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12. Euro-centric environmentalism and coercive conservation

The readings are a deliberate mixture that invites responses that build on the critiques and forward-looking proposals from weeks 9-11.  (Diamond might have been better read for the week on indigenous knowledge.)  To stimulate possible themes for discussion, let me excerpt from Taylor, P. J. and R. García-Barrios, "The social analysis of ecological change: From systems to intersecting processes" Social Science Information, 34: 5-30, 1995. (http://omega.cc.umb.edu/~ptaylor/92d.doc)

“Resurgent environmentalism has found a space for itself in part because it stresses "our" common interests in environmental health, and steers attention away from the messy politics entailed by the different interests differentiated peoples have in the economic dynamics generating socio-environmental change.  The politics of attempting to by-pass difficult politics is characteristic of both moral and technocratic tendencies in environmentalism -- in fact, these tendencies are often allied (Taylor and Buttel 1992; García-Barrios and Taylor 1993).  These politics are characteristic of systems approaches.  They are also evident in deep ecology's emphasis on the need for a bio-centric ethic (Bradford 1987), conservation biology's celebration of endangered species and losses in biodiversity (Ehrlich and Wilson 1991), and in sustainable development's language (Lele 1991) being quite moderate in contrast with earlier analyses of dependency and necessary underdevelopment (Cammack 1988).

Often some political mileage can be gained by promoting common interests -- appeals to universal human rights during times of political repression demonstrate that.  Furthermore, especially for scientists and environmentalists favouring system approaches, there are many other pragmatic and practical reasons to contribute to a discourse that de-emphasises politics and maintains a distance from the partisanship which engagement in any situation entails (Taylor 1992b, Taylor and Buttel 1992, García-Barrios and Taylor 1993).  Nevertheless, this by no means absolves the scientist or environmentalist of responsibility for the consequences that accompany the moral-technocratic disposition, namely, an increased probability of unintended effects, unfortunate coalitions and other surprises (e.g., Carney and Watts 1990, Ribot 1990, Schroeder 1992).  Ironically, in light of the generally pacifist orientation of most environmentalists, these outcomes, in turn, increase the likelihood of coercive environmentalist-State alliances.  Nancy Peluso's recent analysis of internationally endorsed conservation schemes, such as wildlife reserves in Kenya and forest conservation in Indonesia, indicates that this is not just an abstract possibility.  Many conservation schemes require or assume state control over natural resources, whereas this is often resisted by local peoples who have been gaining some of their livelihood from the resources in question -- elephant tusks, game, products from the forests, and so on.  Conservation schemes have thus given the state and militarised institutions opportunities to gain more control of territory and peoples under a deceptively benevolent banner (Peluso 1993).

We cannot demonstrate yet that such coercive ramifications follow when Western environmentalists and researchers emphasise the local environmental knowledge of indigenous peoples.  But let us conclude our ironicising by noting that this emphasis does deflect attention away from the inability concerned members of industrialised societies have had organising themselves to resist effectively environmental degradation “at home.”  Another burden is, thereby, being added on top of the history of Western subjugation of other societies, namely, that these marginal societies have to become the locus of resistance to environmentally destructive development.  Western environmentalists may help, but as outsiders.  Just as nature is usually depicted as somewhere else, far from the cities and intellectual centers, the preservers of environmental knowledge are also found in exotic places -- in some separate system.  Social analysis of ecological change can contribute to a more subtle science and a more sophisticated politics than that.”

Writers' workshop: Peer commentary on complete drafts: 1) in relation to the author's "GOSP" and 2) general commentary
