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C H A PT ER 1

History sans Chauvinism

~
chauvinism: exaggerated or aggressive parriorism . .. excessive or
prejudiced SU PPOH for one'sown cause, group, or sex-Oxford Eng­
lish Dictionary

The Berkeley Nobellaureate G eorge Akerlof on ce remarked of
his fellow economists that if you showed them som eth ing that
work ed in pract ice th ey wou ld nor be satisfied unle ss it was also

seen ro work in theory. This insight explains much about the dism al
science, including why, as late as 1980, the MIT econo mist Lester

Thurow could so magisterially write: " If you look at rhe co un tries rhar
are int e rested in env ironmentalism, Ot a t the individu als who suppOrt
enviro nmentalism withi n each co untry, one is struck by rhe extent to

which environmentalism is an interest of the upper m iddle class. Poor
countriesand poor individuals simply aren't interested." I

Thurow could w rite as he did because of the th eory tha t env iro n­

mentalism wasa full-stomach phenomenon. In th eWcst , the riseofthe
green mov ement in the 19GOs was widel y interp reted as a mani festa­

t ion of what was called "posr-rnarerialism.Y The consumer societies of
the North Arlantic wor ld , wrore the poli tical scient ist Ron ald Ingleharr,
had collect ively shifted "from giving top prio rity to ph ysical susten­

ance and safety reward heavier em phasis on belonging, self-express­
ion, and the quality of life. "2 A cultivated in terest in the protection

t Leste r Thurow, TIlt Zero-SlimSociety: Distribution and the pos$ibilirirsfir
Challgr (New York: Basic Books, 1980), pp. 104- 5, emphasis added.

2 Ronald Inglehart and Jacques Rene-Rabier, "Political Realign ment in
Advanced lndusrrial Society: From Class-based Politics to Quality-of-Life



Politics," Gowrnmrnr and Op/X'fition, vel. 21, no. 4, 1986; cf. also lnglehan,
CuftuTl' Shift in Advanud InJustrinfSocirtit1(Princeton: Princeton University

Press, 1990).
.I Representative sratemen rs include Banwari, Panca~'nti: Indian Approach to

Env;ronmmt, t ransla ted from the H indi by Asha Vohra {Delhi: Shri Vinayaka
Publications, 1992); Vandnna Shiva, Slflying Afivt: U'i l1nl ll . Ecology, and Deod­
opmmr(New Delhi: Kati for \'Vomen , 1988).The h i sw~ian ~uku l ~ha rma. ~f
the University of Delhi, is co mplet ing a boo k on the V:t tJOUS dimensions of this
" Hindu" environmentalism.

of nature was thought poss ible on ly when th e necessities oflife could
be taken for gra nted. As for the poo r, the ir waking hou rs were spent
foraging for foo d , water, ho using, ene rgy: how co uld they be concern­
ed with some thing as elevated as the environment?

Now, conrrasr Thu row's remarks with a signboard that I came
across some years ago in an oak [orcst near the H imalayan town of
Shimla. T he sign, put up by the H imachal Pradesh state's Forest De­

partment , proclaimed in Hindi :

K~hu hain \4-d Pumn , binn Vriksh ke nnhi kn/ynn.

Rou ghly translated , this might read :

T he H ind u sac red boo ks sa}' there's no happiness without trees.

The nine wo rds on th at signboard co nrain the seeds of an alrem anvc
theory of the origins ofenvironrnen ralism.Tbeysuggesr-c-cc nerary to
wha t modern his torians migh t say-That the anci ent H indus were the
first environmenta lists. A precoc ious ecological consc iousness was
man ifest in their myth s, folklo re, and ritual practices, where gods play­
ed with animals, where humans arraine d salvation in th e forest, and
where lowly plant and insect species were treated with reverence. It is
fur ther argued tha t this feeling fo r natu re has pe rsisted into the presen t.
According to this view, whe re the \'(fesrern world has succumbed to

god lessness and materialism, and deraci nared Indian intellectua ls have
followed it down m at polluted path, the environ mental wisdo m of the
H indus is still embedded in the living practices of peasan ts in the

cou ntryside.3

T hurow's claim that environme nta lism is a phenomeno n of th e
developed wo rld alo ne is an expression ofwhat I sha ll call disciplinary
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chauvinism-me belief th at social and culrural changes are the simple
byproduct of economic changes. Such is the theory; the practice, as
it happens, is all roo different. For T hurow d id nor loo k very closely
around the globe. Seven years before he wrote his Ji nes the Chip ko
movement had decisively shown the ent ry by the poor into the do ­
main of environmentalism. Here, a group of illirerate peasams in rhe
Hi malaya th reatened to h ug trees in order to Sto p them being felled by
commercialloggers. Nor was Chipko unique: the 1970s sawa slewof
popu lar movements in defenseoflocal rights to forest, fish, and water
reso u rces. as we ll as protests agai nst large dam sThese m ovem ents roo k
place in India, Brazil, Malaysia, Ecuador, and Kenya,among peasants,
pasro rnlisrs, and fisberfolk : that is, among com mu nities even ccono­
mists coul d identify as poor."

O n the other hand the slogan in the H imalayan forest wasan express­
ion of wha t one might call m/nlml chauvinism. T his is as blinkered,
and as oblivious of the diversity ofhuman expe rience , as the chauvi n­
ism of the econom ist. No culture has a mo no poly on environ men tal
consciousness, nor on environmental deplerion either. T he episode of
the Khandava forest in [he Mah abharala- where 'hekilling ofanimals
and the bu rning o f woods is celebrated in epic verse-and The clearing
of the Indo-Gangetic plain in recorded times suggest That There were
periods when H indus thou ght the forests f ir only fordesrrucricn .Tbat
H indus are somehow na tural environmentalists is also dai ly co ntra­
d icted in contemporary India by peasants who pu mp pesticides into
the soil.

Although the chain of influence is hard [Q establish, I doub t th at
Hindus wou ld have begun th inking of themselves as environmental­
ists had it not bee n for an essay writ ten as recently as 1967 by a West­
ern scholar: I refer, ofcourse, to Lynn \XlhiteJr's "T he Historical Roo ts
o f Ou r Ecologic C risis," first pub lished in Science and reprinted
co un tless tim es since.

As is co mmo n in such cases, mo re people knew \Xlh ite's thesis than
hiswork. In the form in which ir sceped into po pular consciousness the
thesis ran as follows: th e Book ofGenesissays rhar Man shall dorninare

4 An illumina t ing comparative analysis of thesemovements is Contained in
J. Martinez-Aller, Tbc Environmmlnlism ofrhr Poor (Londo n; Ed.....a rd Elgar,
2004). .



Nature' Christians have taken this to heart a~d been uniquely irres­
ponsibie in their use of nature and natural. resources. Or, .to sim plify
funhe r: Christia ni ty is principally responsible fo r the envlfonmental

crisis.!
White's essay may ver y \~II be th e most influent ial ever written by

a histo rian. It has spawned a massive seco ndary literatute-thousan.ds
ofbooks and art icles written expl icitly lO cont est, approve, or amplify

hi s th esis. C h rist ian theologians d a im tha tWhite misrepresented th eir
scriptu res; tha t , in fact, the ethic of"stew ards h ip" is as i~portan t a~o­

rif in the Bible as the idea ofdom inat io n. On the o the r SIde , those WIth
a vested interest in East ern religion s have seized with glee on W h ite's

apparent denunciation of C h ristia ni ty.6
It took a generatio n fo r th ese id eas to gai n co m mon cu rrency. But

when they did, the o rigina l provocateur was wholly forgonen: the

co pywrite r of th e H im achal Prad esh Forese Department ha~ nev~r
heard ofLynn White. Nor have the other H ind us who nowclaim their
culture is so mehow superior to all others in the man er of environme n­

tal eth ics. Likewise, the Buddhist lit erature o n the subject is a product

of the past rwc decades. Now, we are to ld , the Budd~a was ~e fil'St
enviro nmen talist fo r he was born in a sal forestand aHal ned en l lgh ten~
menr under a ficus tree and ca me to preach the ph ilosophy ofecologi­

cal rest raint, also known as the Middle Way. But how is it that clai ms

such as these were never current befo re 1967?
I do not know how White wo uld have reacted to thi s com petitive

chauvinism . Whose side would he be o n? Perhaps it doesn't matter

) SecLynn Whit~, J r, "The Histor ical RoolSofOur EcologicCrisis,"Sdm~t,
March 10, 1% 7. Actually, Whi te's rhesis wassomewhu morecomplex.H~ did
ne e suggest that C hristianiry was 5Ome~ow. i n(rinsic:aJl~ ~ami-«ologiQ};"
rather, rhar historical co nd itions were making II 50. In hISVU:W,:as new techno­
logies of productio n and co mmunic:.nio n. ...."ere i n\'~nI~, Euro~n man btgan
to fed more in command of his surroundings. T hus, while C'2r1 I~ rc:alcndars and

icsures showed man in a posit io n of ~ubordi nation to nature, from rhe carl)'
medi eval period these works tended 10 place man in a posiricn of dom inat ion.

6And the literature is still growing. Some yearsago, {heWorldwide Fund for
Natu re commission..d a series of popub r pamph letSon the subject; Hinduism
mid Ecology, /s!dm and Ecology, <:IC. More recend y, (he Divinity Schoo l of Har­
yard University has organized a series of international confe renc~s on the same
lines. whose proceedin gs have been appearing in book form .
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m uch , for the real roots ofenvironmental destruction (and conserva­
tion) lie not in ancient religions but in secular processesofthe: modern
world.

Believers and theo logians will go on tracing (he roo ts of enviro n­
mental crises in human departures from scriptural mandates, and
therefore idennfying the prospects of environmental reform in a
renewed adherence to them. For the historian, however.environment­
alism is princi pally a product ofand reaction to the lndu srria l Revo­
lution. The indusrrializanon of Europe, and later of Norrh America,
rested on the d iscovery of new resources- fossil fuels, pre-ernincnr­
ly-and on new ways of ext racting, transforming, processing, and
consuming them. Putt in g these resou rces to use spawned novel tech­
no logies ofproduction, rransport, communication ,and slOrage. \Xlhen
colonialism followed industrialization , the scale of resource flows

betwee n and within soc ieties hugely increased. In the eighteenth and
nin eteenth centuries the invention of new tec hnologies within , and
th e co lonization of new lands without, togethe r led to a massive ex­

pansion of the resource cat chment s owned by Europeans.
What we gloss as the Industrial Revolution wasactually four revo­

lut ion s in one; the revolu tion in ind ust ry (properly so called); the
concomitant revolut ion in agriculture , which now witnessed a great
augmentation in its product ivity because of the new resources and

tech no log ies; the revolut io n in transpo rt an d communication caused
by such inventions as the steam engine and the telegraph ; and the
demographic revo lution, whereby advances in sanirario n and health
gready reduced human mortality and led to a steady increase in the

populatio n of Europe . Sc rupulous histor ians would probably add a
fifth and sixth revo lution eo this list . Both occ urred in the po litical

realm ; the fifth being th e advent ofdem ocratic and socialist ideas with ­
in Eu rope; the sixth being Europe's political co nqucst ofthe rea ofthe
world.

