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A gainst Political Ecology1

A ndrew P. Vayda2 and Bradley B. Walte rs2

INTRODUCTION

Starting with a priori judgments, theories, or biase s about the impor-

tance or even primacy of certain kinds of political factors in the explanation

of environme ntal change s, self-styled political ecologists have focused the ir

research on environmental or natural resource politics and have missed or

scanted the complex and contingent interactions of factors whereby actual

environme ntal change s often are produce d. As an alte rnative to the present

ple thora of programmatic statements on behalf of political ecology, a pro-

posal is presented here for what may be called evenemental or event ecol-

ogy. Our own experience in applying an evenemental approach to research

on mangrove forests of the Philippine s will be drawn on for the purpose

of illustration.

WHY POLITICA L ECOLOGY NOW A ND WHA T IT’S A BOUT

In anthropology and related ® e lds, the program or movement now

being called `̀ political ecology’ ’ appears to have begun as a reaction to

certain features of human ecology or ecological anthropology as it was

practiced in the 1960s and early 1970s. In particular, there was reaction to

1An earlier version of this paper, with an extended illustration from Borneo rather than from
the Philippines, was presented by Vayda at the 96th Annual Mee ting of the American

Anthropological Association, Washington, D.C., November 22, 1997. The interest generated
by that presentation has induced us to publish the present article as a brief communication
at a time when other priorities and commitments preve nt us from undertaking a longer and

more comprehensive review and analysis. The original illustration, concerning forest-product
exploitation in Borneo, is summarily mentioned below.

2Department of Human Ecology, Cook College, Rutgers University, New Brunswick, New
Jersey 08901-8520.
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the neglect of `̀ the political dimensions of human/environment inte rac-

tions’ ’ Ð a neglect regarded as stemming from preoccupation with homeo-

static or adaptive processes and, related to this, from the treatment of

human communitie s as if they were fairly homogeneous, autonomous units

involve d in, or engaging in, those processes in relation to the ir biotic and

abiotic environme nts (Durham, 1995, p. 249; Moore , 1996, p. 125) .3

As a general rule, more attention to political in¯ uences on human/

environme nt interactions and on environmental change itse lf is no doubt

a good thing, since such in¯ uences are no doubt often important. Many

self-styled political ecologists, however, go well beyond asking for or paying

more attention to such in¯ uences. Problematically, they insist that political

in¯ uences Ð especially political in¯ uences from the outside , from the so-

called wider political-e conomic system Ð are always important, arguably

more important than anything else , and should accordingly be given priority

in research (see, for example , Bryant and Baile y, 1997, pp. 5 ± 7, on ``putting

politics ® rst’ ’ ).4 This is a prescription for question-be gging research (i.e .,

for concentrating on factors assumed in advance to be important and for

thus missing both other factors and the complex and contingent interactions

of factors whereby environmental change s often are produced).

Moreover, some political ecologists do not even deal with lite rally the

in¯ uence of politics in effecting environme ntal change but rather deal only

with politics, albe it politics somehow related to the environme nt. Indeed,

it may not be an exagge ration to say that overreaction to the `̀ ecology

without politics’ ’ of three decades ago is resulting now in a ``politics without

ecology,’ ’ which, in violation of truth in labe ling, is still billing itse lf as

``political ecology’ ’ (instead of ``natural resource politics’ ’ or simply `̀ politi-

cal anthropolog y’ ’ or ``political science ’ ’ ) and is still claiming, in at least

some of the many programmatic statements made on behalf of political

ecology, to be seeking unde rstanding or explanations of ``environme ntal

change ’ ’ (e.g., Bryant, 1992, p. 13; Bryant and Baile y, 1997, p. 191 and

3The ``political ecology’ ’ label has been adopted also by some overtly political movements

for their promotion of alternative s to what they regard as an inherently environmentally
destructive capitalist system based on constantly expanding production (see , for example,
Martõ Â nez Alier, 1995) . The origins of these movemen ts seem to lie more in Marxist tradition

and gree n environmental politics than in reaction to anything in the ecological anthropology
of earlier decade s. In order to maintain our focus on methodological issues which the research
agenda and explanatory claims of political ecologists have raised for us about human/e nviron-

ment interactions and environmental change as objects of study and explanation, we do not
deal with these political movements in this article.

