I am in
favour of women in the Third World determining for
themselves their reproduction and having control over
their lives and bodies. But what is happening at present in
most population control arenas is in my opinion a deprivation of self-determination and power from women and at
the same time a comprehensive intervention in human
reproduction. With the standardization of fertility and the
family, whether reproduction is restricted, selectively
guided or artificially achieved, the path towards the industrial production of humanity in this one world has been
entered upon."
32

Yet the response of population controllers to the failure of their
programmes is not to reform the programmes to meet women's
needs, but to intensify further population control efforts. "The
policy of the multinational organizations is characterized by an
unshakeable belief in the political feasibility of fertility control
with the aid of methods developed in the West." It is a path
that leads only to further attempted enclosure of the majority
of the world's people — women.
33
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than a large, cool larder, that a two-litre motor car must
inevitably be more efficient than a two-pedal bicycle, or that an
expensive tractor-drawn plough must inevitably be superior to
the nimble mattock.

Technology Transfer
The technocratic approach to "population control" is only one
example of the more general view that more Western science
and technology is indispensable for curing the world's environmental ills. This view is often expressed in the form of a
beguiling syllogism:

Only Western science and technology can solve the
world's environmental problems.
The developing countries, by definition, are lacking in
scientific and technological resources.
Therefore,

a massive transfer of science and technology is required from North to South, involving in turn a massive
transfer of funds.

Science versus Ignorance
Central to the logic of technology transfer is the presupposition
of the recipient's ignorance. "Ignorance" according to the
World Bank, "is an important cause of environmental damage
and a serious impediment to finding solutions . . . Frequently,
especially in developing countries, decisions are made in the
absence of environmental information. Collecting basic data
can be expensive, but the rewards are usually high." And again:
"Poverty, uncertainty and ignorance are the allies of environmental degradation . . . Better-educated people can more
readily adopt environmentally sound but complicated techniques such as integrated pest management."
It is predictable that the World Bank should have chosen an
agricultural example — pest management — to illustrate their
point. The peasant farmer, "especially in developing countries"
has always been represented by experts as an archetype of
ignorance, "backward" and bound by tradition. In the words of
E. Alvord, an agricultural missionary to Rhodesia in the 1920s
and 1930s, "we have in my opinion little or nothing to learn
from native agriculture" which he characterized as "wasteful,
slovenly, ineffective and ruinous to the future interests of
Rhodesia," while the natives themselves were "heathens who
were grossly immoral and incredibly steeped in superstition."
The language used today by World Bank policy-writers is
every bit as racist, if not as crude, as that used by Alvord, and
it reinforces similar attitudes further down the hierarchy: for
example, Zambian extension agents, working on a World Bank
project in the 1980s, described local farmers as "ignorant
peasants, too lazy to farm." The word "ignorant" is pregnant
with contempt. It epitomizes an attitude that is consciously or
sub-consciously held by all those who consider that Western
technology is a sine qua non of environmental stability and
human comfort; those who assume, without question, that a
small, noisy, polluting refrigerator must inevitably be better
1
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The assumption, implicit in the World Bank's allegations of
"ignorance", that scientific research and technological advance
cannot exist outside the research laboratories and computer
networks of the developed world is inherent to the logic of
technology transfer. Ye* until quite recently, even in Europe,
almost all scientific research and technological advance took
place in the field or on the shop floor. Waterproof suits made
from fish-gut and watertight bowls made from grass were not
developed in research laboratories; nor were the junks of
China, or the kayaks of the Aleut: nor even the traditional
"wootz" steel of India, which in the 1840s was judged to be
better than anything produced in Britain. The technological
advances of the English "agricultural revolution" were originally developed, not by theorists such as Arthur Young who
propagated them in the 18th century, but some two or three
hundred years earlier by a succession of nameless farmers.
This tradition of vernacular science is still very much alive,
though its disdain for publicity and the written word have led
many academic scientists to doubt its value and even its
existence.
Human beings are for the most part curious, experimental
and concerned for their own well-being. It should therefore
come as no surprise to us that groups of people who have lived
in an area for generations should evolve systems of agriculture
and ways of living that are congenial, effective and sustainable
— unless they are prevented by someone else from doing so.
This process of native scientific selection and discovery is not
always as slow as we have been led to believe. Winin Pereira
has described how when the dandavan tree, from Australia,
was introduced to an area north of Bombay, in the first year that
it came into flower the local Warli tribals discovered that its
seeds could be used to stupefy and catch fish; and subsequently
started using it as a medicine as well. The following year a
paper describing experiments by two scientists on the effects of
the seed on two species of fish confined to a laboratory
aquarium was published in Environment and Ecology. Not only
did the tribals beat the scientists — their research needed no
expensive equipment, no submission of reports and budgets,
no academic accolade and was tested on the fish that needed to
be caught, in their natural environment. This was research
carried out by and for the commons — rather than in the
enclosed and jealous world of the academic institution.
5

This argument has been almost universally accepted in the
UNCED discourse. Any disagreements — and there have been
many — have centered around secondary concerns, such as
how much money should be transferred and what particular
technologies should be employed.

4

The Science of the Commons

6
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The intimate knowledge of the properties of plants is reflected elsewhere in the widespread practice of intercropping.
Whereas Northern agriculture finds it easier to cope with one
crop at a time — and frequently with one crop all the time —
in many parts of the tropics farmers have found it advantageous
to grow two or more crops together in one field. In West Africa,
80 per cent of all farmland is intercropped, with up to 60 crop
species being grown on any one farm. N.S. Jodha notes a
tradition in India "that every farmer should plant nine crops in
at least one of his plots. This ritual practice known as nava
dhanyam (nine grains) is guided by a belief that it is the duty
of every farmer to preserve the germplasm which nature has
8

187

9

provided."
There are many advantages associated with intercropping.
Often there is simply a net gain in yield over growing a single
crop on the same area of land. Certain combinations of plants
complement each other, by providing shade or windbreaks,
and by exploiting nutrients at different levels of the soil. They
can also protect each other from pest attacks. Intercropping
also minimizes the risks of farming. The more crops and
cropping schedules used, the less the likelihood of total crop
failure; and staggering different crops means that there will be
something to eat in the uncertain period before the main
harvest. Also, the work load is spread evenly throughout the
year rather than concentrated in a few critical periods. This can
be the crucial limiting factor to the amount of food that a farm
produces. Paul Richards argues that West Africans are turning
increasingly to intercropping techniques, as a response both to
land shortages and to labour shortages caused by out-migration.
In this respect, "it might be better to view intercropping... not
as a set of 'traditional' techniques, but as evidence of progress
towards an agricultural revolution." Certainly the fact that
one observer counted no less than 147 distinct intercrop
combinations in three villages in northern Nigeria suggests
that much experimentation is taking place.
The sophistication of vernacular science may also be observed in the numerous indigenous irrigation systems that are
still operating throughout the world. For example, the qanats
of the Middle East constitute a vast network of underground
conduits stretching over 170,000 miles in Iran alone. In contrast to modern pumped irrigation technologies, they only tap
spring water from mountain areas conveying it by the force of
gravity. As a result, the aquifer cannot be depleted and the
quality of the water is maintained. Though some of the channels were built thousands of years ago, many are still functioning: until recently they supplied 75 per cent of the water
used in Iran both for irrigation and for household purposes.
Many other smaller-scale systems, such as that of the Chagga
people on the slopes of Mount Kilimanjaro, have impressed
Western engineers with their technical sophistication.
The most intractable problem faced by many irrigating
societies is salinization of the land caused by the evaporation
in the soil of unnatural amounts of water. Farmers know that
overwatering and poor drainage threatens the whole community: there are thus a raft of sanctions and social arrangements
that work to safeguard against salinization by giving the whole
community a stake in preventing abuses. Different cultures
have also developed rotations to control salinization. The
farmers of the Euphrates, for example, do so by fallowing their
lands with two wild legumes, shok (Proserpina stephanis) and
agul (Alhagi maurorum), which, besides supplying nitrogen to
the soil, draw moisture from the water table and dry out the
subsoil, thus preventing water from rising and bringing salt to
the surface. J.C. Russell has described this system as "a
beautiful procedure for living with salinity", adding that the
"villagers understand it, in that they know it works, and they
know how to do it and they insist upon it."
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Of course, not all indigenous technologies have been sustainable. Some of the ancient irrigating civilizations became
over-ambitious and sacrificed ecological stability for the increased short-term output they could gain by abandoning
fallows and adopting perennial irrigation. But those that were
not sustainable have perforce died out; while those that have
survived represent a vast repository of human knowledge, too
14
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large to be documented by any academic system.

A Litany of Disasters
For those who rely on the commons, defending this body of
vernacular knowledge is fundamental to defending the commons. For them, the experience of technology transfer is not
that it solves problems so much as that it creates them.
Technology transfer has led to an influx of experts and other
outsiders determined to impose their "solutions" on the commons. Since the 19th century, when the scientific academies
blossomed and universities acquired departments of agriculture, physics and chemistry, the credit for innovation and the
license to innovate have been progressively lifted out of the
public domain and placed in the hands of the professional
scientist. New breeds of expert have appeared — the architect,
the soil engineer, the planning officer, the conservationist, the
health and safety officer, the agricultural extension officer —
educated in the classroom and the laboratory, entitled with
paper qualifications, and entrusted with the enforcement of a
growing body of legislation that has been formulated in those
same institutions.
No one has suffered more from this invasion of experts than
those who have been most consistently stigmatized as ignorant,
the poor of the Third World. In the words of Bill Rau, "The
widespread failure of agricultural and rural development
projects in Africa is largely due to the failure of planners to
work with and reflect the complexity and diversity of rural and
urban realities." Or indeed to understand them. "The dreams
and myths of development 'experts' have been repeatedly
altered or rejected by peasants, artisans and the urban poor
because the projects were irrelevant, impractical or directly
threatening to their well-being."
The schemes devised by these experts have so far led to a
litany of ecological and cultural disasters — and there is no
reason to suppose that they will not continue to do so. Most
frequently the problems are caused not by one or two basic
miscalculations, but by a fundamental failure to comprehend
the complexities of the local ecology and culture.
The Kano River Irrigation Project, for example, is an attempt
to modernize a local farming community in northern Nigeria.
In 1911, E . M. Morel wrote, "There is little that we can teach
the Kano farmer . . . they have acquired the necessary precise
knowledge as to the time to prepare the land for sowing; when
and how to sow; how long to let the land be fallow; what soils
suit certain crops; what varieties of the same crop will succeed
in some localities and what varieties in others... how to ensure
rotation; when to arrange with Fulani herdsmen to pasture their
cattle upon the land." Sixty years later the Nigerian government and agencies such as US AID and FAO thought differently.
A project was initiated to replace the local shadoof bucketirrigation system with water supplied by the new Tiga dam,
which was completed in 1975. The main object was to supply
wheat to make western-style bread for sale in the cities.
Although the area had been identified as being suitable for
wheat, after the first five years of the project yields were only
about 15 per cent of the amount predicted. Farmers were
pressurized to give up intercropping guinea com with millet,
because the harvest date interfered with the wheat crop, and
were encouraged instead to grow maize, which is more demanding on the soil and more dependent on fertilizer. Soil
fertility dropped as intercropping declined, and erosion in15
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Wood Stoves and the World Bank
The reluctance of modern science to acknowledge the
expertise of the commons is illustrated by a curious sub-plot
that runs through the World Bank's 1992 report Development and the Environment
In at least seven separate places
the report refers to what it calls "indoor air pollution".
"For hundreds of millions of the world's poorer citizens, smoke and fumes from indoor use of biomass fuel
(such as wood, straw and dung) pose much greater
health risks than any outdoor pollution, and its effects
on health are often equivalent to those of smoking
several packs of cigarettes a day"

is because it is difficult to stipulate any test that adequately
and precisely simulates the processes used in actual cooking." Nonetheless he goes on to stipulate several tests and
arrives at some impressive formulae, for example:
"The view-factor depends on the distance between the
fuel bed and pan (Hp), the radius of the fire bed (Rf) and
the radius of pan bottom (Rp) according to the formula:
2