There is, then , a wh ole array of ua nsforrnarive processes lurking
within rhe fami liar if somewhat mi slead ing term "In dustr ial Revolu­
tion." A one-senten ce sum mary of these processes might read; "M ore

peopl e, producing more, tra veling more, co nsu ming mor e, and excret­
in g more. "T he social changes these activities wro ugh t have generated

a huge library of scholarly wo rks; environmental changes, which also



accelerated hu gely through t he devasrarion of fo rests and habi tats and
by the fouling of rhe air and wat ers, have not generated a scholarship

nea rly as voluminous.
There had certain ly bee n hum an induced eco logical changes in th e

premodern world , but th ey had been localized. A tribeofhun tcr-gath.

erers m ay have hunted a spec ies of bird to ext inc tio n, but there ....~re

other ed ib le species fo r the tribe to harvest . A com m uniry of peasan ts
may ha ve exhausted the feniliryof the ir so il. but rhere were other so ils
{O which th e peasants could move. However. wi th industrialization,
there was fo r the first time in human h istory a pe rception of a gen et­

alized-c-one m ight almost say civi/izn tional--environment al c risis.
T he d amage to nature was unpreced ent ed in bo th scale and intensity.
This alarmed so me wr iters and thi nkers, who began ro search for ways
to ste m, and in time reverse, t hese new processes of env iro nme ntal

degrad ation. Thus was born the "enviro nment al movem ent."
T he re was no enviro nmentalism before industrialization; the re

were o nly th e elements ofan env iro nmental sensibility. Fo r every tribe

of hunte rs t hat pursu ed a species to extinction, there was a tribe th at
harvested its prey prude n dy so as not to dep lete prey populations in
the long run. There we re peasan ts who used the land carel essly. a nd
othe r peasants who designed soph ist icat ed systems of water and so il

ma nage me nt. And , as th e class ical lite ratu res of \'(lest and East de­
monst rate, the re were poets and playwrights who wrote with insight
and em pat hy about the natural world . All this might be said to cons­

titute th e prehistory ofenvirc nme nralism, though no t environment ­
alism itself. For, ne ither peasant nor poet transcended th eir localiryto

o ffer a ny syste m ic vision of reorganizin g nature. That needed th e
Industrial Revol u tion, widespread environm ental degradation. and

the response we term "enviro nment alism.n

It is that suffi x " ism" which is d ecisive. W ith it , the preservatio n or

conservation ofna tu ral resour ces is no lo nge r a m arrer of int ui rive feel-

ing, bur a wide-ranging socia l prog ram. . .
M far as I know, th e first histo rian to point to rhc orgamc links

berwccn indusrrialization and enviro n me ntalism was th e Ca mbridge
scholar G .M .Trevelyan . In a now-forgotten lecture of 193 1he observ­
ed that th e "love ofnature in its most na tural and unadulterated form

has grown pariPflSSU w ith th e In dustrial Revolut ion. Ja mes Watt and
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George Stephenson werecon temporariesof Rousseau andWordswonh,
and the rwo movemenn have go ne on side by side ever since. each
prog ressing wirh equal rap idity. " O ne movemen t furthered the appre­
ciation and understandi ng of na tural beauty; (he other movement
intensified the rate at which nature was destroyed. AsTrevelyannoted:
.. 0 doubt it is parrly beca use the destruction is so rap id th at the
appreciatio n is .so loud. "

This S(: n5C ofnostalgia was made mo re m arked by th e cond itions of
city life-the condit ions of the vast majo rity of English peop le.Their
separation from th e natural wo rld , enfo rced by urban living, foste red

rhe yearni ngco return pe riodi cally, for shcrr spu rrs, [Q nat ure. "And fo r
tha t reason , if for no o the r, the real COUntry m ust be preserved in
sufficien t quantity to satisfy the soul's thi rst of th e {Own dwe ller."

Illus t rative here was the change in th e En glish perception of the

Alps and rhe Sconish H ighlands-once regard ed as hostile, but, by the
tim e Trevelyan wrote, as the epito me of what was wild and th erefore

bea utiful. T his cha nge in attitu de toward mountain scenery, rem arks

th e historia n, "is alm ost identical in tim e and progress with th e march
of the In dustr ial Revolution, and has, I th ink a certain causal co n nec­
tion with it. n H e believed that th e

mod ern aesthetic taste for mountain form. is connected with a moral and
intellectual change , Ihat d ifferentiates modem civilized man from civil­
ized man in all previous ages. I think that he now feels the desire: and need
for the wildness and greatness of untamed, aboriginal nature, which his
predecessorsdid nOI fttl. O ne causeofthischange is Ihe victory thai civil­
ized man has now attained over nature through science, machinery and
org:m iu tion. a victory $0 complete (hat he is denaturalizing the lowland
landscape. He is thereforeconstrained to seek nature in her stillunconquer­
ed citadels, the mounrains.?

Two po ints are crucia l here .T he first is th at by th e end ofthe nine­

teent h century few pans of rhe wo rld were un affected by Eu ropean

7 G.M.Trevelyan, "The Calls and Claimsof Natural Beauty" (the Rickman
Codlee Lecture for 1931). in An Autobiogmphy and Osher asap (Londo n:
Longmans, Green and Co., 1949), pp. 92-106. Afine recent work on this sub­
ject is Robert Macfarlane, Mountains of thr Mind: A History ofa Fascination
(London: Crama Books, 2003 ).



ind usrrializariou: co loniaJism had made sure of this. Thus, the new
technol ogies were used , and abused, far fro m th eir o riginalhomes.T~e

railway, for example, came [Q India less than rwo decades afte r Its
invention in Bri ta in . By 1900 there were more tha n 30,000 miles of

track in the Ind ian subco ntinent, to build and maintai n which thou­
sands ofsquare miles of forests were destro yed. and acres and acres of

land mined for coal. Again , with colonialism came the modern factory
syste m, the chem icahza t ion of agriculture, and the growth of urban
centers, all brin ging in their wake myr iad form s of ecological degrad a­

tio n.These radical transfo rma t ions of the environment prompted an
array ofcritical responses from those who sought to contain the da m-

age or protect un spoilr a reas fro m co ntamina tion. .
Here, envi ronme nta lism can profitabl y be co mpared wirh three

other great movements of the modern wo rld: rhe democratic move ­

menr, which asked that ord inary. unprivileged folk also be given a
political voice; th e socialist movement , which wanted the fruits of eco­

nomic growrh to be d istributed equ itably;and the ftminiJl move me nt,
wh ich urged tha t women be granted political and eco nom ic rights

equal to tho se en joyed by men.
\X!herever there is autocracy there are d issenters asking for dem o­

cratic rights.Where there is capi ta lism, soc ialists will rise to oppose it.

\X'he re there is patriarchy, there will be women who resist it .The form ,

shape, and intensity of these prot ests varies; rhe oPPos.iti.onal i n~p~lse
remains co nsta nt. So, one migh t say, wherever there IS ind usrrializa­

non, there is environmentaJislll.
The interpretation o f env ironmentalism o ffered here cha llenges

both the posr-marerialisr hypothesis and the several versions of the
Lyn n \V'hite thesis. It suggests tha t one does not have to wai t for a so­

ciery to be fully indusrriali zed for an ecolog ical critiq ue to man ifest
itself. II argues that the relati on shi p between religion and environ­
mentalism follows rat her than precedes industrial ization. Once th e

evidence of enviro n me ntal degradation becomes wid espread , writers
and activi sts seek solace as well as solu tions in practicesof the past; thus
the search for elements of an envi ronmental ethic in the scriptu res;

t hus also th e reha bi litation of folk pract ices of conservat ion such as
sacred groves and com munity irr igation systems. Over the past few
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decades.~uch em:rgy and ink has been expended on understanding
wh~( religion and custo m offer us in countering or moderating the eco­
logical excesses of th e present day.The iron y is [hat this return to rradi­

no n is irself a prod uct of, indeed is o nly made possible by, the onset of
mode-miry.

Like rhe other great movements of the modern world, environ­
me nt alism is not unified or homogeneous. \'{Ie speak of difference
feminism and identity feminism, of agrarian socialism and Marxism'
likewise, modern environmentalism comes in ma ny shades and stra nds:

several of whi ch are explo red in some derail in this book. At the same
time , as cont emporary with these other movements, environmental­
ism has engaged in a lively dia log with each of them. T he enviro n­

mental movem ent has been influenced by, and has in turn influenced,
str uggles for socialism, feminism , and dem ocracy.

T he.study ofenviron mentalism worldwide has been beset by di fT.
erem kinds ofchauvinism.Two I have already alluded to: those caused

by.~leg ian~e to a particular academic di scipline and to a particular
religious faith . But there are other chauvinisms that have been as dam­
aging.T hese include the phen omenon of nat ional ism, well studied in

so ma ny contexts but no t really in the co ntext of environmenralis rn.
There is also the chauvinism caused by partisan adhe rence to a pa rd ­
eule r sect or ideology with in the environ mental movem ent itself.

Wi thin the scholarly community, the form of cha uvini sm most
widely prevalent is the disciplinary: the belief that one's academic di sci­

pline provides richer or deeper ins ights tha n any other. Within the
public at large, the form ofchauvinism most common is the TYligi<JU$'.
t~e dogm~ that the faith one is born into, or which one embra ces, pro­
vides a uni q uely privileged vantage point into the existentialdilemmas
of individual human bein gs, and indeed of huma nkind. 8 And within

the en.vironmental move me nt, the cha uvin isms most obvious ly in

Ope~[lO I~ are the natiana]and rhe id~ologiral, these often operating in
conjuncnon.

8 I inclu~e , wilhin this characrerizano n, secularism and atheism, belief sys­
terns somcnmes uphe ld with as much fanatic ism and zeal as (hose based on
religion.