4What may be operating here is a confusion of generality with priority. If so, then, as suggeste d
by Ellis (1997, p. 61) in his comme nts on politicized literary criticism, the same illogic that
is used for inferring from a presumed political dimension in all actions that ``politics is the

deepest and most important consideration in any situation’ ’ may be used for making the
absurd inference that each of a dozen or more other kinds of factors Ð physical, chemical,
economic, and psychological, for example Ð is likewise the most important insofar as it is

also an aspect or feature of all actions.
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passim ) or `̀ ecological processes’ ’ (e.g., Moore , 1996, p. 125) , even though

what are actually studied are political controls or political contests over

natural resources and not, or at least not to any signi® cant extent, how the

resource s are affected by those controls or conte sts.

If the object of explanation is truly to be environmental change , a

programmatic alternative to political ecology is what may be called evene-

mental or event ecology. This does not pre judge the importance of political

factors but is still duly attentive to any and all kinds of them whenever

they are seen in the course of research to be inte resting and relevant to

explaining particular environmental or environment-re lated events.5 Our

own preferred method is to begin research with a focus on the environme n-

tal events or changes that we want to explain and then to work backward

in time and outward in space so as to enable us to construct chains of

cause s and effects leading to those events or changes.6 By contrast, the

practice of many political ecologists, presumably regarding access to re-

source s as always politically determined and as always important for under-

standing or explaining environme ntal change , is to focus the ir research on

such access, or on change in such access, and to pay little or no attention to

actually demonstrating environmental effects. For example , Gezon (1997) ,

reporting on her research in Madagascar, designate s her study as ``political

ecology’ ’ and focuse s almost entire ly on ``how people inte ract to establish

and conte st access to resources.’ ’ In anothe r study described by one of us

elsewhere (Vayda, 1997, pp. 7± 10) , social scientists with a political ecology

view of access were interpreting the exclusion of outside forest-product

5A difference between evenemental or event ecology as we are advocating it here and what
Lee s and Bates cogently put forward in 1984 as an ``event-focused approach to ecological
study’ ’ is that the latter is more conce rned with human responses to environmental events

than with the causes (including human actions) of those events. A lthough much more cognizant
of environmental change than were the homeostasis-oriented ecological anthropologists of

the 1960s (as repre sented, for example, in Vayda, 1969) , Lee s and Bates in 1984 were
still like them in drawing on environmental data primarily for the purpose of e lucidating
human behavior.

6For arguments and illustrations in support of this method, see Vayda (1996, 1998a) and Rudel
(in press). Deciding not in advance of research but rather ® nding in the actual course of it that
ce rtain political factors are re levant to explaining particular environmental or environment-

related events can be illustrated from some of Vayda’ s recent research experience. In Indone-
sian Borneo in 1996, he and his research collaborators found that gove rnment succe ss in
relocating forest-cutting, pepper-farming Bugis settlers from a nature reserve despite earlie r

reports of the settlers’ resistance to relocation could be attributed less to the decline in yie lds
from old pepper plantations and the re lated factors that were initially investigated than to

little publicized military intimidation of the settlers (Vayda and Sahur, 1996, pp. 43 ± 47) .
Similarly, in the course of a research reconnaissance in southwest China in 1998, Vayda
found that the plans that he had originally made , on the basis of other researchers’ projects

and reports, for a study of increase s in agricultural biodiversity as a result of farmers’ decisions
and actions had to be scrapped in favor of developing a project concerned not only with
biodiversity increase s but also with biodiversity losses as a result of political pressures to