5

F-[Hp2+Rf2+Rp2—^^(Rf-t-Rp^r.CHr^-t-qif--Rp) )* ]
2RP

From these formulae it is clear that radiative heat
Put in scientific terms, this means that "studies that have
transfer will decrease with increasing distance between
measured biomass smoke in household kitchens in poor
the fuel bed and the pan".
rural areas have found susIn other words, the nearer
pended particularate matter
the pan is to the fire, the
(SPM) levels that routinely
hotter it will get.
exceeded by several orders
The supreme intellectual
of magnitude the safe levels
effort invested in assessing
of World Health Organizawhat any normal person
tion guidelines". The World
learns through experience,
Bank therefore sanctions
i.e. the optimum distance
programmes to introduce
between the firebed and the
"smokeless" wood or charpan, is judged necessary becoal stoves into rural homes:
cause the stoves are required
"Recent research has found
to conform to scientifically
that the economic value of
determined standards. Inthe environmental and
deed any deviation from
health benefits of improved
these centralized standards
stoves amount to $25-$ 100
is frowned upon. When the
a year per stove". However
w Deccan Development Socithe Bank also acknowledges
ety was promoting stoves
that "progress in dealing
w funded by the Indian Instiwith indoor air pollution has
tute of Technology, it found
been disappointing" though
that "the funding agency
A homemade rotating spit oven, made from an oil drum
it does not suggest why.
would not permit any alteraand reinforcing bar. People may prefer to fabricate to
tions to suit local requiretheir own design, rather than buy a standardized model.
Domestic Science
ments and good habits. The
same model is for application all over the country. We were
Anyone used to cooking on wood stoves and open fires will
told that these changes would reduce the fuel-efficiency
know that both systems have their advantages and disadvanand it was suggested that we embark on changing the food
tages. Stoves are less smoky, and can be more fuel-efficient,
habits and cooking practices of the people".
though this is by no means always the case. They are
particularly useful in cold climates where they can also
In fact, it is questionable whether many of these stoves
serve to heat the room and keep a constant supply of hot
achieve an increase of efficiency at all. Ian Smillie recounts:
water. On the other hand open fires are more versatile than
"At Sylveria House, a Jesuit Training Centre on the
stoves: they can be easily moved, they can be used for
outskirts of Harare, there is a small appropriate techsmoking food, they can accommodate a wider range of
nology workshop and a house where several expericooking implements, and the heat can be directed and
mental stoves have been installed. There is a Lorena
adjusted more easily. In this sense they can be more fuelstove, developed in 1976 by an appropriate technology
efficient than stoves. A skilled cook can keep a pan of soup
organization in Guatemala, a Tso Tso and other locally
simmering evenly with three smouldering sticks. Open fires
designed mud and ceramic varieties. At lunchtime,
also give off light and can provide a focus for the household.
three or four women cook their lunch at the house, but
The importance of such factors as the cook's skill and the
they do not use any of the 'model' stoves. They sit on
the floor around a traditional grate fire. Sylveria House
fire's function as a hearth means that, in the words of one
discovered that by lowering the grate from fifteen to
chemical engineer, "the problem of evaluating the performeight inches and by protecting the fire from the wind, it
ance of wood-burning stoves is very complex indeed. This
2

1

3

(Continued on next page)
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causes that are less dramatic and often under an individual's own control, such as cigarette smoking and
wood fires."

was as efficient as any of the exotic designs attempted
by donor agencies and the Ministry of Energy."
4

6

Besides, the women, presumably, were gathered around the
fire, not for reasons of efficiency, but because they preferred
it. Patricia Stamp has collected some of the complaints
voiced by African women about their new stoves: "they
have lost smoke for chasing insects or waterproofing roofs
. . . a centre for conversation and a symbolic focus for the
household." The three stones of the original open fire "offer
the flexibility of being moved due to the weather etc., and of
cooking with pots of different sizes."
"Stove projects also fail because they do not take
account of poly gy nous households. Replacing the traditional three-stone fireplace in each hut with a single
stove for the 'family' raises the question of where to
locate the stove and how to allocate cooking time.
Given that separate hearths structure polygynous marriages, the promotion of technology that undermines
this practice is bound to fail or, worse, seriously disrupt
the marriage institution."
Stamp also quotes the Kenyan poet Okot p'Bitek:
"I really hate the charcoal stove!
Your hand is always dirty
And anything you touch is blackened . . .
I am terribly afraid of the white man's stove
And I do not like using it
Because you stand up
When you cook
Whoever cooked standing up?
You use the saucepan and the frying pan
And other flat-bottomed things
Because the stoves are flat
Like the face of a drum
The earthen vegetable pot
Cannot sit on it
There are no stones
On which to place
The pot for making millet bread."

This passage reveals the Bank's bewilderment and irritation with the self-evident fact that people do not mind
taking risks themselves, but object to having risks imposed
upon them. It also betrays the logic behind the Bank's
sudden surge of propaganda against traditional cooking
methods: when people are "uneducated", they accept a
greater degree of environmental risk if they feel that risk is
under their control; "education" leads them to the view that
there is, in scientific terms, no difference between risks that
are chosen and risks that are imposed; they are therefore
more easily encouraged to sacrifice control over their lives.
The improved stove movement is an "intermediate"
technology in the fullest sense of the term. It is, in the World
Bank's words, a "stepping stone between traditional stoves
and modern fuels". "Higher incomes and improved distribution systems for commercial fuels and electricity will
bring about a switch away from biomass . . . In the meantime, improved biomass stoves, which increase efficiency
and reduce emissions, can make an important contribution." The "white man's stove" obliges the users to buy the
white man's aluminium cooking ware, adopt the white
man's stance and eat the white man's food, in preparation
for the day when they will graduate to genuine "white
goods", the modern electric cooker, the fridge and the dishwasher.
The power for these machines arrives:
7

"via a network of cables and overhead utility lines,
which are fed by power stations that depend on water
pressures, pipelines or tanker consignments, which in
turn require dams, off-shore platforms or derricks in
distant deserts. The whole chain only guarantees an
adequate and prompt delivery if everyone of its parts is
staffed by armies of engineers, planners and financial
experts, who themselves can fall back on administrations, universities, indeed entire industries (and sometimes even the military)."

5

8

Risk assessment
The scientific onslaught against traditional cookery is based
on the assumption that ordinary people are incapable of
taking responsibility for their own lives: in other words, that
cultures which have achieved a considerable degree of
sophistication in the fabrication of fireproof earthenware or
copper pots are incapable of designing a stove that suits their
diet and their way of life; that local people cannot, given
access to land, organize their own wood supply; that poor
people are too ignorant to assess the relative dangers and
benefits of indoor smoke for themselves; and that they are
too ignorant to be able to devise smoke-alleviating measures
such as ventilation or chimneys, should they so desire. The
World Bank makes this revealing statement:

This electricity network is, by its nature, an enclosing
technology whose nerves are reaching to the heart of every
household. It saps people of their self-reliance, forcing
them to cede control of the risks that affect them and sign
that control over to a priesthood of professional risk-takers,
the same people, incidentally, who brought us global warming, the ozone hole and Chernobyl. The desire to enclose
every last outpost of local culture within this unifying grid
is what lies behind the World Bank's sudden enthusiasm for
wood stoves.
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creased because of the work involved levelling the land. The
project drastically altered the people's way of life. The cooperative arrangement between the farmers and the nomadic
Fulani herders, mentioned approvingly by Morel, was stopped
by project organizers who considered the cattle disruptive, and
consequently Jura, a vital food for both groups made out of
milk and millet, could no longer be made. Poultry was banned
from domestic households and there was a decline in foodstuffs
such as sorghum, dates, locust beans (a weaning food), vegetables and other crops dependent upon the defunct shadoof
irrigation. The increase in men's income and the growing
integration into the market economy resulted in a power
imbalance between men and women, which led women to
remove themselves "as much as possible from the household
economy, creating a separate women's world into which to
place their energies and generate independent resources,
however meagre, with which to endow their daughters."
Despite these problems and repercussions, the Kano River
Project is regarded as more successful than others. A similar
project in neighbouring Bakolori encountered determined resistance from peasants, culminating in 1980 in the massacre of
at least 23 and probably over 100 farmers by the Nigerian
police.
The Kano story is just one of a now familiar stream of
disappointments and failures that does not seem to be drying
up. A report published in May 1992 by the U K National Audit
Office found that of 17 recent aid projects funded by the
Overseas Development Administration, (some in conjunction
with the World Bank), the ability of more than half to survive
after the project teams left was in doubt, and two were already
written off as complete failures. In one drainage scheme in
Pakistan, designed to alleviate the salinization of cotton fields
in the Sind caused by the British-built irrigation systems, only
three out of the projected 79 drainage sumps were working
properly, and in these three cases "the water table had fallen
below the optimum level and crop yields had reduced."
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Technology as Trojan Horse
In the wake of such disasters, advocates of technology transfer
have adopted two lines of defence. The first of these insists that
it is not the technologies themselves that have caused the
problems but the manner in which they have been applied. The
UN Food and Agriculture Organization, for example, argues
that "since farm chemicals are essentially tools in farm management, environmental problems stem from their misuse
rather than being inherent characteristics."
Even on its own terms, this statement is false: numerous
pesticides are carcinogenic to consumers and dangerous to
wildlife, regardless of how they are used in the field: that is why
many of them have been banned. But the suggestion that pesticides are "environmentally neutral" — that is to say that they
are not inherently dangerous, there is simply a right way and a
wrong way to use them — is at the same time an admission that
they are not socially neutral. To use pesticides safely, it is not
enough for farmers simply to mix them up and spray them: they
must adopt a "pesticide culture", with its prescriptions for "safe
practice", "agricultural management", "wildlife protection",
"food quality" and so on. In effect, pesticides, like other
Western technologies, act as a Trojan horse for Western assumptions, practices, beliefs and social relations.
The networks of interest that promote technology transfer
22
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A Brazilian market stall selling medicinal herbs
collected in Amazonia. Most indigenous peoples have
an extensive knowledge of plants and their uses;
some are able to identify over 1,000 plant species.
are well aware of this, and use it to their advantage. The use of
technology-transfer to change cultural attitudes is made explicit in a text prepared for a pre-UNCED seminar organized by
the Norwegian government and attended principally by representatives of the large dam-building industry. This states that
hydropower projects — euphemistically renamed "waterfall
technologies" — "are often very appropriate vehicles for
introducing an appropriate mechanical culture into a developing country." Significantly, the seminar had been called primarily to discuss how dam builders could best exploit any
funds generated by UNCED for technology transfer.
23

Environmentally-Friendly Enclosure
The second line of defence adopted by the agents of development is more complex and involves a grudging acknowledgement of past failures and of the value of vernacular knowledge
and technologies. The World Bank, alongside its denunciation
of "ignorance", now concedes that "the belief that traditional
knowledge of the environment is simple and static is changing
rapidly. More and more development projects are taking advantage of local knowledge about how to manage the environment . . . Development projects that do not take existing
practices into account often fail."
These admissions, however, are coupled with a generalized
assumption that vernacular systems are inadequate to the task
of "saving the planet". In its recent policy document on
Sustainable Agriculture and Rural Development (SARD), for
24
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example, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization states
that "low-input production is probably the most environmentally-friendly system and has been practised since time immemorial, but every country has abandoned this practice during
the process of development due to its low productivity and
inability to meet the food requirements of an ever-increasing
population."
Rather than considering the possibility of reclaiming for
peasant agriculture land currently used for export crops, FAO
uses the population argument to justify the further intensification of agriculture. The technologies that it recommends for
transfer are those of the Green Revolution, which has caused
such damage to the environment and to society. Nonetheless,
alongside the call for a 50-60 per cent increase in the use of
pesticides, SARD also calls for greater use of biological
husbandry. In the same vein, the Agenda 21 text on technology
transfer repeatedly stresses the need for "environmentally
[safe and] sound" technologies.
But what is environmentally-friendly to the development
industry is not necessarily environmentally-friendly or culturally acceptable to those who rely on the commons. The belief
25
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The "appropriate technologies " now
being promoted for transfer can be
just as powerful tools for enclosure as
the inappropriate technologies that
are supposedly to be cleaned up.
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Forced in this manner into a marriage of convenience with
development, "alternative agriculture", "integrated pest management" and similar "appropriate" techniques become
complicit in the further enclosure of vernacular science. Indeed, as the conventional technological solutions, such as large
dams, become discredited, other more acceptable technologies
must be found to take on the role of Trojan horse. One
agronomist, David Norman, explains frankly how mixed cropping improvements are used by extension agents to get a foot
in the door and gain the confidence of farmers:
" . . . once the farmer has adopted an innovation that does
not conflict too much with his present traditional outlook,
e.g. improvement of his returns from mixed cropping, it
will then be easier for the extension worker to suggest
more radical changes, e.g. sole cropping, if evidence
obtained under improved technological conditions indicates that this is desirable as far as farmers are concerned."
This is not to imply that appropriate technologies can never be
successfully exchanged, but rather that, as David Burch has
pointed out, there is no permanent place for appropriate technology in a society that is committed to the standard models of
technological growth. The pressures of a market fuelled by the
consumption patterns of a wealthy minority are too great.
"What is produced within a country is not determined by some
objective assessment of needs... Patterns of income distribution biased towards the middle- and upper-classes produce a
structure of effective demand for products that can only J>e
produced by capital-intensive technologies."
The current nod in the direction of vernacular science
should be regarded in this light. As long as a wealthy minority
of people concentrated in the North and within Southern elites
continue to exert an effective demand throughout the world for
exotic foodstuffs, Western-style clothing and other luxuries,
and as long as they rely upon an ever-expanding market for
produce such as fertilizers, pesticides, machinery and wheat,
we can expect a further enclosure of vernacular science, a
continuing succession of hare-brained schemes to drag the
"ignorant peasant" into the 21st century, and the relentless
growth of an environmentally unsound industrial economy.
When cultures develop alongside each other on an even footing, they can and do benefit by borrowing ideas from each
other. But this process is in no way linked to the systematic
colonization of knowledge that is taking place under cover of
the term "transference of technology." As SONED, an umbrella organization for Southern NGOs, has stated:
"From the Southern point of view, technology is a product
of diverse cultures and environment and therefore should
not be transferred . . . Technology must reflect people's
culture, environment and science. Northern technology,
which is the root cause of the environment and development crisis, is rejected. What is sought is an alternative
science and technology reflecting the traditions, cultures
and achievements of Southern peoples."
31