10 HowMuch Shoulda Penon Consume? History sans Chauvinism I I

T heAmerican writerJonathan Franzen has recentl y remarkedofhis
count ry's environmenral movem ent that it is "a constitu ency loudly
prou d of its refuS31 to co mprom ise .with ot~ers. '" Th~ characreriza­
non alas. is true not me rely ofAmencan environ me nta lism as a who le
bur also of the different seers with in it. Deep ecologists will not cern­
promisew ith biorcgionalisrs, who the-msel.ves fight wi th the votariesof
ceo-efficiency. while none of the above w,1I talk t~ gung-h~ m~er~­
izersor religious zealots. Nor is the American exper.lenc: un~que In this
regard . Enviro nmental ists in o rher lands a~e h~ew,se lmpl~~bly
hostile to mod ern izers and developers. and likewise deeply d ivided

amo ng themselves. ..
This book can be read as a histo rical analysisof these vano us forms

ofchauvinism, b ut also as a personal attempt to escape and t ran~e~d
them. For the most pan , its later chapters suppress my own voice In

favor of the vo ices of those I write about.'? T he remainder of the pre­
sent chapter, however, is cast in an auto biograph ical vein. My inten­
tion is not to draw attention to myself bur to try and sense, throu gh
my own intellectual evolu tio n, some o~ the wider c~rrents of P?litics
and scholarsh ip as these relate to the history of envlronment a!Lsm.

II

In 1980, the year Lesre r'Tb urow so co mp rehens ively rejected the idea
ofan environme malism ofthe poor, I began a PhD in sociology at Cal­
curta. I was surro unded by Marxists , for the state of\'(Iest Bengal and
its cap ital. Calcutta, had lately under co me under the rule0:a coal i t io~
of Com munist parties. T he finest imellecruals belonged eithe r to this
"Lefr Front" or were further (Q th e left of it .There were, as I recall, no
cred ible liberals around, and natu rally no conserv:lt ives were visible at

all.
To a young m idd le-class Ind ian , Marxism had great in .t eUcctu~l .and

emo tional appea l. This is a phi losophy th at flou rishes In cond l t ~Ons
of scarcity and ineq uality; recall that the European and American

? Jonathan Franzen, " Reflect ions: My Bird Problem," The Nro; Y"rk,."

August 8 and 15, 2005. . .
10 P:Hlial exceptions (0 th is ... re C hapters $even and Eight herem,.where :ny

assessme nts of the work of C hand i Prasad Bhatt and Madhav Gad gll combine

historical analysis with perso nal recolleetion.

intelligentsia tu rned sharp lyleftward after the Great D epression, when
poverty was pervasive, capitalism seemed in the grip ofa general crisis.
and revolut ion seemed round the corner. Likewise, in the Ind ia of the
1980s only Ma rxism , it seemed , could prov ide a convincing ana lysis
of why some Ind ians were rich and so many so poor.

T here was also a pyschological reason for the att ractions of Marx­
ism: it allowed everyone to participate in th e conviction that rheywere
ultimately go ing to be part of the winning side. In 1980 History had
not Ended; the Soviet superpower was alive. while-:lt any rate in ex­
colo nial count ries like India- the Vietnamese, C hinese, and Cu ban
revolut ions had not lost their rom ant ic sheen . In Calcutta, Marxism's
appeal was enhanced by the faet tha t the re was no single party line.
Within and ou tside the ruling coalition there were in fact many varie­
ties ofMarxi sm. each draw ing inspiration in varying degrees from the
several founde rs of the faith. All admired Marx and all worshipped
Lenin ; but some vencrared'Trorskywhile others detested him. A figu re
ofgreat in terest, as well as controversy, was Mao Zedo ng, lite latelyde­
ceased leader of the socialist revolution in Ind ia's great civilizarional
neighbor, Ch ina. I I

As we saw, for the econom ist environmentalism was a post-mate r­
ialist pheno menon restr icted to affluent sect ions of the developed
world. For the Marxist , on the othe r hand. en viro nmentalism was a
bou rgeois deviation from the class st ruggle. Classical Marxists believ­
ed that the destru ctio n ofcap italism and its supersession by socialism
would create a resource-abundant utopi a in which "Man, the Sovere­
ign of Nature" (as Marx characterized our species) would bend the
natural world wholly to his will.12 Sho rtly after the victo ry o f th e
Bolsheviks in Russia,Trorsky argued tha t "the proper goal of com mu­
nism is the dominat ion o f nature by technology, and the domi natio n
oftechnology by planning, so that the raw materials ofnature will yield
up to mankind ail that it needs and more besides." In Trotsky's char­
acter istically arrogan t view:

II For a personal, anecdotal accou nt of Calcutta Marxism ill rhe 1980s, sec
the tit leessayof my bookAn AnthropologistAmMgtheMarxistsmid Oll)(r Essays
(Delhi: Permanent Black, 2001).

12 Marx used the phrase in one: of his essays on India, cont rasting what man
was and should be with regard [ 0 natu re with the (in his view, contemptible)
worship of mon key gods and cows by Hindus.



Th e present distri bu tion of mountains and rivers, of fields, of meadows.

f ~ of forests and seashores, cannot beconsidered final. Man haso Slepr _ ' I' f . "
already made changes in the map of natu re rhar are no~ t:W n.or Illslgn ~ -

ficant. But they are merely pupi l's practice in com~an.son with what IS
" r . irh merely promises to move mo unfalll.S; bUI rechnology,commg. r .u .

hi h rakes noth ing "on failh," is actually able to cut down mounramsW IC . 'u
and move rhem . . . T hrough the machine, man in socialist SOCiety \~'1

command natu re ill irseritirery . . . H e will point our places for moumams
id passes. He will change the course of th e rivers, and he will lay down

rules for the oceans. The idealist simpleto ns may say that (his will be a

I " I "bore, bur that is why utcy are SImp etons ..

In a th eoreti cal sense. Indian M arx ism has always been im ita t~ve .

And o n this subject, as o n SO m an y ochers, t he v.iews of the c1~sslCaI
Ma rxists we re energetically reproduced by th e ir co m rades In th e
subeomi ne nr T h us. lndian env iro n menralists we re sus pec t in the Left

for asking c rit ical quest io ns of modern science a nd technology, a~d ~or
suggesting that m odern indust rialization rmghr face ecological hmt~s.
G reens who opposed large dams and nuclear power plan ts were dis­
m issed as a bunch of reactio na ry Lcd dit es, it was also sugges ted th at

th ey were no t me rely foolish but dangero~s for t~ey played i n ~o the
hands of theAmeri ca n imperial ists . who did no t WIsh (Q see India em-

erge as a st ron g and self-rel iant power. \4 . .

At any rate , environmen talism was not a subject that fi~u red m my
cur riculum at Calcutta. o r in the sem ina rs {anended, o r 10 t he coffee

ho use co nvcrsal io ns in which I participated . Listening 10 th ese an as­
p iring soc io logist would have concluded th at ther~ ~ere really only

tWO proper sub jects of scholarly e nq uiry: class con~ICt.1O the c~~nrry­
side be rwecn lan d lord and laborer ; and class co nflict 10 rhe cmes be­

tw een ca pital ist and wo rker.
Some months afte r I had be gu n my PhD I a tte nded a lecture by.a

visitin g scho lar. Jaya nra Bandyopadhyaya, th en of th e Indi an Insti ­

tu te o f Management, Bangalore. who spo ke about the relevance of

lJ LeonTrotsky, quoted in C. Wright Mills, Tht M arxim (Harmondswonh:

Penguin Books, 1963), pp. 27~-9 . . . "
\4 Cf. Biplab Dasgupea, "1 he Environment Debate: Issues .aml ~rrends,

Economicand Polirical \'(Iuk/y, Annual Number. 1978; Subrata Mit ra, Ecology
as Science and Science FIction," Economic ana PoliticaL Wft.."'J, January 30,

1982.
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Schumacherian notio ns of "appropriate techno logy." At a reception
afierwards rgot talking (0 thevisiror, ProfessorBandyopadhyayaasked
me where I wasfrom (the sub-Himalayan town of Dehradun was the
answer), and men asked what topic I intended to pursue for mydisserr­
arion . I said I was torn be rween study ing sled workers in Jamshedpur
and peasan ts in Bihar. " If yo u're from Deh rad un ," said the professor.
"why don 't you work on the sociology of the C hipko movement?"

At the time, C h ipko was rela tively obscure-s- far from being the
global symbolof popularenvironmenral ism it hassincebecome. Now
there are tree huggers in Califo rnia, but back th en this prmcst move­
ment in the G arh wal H imalaya was nor very well known even in Ind ia .
Ho wever, the past winter Professo r Bandyopadhyaya had met the

Cbipkc leader Sunderlal Bah uguna and bee n deeply im pressed . He
had visite d Bahugunas ashram and traveled aro und some Ga rhwal
villages wi th him .

For Professor Ban d yopad hyaya these enc oun ters wi th C hipko had
co nfirmed and co nsolidated his own move away from the M arx ist

path. Brough t up in Calcu tta. he had im bibed its soci a list air, but his
later tra vels around Ind ia and hi s o wn stu d ies o f the degrading effects

ofmuch tha i passed for modern tech nology had led him to the Ga ndh i­
ans an d their search fo r more humane and ceo-Friendly technologies.

T hese were based o n a critical appreciation of ind igenous peasant and
artisnna ! practices rather than a wholesale rejection of them . Hi s trips
a ro und Carhwalwith Bahugu na had been, fo r him, the final na il in the
M arxist coffi n .

Whcn Bandyopadhyaya suggested I work o n C hipko he d id so wirh
rhe invigo rating zeal o f th e co nvert- tu rned -m issionary, Here was an
active. alive. social moveme nt still in the proces s of being made. Bu t
there had n't been a ny scho larly srudies of u. My home [Own was at the

edgeof'Chipkocounrry and Ispoke H ind i, a language most Garhwalis
understood . And I wasa socio logist wh o had to wri te a d issertation o n
an original and unresearched subject. \Xlhy look funher?