produce particular crops (Vayda, 1998b) .
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colle ctors from certain village lands in Borneo as a conservation measure

preventing the local extinction of the Aquilaria trees from which the valued

aromatic forest product, gaharu (also called aloe s wood or eaglewood) ,

may be obtaine d. Little or no attempt was made , however, by these social

scientists to obtain data on the actual status of Aquilaria populations in the ir

study area, and they ignore d biological studies sugge sting that Aquilaria

extinction was not like ly to occur in an area before outside collectors

abandon it, regardle ss of whether any action to exclude them is taken by

local village rs.7

Furthermore , some political ecologists have put their practice into the

service of a populist political agenda and the ``green romanticism’ ’ of think-

ing that devolving control over resource s to local communitie s so as to

mitigate certain in¯ uences from the wider political-e conomic system must

effect more sustainable use of the resource s. For these political ecologists,

change s resulting in greater community control over resources therefore

rank high on both political and research agenda. These points will be

discussed furthe r in relation to the Philippine case to be described.8

THE RA TIONA LE FOR EVENT ECOLOGY

A S A N A LTERNA TIVE

Why are we proposing evenemental or event ecology as an alte rnative

to political ecology? For one thing, the proposal is consistent with both

philosophica l and practical arguments for le tting research be guided more

by open questions about why events occur than by restrictive questions

about how they are affected by factors privile ged in advance by the inve sti-

gator. But it should be unde rstood that be ing guide d by open questions

7A political ecology view of acce ss has been set forth more systematically by Ribot and Peluso

(n.d.), who state the following: ``. . . in tracing out from the most local structures of forest
control to large r social and political-economic re lations . . . acce ss analysis demonstrates
how local physical acce ss to forests is shaped by control over market access and labor controls

embedded in re lations of authority and social identity. . . .’ ’ This view of acce ss, presented
also in Ribot (1998) , is entirely consistent with the following characte rization of political
ecology by Peluso: ``. . . political ecology emphasizes the social re lations within which actors

are embedded and which affect the ways they use the environment . . . {and}political ecology
assum es that larger social structures and political-economic processe s will affect the actions
of local resource users. . . . These structures and processe s are examine d in a more systematic

manner, therefore. . . .’ ’ (Peluso, 1992, p. 51, emphasis in original)
8Some Amazonian evidence on the failure of community regulation for sustainable use (e .g.,

Rudel, 1995, p. 504, citing Coello Hinojosa, 1992, on the Ecuadorian Amazon; Anon., 1993,
Conklin and Graham, 1995, p. 703, on the Brazilian Amazon) also bears on these points and
has been cited by one of us e lsewhere (Vayda, 1997, p. 5; Vayda, 1998a, p. 574) . That there

are exce ptions to the green romanticism of political ecologists with a populist political age nda
is indicated by Li (1996, p. 501) , who argue s for consciously misrepresenting communities
as ``sites of consensus and sustainability’ ’ in order to ``strengthen the property claims of

potentially disadvantage d groups.’ ’
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does not mean conside ring all conceivable causes or else having the license

to conside r any conce ivable event or action as a cause , no matter how

remote from the events to be explaine d. What it does mean is taking

ourse lve s, either actually or by means of thought experiments, to the time

and place of those events and then asking ourse lve s what antecedent events

occurring then and there could have brought about the outcomes of inte rest

to us and could have kept things from turning out diffe rently. In other words,

the possibilitie s we conside r should not be con® ned to those prescribed by

any single or simple agenda or theory, but, at the same time, the cause s

we conside r and seek evidence for should, as Moore (1978, p. 377) has

sugge sted, be concre te events speci® c to concre te situations.