that intensive development can be rendered "safe and sound"
by the infusion of a little vernacular technology — by "taking
advantage of local knowledge" as the World Bank puts it —
poses a new, more insidious threat. Far from being rescued, the
technology of the commons is likely to be "chewed up and spat
out by the big development agencies, its original aims masticated out of all recognition." In that respect, the "appropriate
technologies" now being promoted for transfer can be just as
powerful tools for enclosure as the inappropriate technologies
that are to be cleaned up with post-UNCED funding.
For example, the National Research Council (NRC) of the
US National Academy of Sciences has issued a report entitled
Alternative Agriculture, half of which is given over to eleven
farm case-studies. As Jack Kloppenburg reports, "the conclusions reached in the report relate almost entirely to the need
for the application of more scientific effort to the development
of alternative agriculture, and the report's recommendations
focus on how this strategy might best be accomplished. Farmers
are regarded as the recipients of technology, advice and information. The authors of the NRC report simply do not
conceive of any potential for farmer-generated knowledge
except in connection with or translation through 'science'."
Similarly, "integrated pest management" is now being promoted by the World Bank and other agencies as a means of
reducing the damage done by pesticide use. "Integrated pest
management" has, of course, been practised for centuries by
farmers whose inventories include techniques such as mixed
cropping, fallowing, selection of resistant varieties, decoy
crops, pest-deterrent plants, predator-attracting plants, natural
pesticides, burning, flooding and manual labour. The integrated pest management proposed by the World Bank, however, differs in three respects. Firstly, it uses toxic chemicals
30

in "small, carefully-timed applications". Secondly it keeps the
farmer dependent upon chemical companies, for whom he or
she must earn or borrow money to pay for the input. And
thirdly, the farmer is no longer in control, but must bow to the
opinion of "experts", who will be hovering round the farm,
checking that the applications are small and carefully- timed.
The farmer is integrated into the scheme — but only as one of
a number of factors in a pest-management process determined
largely by outside experts.
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Capital Flows:
Investing in Enclosure
Just as enclosing as the technologies that UNCED seeks to
transfer to the South is the capital that will be loaned to pay for
those technologies. In the same way that technology transfer
has been used as a Trojan horse through which industrial values
and relations of production are foisted upon the commons, so
capital transfers have been used to enclose the commons within
the global economy.

Tied Aid
Firstly, as Cheryl Payer notes in her remarkable book, Lent and
Lost: Foreign Credit and Third World Development, aid and
credit have been used as "a cleverly designed tool to bribe
nations with money to give the creditors or aid donors access
to the home markets of the recipient." One means by which
this has been achieved is through tying aid to the purchase of
goods from the donor countries. Eighty per cent of Canadian
aid, for example, is "tied" aid, whilst two-thirds of British aid
is said never to leave Britain (some put the figure as high as 98
per cent). Of Japanese government aid, Richard Forrest notes:
1

"To promote Japanese goods in the 1960s, aid was tied to
purchases of Japanese goods and services, creating markets for Japanese goods and introducing Japanese banks
and trading companies into developing countries. Starting
in the 1970s, Japanese funds have been used to build largescale facilities for exploiting and processing raw materials
in resource-rich countries, such as Indonesia and Brazil,
and to relocate hazardous and energy-intensive processing
facilities to offshore sites, usually in South-East Asia.
Reports by Japan's overseas development agencies highlight how projects provide supplies of crucial materials for
Japanese industry, such as oil, aluminium and pulp. Aid to
Pacific island nations has been used as a tool to secure
access to fishing grounds for Japanese fleets. Aid has also
been used to help "phase out" particular industrial sectors
that are no longer economic in Japan."
2

Even the officially "untied" loans of the 1970s were frequently
made de facto conditional on the recipient country's or corporation's awarding business to a corporation from the country
lending the money. As Payer remarks, "The use of credit to pry
markets open is also obvious in the 'conditionality' of the IMF
and the World Bank. The sine qua non of conditions required
by these organizations is import liberalization . . . Import
liberalization represents the surrender of all or part of the
domestic market to foreign sellers and is, incidentally, about
the worst possible policy that can be imagined for any country
short of capital. But to the sellers, credit is considered a cheap
way to buy markets."
3

Credit and the Enclave Economy
Secondly, the supposed need for capital has provided
transnational elites with a rationale for imposing forms of
enclosure that go beyond simply tying the South to the use of
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

Northern equipment. In order to attract capital, for example,
Southern governments have been willing to offer companies
tax breaks, the freedom to repatriate profits, cheap labour, bans
on trade union activity, the right to import, duty-free, raw
materials and components from abroad, low-cost access to
land, and (where hydroelectric schemes have been involved)
below-cost electricity. To that list has increasingly been added
the "freedom to pollute", an incentive that has proved of
particular appeal to those industries which are under pressure
to clean up their activities within the North. Such concessions
reach their apotheosis in the numerous Free Trade Zones
(FTZs) that have been set up throughout the Third World since
the mid-1960s. Exempted from virtually all legislation that
might impinge on their profitability, companies operating
within FTZs not only enjoy minimal pollution standards but
are guaranteed cheap, largely female, labour and the right to
enforce the most draconian working conditions. Human rights
abuses are common, as is widespread pollution. In effect,
through the lure of capital investment, transnational interests
have been able to create enclaves within the South where
enclosure is complete.

Credit Equals Debt
Thirdly, as Payer points out, debt and capital flows are inextricably linked: they are the reverse sides of the same coin. The
loans that transnational elites in the Third World take out on
behalf of "their peoples" are not free gifts: they have to be
repaid. There is nothing remarkable about this: on the contrary,
it is intrinsic to the nature of loans. If as a result of having to
repay those loans, the Third World is now a net exporter of hard
currency to the North, "it is not in spite of 'but because o/the
unquestioned faith that foreign capital is essential to development." In effect, the current flow of capital from South to North
— now put at some $51 billion — "is the natural, logical and
above all legal consequence of the very belief that foreign
capital is essential to Third World development."
With debt comes political bondage as "the real sovereignty
of the nation [is] handed over to foreign creditors and their
governments." For the South's transnational elites, this causes
few problems, their interests coinciding with those of their
foreign creditors. For them, the only problem lies in the
possibility that their credit might run dry, bringing a backlash
from the urban middle-class for whom foreign credit means the
availability of Western goods. Hence, the resistance of such
elites to repudiating debts and the willingness instead to accept
IMF structural-adjustment programmes. As Payer puts it:
4

5

"While it is overwhelmingly to the benefit of the country
as a whole to repudiate, the individuals and classes which
are in control of the governments of most debtor countries
still see their own interests as lying in obedience to the
interests of creditor countries. The minister of finance who
crosses the will of creditors, for example, cannot expect a
cushy job at the IMF or World Bank when he or she leaves
office, as more obedient colleagues can. Similarly, these
narrowly based groups stand to benefit more from the
small trickles of aid and forced lending that pass through
their fingers as they come in than they pay as their share of
the larger sums that go out."
6

For the rest of the population, however, debt translates into
further enclosure. To service the loans that have been taken out
in their name, they must suffer the despoliation of their envi-
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ronment and the indignities and injustice of structural adjustment. The policies of the Free Trade Zone are extended to
cover the entire country: new loans become conditional on
expanding export-crop production, removing import controls
and cutting public expenditure on health and other services.

ECOLOGY

More of the Same
Taking out the new loans on offer after UNCED may temporarily stem the South's current credit crisis, enabling debts to
be serviced in the short term, but it will not resolve it. For,
sooner or later, these new loans will also have to be repaid. In
that respect, the new capital flows to the South are likely to
exacerbate environmental destruction rather than reduce it. For
if the new loans are to be repaid, the capital loaned must
ultimately be used to yield hard cash. As Payer points out in a
passage that destroys the whole logic of "greening the earth"
through increased capital flows:
"Capital is a term for assets, whether in the form of money
or otherwise, which are used for the purpose of making
more money. Land may be capital if it is exploited for the
purpose of making money. Factory machinery is capital.
So are inventories of raw materials and the products of the
factories. Capital may be embodied in many forms, but it
is capital only if it is employed in the quest for more
money."
7

A loan to "restore" a deforested watershed requires that a
restoration strategy be adopted that generates sufficient money
to service the loan: not surprisingly, most watershed restoration programmes involve commercial reforestation. Alternatively, the money is generated by increased productivity in
some other sector of the economy. Either way, the loan necessitates further enclosure: instead of the watershed being
restored to meet the needs of the commons, it is "restored" to
meet the demands of the creditors. This is inescapable.
Moreover, the North's new concern to secure pollution
sinks, on the one hand, and the resources it requires to keep its
industries going, on the other, threatens to take past enclosure
a step further. Thus, by designating the atmosphere and
biodiversity as "global commons" (sic), the World Bank and
other agencies have overridden the local claims of those who
rely on the real commons, and effectively asserted that local
people have no more right to the air around them or the
biodiversity of their forests, streams, and hills than a corporation based on the other side of the globe. It is surely no
coincidence that 59 per cent of the projects selected for financing
under the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) should involve
"biodiversity protection" or that the chair of the G E F , Mohamed
El-Ashry (previously of the World Resources Institute), has
singled out areas which "include important gene pools or
encompass economically significant species" as the priority
for funding. Protecting biodiversity thus means protecting
biodiversity for the global economy. The conditionalities attached to new capital loans will undoubtedly be the means
through which that agenda is imposed.
For the poor, the landless, those who have been marginalized
by the development process and those whose livelihoods are
under threat, however, "new and additional funds" hold no
attractions. The solutions they seek are not financial, but
political. It does not cost money to reclaim large plantations for
peasant agriculture or to plant the trees that will restore their
ravaged homelands. But it does require political change.
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Reclaiming the Commons
It is midday and in the village of Nagami, in the foothills of the
Himalayas, a group of villagers sit cross-legged in the heat of the sun
listening as Sudesha, a woman in her late thirties, sings to them. Her
song tells how she was jailed for attempting to stop timber merchants
from felling the trees near her village and of her willingness to go to jail
again if it furthers her protest against enclosure of the forest commons.
Sudesha is prominent in Chipko, a village-based movement that takes
its name from the Hindi word for "to hug", villagers literally hugging
trees to prevent them from being felled. She is speaking at the end of
a two-day meeting, organized by local villagers to discuss how best to
prevent the destruction of their forests and to encourage the regeneration of those areas which have already been logged. Already many
villages have set up tree nurseries, growing fruit and other trees of the
villagers' own choice, and hundreds of hectares of denuded hillside
have been replanted. In one village, a single villager, Vishweshwar
Dutt Saklani, has planted more than 20,000 trees, all native species,
creating a little oasis of forest in an area which }ias been devastated by
the timber industry. Streams have begun to flow again, birds and other
animals have returned in large numbers and the hillside is no longer
eroding.
|
On the southern edge of Brazilian Amazonia, where the savannah of
S Mato Grosso meets the rainforest, the Xavante Indians are slowly
| restoring their ancestral commons, devastated by years of illegal
logging and ranching. In 1982, after the authorities refused to expel the
timber
merchants and ranchers from Xavante land, the Xavante took
Often making use of what James Scott
matters into their own hands, burning down the local sawmill and
calls the "weapons of the weak",
giving the loggers and ranchers their marching orders. Since then, the
groups, communities and individuals
Indians have worked to restore their degraded commons. The savannah
the world over are successfully
is naturally rich in a wide variety of nutritious plants and fruits, which
resisting the web of enclosure and
the Xavante have begun to grow and market. They have also begun to
reclaiming a political and cultural
experiment with new techniques for encouraging forest regeneration.
space for the commons. While UNCED
Efforts are being made to restore the local wildlife, which has been
has been mainly interested in
seriously depleted through illegal hunting by colonists. Once the
"solutions
that will permit
industrial
numbers of wild animals have been restored, the Xavante hope they
will be able to give up keeping cattle and obtain their protein through
growth to continue, those who rely on
hunting,
as they did in the past.
the commons are carving out a very
different path. Their demands centre
In the US, numerous communities, having fought successfully to
protect their commons from being used as a dumping ground for toxic
not on formulating treaties, but on
waste, have joined together to lend their support to others facing the
reappropriating
the land, forests,
same threat. Their fight is not simply to protect their own backyards,
streams and fishing grounds that have
but to reduce the production of waste so that no one's backyard is used
been taken from them; on
for dumping. In 1980, there were just a few hundred such anti-toxics
re-establishing control over decisiongroups: today there are over 5,000, a network that stretches from coast
making; and on limiting the scope of
to coast and covers every state in the Union. The movement grew out
the market. They seek to rejuvenate
of the Love Canal disaster in 1977 when hundreds of families dewhat works and to keep alive or
manded that they be evacuated from a housing estate built over a
elaborate strategies that meet local
leaking toxic waste site near Niagara Falls in upstate New York. The
evacuation came about only after a prolonged campaign by local
needs.
residents, mainly women; few of them had been involved in politics and
99
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refining market mechanisms, nor incorporating text-book ecology into economics, nor on formulating non-legally
binding treaties, but on reclaiming the
commons; on reappropriating the land,
forests, streams and fishing grounds that
have been taken from them; on reestablishing control over decision-making;
and on limiting the scope of the market.
In saying "no" to a waste dump, a dam,
a logging scheme or a new road, they are
saying "yes" to a different way of life:
"yes" to the community's being able to
decide its own fate; "yes" to the community's being able to define itself.
What begins as a fight against one
form of enclosure — a proposed incinerator, perhaps, or a plantation scheme
— often becomes part of a wide struggle
to allow the community to define its own
A banner on a picket line outside Baxters, a dextrose manufacturer in Manila
values and priorities. As Triana Silton
The United States' global dominance makes it a prime agent of enclosure.
notes of the movement to oppose toxic
wastes in the United States,
many had family members working for the companies which
had dumped the polluting waste. Stonewalled by officialdom,
"Many community groups have moved from simply fightthe local residents took up civil disobedience to apply pressure
ing off an incinerator to looking around at themselves, at
on their elected representatives to take action. Only then were
the community they are part of, identifying what they don't
they evacuated.
like and attempting to solve those problems. The empow-