After my first year ofco urse work, J retu rn ed to D ehradun fo r the
sum mer. To explo re th e C hipko idea I w rote to the two leaders whose

names J knew, Sunderlal Bah ugu na and Chandi Prasad Bban. Igor no
answer fro m Bah uguna but Bhatt wrote back inviting me to his ho me

[Own, Gopeshwar. (T hat visit is described in so me deta il in C hapter
Seven o f this book. ) I was cha rmed by his presen ce and moved by his



work. Two days with him co nvinced me that I must indeed follow
Bandyopad hyayes advice and wr ire a dissertation on C hi pko.

r returned to Calcu tta afte r the vaca tio n and ran the subjec t past my
reachers. Kamini Adhikari, my dissertation supe rviso r, was a widely
traveled woman of cult ivated interests. Her main conce rn was that I
should find a meaningful way of relat ing my theme 10 de bates in
sociology. She had stud ied in Holland, lived in Fran ce. and knew Alain
Touraine, the French soc iologist o f soci al movements. C hipko, she
suggested , co uld be seen as an Ind ian variant ofa "new" socia l move­
ment-to be dist ing uished from ehe "classical" social movements of
workers and ~asants.

Dr Adhika ri was ofa different generatio n , some three decad es older
than myself. Closer in age and rem~rament .....-asAnjan Ghosh, a so­
ciologist trained at that redoubt o f intellectual Marxism , jawaharlal
Nehru University ONU} in New Delhi. Bur unlike the typi cal JNU
product. Anjan recognized that there were orher social theorists as
great as Marx. In the classroom he introduced me to Max \'Ve~r and
Emile Du rkheim , whi le outs ide it he int roduced me to the ci rcle of
anarcho-Marxlsu who hu ng around Samar Sen, the legendary edi tor
of a radical weekly, Fmniier.

An jan Ghosh was, for all practical purposes, my guru. Unde r his
close and almost daily guidance I wo rked my way through the classics
of Western soc ial theo ry and Indian anth ropology. His intellectual
generosity was remarkable: wh en r rold him I wanted to wor k o n C hip­
ko, he put me on to Shiv visvanacha n, who, he said . knew more about
such things tha n he did.

Visva nochan is a sociologist ofscience who was rhen leach ing at the
Delh i School ofEconomies. I a lready kn ew him; in fact. when I want­
ed to ch ange fields and cit ies after my mas te r's degree in economics
Visva nar ha n had adv ised me fa study with Ghosh in Calcutt a. Now I
had been sent back [Q him , to be guided through the canonical works
of the modern environ mental d ebate.Visvanathan mad e me read Lynn
Wh ite on religion and environmental erhics, Ga rren Hardin o n the
tra gedy of th e com mons, and Barry C ommoner on the links between
modern tech nology and enviro nmental degradation.'? Visvanarhan

15 The White and Hardin essays I first read in R. Clarke, ed., Nousjo, rhe
Furun (London; Thames and Hudson, 1971), while the work by Commoner
that mosr impressed me wasThe CIQJingCirc&(NewYork: Alfred Knopf, 1971).
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~ay have been the only Ind ian who had read these writers; through
~lm I b~came perhaps the second. He also introduced me to pion eer.
mg enviro nme ntal thinkers likewise unread by other Indi ans: [or
example, Patrick Geddesand Lewis Mumford, both of whom feature
later in this book. 16

Looking back, these disciplin ary transgressions must have been
encouraged by the fact that, within Ind ia, che discipline of sociology

had been far more accommoda dve of other disciplinary traditio ns
than \V:lS rh e ease in Europe an d , particula rly, the Uni ted Sta tes. In his
withering arrack o n American sociology C. Wright Mills had wrirren
of how it aJternated between two poles: "G rand Theory," th e for mal
elaboration ofconcepts without regard to how people aaually lived;

and "Abstracted Empiricism," the mere accum ulation ofstarisricsand
numbers with linle regard to th eir soc ial and historical ccnrex r.'? T he
leading Indian sociologists. in COntrast. were engaged in a lively dia­
log with history and anth ropology. They were also keen ly immersed
in pu~lic ~ffairs, ~n the painful yet deeply interesting tr.lnsforma tio n
of their hierarch ical, c:aste-and -kin bound sociery into a mod ern ,
secular, democratic nation-state. And unlike their American COunter­
pans they did nor believe that socio logy and elegant prose were neces­
sarily at odds.18

III

By the beginning of 1982my disserta tion was taking shape. It was to
be an ethnographic study o fChipko. My field material related to the
sociology of social movements and the environmenr-development

16.Shiv Visva nathan's published work includes Orgllnizingjor Scitnet: The
MaJrmg of an Industrial &starch Lnhomrory (New Delhi; Oxford University
Press, 1985),and A CamivllljiJ, Scitnct (New Delhi; OlCford University Press
l" n .

17 C. Wright Mills, ThtSorioiogitai Imllgi/latirm (Harrnondswonh, Penguin
1%3). '

18 The rwo Indian sociologists [ read with most interest and profit in those
yearswere M.N. Srinivas and Andre Beteille. To be fair, there were also some
Americansociologistswhoengagedwith historyand wroted egant English.The
two [learnt fromwereWright Millsand-to invokea name from theotherside
of the politicalspccfrUm-Robcrt Nisbet.
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debate.To that end l planned a preliminary trip to Mandel, the village
in the upper Alakananda valley where the first C hipko protests had

taken place in Ma rch- Apr il 1973. ,
At the time I was living in Dehradun's Forest Research Institute

(FRl), where my father worked. He was a paper technologist who .ran
a laborato ry which reseed the suitability ofvarious woods for pulping.
He had never been near a forest himself. But the FRl was India's flag­
ship institute of forestry ed ucatio n and research. Its histo~ went back
to 1906; the collection in its lib rary went back further sull .

The Fkllibrary was housed in a gloomy white bu ilding located a
hu ndred yards from m yhouse. I spent the weeks before Iwent to Garh­
wal in its cavernous corners, read ing documents untouched for a hun­
d red years: forest working plans, reports of foresr conferences, run s of
authoritat ive journals such as Indian Pomer.These were the found a­
tional texts of foresrry in the subcontinent. They told thestory of how
and why the Forest Department had come to be India's biggest land­
lord, with more than a fifth of the country's land in its possession .
T hrough the texts I scoured o ne could exhume the logic--eco nomic
as well as polit ical-of state interventi on , and of the sciemific (o r, as
I was to argue, pseudo-scient ific) basis of forest man~gemen~ . !hese
narratives, somet imes somber and at ot her times heroic, all o riginated
with high officials o f the British Raj, but within their interstices one

could read signs ofsubaltern resistance.
I finally lcfi Dehradun to go to the home ofC hipko. Here, one of

the first people I met was Alam Singh Rawar. He had been headman
of Mandai village in 1973, whe n the C hipko movement was born
there. Natu rally, he had vivid memor ies of protests against the Forest
Departm ent . T he early writ ings on Chi pko tended to interpret the
movement as a response to tropical deforestation and the global en­
vironmental crisis. To my surprise, Alam Singh saw the st ruggle,
rather, in rhe conrext of the very local and specific hisroryof the C arh­
wal H imalaya. Chip ko, he to ld me, was not the first t ime the peasants
of the region had asserted their forest rights. D ecades earlier, when
Ind ia was st ill a colony, a British Co nservator of Forests had come to
Mandai village to co nvert its woodland inro state property.The vi ll~g­
ers surrounded him , blackened his face with a catt le iron , and ran him

o ut of the d istrict.
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After some weeks of trying, I found a file in the National Archives
at Delhi which confirmed the tale, in essence if not fine detail. An
Indian conservator had indeed been attacked , not in British Ga rhwal
but in the princely state offehri Garhwal which lay to the west. How­
ever, the sent iments were exacdy those expressed by Alam Singh.As the
secret repo rt on the distur bance put it, the villagers "had taken ex­
cep tion to the reservat ion of these forests:" indeed, they "objected to

anystate interference with forests over which they claimed full and zr­
dmiw rights." 19

By now I had acqu ired a real taste for the archives.Those weeks in
the FRilibraryand that thrilling prin ted confi rmation ofAJamSingh's
oral history were the beginnings of what was to become a lifelong
addic tion. Mu ch of my work was don e in the Natio nal Archives and
the Uttar Pradesh Stare Archives in Lucknow. Here lay the rich records
of the Forest Depart ment . T hese were reco rds rhar provided a pr ivi­
leged window into India's rural social histor y. conveying the relations
between a ubiquitous arm ofthe state and millions ofpeasants, rriba ls ,
pasroralisrs, and artisans. T hese were records tha t had not previously
been seen by scholars-a lacuna that delighted me no end. For what
can please a historian more than find ing docum ents rhar no other
historian is aware of?

My first exposure to serious research had been deeply satisfying.
And there was more to come. On my way back to my institute in Cal­
cuna. I Stopped for some days in Delhi. As it happened my visit coin­
cided with a conference on a new forest act being proposed by the
Government of India. A draft of the acr had been leaked and come
to the notice of social activists. To their d ismay the new legislation
would further strengthen the hands of the state and lead to a furth er
dimin ution of the rights of peasants and rribals.

In the modern history ofIndia there have been two landm ark forest
con ferences.The first was held in 1875 in the imperialsummer capital,
Simla (now speh Shimla) .T hose attending {he conference were senior
colonial officials.Their brief was to put in place a legislative apparatus
for the state to effectivelyadminister forests. Irs most tangible outcome

1,9 cr.Ra.machandra Guh a, Th~ UnquinWoodr: Ecologital C/;ang~and Ih lStlllr
RrstJlfl llC( ttl the Himalaya (Berkeley: University orCalifornia Press, 1990),
pp. 71- 2.
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was rhe Indian Forest Act of 1878, a far-reaching and hugely inAuen­
rial piece of legisladon whose impact was fel t well beyond India.2o

O ver the summer in Dehradun I had found and studied the pro­
ceed ings of that Sim la conference. Now, more than a centu ry later. I
was able ['0 attend a rather di fferent kind o f forest conf(:r('nce. It was
held at th e Ind ian Social Insrirure. a place run byJesuits but hospitable
10 dissenters ofall kinds. For this occasio n th e dissenters tu rned o ut in

strength. many coming fro m pans of Ind ia where forests still remain­
ed. H ere were G andh ian refo rmists fro m Garhwal, Maoist revolution­

ar ies fro m C hand rapu r in Maha rashcra , Jesu its and lapsed jesuits from
Dhule near Bombav and from Chaibasa in Jharkhand- all people
who , un like me, had "declassed" themselves. But there were also some
real subalte rns , activists fro m an adivasi or t riba l background. Also in
arrendance were some sensit ive members of the intellectual elit e such

as the newspaper edito r B.G. Verghese.
The wo rd most used in th eir d iscussions was "d raconian, " wh ich

the new legislatio n u nd oubted ly was. Speaker after speaker condemn­
ed its provisio ns for facilitaring no t forest conservatio n but the oppres­
sio n of the fores t dweller. For forests were crucial to the suste nance of

the rural econo my : as th e source of wood for agricultu ral implements,
pasture fo r goats and cattle , rope and bamboo for artisans, herbs for

local healers, no t to spea k ofa hund red othe r users an d uses. Under the
new laws the collect ion of man y kinds o f forest produce was deemed
a crime. O n the enforceme nt sid e, forest officers we re given the right

to a rrest wit hout a warranr.U
As subseq uen t research showed, the bill was not only draconian,

it was also colon ial. It had taken ove r, w holesale. 8 1 of the 84 sections
of th e 1878 Forest ACt whic h rested on a more or less strict not ion of

state ow ne rship. O ne would have expected that Indian independence
wo uld have led [0 a new forest ac t, more sensitive to loca l needs and