We think there is a lot to be said in favor of being guided more by

open questions in our research, and we will indeed say more in the course

of describing and discussing the illustrative research in the Philippine s.9

There is, however, a second general point to be made about our proposal

in light of all the hype and hoopla in social science about political ecology

as an emerging ® e ld or sub® e ld. The point is that our proposal, unlike

political ecologists’ programmatic statements, conforms to the heuristically

productive practice of distinguishin g ® e lds or sub® e lds on the basis of what

is to be explaine d (in this case , environmental events or change s) and not

on the basis of a priori judgments, theories, or biase s about what will do

the explaining.

A N ILLUSTRA TION FROM THE PHILIPPINES

This illustration is drawn from ® e ld research done by Walte rs in 1997

on the causes and consequences of mangrove forest planting and cutting

in Bais Bay and Banacon Island, Philippine s. Mangrove s are a class of tree

that grow in she ltered, intertidal areas throughout the tropics. Mangrove s

are recognized as ecologically important because they constitute ® sheries

and wildlife habitat and build land and protect shore line s from erosion.

Because human settlements tend to concentrate along coastline s, mangrove

forests are often harve sted for wood and ® sh/she ll® sh products, serve as

storm buffers to prope rty, and are frequently cleared for settlement and

aquaculture ponds (Baconguis et al., 1994; Primavera, 1995) . The wide -

spread degradation and wholesale clearing of mangrove forests is commonly

9We have said more also in other publications (e .g., in Vayda, 1996, 1998a, Vayda and Sahur,
1996, pp. 50± 51; Walters et al., 1999) . The kind of point made by Moore about the concreteness

and situation-speci ® city of the causes appropriate for us to consider is discussed further by
various authors concerne d with the explanatory use of counterfactual analysis (see, for exam-
ple, Fearon, 1996, p. 66; Grif® n, 1993, pp. 1101 ± 1104; Hawthorn, 1991, pp. 107, 187, and

passim; Tetlock and Belkin, 1996, pp. 7± 8, 23± 25; Weber, 1949, pp. 165 ff).
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cited as one of the Philippine nation’ s most pressing environmental con-

cerns.

Recent change s to forestry and coastal resource s policy in the Philip-

pine s have emphasize d the need to devolve greater manage ment authority

from state agencie s and large , commercial interests to local communitie s

and households (DENR, 1993, 1996; Gibbs et al., 1990; Pomeroy and Pido,

1995) . To achieve this, the Department of Environme nt and Natural Re-

source s (DENR) is using household and community-base d tenurial instru-

ments which give leaseholde rs usufruct control of forests, including man-

grove s, for stipulate d periods of time (usually 25 years). Underlying this

shift in policy emphasis to more decentralize d manage ment is the arguably

important social goal of promoting greater equity in access to the nation’ s

natural resource s. At the same time, it is assumed that devolution to the

local leve l will lead to more effective, sustainable forest manage ment. The

twin plague s of Philippine development Ð inequality and environme ntal

degradation Ð are thus seen as be ing addre ssed simultane ously.

The political issue of decentralization of control over forest resource s

is certainly an important subje ct and presumably would be of conside rable

inte rest to persons who study power relations in the Philippine s, especially

as such relations in¯ uence the environme nt. For example, Broad and Cava-

nagh (1993, pp. 74-80) , in examining environme ntal change s in the Philip-

pine province s of Bataan and Negros Occidental, describe how elites, trying

to furthe r enrich themselve s and supporte d by export-orie nted national

deve lopment policie s, have destroyed vast tracts of mangrove s for the

deve lopment of capital-inte nsive prawn farms. The authors suggest that

the poor ® sherfolk living in these coastal areas are more inclined to be

concerned about the environment because of the ir direct reliance on coastal

resource s for the ir live lihoods. Implicit in their analysis is the assumption

that environmentally destructive outcomes would be more like ly to be

averted if the local ® sherfolk were endowed with more secure access control

over mangrove s and other coastal resource s.

As the following illustration will show, some of the sites studied by

Walte rs were similarly characte rized by highly unequal distribution of land,

and this has had interesting implications for the mangrove s there. However,

the actual environmental effects of this distribution were more complex

than would be expected from the analysis by Broad and Cavanagh (1993) ,

and were often inconsistent with their unde rlying assumptions about the

cause s of mangrove degradation and conservation.