The Commons Resurgent

erment that accompanies a success, whether that success is
having your voice heard or actually stopping the facility,
allows people to have some control over the things that
happen to them."
1

In seeking to defend their local environment, to restore the
damage done to it and to thwart the strategies of would-be
enclosers, community groups opposed to toxic dumping or
movements such as Chipko are part of a long tradition.
Throughout history, commons regimes have resisted the enclosure of the forests, rangelands, fields, fishing grounds, lakes,
streams, plants and animals that they rely upon to maintain
their ways of life and ensure their well-being. Such resistance
has taken many forms, and its focus has been as various as the
commons being defended. Machinery has been sabotaged, hay
ricks burned, landlords and officials satirized and threatened,
experts lampooned, loyalties shifted and bureaucratic defences
tested in an endless flow of effort to stall enclosure. Whether
overt or subterranean, thwarted or beaten down, channelled
into ideology or action, this resistance has been opportunistic,
pragmatic and resourceful. Frequently using local traditions as
an arsenal, constantly faced with reversals, it always finds
fresh ground to fight from, some of it created by the very
systems in opposition to which it must constantly transform
and renew itself. Willing to adapt new developments to its own
purposes, it is nonetheless uncompromising when the bounds
it has set are overstepped.
It is through such resistance that the ideology of economic
growth as the only concrete solution to poverty, inequality and
hardship is slowly being dismantled. Millions of people in both
the South and the North who know first-hand of its false
promise need no convincing. Whilst most participants in
UNCED and similar forums are interested only in "solutions"
that will permit industrial growth to continue, the movements
that have been spawned through resistance to enclosure are
carving out a very different path. Their demands centre not on
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In California, for example, "Concerned Citizens of South
Central Los Angeles is looking for ways to reinvigorate their
community economically, to create after-school activities for
the kids, to clean up the neighbourhood, to prevent certain
factories from entering their community. This is a case where
the community was able to come together around one issue,
become empowered, and then continue as a community to
address other issues."

Defending the Commons
For some communities, the immediate issue is defending
existing commons against enclosure. In Sarawak, for example,
Dayak peoples, denied legal or political means of defending
their lands, have set up barricades across the logging roads to
defend the forests around their longhouses. The government
has responded with mass arrests and by passing a new law
making all interference with logging roads a criminal offence.
Yet despite the intimidation and threats, the blockades have
been persistently re-erected, halting timber extraction on the
concessions of prominent politicians such as the Minister for
the Environment and Tourism.
Another celebrated example of resistance to forest destruction concerns an International Tropical Timber Organization
project for "sustainable logging" in the Chimanes forest of
Bolivia, which was promoted on Indian lands under a debt-fornature swap without steps being taken to secure the Indians'
involvement or their land rights. When it became clear that the
international funds were merely accelerating the logging and
invasion of Indian lands, the Indians embarked on a 750The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

gramme. The conflict endured long after the World Bank
kilometre march from their forests to the Bolivian capital, La
pulled out of the project. Villages were repeatedly bombed and
Paz, to demand a halt to the project and the recognition of their
subjected to counter-insurgency programmes as a result.
territorial rights. As a consequence, the government took steps
North of the Chico, the resistance of the Tinggian people of
to recognize on paper the Indians' rights to land, although the
Abra to the Cellophil Corporation logging of the pine forests on
legal status of the "indigenous territories" that were created by
their watersheds, escalated into similar armed confrontation.
the Presidential Decree remains ambiguous. Funds for the
In Mindanao, Higaonon resistance to the logging operations of
project have now been frozen while new management plans are
the Nasipit Lumber Co., led to indiscriminate aerial bombardevolved that give the Indians some control over the developments of their communities and the displacement of hundreds
ment process.
of tribal refugees into the lowlands.
In India, Chipko is only one of thousands of popular movements that have challenged enclosure. Widespread
mobilizations against hydropower programmes that
are displacing thousands of communities and
flooding their farmlands and forests have sprung
up all over the country. In September 1989, a rally
of some 60,000 people against "destructive development" was held at Harsud in the Narmada Valley, the site of one of India's largest hydropower
projects. The slogan of the march was "Our Villages, Our Rule". Mass marches of protesters have
led, in some places, to the cancellation of proposed
dams and, in others, have resulted in police firings
and deaths.
Popular mobilization against forestry plantations has also developed in Karnataka State in
South India. Here, attempts to take over common
lands for commercial plantations of fast-growing
eucalyptus for paper pulp and rayon led to a "pluck
Espigao d'Oueste, Brazil, where landless farmers have occupied land
and plant" movement, in which the eucalyptus
belonging to an absentee landlord. The farmers can choose either to
seedlings were uprooted and replaced by indigenous
be part of a collective which shares the work and the produce; or
species that provide products useful to the local
they can opt to remain independent, keeping all their own produce,
but without community support.
peasants.
In Thailand, where as many as ten million people live in forest reserves, the government has a long history of
Reclaiming the Commons
policy shifts to accommodate various vested interests. Popular
For other groups and communities, the focus of their struggle
pressure helped lead it to declare all timber extraction illegal in
is not the defence of an existing commons but the reclaiming
1989, after floods and landslides attributed to logging led to a
of those commons that have been enclosed or, in other cases,
number of deaths and wiped out villages. Since then, the
the taking over of territory on which to build a new commons.
government has been promoting commercial tree plantations
In Brazil, disillusionment with the government's abject
on "degraded" forest lands, which threaten to displace hunfailure to implement its promised programme of land reform
dreds of thousands of people. Concerted action by peasants has
has led to land "take-overs" by peasants. At Espigao d'Oeste,
brought a number of such plantation schemes to a standstill.
near Rolim de Moura, for example, over 300 families (some
Resistance to imposed development has been very wide1,400 people in all) have occupied 10,000 hectares of land
spread in the Philippines as well, the most topical example
previously held by an absentee landlord. The occupation was
being the Bagobo peoples' resistance to government plans to
organized by peasants belonging to the Movimento dos
build geothermal power plants on the forested slopes of Mount
Trabalhadores Rurais sem Terra (MST, or Landless Peoples'
Apo, held sacred by the Bagobo as the domain of the "god"
Movement). As Carlos Reyes reports:
Sandawa. Mobilization against the project has linked the
indigenous people with local environmental organizations.
"In June 1989, 125 families began to move into the area.
The protests have been met with intimidation by the Philippine
Within two weeks, they were driven off by the police.
army.
Instead of dispersing, as the police had expected, they
camped in a group at the headquarters of INCRA, the
In some areas, relations between the national government
Institute for Colonization and Land Reform, in Pimenta
and local peoples have become so bad that the affected
Bueno. INCRA expected the movement to fizzle out, but
populations, denied other means of protest, have expressed
it grew to 250 families.
their opposition through organized armed resistance. A tragic
3

example involved the World Bank-supported Chico dams
project in the Philippines which threatened to displace some
80,000 Kalinga and Bontoc people from their ancestral lands.
When the locals protested against the project, the Marcos
regime responded with brutal violence, leading to an escalating
conflict. Many tribals took to the hills and joined the New
Peoples' Army in defiance of the imposed development proThe Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

"The pressure succeeded. INCRA decided to buy the land
and divide it into 318 plots of 30 hectares each. On 25 July,
the people moved in. They had hardly any belongings and
nothing to eat, and survived in those early days only thanks
to the solidarity of neighbouring towns."
4

The MST (whose slogan is "Occupy, Resist, Produce") is one
of three major peasant movements — the others are the United
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Workers Union and the Comissao Pastoral da Terra — which
together have organized the reoccupation of some 4.5 million
hectares, benefiting over 100,000 families. In 1991 alone,
occupations secured land for 13,844 families, many of whom
had come from urban slums, prompting the unions to ask, "Are
we witnessing the opposite of the rural exodus of the past?" In
addition to land take-overs, the unions' cause has been promoted through the occupation of government offices, demonstrations, encampments outside the offices of provincial governors and pilgrimages (in Mato Grosso, 530 people marched
230 kilometres after being forcibly expelled from an occupation; in Rio Grande do Sul, 250 people marched 500 kilometres
to Porto Alegre, culminating in a rally of 3,000 people). "The
courage and stubbornness of these people in their desperation
is hard to imagine," says Paul Ekins, director of the Right
Livelihood Foundation, whose Alternative Nobel Prize was
awarded to the MST in 1991. They are regularly attacked by the
military police. One occupation (Fazenda Santa Almira, March
1979) was sprayed by aircraft with a potent pesticide and four
children subsequently died. The 500 families were attacked by
1,200 soldiers who fired 2,500 rounds of ammunition, wounding 19 peasants.
At the Fazenda Hollandese in Rio Grande do Sul, occupied
in 1985, 23 of the farmers work the land collectively, sharing
everything. Two other groups, of five and four farmers, do the
same. Three farmers farm individually. The 23 farmers have
further set up a co-operative open to other farmers in the area,
which now has 176 members. Between them, they farm 700
hectares, of which 25 per cent is original forest, which, through
their deeds of association, they have committed themselves to
protect.
That commitment to keeping a sizeable part of any land
taken over as forest or wilderness is general to all 600 settlements set up by the MST, a ground rule being that 20 per cent
of the land occupied should be "ecological reserve". Aware of
the ecological damage done by industrialized farming, the
MST and its partners also encourage farmers to reduce the use
of pesticides and fertilizers and to move towards more sustainable forms of agriculture, although there is a recognition that
many farmers are not currently in a position to move off the
treadmill. In that respect, the struggle to establish land rights is
seen as part of a larger struggle to achieve a more ecologicallysound society. As a joint statement by the three groups at the
forefront of the land take-over movement put it:
5