20 Cf. D. Brandis and A. Smyrhies. eds, Rtport of tht Proeu dingsoftht Form
Conftrm a heldaf Simla, Ocroht r /875 (Calcuna : Government of India Press,
1876); R.S. Troup, Colonial Form Adminisrmtion (Oxford: Cla rendo n Press,

1940).
21 ThC' proceediogsof rhc Delhi mccling were published asWalter Fernandes

and Sharad Kulkami. eds.Towards" NtwForm Policy(New Delhi: Indian Social

lnsurure, 1983).

more conducive to democrat ic participat ion. To the contrary, a colo­
nial act of 1878 continued to guide forest policy more than three

decades after independe nce. And now th e attempt finally being made
to change it wasin the di rection ofgrea ter state cont rol rather than less.

In the forefront of the oppos itio n to the drafc act was the Peopl es

Union for Democratic Rigbcs (PUD R). This was (and remains) a re­
marka ble institu tion run by volunteers-cmany of the m srudcrns and

teachers fro m the Universiry of Delhi-workin g on a less-than-shoe­

st ring budget. The PUDR had JUSt pub lished a forceful c rit ique ofthe
act and was begin ning to wo rk on ot her aspects of natural resou rce
management as well.l 2 ItS members met every Satu rday in a room of
Triven i Kala Sangam , an ar tisrs' enclave in ce nrra l Delhi. As a resear­

cher in the field a f forest policy I was enco uraged to atten d, and there
I gained a great deal from the experiences of PUD R members.

At abou t thi s time I also made my ecquain rancc with rwo ocher
groups of great energy and promi se. One was the Cent re for Science

and Enviro nment (CS E), a brainch ild of the engineer turned cam­
paigning journa list Anil Agarw al.T he other was Kalpavriksh, a group
of school and college kids deeply cc r nmirred to a sustainable future.

Both groups were also involved in the campaign against th e new fores t
act. 23

A fia ure histo rian o fl nd ian environmental ism will have 10 write ar

some lengt h on the COntributions of the PUDR. the CSE. and Kalpa­
vriksh. Ind ia's debt to these groups is eno rmo us; so roo is mine. C on­
versat ions with their members helped me sha rpen my understand ing

of rhe environment debate. thus to more effectively link pas t with
present, academic research with publi c policy.

IV

Looki ng back it appears tha t my academic ca reer was determ ined by
a series oflucky accidents. Had I no t met j ayan ra Bandyopadhyaya I
would never have tho ught of wo rking on Chipko. Had I not lived in

22 Peoples Union for Democratic Rights, Undtclnrd Civil Wllr {New Delhi:
PUD R, 1982).

. 23Thisd raft act wasdropped , then reint roduced ineven more ntingcllt form
III 1994. sparking another pan-Indian debate which was, once mote. successful
in getti ng the legislation shelved.
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the FRI t wo uld never have seen those forgotten docum ent s on the
history of forestry. H ad r not seen them , or had I not been in Delhi in
April 1982, I would nor have anended tha r famo us meeting against the
new forest bill .

The first of these accide nts introd uced me to the envi ronment de­
bate; the second and th ird . seen in co njunction , helped me overcome
th e barriers between history and socio logy. In Indi a these barrie rs were
fo rm idable. Historians did archival research and worked on the period
before 1947 , cbe year of Indian independence; sociologists did field­
work and studied th e eth nographic present. But , as I was finding OUt,

both forest policy and peasant disconrenr were oblivious of these
divides.To proper ly understand C hipkc one needed [0 srudy its pre­
his tory, and th is meant go ing back to the colon ial past and diggi ng in
the archives.

I found it easy to beco me methodologically promiscuous, for my
teachers were encouraging , and I saw that I much preferred archival
research to fieldwork in any case. Disciplinary boundaries I could
co mfortably breach. Somewhat ha rde r to transgress were the bounda­
ries of ideology. From the rim e I went to C alcu tta I had been calling
myself a Marxist: a no n-party M arxist, perhaps, bu t still a Marxist.
Given that eco logy was regarded by all varieties ofInd ian Marxists as
a bo urgeois fad, how could I reconci le my faith with my chosen topic
o f research ?

I tried hard, and was no t en tirely unsuccessful. I noted that one of
Marx's first pu blished art icles was o n th e theft ofwood; although o ne
could never be sure-c- l was reading h im in an Engl ish translatio n do ne
in Russia fro m a German o riginal whi ch was convoluted enough in the
first place-he seemed to be saying that Rhineland peasants in the
nineteenth cent ury had a pr ior righ t to forests later claimed by the
state, just as had their Ga rhwal counterparts a hundred years later. The
first depri vatio n was a consequence ofcapitalism; the seco nd ofcapi­
talism and colonialism. Those tw o "c" words provided the analytic
grid o f my first published essay, which exam ined the continuities in
Indian forest po licy th rough an unm istakably (and , in ret rospect ,
c rudely) Marxi st lens.24

24 See Ramachandra G uha, " Forestry in British and Post-Brinsh India: A
Histor ical Analysis," Eamomic and Political Wrt'A'ry, 2 pans, October 29 and
November 5-12, 1983.

I moved away from M arxism as a consequence oftwo conversations
I had in Delhi , circa 1983-4.T he first was with a friend who had been
an undergraduate with me in Delhi . He had since jo ined rhe Co mmu­
nist Party ofl ndia (M arxist), which was then , as it is now, the Big Bro­
ther among Left part ies in Ind ia. \V'hen I explained to th is friend what
I was working on . he said that , ifit opposed the felling of foresrs, the
C hipko movem ent was on the side ofreaction . For fo rest felling fueled
the paper ind ustry, wherein labo red the advance guard of rhe wc rkin g
class who would lead the proletarian revolution of the futu re. From
th e poi nt of view ofMarx ist ca techism his logic was irrefutable. Bur it
left me uncomfo rtable. How could a man ofsuch manifest sinceriry
and social commitment as C hand i Prasad Bhatt be, even "object ively
speaking," a reactionary?

The other conversation was with the histori an Basudev "Robi"
C hane rji, then just back with a Ph D from Ca mbridge. Chaneq i was
to Indian history what Shiv Visvana rhan was to Indi an socio logy­
without qu est ion the best-read scho lar of his generarion.P At the
time, Iwas enchanted by the schoolof British Marxi st historian swhose
leadi ng mem bers included Eric Hobsbawm and E.P Thompson .
Charrcrji advised me to read the French as well.The British historians,
he said, were insensiti ve to geograph y, whereas in the Annala school

geography was integral co history At his suggestion I read the classic
works of Lucien Febvre and Ma rc Bloch, scholars who were "environ­
mental histo rians" before the existence of environmental histor)'.26

C hauerji also persuaded me of the necessary dist inction ben vccn
political faith and scholarly p ractice. It was all right to be a Marxist in

2SBasudev Cha nerji is the author of Tradf', Tarijfi and £mpin (N(W Delhi:
O xford University Press, 1990), and editor of the three-volume anthology T"..
wards Frudom: Dorummrs 011 1M Mowmrllt fOr Intkpmdmu i ll India, /938
(New Delhi: O xford Vni\'ersity Press, 1999).

26 See,especially, Lucien Febvre.A Grogmphicallntroducrion to Hiitory, Eng­
lish translation (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1950); Marc Bloch, Frrnch
Rural H iJuJ']: An EssaJon irs ErsmtialCharactniSlia, English translation (lon­
don: Routledge & Kcgan Paul, 1978). Both books were originally published
before the Seco ndWorld War.After theWar, rheworksofr he second-generation
Anna~ hisroeians-c-Fernand Braudel, Georges Duby, Emmanud Leo Roy
Ladurie, and others--also emphasized rhe impressof the natural environment
on human life. For an overview, see Peter Burke, Thr Frmch Historical Rn:olu­
tion: TheAnnak t SdJOOI, 1929-89 (O xford: Poliry, 1990).
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one's person al life, he said, to march in demo nstrations and even
behead a landlord i f one thought th is wou ld aid the revolution . But

wh en it ca me to historical resea rch it was nor wise to declare o neself a
Marxist in advance. For the archives to ld their own var ious, complex,
contradictory sto ries whi ch d id not always fit into a near theory.

I was wo n overby C hanerjis argu me nt. I was srill a Marxist (though
tha t too was ro change), but no longer a Marxist historian. l am grateful
for m y earl y exposure to Marx, who tau ght me tha t inequality was not
natural bur rooted in institutions created by men. Marxist histo rians,
especially E.P. T ho mpson, also made me loo k out for resistance 10

authority by those at the bottom o f the heap. Bur I am glad I Sto pped
calling myself a M arxist for it allowed me to learn fro m alremacive rra­

diricns of h istoriography and listen to the archives before aski ng ques­
tio ns of them.

v
In Au gust 1985 my wife went to Yale Universiry ro srudy graphic de­

sign; in January 1986 J joined her because of accident no. 4 in my
life. At th e American consulate in Calcutta I had found a Yale catalog

whi ch listed departments and professors. I recognized rwo names:
James C. See n, wh ose work o n peas ant prot est I had read ; and WJl
Burch . Jr. whose work on env ironmental soc iology J had heard of I
wrote to both.

Scott answered that to his reg ret Yale had no program in Sourh

Asian stud ies. Burch . on the other hand, had just been made Director
of rhe'Tropical Reso urces Insriru re (TRJ) at th e School of Forestry and
Env ironmental Srud ies.T be M ellon Foundation had awarded theTRI

a gra nt to develop co urses in tro pical ecology. Vale had no o ne (0 reach
them. It was at th is po int tha t I ha ppened to present myself: a socio­

logist with environm ental interests fro m the t ropi cs asking to be able
to joi n his w ife in a faraway land.