The impetus for Walters’ study came from observations of important

environme ntal change s in mangrove s in two speci® c sites in the Philippine s:

Bais Bay in Negros Oriental and Banacon Island in Bohol. Natural man-

grove forests in both sites had been dramatically reduced in distribution

since the Second World War, and remaining natural mangrove s were highly
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degrade d, appare ntly from human use (de Leon et al., 1991; Walters, 1995,

1997) . At the same time, mangrove s in certain areas were actually showing

evidence of expande d distribution , appare ntly the direct result of local

people s’ planting and protecting mangrove trees (Cabahug et al., 1986;

Walte rs, 1995) . The research was thus guided by the desire , ® rst, to assess

more precise ly the nature of the environme ntal change s in question and,

second, to unde rstand the actual cause s of these change s. Answering these

questions required that we consider the potential causal in¯ uence of socio-

economic and political factors, including resource access and tenure . Unlike

most studie s in political ecology, however, our analysis began with a careful

consideration of the actual environme ntal changes that required explana-

tion, and then worked outward in space and backward in time in search

of relevant causal in¯ uences.

For example , between the 1940s and 1970s, wealthy landowne rs with

prope rty adjace nt to the coast, as well as several ambitious low and middle -

income entrepreneurs, cleared large tracts of mangrove forest to deve lop

® sh ponds to raise milk® sh (Chanos chanos) for domestic marke ts. Some

of these ponds were late r conve rted to prawn production during the prawn

boom of the 1980s, though most have since reverted to milk® sh. Thus,

mangrove deforestation in Bais antedated the capital-inte nsive and export-

oriented political economy of prawn farming. Furthermore, some of these

elite s subsequently inve sted heavily in planting and protection of signi® cant

stands of mangrove forest on the perimeters of the ir prope rties. In fact,

with the exception of a local ecological reserve, the large st and arguably

best protected stands of mangrove forests in North and South Bais Bay

are managed by local elite s and entrepreneurs who acknowle dge the impor-

tance of having mangrove s to protect the ir ® shponds and lands and who

have the means to plant and effective ly protect large areas.

Poor ® sherfolk, many of them landle ss, have also claimed small areas

near the ir homes for planting mangrove s for bunsod ( ® sh corral) pole s,

storm protection, and tenure security. Government extension agents acting

under the auspice s of aforementioned policie s have recently facilitated this

process by allocating mangrove stewardship tenure contracts to many such

households in Bais and elsewhere. Planting in these areas is, none the less,

very uneven in space and over time. For one , we discove red that many

sites are simply not ecologically suitable for mangrove s, and repeated efforts

to plant in these areas have failed for this reason. The provision of tenurial

instruments to ® sherfolk in areas ecologically unsuitable for planting has

proven to be a large ly futile exercise in mangrove manage ment.10

10These ® ndings mirror expe riences from other sites in the Philippines where tenurial instru-
ments have been used as a basis for local mangrove reforestation and manageme nt (H.

Calumpong and J. H. Primavera, personal communication).
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The situation is further complicated by the fact that local people s’

claims to mangrove s are often more about claims to land than they are about

the trees standing on them (Walte rs, 1998b) . For example , we documented

numerous cases of mangrove sites being claimed and planted but subse -

quently cut by ® sherfolk who had attaine d suf® cient capital to convert their

mangrove areas into what they viewed as economically more productive

uses ( ® shponds, house sites, etc.). In at least one recent case, a small group

of landle ss persons claimed a mangrove area, cut the trees there, deve loped

the basic infrastructure on the site (dike s and drainage canals) , and then

sold the pond to a person who could afford the capital inve stments needed

for a functioning aquaculture operation. In short, there is clear evidence

that many local people s’ planting and protection of mangrove s, however

appare ntly compatible with conservation in the short term, is often moti-

vated mainly by other concerns, such as wanting to establish land claims

and associate d deve lopment rights that might othe rwise be taken by neigh-

bors or outside rs.11 Attaining security of tenure has had important implica-

tions for mangrove s in Bais, but by no means has it assured successful

planting and conservation of mangrove s by either poorer or richer house -

holds.