7

"The modernization of Brazilian agriculture has occurred
from one perspective only: to increase productivity without considering social and environmental questions . . .
The system of large farms has been the main cause of rural
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The demand for land reform is by no means restricted to
Southern countries like Brazil. In the North, too, land speculation, the loss of land to urban development and the trend
towards increasing concentration of landholdings, has led to
some groups and communities evolving new patterns of land
ownership. The US, for example, has a growing movement in
which farmers or other land owners sell or place their land in
"land trusts". Whoever farms the land is granted the long-term
right to use it under whatever conditions are agreed by the
trustees: the sale of the land, however, is forbidden. In effect,
as Marty Strange of the Centre for Rural Affairs notes, "the
fundamental character of family farm agriculture — owneroperatorship — is preserved, but what the farmer owns is not
the land but the long-term right to use it."
Once considered outrageously radical, land trusts and similar forms of land ownership are now gaining support within
conventional quarters. "In some urban states within the US,"
reports Strange, "legislatures have authorized the state to take
what amounts to an ownership interest by purchasing the right
to develop the land from the owner. The owner gets the cash,
pays lower taxes because he or she no longer owns all the rights
to the land, and keeps the land as a farm base. The purpose is
to preserve farmland by preventing non-farmers from buying
it for condominiums, parking lots and hotels. A half-dozen or
so eastern states concerned with haphazard development and
loss of open space have adopted such programmes in recent
years."
9

10

Limiting Exploitation
The tactic of direct occupation, so successfully employed by
movements in Brazil, has also been central to the struggle to
reclaim other commons. In the Philippines, local fishing communities have reoccupied numerous coastal areas sequestrated
by the political allies of former President Ferdinand Marcos.
On Samar Island, 520 hectares of fishponds were successfully
occupied by fisherfolk in 1989, with similar occupations taking place in Negros. Organizations of small-scale fishers have
11
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mushroomed as fishing communities have joined forces to block the
invasion of their fishing grounds by
commercial fishing fleets and to prevent the degradation of waterways
and coastal areas by pollution. In the
Luzon area, C A L A R I Z , a confederation of local fishing organizations,
have fought to prevent the enclosure
of their fishing grounds in Laguna
Lake by commercial fishpens. In the
Visayas, illegal fish ponds in mangrove swamps have been dismantled
and owners found operating without
a licence have been arrested by
members of local fisher organizations. In the Bicol region, fisherfolk
have re-established their rights to a
ten-kilometre strip of fishing grounds
where they have banned modern
commercial fishing gear: those operating trawls have found their nets
Drying fish in Kerala. Artisanal fisheries sell their fish locally and preserve them
confiscated or burned. In Bataan,
by simple methods such as sun-drying. They are threatened with enclosure by
protests by an alliance of fisherfolk
commercial fisheries, which often rely heavily on expensive techniques such
have halted the construction of comas refrigeration and canning to supply an export market.
mercial fishponds: meanwhile, a
former mangrove swamp, deforested under the Marcos regime,
trawling (see p. 160), artisanal fisherfolk joined together through
has been occupied and is now being reforested. In Bulacan, a
the Kerala Independent Fishworkers Federation (KSMTF) to
paper mill which was causing severe pollution of a local river
"demand measures to regulate the anarchic and destructive
has been forced to close down until it installs anti-pollution
fishing of trawlers in coastal waters." The KSMTF's principal
devices. And in Manila Bay an alliance of groups are camdemand has been for a trawl ban in the monsoon months,
paigning for a five-year "closed season" on fishing and a
during which many important fish species spawn in the coastal
complete ban on all trawls. In March 1992, a "No Fish Day"
waters, and for measures to restore the coastal ecosystem. "A
was held, with fisherfolk conducting a variety of actions to
second demand was for effective enforcement of a trawler-free
dramatize their long-standing call for "economic relief and
coastal fishing zone reserved exclusively for artisinal fisherimplementation of a comprehensive rehabilitation of the Bay."
men operating non-mechanized craft and for a total ban of
purse-seiners from Kerala waters."
Local fishing communities have also taken up against deforestation, which causes their coral reefs and rivers to silt up,
In the coastal city of Calicut in Northern Kerala, a Hindu
and to prevent mangroves from being cut down for fishponds.
fisherman and a Catholic nun vowed to fast until death until the
Tourist projects, too, have been opposed where they threaten
demands of the K S M T F were met; massive processions of
livelihoods. In the San Pablo lakes region, for example, a
fishworkers and their supporters have taken place in key cities;
powerful campaign has grown up to fight a tourism developthe main highway across the state was blocked with canoes; the
ment plan that would enclose local fishing grounds. As Antonio
railway tracks were picketed and the road to the airport in
Austria, President of the SPCMBY Fisherfolk Federation reTrivandrum, the state capital, was blocked. Meanwhile, at the
calls, "We realized that if we did not group together to have a
community level, fisherfolk began to take local action to
stronger voice, we could lose our means of livelihood. The
rejuvenate the coastal commons. One response was the revival
proposed tourism plan called for dismantling the structures we
of such age-old practices as the creation of artificial fish
use to gather fish for our living — floating fish cages, fish pens
sanctuaries or artificial reefs on the sea floor of the coastal
and guardhouses — to make way for the construction of hotels,
waters, the reefs not only attracting fish but also deterring
restaurants, floating casinos and facilities for speedboat ractrawlers. The fisherfolk also saw the reefs as a means by which
ing. We knew these activities would adversely affect the
they could reaffirm the value and legitimacy of their own
environmental quality of the lakes."
knowledge of the marine ecosystem:
SPCMBY, in common with many other groups, sees its
"Between 1985 and 1988, the resurgence of the idea gave
priority as "working to bring about aquatic reform in the same
rise
to a rapid spreading of a movement to create people's
way that there is agrarian reform." Central to that demand is
artificial reefs (PARs) totally funded and erected by the
that fishing communities should have a direct hand, through
fishermen — at times with the active collaboration of
their own local organizations, in "the management and control
social activists and marine scientists sympathetic to their
of fisheries and aquatic resources." As one group has put it,
cause. PARs became the symbols of the attempts of the
"Fisherfolk believe that they themselves are the best people to
fisherfolk at 'greening their coastal commons'. Constructprotect the fishing grounds, these being their lifeblood."
ing PARs also provided an avenue for the creative use of
their accumulated, transgenerational knowledge of the
In Kerala, a similar struggle is being waged to reclaim the
aquatic milieu and the behaviour of fish, which had been
marine commons. Faced with overfishing due to commercial
12
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relegated with the coming of 'efficient' fishing gear which
was without the ecological sophistication of traditional
fishing methods. PARs also became appropriate physical
structures for a fencing of their exclusive fishing zones
against the incursion of trawlers. ."
15

The PARs also helped ensure that decisions about stock
management were made at local level, rather than by distant
experts.

Reclaiming Vernacular Knowledge
Like the fisherfolk of Kerala, numerous other communities are
now looking towards their traditional practices for inspiration
in restoring their commons. One reason is that such traditional
ways are locale-specific and thus firmly grounded in the
culture of the commons: another, more practical (and thus,
perhaps, more important) is that they are known to work. As P.
Sarmineto-Resebal notes of Bontoc agriculture in the Philippines, "there is no need to reinvent the wheel to find environmentally sound, alternative approaches to the despoliation of
land and resources that high technology farming often brings."
In Ecuador, many farmers have learned through bitter experience that "improved" varieties of potatoes are not only illadapted to their needs but, because they require pesticides and
fertilizers, are both costly and a major cause of environmental
degradation. "The plots on which I use chemicals are dusty in
the dry season, while the soil structure is retained in the plots
where I don't," says one farmer from the village of Saquisili.
As a result, many farmers no longer grow the modern varieties
and, instead, have returned to growing a wide range of traditional varieties. To protect those local varieties and to ensure
an independent seed supply system, a number of communities
have set up seed banks. "The system is as simple as it is
effective. Farmers get their seed potatoes from the local bank
under the condition that, at harvest time, they replenish the
seed bank with the same amount, plus an additional 20 per
cent." For the local community, the re-introduction and
conservation of old varieties in the face of genetic erosion
through the modernization of farming is part of a wider struggle
to conserve and build upon their own cultural heritage. "Our
Indian culture is not only our music or the dress our women
wear, it is also the way we produce our food and the plants we
and our fathers have developed for that."
In the mountains of northern Luzon in the Philippines, the
Ikalahan people have also turned to their traditional farming
practices to wean the land off chemicals, using organic techniques to increase the productivity of their traditional slashand-burn agriculture. "As soon as the community was given
control over its own land, its leaders decided to try to prevent
the use of chemicals in the agricultural practices... They have
discovered ways of improving food production with new
varieties of sweet potato. They have also improved the fallow
system by planting fertility-restoring plants that reduce the
fallow period from 14 to 7 years. By integrating these methods
into the ancient system, they can increase the carrying capacity
of the area from 400 to 800 families while still allowing the
forests to expand."
In Thailand, some farmers, with support from progressive
community hospitals and non governmental organizations, are
attempting to restore the traditional place of native medicinal
herbs in village life, rebuilding local biodiversity (and the
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commons that secure it) which also allows villagers to reclaim
control over their health. This particular move comes as a
response to the growing awareness that dependence on the
wider market for medicine has led to both financial insecurity
and health risks. A decade ago, Baan Sok Khumpoon in
Yasothorn province, which, together, with many such villages
in the North-East, had been swiftly integrated into the cash
economy in the 1960s and 1970s, was spending over US$500
a year on commercial drugs. These included pain-relievers
which had led to the deaths of several residents from stomach
ulcers. Now, however, following years of community efforts,
medicinal herbs are flourishing around the village, the drug bill
has been cut by three-quarters, the village is greener — and the
health of local people is better.
19

Indeed, throughout the South, villagers whose lives have
been made insecure by overdependence on the market economy
and whom experience has made wary of the monocultures
demanded by modern agriculture are adopting strategies
grounded in traditional practices as a means of restoring their
environment and disengaging from the wider market economy.
In the Segou region of Mali, for example, villagers have
withheld co-operative labour from those who buy modern farm
machinery, because it causes damage to the soil and undermines
the tradition of shared labour that is crucial at certain seasons.
Likewise, in Eastern Senegal, the Federation of Sarakiolle
Villages — a peasant group — has "successfully resisted
efforts by the state agriculture agency to impose irrigation
systems, cropping patterns, uniform pricing policies and
marketing restrictions." The Federation, set up in the 1960s,
has promoted crop production "primarily for food, secondarily
for surplus distribution and only lastly for sales."
20

The response of local farmers to plantation-induced drought
in Maharastra, India, has similarly been to withdraw from
cash-crop production. Sugar-cane has become the most important cash-crop in the region, but its high demand for water
has deprived villagers of water for food crops. To prevent "the
waste of scarce water resources through unjust and ecologically destructive cropping patterns", villagers have formed
Pani Panchayats

(water councils):

"The central idea underlying the formation of the Pani
Panchayats
is that in a drought-prone area, no individual
should be deprived of a rightful share of the limited water
resources on which life and livelihood depend. To ensure
equity, the Pani Panchayats
treat water as a community
resource, not as private property. Further, water rights are
based on the number of family members, not on the size of
landholdings. While members of the panchayat are free to
decide how to use their water allocation, sugar-cane cultivation is completely banned as being inconsistent with the
principles of responsible resource use. A suitable Patkari
or water distributor, is appointed by the Pani Panchayat to
assure fair day-to-day allocations of water to all its beneficiaries."
21

Reclaiming Markets
In the North, too, moves to reclaim the commons are often
closely linked to attempts to disengage from the wider market,
by networks of exchange over which a community or group has
control. One example is to be found in the Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) movement, now taking root in Europe, the US and Japan. The special feature of CSA initiatives
is that the community or a specific group of people from one
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