H ad Vale's T R I been headed by a soil scientist or silviculr unsr they
wo uld have called in o ne of t heir kind. I was fort una te t ha t the T RI

D irector was a soc io logist, and that he had on ce been to Ind ia. Back in
1969 Bill Bu rch had visited the G il" forest and noti ced the simmering
conflict between pasto ralisrs and rbe Asiat ic lion . Afte r G ir he stopped

in the town ofSurat where he mer an em inent Ind ian soc iologi st who

was, as it happened, a M arxist .When Burch sugges ted that the co nflict
in the Gir merited closer study he was told ecology was a Westcrn fad.
Almost rwo decades later, the Di rec tor of theTRl welcomed my lette r
as evidence ofa bela ted awaken ing within rhe soc io logical profess ion
in Indi a.

I was to spend eighteen mont hs in Yale, teaching, talking, traveling.
My student s were outstan dingly good. The Io resrry School the re had

the reputation ofbei ng th e most international place in New Haven (it
was; and ap parently it still is). Many of irs stude nts were forme r Peace
Corps Volunteers with experience in Asia and Africa. There were a

handful of Asian and African students as well. And they were all JUSt
a few yea rs younger than me-a couple, in fact , were older. Several are
my friends st illP

On the faculry [ was to forge d ose friendsh ips wi th Bill Burch and

Jim Seen. Burch was [hat American exception-a sociologist who
wrote uncommon ly well. He had written a marvelous book on en­

vironme ntal attitudes in America. but was now mo re interes ted in

policy questions, the resrorarion ofurban enviro nments, and comm un­
ity forestry in the rropics.28 Scotr was also in his own way an exception.
an Am erican po lit ical scienrisr who had never cru nched a number and
whose real interests were h istory and anthropology. When we met he

had JUSt published what I rega rd as the best ofhis man y books, [hi s one

based on eighteen mo nt hs' fieldwork in a Malay village.29 Seen and
Burch were both catholic in thei r inreresrs and genu inely internation­
alist in their outlook. An d bor h were left wing wit hout being of any
particular seer or parry.30

17 Among th em, Michael Meyerfcld Bell, now Professor of Rural Socia­
logyat the Universiry ofWisc onsin, Madison , whose works includ e Chi!d, rlry:
Nnt ,m and Mora/iry ;11 an Country Vi/tag' (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press. 1994), andAn [noitation 10 En flirq.,m(1lut!Soci%gy(Santa Barbara, Cali­
fornia; Pine Forge Press, 2000).

2lj W illiam R. Burch, Jr, Daydl"(omiandNiglmna m: A Sodolcgiral Euay on she
Amuican Enuironment (New York Ha rper & Row, 1971).

19 James C. SCOtt , Wt:apomoftilt Wt:ak: Er/uydtty Forms ofPeasanr ReSiUallct

(New Haven; Yale Universiry Press, 1985).

30 Among the younger facult y at Yale there wasT imorh y Weiskel. an anthro­
pologist trained in O xford and France whose work was on Ihe ecological history
ofWest Africa. He pu blished some fine essays bu r was perhaps ar his best in the
classroom. Among the student s he inspired was William Cronon, whose boo k
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Through Yale I was int rodu ced to th e field of American environ­
menta l histo ry. which in the mid · 1980swas rruly corning into its own.
Trad ing o n my novelty-there were then not roo many Indians doing
h istory in America, and none at all doin g environ mental histOry- I
W ( Q(C to the stars and get back e nco uraging leners. I we n t seve ral t im es
to see Donald \'(forster , (hen at Brandeis. At a meering of the Am erican

Society of Env ironme ntal H isto ry held at Duke Unive rsity I met the
ecofeminisr scho lar Ca rolyn Mercha nt and the "materialist" historian
Samuel Hays who, like all th e e thers. were unfailingly generous with
the ir rime.J I

I was impressed by the vigo r o f America n envi ro nmental history
{some 170 scholars attended the D uke meeting}. by th e q uality of the
scholarsh ip-s-i n particular its engagement wi th the na tural sciences­
and by the intensity o f its debates. H ere. as in In d ia , scholarship was
not always to be distingui shed from pa rtisanship. H istorians were
taking sides: for native Americans against colo n ists, for conservation ­

ists agai nst capitali sts , for na ture agai ns t humans.
Emblemaricwere rheworksofthat evocative writer DonaldWorster.

Beh ind his first book, published in 19n , lay a much older debate

between the ut ilitarian forester Gifford Pincbcr an d the preservation­
oriented naturalist Jo hn Muir. Thus, Worster's hi story of ecology

was based o n the oppositio n between "Arcad ia n" scient ists, who , like
Muir, rhoughr that na ture had an intrinsic value apart fro m human
needs-and " Imperial" scientists , who, like Pinchor, wanted o nly [0

pu t narural reso u rces more cfficie m .ly to human use. Worster's larer
works mo ved from inrellecrua l to social histo ry while retain ing their

Changtl in tlu Land bears the: impress ofWeiskc:l's reaching. See 'William C ro­

non, Chang~s in th~ Land: Indians. Colonists, and the Ecology 0/New England
(N~ York: Hill and Wang, 198 3). C ronon roo was at Yale, and also became a
frie nd . Weiskel now runs a widelyacclai med progI'2m in envi ronmental ethics

at the Harvard D ivini ty School.
31 W hi le I am in the business of paying my du es to American scho larship, I

must also mention the Rutge: rs h isto rian Michael Adas (autho r of Machinesas
th~ M~llm" ofMtn and other works) and the Berkeley sociologist Lou ise Fort­

mann (a pionecr ofag rofcresrry studies) . both ofwhom Igot to know in my tim e
a t Yale , and whose intellectual exa mple and personal friend ship have nou rished

me since.

moral passion. O n th e o ne side there was the exq uisite natural beaury
of Ol d Am erica , on the othe r the destructio n unleashed by capitalist
agncul rure.S

The best envi ro nme ntal histor ian s, I found , were moralists too ,

unambiguo usly identifyin g good and evil among indi viduals and ways
of life.33 T he polit ical context is also releva nt here .The enviro nmental
st ruggles o f the 1960s ha d led to a series of posit ive refo rms: the cre­

at ion of the Env iro nmental Prot ect ion Agency, the passing of the
Enda ngered Species Act, new legislatio n to control air and water pol­
lu tion. Bur now, in the 19805, a co unt er- revol ution was rakingshape .
T he Am eri can Presiden t, Ro nald Reaga n, was not pa rricularly sympa­
th eti c to environmental co ncerns. while h is Sec retary of th e Int erio r,

James Watt, was positivel y host ile. The climate was inhospitable to
envi ronmental refo rm and. o n that acco unt, mOSIco nge nial to radical
environme ntal history,

And to rad ical environm entalism as wel l. In 1985 , JUSt before r
reached America, Bill Devall and G eorge Sessions published rheir
book Deep &ology. Befo re and after the book th ere was published a
series ofessays extolling a newenvironmenral philoso phy ofthis na me.

These essays argued tha t the ph ilosophy that prevailed in the environ­
mental movement was "shal low ecology," whi ch was ro be distin­

guished fro m a truer "deep ecology." While the form er tinkered

ineffectually with rhe Status quo, th e laner a im ed at noth ing lessth an
a cultural an d philosophical revol ut io n. Shallow ecol ogy was na rrowly
"ant hro pocent ric" and thought nature existed only to serve m an ; deep

32 Do nald Womer, Narurr'r Economy: The Roots ofEcology(San Francisco:

Sierra Cl ub Books, 19n ), idem , Dmt BowL, TheSour/u rn Piaisu in llu 1930s
(N~ York:Oxford University Press. 1979); idem , Ri~ oIEmp;rr: \Wurr, Ari­
dityand rhr Growrhofrlu Amrr;ran \f0 r (Ne w York: Pantheon Books, 1985),

H They sti ll arc mo ralists. and rhey sti ll very easily oppose good to evil,
sometim es in the same life. Consider Do na ld Worster's recent CSs:lr, "john Muir
and the Modern Passion for Nature," Eml;ronmmral HiStory, vol. 10, no. I ,
2005 .This combines a prese r nist readin g ofJoh n Mu ir as a pro to-femin ist and
precoc ious mu!tjcuit uraiisl with the (betrayed lover's?) complaint that, in his
maturi ty, Muir abando ned the simple life for the company ofcapiralis rs: "M uir

no longer made twenty-m ile walks with a bag or rea and a loaf of bread (jed to
his belt; instead, he rode in the substant ial comfo rt of Pullman cars and
steamships.~
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eco logy was "biocenrric" and had th e interests of nature itself at heart .
Whereas shallow ecology placed un critical faith in technocrat ic solu­
tions, deep ecology believed in spiritual solut ions based on a creative
reworking ofancient ecological wisdom . Above all, while "reformist"
shallow ecologists wo rked with in th e scien t ific a nd ins t itu tio nal SHUC·

rures of corporations and che stare, "revolutionary" deep ecolog ists
were uncompromisin gly opposed to the Sys tem a nd all irs workings.34

T he ideas o f deep ecology were being carr ied forward by groups
such as Eart h Firsrl, militant defenders of the Western wilde rness.
T he y a rne (Q prom inence just as I reached Yaleand several o f my st u­
dents were amo ng their sym path ize rs .Talking ro th em and readin g the
literatu re th ey passed o n to me , I was powerfully reminded o f debates
amo ng th e lefiisrs I ha d left behind in Calcutta. T here were st riking
simi la rities in the rhetoric used by radical ecologists an d radi cal social.

ists. In each case t he sha rpes t anacks we re reserved for chose closest to
you in the political spectru m . (r'Shallow ecology" was the severest opp­
ro brium , analogous to th e term "social democratic " in classical Marx­
ist parlance.) As much arrent ic n was paid to the source ofo ne's ideas
as to thei r conten t and meani ng. T he Marxist would damn yo u as
unscientific o r idealist. th e deep ecolog ist would d ismiss you as New­
to nian o r an rhropocenrric. Like the Marxists. deep ecologists were
a lways looking out fo r gu ilt b)' association; th e polemics were fero­
cio usly personal.