So far, we have focused here on instance s of the clearing or creation

of entire stands of forest. The research also revealed that the composition

and structure of many existing forest stands were being altered as a result of

widespread cutting for fue lwood and construction materials. For example ,

ecological surveys of mangrove s revealed the presence of as many as 15

different species of trees, although sites diffe red dramatically in terms of

species composition and only ® ve or six species were ubiquitous across

many sites. These same surveys also revealed that cutting of individual

trees for fue lwood and construction materials was the most ubiquitous form

of microstructural disturbance in both natural and planted forests and that,

among other effects, this cutting had reduced the mean live basal area

of forests by nearly half. Subsequent interviews of local mangrove users

con® rmed these general obse rvations and showed that, while virtually all

species are cut for fue lwood, only certain species are cut for use as construc-

tion materials.

11Just as similar motivations, rather than conservat ion, have been behind some attempts to
establish the marine reserves Ð for example , in Papua New Guinea (Polunin, 1984, p. 273) Ð

that have been premature ly hailed as Paci® c Islanders’ ``traditional conservation measures’ ’
(see , for example, Johannes, 1978, 1981, Chap. 5) . Similarly, in discussing whether conserva-
tion is practiced by certain Dayak villagers in Borneo rainforests, Vayda (1997, p. 7) has

referred to their restricting acce ss to their territories not, as some observers have assume d,
for the sake of conservation, but rather for the sake of reserving to themse lves the pro® ts

from intensi® ed exploitation of particular forest products in demand by traders at particular
times (cf. the discussion above on restriction of access to village lands in Borneo).



A gainst Po litical Ecology 175

The most economically value d uses of mangrove wood in both study

areas today are for posts in ® sh trap, ® sh corral (bunsod ), and home con-

struction. Bunsod, in particular, are abundant in both areas and there are

active , albe it highly informal marke ts for buying and selling bunsod posts.

In Banacon, mangrove posts are also bought and sold within and to ne igh-

boring islands for construction of homes, fences and the like . For this use,

unlike the use of wood for fue l, there is a clear preference for `̀ bakau’ ’

(Rhizophora sp.) because the wood is particularly strong and durable and

the trees tend to grow straighte r than most other common species. One

consequence of this is that many persons who have made claims to mangrove

areas for the purpose of plantation establishment ``high-grade ’ ’ them subse -

quently for bakau by cutting back and weeding out less value d species. As

well, the highly unusual reproductive biology of bakau makes it relative ly

easy to propagate and plant compared to other common trees, including

`̀ pagatpat’ ’ (Sonneratia sp.) , `̀ piapi’ ’ and `̀ bungalon’ ’ (Avicennia sp.) .

Bakau are viviparous, which means that the seeds germinate and elongate

into stems while still attached to the mother plant. These elongated propa-

gule s are easily detached when ripe and will quickly sprout roots and leave s

when stuck several inche s deep into mud in a suitable environme nt.

R. mucronata, in particular, fruits profuse ly and so tends to be colle cted

and plante d in much larger quantitie s than R. apiculata.

No doubt it is because of its economic value and ease of planting that

bakau dominate s most manage d forest stands. In fact, most mangrove areas

claimed, plante d, and managed by local people tend to be virtual tree

monocultures of R. mucronata, in contrast to even heavily cut, unmanaged

mangrove areas, which tend to be characte rized by three or more tree

species (Walte rs, 1998a) . This ® nding has important ecological implications

because it suggests that the prolife ration of local planting and management

may exact a cost in terms of reduced species dive rsity, even if it leads to

local expansion of mangrove forest distribution. Equally inte resting is the

clear in¯ uence of ecological and biological factors Ð speci® cally, the varied

distribution and reproductive biology of different species Ð on subsequent

patte rns of mangrove utilization, planting, and manage ment.