Women at a village meeting in Sabtinga Province, Burkina Faso. "Certain older women in villages became very independent and respected. Christianity shook this attitude very badly. It was not considered nice or feminine to speak out.
But the dignity which African women had and which was lost during colonization is coming back" (Buchi Emecheta).
local area agrees to share the risks and responsibilities of food
production with the farmer. In some instances, a detailed
budget for the farm is drawn up on an annual basis, which
includes wages for those working on the land, and then the
costs are shared by the community which the farm will support.
Sometimes this is done on the basis of pledges made at a
meeting at the beginning of the season, the amount pledged
varying according to the ability to pay. One of the advantages
for farmers is that they start to get paid as soon as the crops are
planted, rather than having to wait until crops are harvested
before they receive any return.
Once the costs have been agreed, and produce becomes
available, families, depending upon the agreement, either get
a share of the produce, or take according to need In the case of
the Hudson-Mohawk community farm, some 20 miles north of
Albany in New York State, for example, a single "share",
costing $340 a year, provided enough vegetables to make four
days' worth of meals a week. Should a crop fail, however,
then the 100 shareholders in the farm would bear the loss:
indeed it is central to the philosophy of the communitysupported farm movement that shareholders should share the
risks that most farmers have to take alone. In 1986, when a
thunderstorm over Indian Line Farm produced eight inches of
rain in three hours, the winter storage/baking squash crop was
badly affected. The shareholders experienced a loss of approximately $35 each, but under a conventional system the
farm family would have lost $3,500, which might well have left
them in serious financial trouble.
22
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Because farmers know that their income is guaranteed and
they are growing produce for people and not for the market,
they tend to grow a much wider variety of produce, and aim to
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

provide what people want, instead of concentrating on the
crops that give the highest returns. This diversity of crops
creates conditions which are favourable for companion planting, and encourages the kind of integrated cropping practices
which make crop failures less likely. The active involvement
of shareholders in farm work is encouraged, a principle aim
being to "reconnect" those whose primary activities lie outside
farming with the land. This building up of a community
sensitive to the vagaries of nature means that other related
issues — such as land-ownership, conservation, recycling, and
use of natural resources — become topics that are considered
and discussed. Moreover, the tying of production and consumption to a community level has the potential to create extra
jobs in processing, local transport and retailing. These activities
tend to put the heart back into a community, whereas the type
of jobs which might be lost, such as long-distance truck driving
tend to take people and work out of the community.
24

In Switzerland, CSAs have existed for over 25 years and
they are also to be found in Germany. In North America,
community farms have been developing since 1985, with
around 80 in existence in 1990, and nearly 150 by 1991. In Japan,
very similar systems have developed since the 1970s, and now
there are a variety of groups operating in different ways, all
aiming to reconnect farmers with consumers, and concentrating on good quality food. The biggest of these groups, the
Seikatsu club, has over 150,000 members, and operates as a
form of buyers' co-op.
Robyn Van En, who has given many talks on CSAs, says the
concept "creates almost instant empowerment. People go home
and join or start a project." Trauger Groh, one of the pioneers
of community-supported farming in the United States, has
25
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outlined some of the important aspects of community supported farms in a book called Farms of Tomorrow:
"Some things are typical for all community-supported
farms. In all of them there is a strong dedication to quality;
most of them are organic or biodynamic farms, most of
them show great diversification, most are integrated farm
organisms having their own livestock and thus their own
source of manure, or they are aiming in this direction. At
all of them, far more people are working regularly per 100
acres than in conventionally run farms; and generally there
are just many more people around participating in all of the
dimensions of agricultural life: working, relaxing, storing,
shopping, celebrating. This human element is of enormous
importance. It shows that these farms have something to
offer beyond good food. They embody educational and
cultural elements that draw the interest of many people.
Besides clean, healthy, life-giving food, and a strong
contribution to an improved environment, the educational
and cultural elements constitute the third great gift that
farms of tomorrow have to offer."
27

the commons from monopolizing power and imposing its will
upon the community. The door has been opened to personal
gain at the expense of the community's security, both social
and environmental.
But the emergence of local elites does not mean that the
commons has been shattered: the community often maintains
features typically associated with the commons — networks of
mutual aid, a limited market, production primarily for use
rather than exchange, an emphasis on reciprocity and redistribution rather than accumulation, the extended family as the
basic unit of socialization and production or an ideology that
stresses harmonious relations with nature. And in numerous
instances, local people have begun to evolve their own institutions, accountable to the community as a whole, to redress
the imbalance in power and to reclaim control of the commons.
For example, in Sarawak, where the indigenous elite very often
sides with loggers against the local people, local communities
have begun to evolve new "longhouse associations", run under
much more democratic principles than the now discredited
traditional institutions, to provide themselves with truly representative leadership.
In India, the general failure of local panchayats (effectively,
district councils) to reflect the will of the commons has led
many communities to create alternative village-level institutions "that can work with a high order of democracy." Only
by so doing have villagers been able to regain the authority
necessary to check and even reverse resource depletion. As
Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain of the Delhi-based Centre for
Science and Environment note of the old panchayats:
28
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"Panchayats tend to divide the community into factions
and are themselves often dominated by the more powerful
groups in the village which raises fears amongst the rest
that the benefits will be expropriated by them. Being an
elected body, the very birth of the panchayat takes place
within an environment of village factionalism.

Cree Indians from St James Bay, Canada, protesting
in Amsterdam against a hydroelectric scheme that
threatens their hunting grounds and way of life. As a
result of their determined resistance, the project has
been delayed.

The Balance of Power
If there is a common denominator to the initiatives and struggles described above, it is not that they share a uniform
"vision" of the future, or adhere to a single "blueprint" for
change, but rather that they are all, in their many and various
ways, attempts by local people to reclaim the political process
and to re-root it within the local community. The central
demand made by group after group is for authority to be vested
in the community — not in the state, local government, the
market or the local landlord, but in those who rely on the local
commons for their livelihood. As such, the struggle is for more
than the mere recognition of rights over the physical commons:
critically, it is also a struggle to restore or to defend the checks
and balances that limit power within the local community.
As we have seen, enclosure fatally undermines the institutions and cultural patterns that prevent any one group within
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". . . Panchayats [are] too far removed from the 'grassroots' to be effective agents for good natural resource
management. A village consists of several hamlets and a
panchayat usually covers several villages... When people
from one settlement decide to protect and rationally use the
common natural resources around them, they run into
conflict with people from other settlements. Panchayats
are seldom able to resolve these conflicts, especially when
these conflicts become caste conflicts as different settlements often consist of different castes. This makes the
management of village natural resources by panchayats
very difficult, if not impossible."
30

Perhaps the best known example of villagers evolving alternatives to the panchayats is to be found in the Chipko movement. Having halted the logging of the watersheds in the
Himalayas and secured control, though not ownership, of their
hillsides, women's groups have mobilized effective tree planting
programmes, an initiative that has now spread to many other
parts of India. A key feature in the success of Chipko has been
the development of new political associations which are open,
accountable and, crucially, equitable.
Less well-known outside India are the gramdam villages
inspired by Mahatma Gandhi. Such villages' executive and
legal power is invested in the gram sabah, a body consisting of
all the adults in the village. In Rajasthan, where villages can
register under the Rajasthan Gramdam Act of 1971, the gram
sabah has full control over all the land within the village
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

boundary and lays down the rules for how the village commons
should be used. It also has the power to judge, penalize and
prosecute. Agarwal and Narain cite the village of Seed near
Udaipur as "an excellent example of how the village ecosystem
can be managed by an executive gram sabha'":
"The common land has been divided into two categories —
one category consists of lands on which both grazing and
leaf collection is banned and the second category consists
of lands on which grazing is permitted but leaf collection
or harming trees is banned. The first category of land is
lush green and full of grass which villagers can cut only
once a y e a r . . . Even during the unprecedented drought of
1987, Seed was able to harvest 80 bullock cartloads of
grass from this patch. The grass was distributed equitably
amongst all households.
"Seed's gram sabha does not even allow trees on private
land to be cut. Prior permission from the gram sabha is
required and it is granted only if the owner needs the wood
for domestic reasons but not for sale. The gram sabha also
has a system of penalties to enforce disciplined use of the
village trees and grasslands."
31

Seed only became a gramdam village some ten years ago, but
in that time it has demonstrated how, once authority has been
restored to the commons, the local environment can be defended, restored and improved for the benefit of the local
community as a whole. Agarwal and Narain conclude,
"We are absolutely convinced . . . that there is no alternative to this concept. Increasingly we get convinced that the
most sophisticated decision-making will begin only when
people start sitting under banyan trees as a group to discuss
their problems and find common solutions. Only this form
of decentralized decision-making can match the enormous
cultural and biological diversity of Indian villages. People
sitting in closed rooms in distant Central and State capitals
or even district headquarters can only produce monolithic
nonsense which will have little relevance on the ground."
32

non-defensiveness, humour, curiosity and respect for the opinions of others as a counterweight to the formulas, principles,
translations or "limits" which trap people in single languages.
It involves legitimizing a type of rational decision-making and
self-correction which emphasizes not the application of predetermined methods, technical vocabularies, "objective" data
and yardsticks — the machinery of enclosure — but the
indispensability of open-ended conversation, a willingness to
listen and learn, to change one's view and to work at achieving
a consensus. As Sophie Pierre of the Ktunaxa/Kinbasket Tribal
Council in British Columbia remarks of the decision-making
process that still holds in her own community:
"My people have lived for thousands of years in that area
of South-East British Columbia — from the Big Bend of
the Columbia River in the North, to the Arrow Lakes in the
West, to Missoula, Montana in the South, to the eastern
slopes of the Rocky Mountains. That is my home. And in
my homeland, consensus has worked for thousands of
years.
" . . . By involving all the stakeholders, and using all of their
good commonsense, one then expects responsibility and
ownership for the decision that is made. The only way that
you can accept that ownership is if you are part of it: you
have to be involved . . . I grew up figuring that consensus
meant that you chew on something long enough until
everyone can swallow it easily and safely . . . Meetings
would go on all day and all night if necessary — until
everyone was heard, and then a decision was made. The
problems, whatever they were, would be examined from
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Eroding Power
That conclusion is also being drawn by other communities,
both North and South. Across the world, grassroots movements
are working to open up more space for the commons by
denying that any single social whole — whether culture,
language, livelihood, art, theory science, gender, race or class
— has a right to assert privileged status over, and thus to
enclose, all others of its type. They are creating space where,
on the contrary, the local community has the right to decide its
own future; the right to refuse to have to abide by an alien
translation of its own words and practices; the right to its own
culture.
Key to that struggle is the building up of open and accountable institutions that restore authority to commons regimes —
a struggle which requires increasing the bargaining power of
those who are currently excluded or marginalized from the
political process and eroding the power of those who are
currently able to impose their will on others. Only in this way
— when all those who will have to live with a decision have a
voice in making that decision — can the checks and balances
on power that are so critical to the workings of the commons be
ensured.
Achieving that political order requires promoting the virtues of receptivity, flexibility, patience, open-mindedness,
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all sides. Everyone who felt that a particular situation
required their input, was heard. So consensus does take
time and it does take patience. But it is the most effective
way of making sure that everybody is responsible in the
decision that is eventually made."
33

For those who are used to imposing their will and languages on
others, or who see the environmental threats facing humanity
as so overwhelming that only centralized decision-making by
cliques of experts can meet the task in hand, the call for
community control is at best a threat to their power, at worst a
recipe for indecision and muddling through to ecological
disaster. But the evidence is overwhelming that local-level
institutions in which power is limited and the common right to
survival is the preoccupation of all, are the best means of

It is a mistake to see acts of resistance
solely as the province of the
politically active . . . "When the great
lord passes, the wise peasant bows
deeply and silently farts
99

repairing the damage done through enclosure. Equally overwhelming is the evidence that "non-local, state-management
systems are both costly and often ineffective."
All of which implies a reweaving of the current webs of
power in a way which results in new forms of power resting
with local people. Indeed, the struggle to retain, regain or
create commons will always be a struggle to preserve one's
community's backyard and independence. Increasingly,
however, this involves helping to carve out a political space in
which other communities' backyards can also be preserved.
Thus in Thailand, peasant communities struggling to prevent
dams from being built have called for a nationwide moratorium
on dams, seeing this as being in their own local interest. Groups
are calling not just for non-interference in their own evolution
but are increasingly opposed to all "development" projects
which forcibly threaten local ways against the wishes of local
people. The receptivity and open-mindedness which any one
commons regime needs to survive is needed by all. Only if
there is a space for many commons will there be a space for one.
34