Befo re leav ing New H aven in th e rail of 19871 had written a critiq ue
ofdeep ecology T h is was publi shed , rwo years later, in Enuironmmral
EJ!Jin und er th e title "Rad ical America n En vironmental ism and

Wi lde rn ess Preservat io n: AThi rd W orld C ritiq ue." It gene rated a fiui­
o us cont rove rsy whose ripples ca n st ill be heard .35 The essay has been
widely ad mi red and JUSt as wi dely co ndem ne d. It has bee n reprin ted

in at least thir ty a ntholog ies as th e (usually lon e) voice ofo pposi tion
to t he reigning orthodoxies ofAmerica n enviro nmerualism.

M y essay offered four main argume nt s: that the an rbropocemr ic/
biocenrric distin ction . so beloved ofenv ironmental philosophers a nd

.}4 W~rwick Fox, "Deep Ecology," Tlu Ecologist, vo!. 14, nos 5 and 6, 1984;
Bill Devalland George Sessions. Drrp Ecology: LivingasI!N(l rurr M'l/trrrd(Sail
Lake Cit y: Peregrine Books, 1985).

3 ~ I srillgel mail from readers who have chanced upon the essay; accusing me
of being anri-ecclogical as well as and-American.

enviro nmen tal activists, was of'linie help in understanding the dynam­
ics of eco logical degradatio n. that the most serious environment al
p roblems worldwide were over- con sumption and m ilitarism, both of

which deep eco logy ignored; that deep eco logy was in essence an
elaboration of th e Am erican wilderness movem ent; and th at in o th er

cult ures "rad ical" environmentalism expressed itsel f very differently.
The last rwo charges gave most offe nce, for th ey challenged the claim

ofdeep eco logy ro be a philoso phy an d program oft ruly universal sig­
nificance.36

In retrospect I recognize th at be h ind my arrack o n deep eco logy lay
a cha uvinism ofmy own . In th eir celebratio n ofAmerican wilde rness
deep eco logists were echoi ng the wider climate of nationalism in the

enviro nmental moveme nt . A parti cular influ ence o n their wo rk wa s

Roderick Nash. a histo rian of the Am erica First! te ndency who saw th e
nationa l pa rk system as his COUntry's great cont ribu tio n to the cultu re
of the wo rld . His book Wildt'mrJ,J and JIlt Amt'r;can Mind rested o n

supe rb his torical scho larsh ip somew ha t disto rted by rr iumph al na­
donal ism. Nash wanted the "Am erican inven tio n ofnational pa rks" to
be exported worldwide; he worried whether other co unt ries were

ma ture eno ug h (Q rece ive them. Bu t he d id ho pe that "[he less deve­
loped nations m ay even tual ly evo lve econo m icallyand inrellecruallyto
the point where nature preservatio n is more tha n a business.,,)]

This ange red and irrirared m e, for I had spe nt five years stud ying
what I thoug ht to be rat he r evolved enviro nme ntalism in India .\Vhere

American env ironm en tal ists we re hypocri tical , d riving th ou sands of
mi les in a polluting au tomobile to enjoy ' unspoilr wi lde rness ," m en
like C ha nd i Prasad Bhan integrat ed th ei r lives with [he ir wo rk. D eep
ecology tended to ignore ineq ua lities with in hum an soc iety, whi le the
Gandhian Greens I knew wo rked am on g and for [he poor.

36 Forasamplingofthedebate, and of thedifferent perspectives wi thin it, see
J. BairdCallicott and Michael P Nelson, eds, Tilt GrrntN~wWikkrn~ss Drbau
(Athens: Th e University of Georgia Press, 1998 ).

37Sa Roderick Nash, Wildtrnm nnd thr AmrriCiU/ Mind, 3rd ed n (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), and idem. "The American Invention of
National Parks," American Quarlt'rly, vol. 22. no. J, Fall 1970. ln rhe best
craditionsofAmeriC:1tl scholarshipand American democracy, the finest critique
of "wilderness nationalism" was penned by one of Nash's students: see Alfred
Runte, "'''uionalParks: TheAmrricall Exprrima, 2nd edn (Lincoln; University
of Nebraska Press, 1984).
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My essay was frankly polem ical, seeki ng to critique America n en­
vironmenta lism fro m aTh ird \'<'orld perspective. Bur, as I ca me to see

later, it was infl ected by a chauvinism as real as that of N ash. I was a r­
guing. in effect, m at Ind ia n enviro n menta lism,myenv iro nmental ism ,

. was supe rior to its American counterpart, m ore arrenrive ro social
inequality and more conscious of th e long term. I even bo rrowed m e
rh eto rical devices of my adversaries, offering a conspiracy theo ry of
co incidence which wenr as fo llows: "Pa radoxical as it m ay seem , it is

no acc ide nt th at St a rWars tech nology and deep ecology bo th find their
fulleS( exp ression in th at lead in g sec to r of Weste rn civilizatio n, Cali­
fo rn ia. ")8

VI

On my return to In dia in 1987 I jo ined th e C entre for Ecological
Scie nces (CES) of th e Ind ia n In stitu te of Science in Bangalorc. I was
rhe only soc ial scientist among rhe institu te's nearly 400 facul ty if one

exclude d rh e Chair of th e C ES, M adhav Gadgil, an eco log ist by
train ing bur an anth ropologist by tempe ram ent. (La ter in th is book I
sha ll say more about Gadgil.) I was fo rtuna te in bein g thrown so close
to him on m y return from America , for Gadgil knew that co unt ry and
its envi ron ment al movement rat he r well . H e listen ed to and read my

critiq ue of the deep ecologis ts and gently pointed our that they an d
I had polar ized a very co mplex ma rre roThey upheld a ph ilosophy of

Nature Firs t!, to wh ich I had cc untc rposed my own slogan, People
First ! H e rejec ted both positions. seeki ng in his own work ro harm o­

nize the interests of peo ple and natu re.
G adgil tempered m y ch au vinism ; so, in som ewha t d ifferent ways,

d id the Spa nish economisrj uan Martinez-AlienWhen I mer Martinez­
Alier he had JUSt published EcologicalEconomics, a brilliant histo ry of
ideas showcasi ng scholars who analyzed the economy in terms o fc ne r­

gy and m aterial flows rather than money a nd priccs.39 I had nor read

38 Ramachandra Cuha, "Radical American Environmentalism and Wilder­
ness Preservatio n: A Third World Critique," Enoironmenral Erhics, vo l. II ,

no. I, 1989, p. 79.
39 J. Marti nea-Alie r, Erological Economics: En(rgy. Environment, Socitty

(O xford: Basil Blackwt': ll, 1987).

the book, but my friend Paul Kurian had. Kurian had been a con tempo~

rary of my teacher Anjan Ghosh at JN U. In appearance he wasevery~

body's idea of a JN U radical: a th in, intense man with a slight StOOp .

a shock of hair and a beard urgent ly in need of running repairs. He had
an acute intelligenceand a formidable knowledgeof rhe Marxist scrip­
rures. Aft er raki ng a master's in econom ics at JN U he wen roff to work
with th e Solidariry movement in Poland and, later, with the Sandi nisras

in Nicaragua.Somewhereon his travels he had picked up acopyofEco­
logical Economics. T he book so impressed him that he abandoned his
Marxism an d resolved to introdu ce its themes to the community
o f Indian econo mists, then largely ignoran t of or dism issive abou t
eco logical issues. Kur ian therefore prevailed upon his b ro ther-who

ran a NCO in Bangalo re-c-ro invite Mani ncz-Alie r to India.
In Augus t 1988 Kurian organized a co nfere nce in Bangalore around

th e the mes of Marrinez-Alier's book-namely, th e lin ks between
ene rgy, the envi ronm ent , and society. I helped him put the meeting

togethe r and m et irs ch ief inspirer th e day he lande d in our (OWlI .T hen

I roo k Maninez-Alier on a day-long excur sion ro th e great Hoysala
temples of Halcbid and Bclur. Along th e way he let it d rop that he
was, as he pur it , a "lapsed M arxist." Well, so was I, and so of course
was Kuri an .40

With Martinea-Alier I was to forge a close and co nti nuing collabo­

ratio n. \'(Ihen I first met him. seventeenyearsago, he Still carriedtraces
of his Marx ist past . H e was forced by Fran co to study outside Spai n an d
publish his first books in emi gre editions in Par is. Bur over me years
he cha nged his national ity-from Spa nish ro Caealan-c-and his name

reo."
M an inez-Alie r was my first introduct ion to the worl d of the Euro­

pean inrellecrual.Jf he isat alltypical, then Am ericans, and Ind ians tOO,

..., I write this with some feeling, for, by rhe rime Martina -Alier arrived in
India, Paul Kurian had alreadycomedown with thedepression that was roclaim
his life.

~ 1 He nowspellshis name "J03n," to the exasperation of bibliographers, and
to the confusion of gradu:w: students. who doubtless think that the author of
Tbe Environmentalism oftb( Poor (his latest book) is the wife or sister of the
author of EcologicalEconomics. (Perhaps some: of rhem even think that, like: an­
othercelebrated economist-c-Deidre, once Donald, McCloskey- Juan has had
a sexchange.}
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should feel decided ly inferior. Por one rhing, he speaks eight languages,
and he can make jokes in at least six of them. He isa global citizen who
has spen t years in Larin Ame rica, living for extended period s of time in
Cuba and Peru (he wrote a boo k compar ing agriculture in rhe t W O

count ries)' in Brazil, and most recently in Ecuador. By now he has
made half-a-dozen tri ps to Ind ia, in the co urse ofwhich he has visited
pans of m y country I scarcely knew ofand ce rtainly will never get to.~2
In di scipl inary terms, tOO , Marri nez-Alier is unclassifiable. H is for mal

appointment is in a deparrrn cnr of economics and economic history.
But ma ny know hi m pr incipally as an anthropologist on acco unt ofhis

first book, a classic eth nographic study of the haciendasystem.
That book feat ures strongly in my favorite Mardnee-Alier Sto ry.

One day, I was walking with him toward his old college, Sr Anton y's
in O xfo rd . On the road we bumped into j airus Banaji, a pol ym ath

Troryskisr who had co me to O xford aft er [\\'0 decades of trade-union
work in Mumbai (0 do a thesis o n th e olive oil econo my of ancient
G reece. \'Q'hen I int rod uced the two, Banaji more or less prostrated
himself. "T he auchorof Landlordsand Laborers in Southern Spain!," he
exclaimed: "T hat's th e finest modern rrearmenr of the d ialecti c be­
rween the formaland th e real subsum prio n oflabo r. On my shelf, your
book lies between [Marx's] Capital and [Lenin's] TIN Deoelopmem of
Capitalism in RUHia."