In summary, research on mangrove s in Bais Bay and Banacon Island

has shown that human in¯ uence on these forests is substantial. Efforts to

explain particular environmental change s Ð including speci® c cases of forest

expansion or contraction and change s in forest structure and species compo-

sition Ð revealed the causal in¯ uence of a varie ty of events, including some

to which political ecologists would be like ly to have been attracted for the

purpose of explaining environmental change s. The expansion of aquacul-

ture and the clearing of mangrove s for settlement by landle ss are example s

of such, although the case study should serve as a caveat to political ecolo-
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gists who are incline d to make generalizations about the relationship be-

tween such factors as wealth and income distribution and environmental

change .

Other environmental changes of interest were found to be caused by

events that political ecologists would quite like ly have overlooke d or ig-

nored. For example , probably the most widespread class of events limiting

the spread of mangrove planting in Bais Bay is biophysical in nature :

young mangrove plantations were frequently destroyed by natural causes,

including wave damage , pest infe stations, and entangle ment by ¯ oating

seaweeds and other debris. Similarly, to explain other environmental

change s, such as the establishment of many plantations that are monocul-

tures of one tree species, we would refer ® rst to species-speci® c selection

in planting and high-grading by mangrove plante rs, and then, in accounting

for these practices, we would refer to decision-making on the basis of

differences in not only the local marke t value but also the reproductive

biology of tree species.

CONCLUDING REMA RKS

As we have argue d and as the Philippine case study and our other

illustrations show, our concerns with political ecology are not about whether

political and political-e conomic events can be important causes of environ-

mental change . Obviously they can and often are. Rather, our criticisms

are directed at those political ecologists who choose to privile ge such factors

in certain ways. One way consists of always attributing special causal signi® -

cance to these factors and not admitting that othe r factors are , or may

be, more important sometimes. A more extreme way consists of focusing

research on political events (as in the access studies to which we have

referred) and not at all or hardly at all on environmental ones and then,

without furthe r ado, using the research to make claims about the political

events as causes of environme ntal events or change s, which, alas, are only

assumed rathe r than demonstrated.

The evenemental or event ecology that we propose as an alte rnative

to political ecology as a research approach offers two important advantage s.

First, it requires a more careful appraisal of actual environmental change s

and thereby lessens the like lihood of inaccurate or erroneous claims about

the environment on the basis of preconceived theoretical ideas or agendas.

An example that we have given of such claims is Broad and Cavanagh’ s

(1993) about diffe rences in wealth and power as factors in environmental

destruction in the Philippine s. This claim, as we have discussed, was not

consistently supporte d by our evidence. Both rich and poor were involve d,
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in complicate d ways, in acts of both mangrove restoration and mangrove de-

struction.

There is a second important advantage . Being guide d more by open

questions about why events occur than by restrictive questions about how

they are affected by factors privile ged in advance by the inve stigator, evene-

mental ecology does not prejudge political factors to be the most important

or even important at all in the case at hand, although it is still duly attentive

to any and all kinds of political factors Ð just as it is attentive to any and

all kinds of biological or physical factors Ð whenever they are seen in the

course of research to be inte resting and relevant to explaining particular

environme ntal events. Thus, in the Philippine case study, there was due

attention paid to political events, but biophysical events were found to be

suf® cient to explain why plantations had not spread to many sites; biophysi-

cal events he lped also to explain why plantations are so dominate d by one

species. Such ® ndings are in line with the point made earlie r about the

heuristic advantage s of distinguishin g ® elds or sub® e lds on the basis of

what is to be explaine d (in this case, environme ntal events) and, contrary

to the practice of political ecologists, not on the basis of a priori judgme nts,

theorie s, or biase s about what will do the explaining.
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