Everyday Commons
It is a mistake to see acts of resistance and reclamation solely
as the province of the politically active, or of those whose
"backs are against the wall". On the contrary, resistance to
enclosure takes place in countless everyday ways in both the
South and the North. In Britain, for example, residents in
public housing regularly refuse to abide by directives that all
doors and windows should be a uniform colour, stamping their
personalities on their homes by painting them whatever colour
they choose. Acquiescent behaviour towards enclosers, and
feigned ignorance or incompetence in their presence, allows
individuals to retain their own sense of dignity by mocking the
stereotypes that have been imposed upon them. As an Ethiopian proverb has it, "When the great lord passes, the wise
peasant bows deeply and silently farts." Feigned acquiescence and subservience, by relaxing enclosers' scrutiny, also
35
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makes it easier for ordinary people to find social and physical
spaces where they can develop criticisms and alternatives to
the dominant order.
When workers on a site politely acknowledge the
pontifications of a visiting expert in his presence, but laughingly ignore them once he has gone, they are asserting the
validity of their own practical knowledge. When someone
discards non-essential pharmaceutical drugs or refuses unnecessary X-rays, they begin to reclaim power over their
bodies. When someone opts for homeopathic remedies, osteopathy or acupuncture to prevent and cure everyday health
complaints, they gain further control, as do women when they
reclaim their procreative powers by rejecting contraceptive
methods which make them unhealthy. Even humble actions,
such as deliberately choosing local produce, buying jumble
and second-hand furniture or saving jam-jars for home produce
stalls, are ways in which people express their dissatisfaction
with the enclosed world of consumerism and reclaim an element of control.
These small-scale actions do not make headlines and may
not even be noticed by the dominant groups within society; but
they help empower individuals and communities and they
create the confidence and vision to resist still further, whenever
opportunities to do so present themselves. Indeed, as the
structures of enclosure begin to falter and break down under the
stress of economic recession, international debt, popular protest and everyday resistance to the anonymity of industrialization, new life is breathed into even the most seemingly
dismal communities as people rediscover the value of coming
together to resolve their problems. As Gustavo Esteva enthusiastically records for Mexico City:
"With falling oil prices, mounting debts, and the conversion of Mexico into a free trade zone, so that transnational
capital can produce Volkswagen 'Beetles' in automated
factories for export to Germany, the corruption of our
politics and the degradation of Nature — always implicit
in development — can finally be seen, touched and smelled
by everyone. Now the poor are responding by creating
their own moral economy. As Mexico's Rural Development Bank no longer has sufficient funds to force peasants
to plant sorghum for animal feed, many have returned to
the traditional intercropping of corn and beans, improving
their diets, restoring some village solidarity and allowing
available cash to reach further. In response to the decreasing purchasing power of the previously employed, thriving
production co-operatives are springing up in the heart of
Mexico City. Shops now exist in the slums that reconstruct
electrical appliances; merchants prosper by imitating foreign trademarked goods and selling them as smuggled
wares to tourists. Neighbourhoods have come back to life.
Street stands and tiny markets have returned to corners
from where they have disappeared long ago. Complex
forms of non-formal organization have developed, though
which the barrio (village) residents create protective barriers between themselves and intruding development bureaucracies, police and their officials; fight eviction and
the confiscation of their assets; settle their own disputes
and maintain public order."
36

The erosion of the global economy, far from being a disaster,
ushers in a new era of opportunities — the opportunity to live
with dignity, the opportunity for communities to define their
own priorities and identities, to restore what development has
destroyed and to enjoy lives of increased variety and richness.
The Ecologist, Vol. 22, No. 4, July/August 1992

A Concluding Remark
It is customary to conclude a document such as this with policy
recommendations. We are not going to do so. Our reasons are many but
two of them have been expressed admirably (although in another
context) by Philip Raikes in the introduction to his book Modernising
Hunger:
"It becomes increasingly difficult to say what are practical suggestions, when one's research tends to show that what is politically
feasible is usually too minor to make any difference, while changes
significant enough to be worthwhile are often unthinkable in
practical political terms. In any case, genuine practicality in making
policy suggestions requires detailed knowledge of a particular
country or area; its history, culture, vegetation, existing situation,
and much more besides. Lists of general 'policy conclusions' make
it all too easy for the rigid-minded to apply them as general recipes,
without thought, criticism or adjustment for circumstances."
1

Like Raikes's book, our document is "full of implicit conclusions" and
explicit demands, but to formulate them as "policy recommendations"
would be to go against the case we have attempted to make. It would
suggest that there is a single set of principles for change; and that
today's policy-makers, whether in national governments or international institutions, are the best people to apply them. We reject that
view.
A space for the commons cannot be created by economists, development planners, legislators, "empowerment" specialists or other
paternalistic outsiders. To place the future in the hands of such
individuals would be to maintain the webs of power that are currently
stifling commons regimes. One cannot legislate the commons into
existence; nor can the commons be reclaimed simply by adopting
"green techniques" such as organic agriculture, alternative energy
strategies or better public transport — necessary and desirable though
such strategies often are. Rather, commons regimes emerge through
ordinary people's day-to-day resistance to enclosure, and through their
efforts to regain the mutual support, responsibility and trust that sustain
the commons.
That is not to say that one can ignore policy-makers or policymaking. The depredations of transnational corporations, international
bureaucracies and national governments cannot be allowed to go
unchallenged. But the environmental movement has a responsibility to
ensure that in seeking solutions, it does not remove the initiative from
those who are defending their commons or attempting to regenerate
commons regimes. It is a responsibility it should take seriously.
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ter and offers doctoral, Masters and advanced
V U I / 7 7 DEVELOPMENT POLICY diploma
programmes, see below; and a range of
AND MANAGEMENT
professionally oriented short courses.
PhD programme- normally 3 years, including one year of Held work in a developing country.
Masters Degree -12 months
X

Msc in Human Resource Development Projects
Msc in Management and Implementation of Development Projects
MA(Econ) in Development Administration and Management
MA(Econ) in Economics and Management of Rural Development
MAs in Institutional Development/Corporate Development

M S c Degree i n
Sustainable Agriculture
Agriculture worldwide has to function in a
dynamic partnership with the environment.
This one-year full-time taught course will
examine the principles of sustainability in
agriculture, against a background of changes in
agricultural policy and increasing concerns
over environmental and food safety issues. The
course will give emphasis to the efficient use
of natural and renewable resources and will
include low-input and organic systems.
The College Postgraduate Prospectus and
detailed information regarding admission to this
and other courses are available from:

Postgraduate Diplomas - 9 months
Diploma in Development Administration
Diploma in Training and Development for the Public Sector
Short Courses - 3 Months and Study Seminars - 1 to 4 weeks
For further details of all courses offered by the Institute and application forms, please write to:

The Publishing and Promotions Department (AS)
Institute for Development Policy and Management
University of Manchester
Precinct Centre, Oxford Road, Manchester M13 9QS
Tel: 061-275 2800 Fax: 061-273 8829 Telex: 669755 Office G att IDPM

The Registrar, Wye College, University of
London, Ashford, Kent TN25 5AH, U K
Tel: (0233) 812401 Fax: (0233) 813320

U n i v e r s i t y of

T h e

D a r l i n g t o n

C e n t r e

Study Weekends with Schumacher College
Scholars in the magnificent suroundings of
the Partington Hall Estate in South Devon
4-6 September 1992
THE VOICE OF THE LAND
Wendell
Berry, Jules
Cashford

and

others

9-11 October
GREEN
SPIRITUALITY
Charlene
Spretnak

13-15 November
ASSESS YOUR IMPACT
ON THE PLANET
Herbert
Girardet

11-13 December
HUMAN-SCALE
DESIGN
Victor
Papanek

17-20 September
The Dartington Conference

Further
information
and full details of 1992/3
Centre programme
from:
Brenda Blewitt, Dept E.,
The Dartington
Centre,
Totnes,
Devon
TQ9 6EL, U.K.
c
Tel: 0803 862271

CULTURE

CONTEMPORARY
SL THE

CREATIVE

MIND

25-27 September
THE

COUNCIL

John Seed
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OF

ALL

BEINGS

For

Edinburgh

Continuing

E d u c a t i o n

summer

2-4 October
ECOLOGY: MY LIFE
Satish
Kumar

IMAGINATION:

C e n t r e

SCHOOLS
•

Geology 26 June-6 July

•

• Scottish Culture Studies 13-31 July •
• Creative Writing: Introduction 11-18 July •
• Creative Writing: Advanced 18-25 July •
• Shakespeare & the Drama 13-31 July •
• Scottish Gaelic: Elementary 13-31 July •
• Scottish Gaelic: Intermediate/Advanced 20-31 July •
• English Literature 3-21 August •
• English Literature 24 August-11 September •
• Film Studies 3-18 August •
• Festival Arts 15 August-4 September •
• Festival English 15 August-4 September •
• Scotland's Forests 6-12 September •
• Scotland's Rivers 13-19 September •
B r o c h u r e Centre for Continuing E d u c a t i o n
11 Buccleuch Place
EDINBURGH

COURSES
Cranfield

Department of
Applied E n e r g y

Management of E n e r g y and
the Environment
1 or 2 year MSc Programmes
•
•
•
•

Energy Conservation and the Environment
Energy and the Built Environment
Environmental Management
Thermal-Energy Processes

Part-time
available.

courses leading to these degrees are also

MPhil and PhD Research Programmes
A wide choice of energy-thrift and environmentalmanagement research topics exists.
These well-established, popular courses provide training for
graduates from a wide spectrum of professional disciplines.
Financial support for all programmes is available from
several sources, including SERC, the Fellowship of
Engineering and ERASMUS.
A series of energy and environmental short-courses
is
also given annually for practising engineers and prospective
research workers in the field of energy.
For further details please contactP r o f e s s o r S.D. P r o b e r t (Ref. 2436), A p p l i e d E n e r g y
Department, Cranfield Institute of T e c h n o l o g y ,
B e d f o r d MK43 OAL, UK. T e l : B e d f o r d (0234) 7 5 0 1 1 1 ,
Ext 2302 Fax: (0234) 750728.

uen
NORWICH

School of
Development
Studies

MASTERS COURSES AND RESEARCH
IN DEVELOPMENT STUDIES
MA Degrees in: Development Economics
Development Studies
Gender Analysis in Development
Industrial Development
Rural Development
MSc Degrees in: Agricultural Economics
Agriculture, Environment and
Development
Resource Assessment for
Development Planning (with School of
Environmental Sciences)
MPhil/PhD by research and thesis
This is the longest established development studies
school in the world, staffed by professionals from a wide
range of social and natural science disciplines. The
teaching is based on practical project and research
experience in over 50 countries in Asia, the Middle East,
Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean.
For more information, please write to:
The School Clork (Admissions)
School of Development Studies
University of East Anglia
Norwich NR4 7TJ, UK
Tel:(0603) 56161 Telex: 975197 UEACPC
Fax:(0603) 505262

G O L D S M I T H S ' COLLEGE U n i v e r s i t y o f L o n d o n
The Department of Anthropology offers the following degrees:

MA in Social Anthropology
1 year full-time or 2 years part-time
Options include Gender, Health, Food and Media
(Recognised for ESRC funding)

MA in Applied Anthropology and Community and Youth Work
2 years part-time
(with professional validation in either Community and Youth Work or Management,
Training and Supervision)

MPhil/PhD in Social Anthropology
Research supervision for Latin America, East/Central Africa, Europe (including
Britain), South Asia, and Caribbean,
(recognised for ESRC funding)
Further details from The Faculty of Social and Mathematical Sciences,
Goldsmiths' College, University of London, New Cross, London SE14 6NW.
Telephone 081 692 7171 ext2228.