Man:i nez -Alierwas not endrelydispleased by rhe co mpany his book
was keepi ng. One ofth e he roes of EcologicalEconomics is the Ukr:mian

th inker Podol insky. wh o wrote to Marx about his id ea tha t ene rgy lay
at the bas is ofeco no m ic acnviry-c-only to bed ismissed with contem pt
by the proph et . Living in Eu rope Marrinez-Alier found (as I had in
India) rhar onhodox Marxism and Marxists were deeply hostile toeco­
logical co ncerns, though there we re other traditions of left-wing

rhou ghr rhar were less in sen sit ive. O ne ofth e little noticed tr aged ies of
th e Bolshevik revol ution was tha t the victo ry of Marxism had co n­
signed th ese o ther socinlisr tr adition s to oblivion. Now that th e Berlin

Wall had fallen, it was rim e ro resurrect t hem.
Between 1990 and 1993 M aninez-Alier and I hosted a Social

Sc ience Resea rch Cou ncil Working Group on the "environme ntalism

~2 For the record, he has also been a Visiting Fellow at Stanford and Yale.

of the poor. " Our members came from half a dozen countries and we
held meet ings in four of the m. Independently, I was deepening my Ole­

quainrance wirh intellectual rradi rionsorher than rhose Igrew up w ith.
As it happened , on most of my tri ps outside Ind ia Marrin ez-Alier
cont rived to spend some time in tbc ciries wh ere I was. \Vle met in Ber­

lin and Ber keley, at Oxford and New York , and quireofcen in his native
Barcelo na.

My co nversations wit h Mardnez-Ah er have been of fundamental
importa nce to my wo rk. I have found in him a co ngenial spirit who,

like me , but more effcrdessly, transgresses boundaries, bothdi sciplin­
a ry and national. I found also a fellow radical d isen chanted with rhe
faith whi ch, for most o f th e rwentierh cent ury, had professed to con­

rain withi n itselfall that was progressive and humane in modern social
thought.

In 1988 I moved to a job in Delhi. Six years late r I moved back to

Bangalcre, whi ch has been my base ever since. In th is rime I have spent

an average of two to three months a y~ar abroad . I taught the odd term
in American uni versiti es and was a Fellow o f the W issenschaftSkolieg
zu Berlin. The academic market being wh at it is, it is far easier for an

Indian to travel to theWest than ro visit, for professional reasons, o the r
co untriesofthe South. Still, I have made rhr ee shon rrips ro Africa, one
to latin America, and rwo apiece to Pakistan and Ne pal. Ail through

I have listened to and learnt from , and occas ionally argued with , en­
vironmental scholars from cultu res and trad itions di fferent from my
own. T hese travels have enormous ly enriched my inrellectuallife and

shaped, in imperceptible ways, the ideas in rhis book.

VII

T he substan tive cha pte rs of How Milch Should a Person COflSUnlt>?

move outw ard from the Ind ian exper ien ce to consider environmental
ideas, ins titu tions, trends, and thin kers ill Othe r parts of rhe worl d .

Some chaprers are largdyor wholly focused on India and Indians; th ese
would proba bly have been written differently had I never lived in

Europe and the Uni ted Stat es. By the same token, the chapter o n Lewis
Mumford would certai nly have been written vt:ty differentl y by an
Am erican, ifit had been wri tten at all. O the r chapters are consciously
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co mparative: rhey seek directly rath er than implicitly ro en gage di ffer­
em enviro nmental traditi ons in co nversation and sometimes in con­
tention.

This book is. I ho pe. catholic nor merely in its geograph ical reach
but also in its intellectual influences and range of subjects. It is most

fundamen tally the product ofon e histori an'sattempt ( 0 think thro ugh
the enoironmmc-s-ce relate changes in social and econom ic life.
pol itical insti tutions , po pular mentaliti es, and scientifi c research to
th e natural world in wh ich humans are embedded. At a second level
it is also on e man's attempt [Q think through the environment-to
assess wi thou t prejud ice o r sec ta rian ism th e m an y and differently o ri­
enredd ra ftstoward forging a more peaceableandsustainablerelation­
shi p between humans and the ocher species with which we must share
this ea rth .

The ecumen isrn of this book is reflected in (he range of themes it

add resses. It seeks to un derstan d how people th ink, what makes them
act in gro ups and sects, what means they use to act and think as th ey

do. Asa wo rk of soc ial h isto ry it engages with ideas and interests aswell
as institution s. Asan analysis ofa po pular social movement it engages
with environ mental phi losophies and pract ices as well as po licies.

That said, rwo caveats are in order.T he first is th at , asa wor k wrinen

by a single hand, it is necessarily selec tive.Th is is not a com prehensive

com pa rarivc history of enviro nme ntalism, it is only onc scholar's sense
ofsome of the importan t tre nds and debates within that very large hist­
ory. Seco nd, the older I get the more I am anracred to a methodological
credo which-with apologies to th e last ofMarx's "T heses on Feuer­

bach"- I wan! ro srarc as foll ows: Environmentalists maywishto~hang~
the world, but environmental historians should uek merely to understand
and in terpret it.

When I first starred out in the field I was perh aps more keen to put
my ow n research directly in the service of social and enviro nmental

change. Since this book d raws upon some twenty-five yea.rsof research
and reflect ion , there is probably a ten sion runn ing right through it

between the more detached pe rspective of rhe scholar and the more en­
gaged one of th e citizen. In any case, my disavowa l of an act ivist role
fo r th e h istorian docs not mean 1subscribe ro Rankean pos it ivism, to

the no tion that the h istori an's job is "merely to tell how it really was. "

For Ranke the "str ict presen tat ion of the facts" was the "supreme law"
of history. Bur the fac t is that "facts" are open to multiple interpreta­
tio n. T he historian must be anenrive to th is polyvalence and must also
be prepared to express his own choices and pre ferences. He is requir­

ed bo th to te ll a new story and tell it well. T he first req uirement rests

on th e un covering of sources previously un seen or unused; the seco nd
on the capacity fo r evaluative judgm ent .The histor ian must be able ro

say th at he finds one individ ual mo re arrracrivethan anorher.cra par­
ticular event more significant than another.-43

G eorge Orwell once rem arked that "a wri ter can never be a loyal
mem ber of a political parry." Or of a social movement either. O r,
indeed , of a par ticular fact ion with in a social movem ent. This last is
the sed uction most prevalen t in the field of environmental studies:
very few scholars have DOt succumbed to if. Ge nerations ofAmerican

environmental historians have taken sides in the Muir ..Pinchor de­
bate. Writings on the Chipko movement have tended to sec on e win g
as more real or more ecological than the orher,

My view is that for a write r or scho lar to take strongly pa rdsan
stances in an ideological debate of the pas t, or in favor of a popular

movement in the present, is simply unsusta inable. This is whe re Robi
Charrerji's wise distinctio n comes to mi nd. If one is acting as an acti­

vist, it is perfectly fine to submerge one's self as well as one's critical

\3 I depart here from those (pes t-modernist and/o r post-srru crurahst) schol­
ars whose disenchantment with the possibiliry ofan "cbjecdve" history has led
them to abando n empirical research ahogerher. •'\lI sources are tainted , they say,
and all writers ideological. True; but does rhae then mean th:1I the task of the
historian is only ro poinrour how tens are contaminated?From Marc Bloch and
Lucien Febvre onward. if not earlier, sensitive histori ans have learm to look for
(and accommodate) biases in writers and documems-c-biases with regard to

provenance, COnteXI, ideolog}', and biography. Having done rhar, they go on
with the business of digging deep and, having finished digging, construct a
plausible narrative, undcrsr.md ing fuU well rhar Ihis narrative might be eve r­
turned by subsequent research.

Do ubts abo ut "his to ry" (in SCIre quotcs. a]....'2ys), I also thi nk, tend to be ex­
pressed by scho lars in middle age. JUSt as they are beginning to find original
research somewhat laborious. How milch easier it is to philosophize about "the
Eurocemricism ofhislorywriting" and the "imperialism ofrhe narrative mode,"
than to read barely legible man uscrip ts in dingy archives!
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faculties in rhe Cause. But 10 do so in prinr and under o ne's individual
signature is, for a writer o r scholar, to put one's independence and in­
tegrity on the line.

T hai said, to be non-sectarian is byno means rhe same as 10 be non­

poli tical. Orwell also wrote rha r al l he had ever wrinen was in defence
of "democratic socialism, as I understand it. " But he never allowed
him self [Q be captive to a parry of the left, un like so many travelers of
his time who were happy to tailor their writings LO the needs of the
Com mu nis! Parry of Grear Britain or die British Labo ur Par ry. By th e
same token, most- perh aps all-c-envi ronmenral histor ians wish to see
a world in which hum ans relate har mon iously with one ano ther and
with na tu re. They might be sympathetic to rhe broad goals of the en­
viron me ntal movem ent , but, I believe and arg ue in this book, chcy
must never take sides on beh alfof any part icular seer. fact ion, grou p,
o r ideology within it.

C HAPTE R 2

The Indian Road to

Susrainabiliry

4\
T

he British environmental movement has been described as
"monume ntally ahisrorical ," an indicrrnenr rhar applies with

eq ual force to its Ind ian counrerparr. ' Th us, in an essay writt en
to mark th e fi focrh anniversary of india's inde pendence from Briosh
ru le, Ani! Agarwal claimed tha t "when India bega n its planned deve­
lopm ent, nobodyhad heard of th e word 'environme nt.' And th e tech­
nologi es adopted were inrriruically aggressive."!

The co nventional wisdom holds tha t the Ind ian environmental
moveme nt began with the Chipko andoLnn (movement ) in 1973.
T hat wisdom was upheld by Agarwa l, as also b)' numerous lesser en­
viro nme ntalists. As a social mowmmt, C hipko was without prece­
dent. But behind and befo re it lies the un acknowledged prehistory of

environmental ideas.
This chapter distinguis hes berween two waves of Ind ian environ­

mentalism : an ea rly period of pioneering and prophecy, and a mo re
recent phase when intellectual reflection has been allied to a popular

soc ial rnovemenr.The firstwaveoflndian environmenralism ran from
the early rwenr ierh cent ury 10 th e outb reak of the Second World War.

l C( M ichaelRand Hoare, ~When the Earth Moved," Tima Hight r Educa­
tional Suppltmt nt, February I, 1991.

2 Anil A~tw:l I , "O ld Mindsets in a Changing Environment," Thr Tima of
India, August 19, 1997, emphasis added.
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