The College of St Mark and St John
Plymouth

UNIVERSITY OF NEWCASTLE UPON TYNE : ENGLAND
DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURAL ECONOMICS
AND FOOD MARKETING
MSc International Agricultural Marketing
The MSc is a one year full time (two year part time) degree, consisting of nine months of
course work followed by a three month dissertation.
The degree consists of four taught courses of which Marketing and International
Agricultural and Food Markets form the core and are compulsory. Two subsidiary courses
may be chosen from: Quantitative Methods in Marketing; International Trade; Agricultural
Development; Agricultural Marketing and Development; Agricultural Commodity Marketing
in the European Community; and Agricultural and Food Policy in the European
Community.
Applications are invited from graduates in agricultural or social sciences for admission in
October 1993.
Head of Department: Professor C. Ritson
Director of Research: Professor D.R. Harvey

One Year - full time
First Intake September 1992
Covering

Tourism Studies
The Meaning and Significance of Social Responsibility
Social Research and Tourism
Management Marketing and Strategic Planning
Practical and Vocation Development (work placement)
Applications are invited from graduates preferably with with prior experience of tourism or related international experience.
For application forms or further information contact: Admissions Officer (0752) 777188

For further details contact:
Ms E A Oughton
Department of Agricultural Economics and Food Marketing
The University
Newcastle upon Tyne NE1 7RU
U.K.
Telephone: 091 222 6000
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THE FUTURE OF PROGRESS
Reflections o n Environment & D e v e l o p m e n t

' An eye-opening critique of conventional development
m Edward Goldsmith • Helena Norberg-Hodge •
Vandana Shiva • Martin Khor a and others
Video: 30 minutes, VHS. £12 ($20 in USA)
Book: 240 pages, paperback. £5 ($8 in USA)
Video and book: £15 ($25 in USA)

INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY for ECOLOGY and CULTURE
21 Victoria Square
Clifton
Bristol BS8 4ES
Tel: (0272)731575 Fax: (0272)744853

PO Box 9475
Berkeley, CA 94709
USA
Tel:(510)527-3873

BODYWORKS
Treatment couches and tables for the whole range
of Bodyworks: acupuncture, chiropractic
massage, osteopathy, physiotherapy, reflexology
•
Adjustable or fixed height
•
Wide range of widths
•
Accessories, delivery
Planet friendly—not putting forests under stress as
releasing stress from people.
Limited offer — Portable lightweight £99.99
Telephone: +44 (0)71-244 6668 [Agents required]

Classified
DIARY DATES
MAJOR COUNCIL of Europe events:*22nd
Council of Europe Art Exhibition - From Viking
to Crusader 1st Sept-15th Nov 92 Berlin. 2nd
Pan-European Colloquy on 'Tourism and
Environment' 15-16 Sept 92 Bucharest. Colloquy
on 'Rural development in Ireland' 17th Sept 92 in
Dublin. 7th European Symposium of Historic
Towns, 16-18 Sept 92 Istanbul. Conference on
'The Reform of local finance in Poland' 24-25th
Sept 92 Warsaw. Council of Europe money laundering conference 28-30th Sept 92 Strasbourg.
For details tel. 88 41 25 60 or fax. 88 41 27 90 Directorate of Information, Strasbourg.
THE PERENNIAL WISDOM: A week-end seminar with David Lorimer at Worthyvale Manor,
Cornwall from 2-4 October 1992. The course will
consider the essential elements of the Perennial
Wisdom in the Bhagavad Gita, the writings of
Rene Guenon, Frithjof Schuon, Seyyed Hossein
Nasr and an introduction to the teachings of
Peter Deunov whose cardinal principles are
Love, Wisdom and Truth. Details or booking
direct to David Lorimer, Garden Cottage,
Newhouse Farm, Northington Down, Alresford,
Hants 024 9UB. Tel: 0962 734031.
A PERMACULTURE DESIGN COURSE FOR
WOMEN with Lea Harrison, Australia. As well
as covering Permaculture design skills, which
can be used on a range of sites including school
grounds, Lea will also include teaching skills.
There will be space for learning, healing, sharing
and celebration. Contact: Johanna Jackson, 2
Horsebrook Cottages, Avonwick, Devon TQ1
09EU. Tel: 0364 73937

GO ORGANIC Help wildlife, reduce pollution
and grow food you can trust. Why not send for
details of special events over the organic gardening weekend August 1st and 2nd 1992. Send an
S.A.E. to Alan Armstrong at HDRA, Ryton
Gardens, Coventry CV8 3LG or phone on 0203
303517.
OCEAN GEOGRAPHY - 5th International
Conference: Regional organization and management of the sea-economic complexes. To be held
at St. Petersburg on 8-10 Sept 1992. For information phone Mr. A. Alkhimenko on 812 218 7367
or Mr V. Tsvetkov on 812 176 2139.
ALTERNATIVE WORLD ENERGY CONFERENCE - AFTER RIO ... Madrid 19-21 Sept 92.
For details write or phone: AEDENAT,
Campomanes, 13,28013 Madrid (Espana). Tel. 34
1 541 1071 or Fax. 34 1 571 7108.
FOURTH A N N U A L CONFERENCE of the
Society for Ecological Restoration, Waterloo,
Ontario, Canada, 9-14 August 1992. Contact
Laura Lee Hoefs, Conf. Committee, 1207
Seminole Highway, Madison, WI 53711, USA.
Tel: 608 262 9547.
FARM FORESTRY RESEARCH, a two day nonresidential conference held at the Royal
Geographic Society, Kensington Gore, London,
30 Sept to 1st Oct 1992. Contact: Dr H.F. Evans,
Forestry Commission, Forest Research Station,
Alice Holt Lodge, Wrecclesham, Farnham,
Surrey GU10 4LH. Tel: 0420 22255, Fax: 0420
23653.

Classified Advertising Rates:
Word rate 40p per word, min. 20 words
Display £5.00 per seem, min 3 seem
Box No £2.50 extra. A l l excl. VAT
To: Worthyvale Manor, Camelford,
Cornwall PL32 9TT, UK
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WE ARE A SMALL community in the south-east
of Ireland dedicated to promoting organic farming and living a simple life in harmony with the
environment. We are looking for sponsorship to
plant 7 acres of native woodland. Also as a community we welcome anyone to join us either permanently or on a short-term basis. If you would
like further information, please write to: Terence
Halpin, Satyananda Karma Yoga Kutir,
Harpoonstown, Drinagh, Co. Wexford, Ireland.
IDEAS EQUAL TO OUR TIMES. Schumacher
college scholars (Norberg-Hodge, Sheldrake,
Roszack, Max Neef, Naess, Bohm, Shiva,
Henderson and more) on videotape. Details:
Shepherd Production, 4/4 Crane Court, Fleet
Street, London EC4A 2EJ. Tel: 071-583 5047.
PUBLICATIONS

NEW from W E C B O O K S E R V I C E .
'Ecology is a way of looking at the world, a
subjective and emotional way, not just an
objective and rational one. It involves seeing
the world with wonder, with awe and
humility - as something to feel part of, to
love and to cherish rather than to exploit'
THE WAY - AN ECOLOGICAL VIEW

by Edward Goldsmith.
1992, Paperback, Price £12.99
An essential reference work for everyone
concerned about how the premises of deep
ecology can best be realised.
" . . . a splendid book that stirs the imagination. I shall read and re-read it."

James Lovelock
MISCELLANEOUS
THE IWA (Inland Waterways Association) needs
used postage stamps of all denominations.
Please send to: WRG/IWA Stamp Bank, 114
Regent's Park Road, London NW1 8UQ.

Orders to WEC Book Service, Worthyvale
Manor, Camelford, Cornwall PL32 9TT. Tel.
0840 212711, Fax. 0840 212808. Please add
postage £2.00 UK and £3.00 overseas surface
p+p. per title. Credit cards accepted.

Routledge Reaches The Summit
The Quest for World
Environmental Co-operation
The Case of the UN Global Environment
Monitoring System
Branislave Gosovic, Principal Officer, South Centre,
Geneva, Switzerland
Gosovic examines the origins and effectiveness of the United
Nations organisation GEMS (Global Environmental Monitoring
System). He analyses the performance of GEMS facing the difficulty
of working across traditional political and economic boundaries
and provides essential background to UN current policies.
June 1992: 216 x 138mm: 368pp: Hb: 0-415-00458-6:145.00

Grassroots Environmental Action
People's Participation in Sustainable Development
Edited by Dharam Ghai and Jessica M. Vivian, United Nations
Research Institute for Social Development, Palais des Nations,
Switzerland. Foreword by Maurice Strong, Under-Secretary
General of the United Nations Conference on Environment
and Development
Stressing the importance of people's involvement in sustainable
development, this timely book questions the viability of traditional
management systems. Drawing on case studies of communities in
Latin America, Asia and Africa, the contributors highlight examples
of active participation and good practice.
August 1992: 216x 138mm 304pp:
illus. b&wphotos and line drawings Hb: 0-415-07762-1:135.00

A New World Order
Grassroots Movements
for Global Change
Paul Ekins, Birkbeck College, University of London. With an
introduction by Jakob von Uexhull, Chair and Founder,
The Right Livelihood Award
'It's hard for people to accept that conventional development
policies are not just inefficient but inhumane. A viable
alternative is desperately needed. Paul Elans' inspiring new
book finds the theoretical outline for such an alternative.* Jonathon Porritt
January 1992: 216x 138mm: 256pp Hb: 0-415-07114-3:155.00
Pb: 0-415-07115-1:19.99

Global Environmental Issues
A Climatological Approach
David D. Kemp
Discusses the problems - the greenhouse effect, ozone depletion,
acid rain, nuclear winter and drought - and places them in their
common context of climatology, so underlining the global rather
than the individual importance of these problems.
May 1990: 216 x 138mm: 240pp: illus. Pb: 0-415-01109-4:19.99

Green Political Thought
An Introduction

New in Paperback

Green Development
Environment and Sustainability in the Third World
W. M. Adams, University of Cambridge
Bridging the gap between ecological and development studies, this
book argues that the 'greenness' of development planning is not to
be found in a concern for ecology or the environment, but in
control, power and self-determination.

Andrew Dobson, University of Keele
'This is the best text yet written on this subject. It is
scrupulously clear and unbiased, very readable, and bears
throughout the mark of an engaged, lucid intelligence. Green
Political Thought combines an empathy towards what greens
are getting at, with a hard-headed analysis of their
arguments.' - Times Higher Education Supplement
May 1990: 236pp: Pb: 0-0-4445245-4:19.99

'An essential and salutary read for anyone with a serious
interest in issues of development and environment.' Geography
Natural Environment: Problems and Management Series:
June 1992: 216x 138mm: 272pp: Pb: 0-415-08050-9:112.99
Hb: 0-415-00443-8:135.00

Choosing our Future
A Practical Politics of the Environment
Ann Taylor MP, Labour Party Spokesperson for environmental
protection. With a foreword by Gro Harlem Brundtland,
Prime Minister of Norway
Britian's first Cabinet-level politician with specific responsibility for
the environment lays out a manifesto centred on co-operation,
education and empowering the community, within a feasible
economic framework.
March 1992: 216 x 138mm: 240pp
Hb: 0-415-07945-4:130.00
Pb: 0-415-07946-2:18.99

All books are available from your usual bookshop or
supplier. In case of difficulty, or if you would like to
receive our FREE Geography Environment and
Development Catalogue, please contact Louise Machin,
ROUTLEDGE, 11 New Fetter Lane, London EC4P 4EE
Tel: 071-583 9855 Fax: 071-583 4519

Cambridge
Leaving Eden
To Protect and Manage the Earth
E. G. NISBET
Leaving
Eden is a wide-ranging survey of
what is arguably the greatest challenge facing
humanity today: the preservation of the
natural environment.
£27.50 net

HB

0 521 39311 6

£9.95 net

PB

0 521 42579 4

Climate Variability, Climate
Change and Fisheries

LEAVING
EDEN

Edited by MICHAEL GLANTZ
This unique volume addresses the potential
implications of global warming for fisheries
and the societies which depend on them.

•

£45.00 net

HB

0 521 4 1 4 4 0 7

458 pp.

352 pp.

An Agenda of Science for
Environment and
Development into the 21st
Century

Now in

paperback

Between Two Worlds

Edited by J. C. I. DOOGE et al
This volume brings together the
understanding and the judgement of the
world's scientific community on the future
of the environment and development.

Science, the Environmental Movement,
and Policy Choice
LYNTON K. CALDWELL
This thoughtful and provocative book gives
an integrated analysis of the interrelationships between science, the
environmental movement, and public policy.

£50.00 net

HB

0 521 43174 3

£12.95 net

£19.95 net

PB

0 521 43761 X

352 pp.

Confronting Climate Change

HB

0 521 42091 1

£19.95 net

PB

0 521 42109 8

0 521 33743 7

240 pp.

Policy

Calculated Risks

Risks, Implications and Responses
Edited by IRVING M. MINTZER
A guide to the risks, dilemmas, and
opportunities of the emerging political era,
where the impacts of a global warming
could affect all regional, public and
individual decisions.
£50.00 net

PB

Cambridge Studies in Environmental

The Toxicity and Human Health Hazards
of Chemicals in our Environment
JOSEPH RODRICKS
This book gives a clear, practical and
balanced view of toxicology and risk
management and should serve to refocus the
debate.

396 pp.
•

Climate Change 1992

£17.95 net

Now in

HB

0 521 41191 2

286 pp.

paperback

The Supplementary Report to the IPCC
Scientific Assessment
Edited by JOHN HOUGHTON,
BRUCE CALLANDER and
SHELAGH VARNEY
This 1992 supplement reviews some of the
key conclusions of the 1990 report in the
light of new evidence.

Outline of an Ecosophy
ARNE NAESS
An ideal read for those who wish to learn
and think more about how man has
changed the environment we live in.

£9.95 n e t

£15.95 net

PB

0 521 43829 2

Ecology, Community and
Lifestyle

224 pp.

PB

0 521 34873 0

For further information contact Science Publicity at the address below.
To order any Cambridge book call our 24 hour ordering service on 0223 325970.

Cambridge
U N I V E R S I T Y

PRESS

The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 2RU

237 pp.

