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“Against Political Ecology™?

In a 1999 essay, Andrew Vayda and Bradley Waltersjmade an argument “against
political ecology,” insisting that the mqve_away from apolitical human ecologies
of the past, while refreshing, had gone too far, producing an analytically weak and
dogmatic research TraaToTyWhere political. ecomrmine
ecological outcomes. Political ecologists, they charged, know the answer before they
start to do their research. Instead researchers should pursue “event ecology,”
where single environmental events are explained inductively, and less politically, in
an expanding set of causes and effects, . —

Only three years earlier, I}{ichard Peet and Michael Watts/ offered an inverse
criticism. They suggested that, rather than a clear and coherent theory to account
for eg@gwmog offered haphazard, contextual, gnd ad hoc
accounts following “chains of explanation” with no coherent privileging of central

driving and systemic tendencies. Instead researchers should pursue a “liberation
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;cology," whe.re a more pplitical theory of political ecology might better direct co-
erent qormatt}ve explanations of social and environmental change, using materialist
conceptions of consciousness, poststructuralist theories of di ’
. 3 scour
of environmental determinism. s, and some form
It would be easy to get the impression, if one were to simply read criticisms and
not actual re.sez-a.rch in th; field, that political ecology can’t scem to get anything
nfght. Elqler it is hed‘geq-m by _dogan'g theory or it has too many loose accounts
19 lc:ausanon. Elthgr it is too little concerned with environmental impacts, or too
clctte ;on&;x;ed w1;h ;he relative and constructed nature of environmental pro-
ss; by g to be all things to all people h iti i
o, people, perhaps political ecology has failed

Too much theory or too little?

In Ieviewm’ g lﬂ’1d Degradation and SoCle. 4 y P Y
.
y eet and W atts COnC]ude that polltlcal

;l)ne extremely dllu?ed diffuse fmd on occasion volunteeristic series of explanations.
Mﬂop can arise under falling, rising, or stable population pressures, under an upswing

or downswing in the rural economy, under labor surplus or labor shortage; in sum under
5 virtually any set of conditions . . . Political ecology is radically pluraﬁ;t and-l‘;éely

without politics or an explict itivi < 1 -
L/" Watts 19960, p. &) cit sensitivity toclass interest and social struggle. (Peet and

ut v@u‘ch a descripti i
. esc i i i
\m’of Such 2 de r&){ﬁor; seems alien to the literature I surveyed in the preparation
s v e. Whether in the record of the conservation state as an expression of
col c(l:om postcolonial order (Chg.pter 8) or in the class and gender processes that define
and redefine control of productive resources (Chapter 9), the persistence of a few key
patIte;ns and forces,‘ even amidst diverse regional differences, is impressive
o n“e:d,lwhen united, tl?ese patterns form a coherent, if somewhat eclectic, theory
arep‘;) ica fcc:h:lg_y. Consider the theoretical claums, concepts, and conclusions that
emonstrated in research around each of the four theses summar i
That land degradation: anzed previously.

e 1s a regionalized phenomenon conditioned by tran: i
: s-regional patt -
mulation and declining producer margins ’ ” patierns of seeu
e is mediated by the adaptation of land mana i ibili
. Y th : gers and the variable reversibili
multiple equilibria of environmental system states yand

v That global conservation efforts:

e are ordered around the increasing governmentality and internalization of state rule
. tenc‘l tgwards the territorialization of conservation space despite the non
territorial character of social and ecological processes ]
. erend on th; construction of “wilderness” where human populations have
\ often been active agents of environmental change in the past
e present an aggressive challenge to historically important local social ecologies

WHERE TO NOW? 207

That environmental conflicts:

e result from environmental development practices that are conditioned by
classed, gendered, raced imaginaries

e fall along extant faultlines of regional social stratification that determine differ-
ential environmental access and responsibility

e embody classed and gendered struggles over highly malleable property institutions

That emerging environmental movements:

e are born of the differential risk and ecological injustice that develops from
patterns of uneven development

e develop from challenges to traditional ecological economies and so lead to

resistance centered arouad producer livelihoods

rarely follow simple patterns of resistance to “development” and “modemization”

articulated by romantic observers, since the terms of resistance are set on the

anti-colonial margins
———

In light of these, it would be difficult to defend the claim that there “is no serious
attempt” on the part of political ecologists “at treating the means by which control
and access of resources or property rights are defined, negotiated, and contested within
the political arenas of the household, the workplace, and the state” (Peet and Watts
1996b, pp. 8-9).
At the same time, political :sts continue to hedge their bets before predict-
ing anything so bold as a single st of structural fo 1 which land degrada-
tion must happen. The Titerature suggests complex networks that organize over time
td produce new environments, each contextually quite different. Consider, for exam-
ple, the complex case of St Vincent surveyed in Clrapter. 7. Clearly, global markets set
the terms of nutrient extraction from regional soil, but the politicized local responses
and innovations that result create highly variable outcomes. As Rangan explains, unlike
jts apolitical counterparts, theory in political ecology recognizes human/non-human
relationships to be linked through dynamics that may yield unpredictable consequences

(Rangan 2000, p. 63). In light of this kind of robust contextualized explanation (which
leayes political ecologisfsopen to the kind of criticistiis Taunched by Peet and Watts),

Vayda and Walters's claims are all the more unconvincing. 1t js cerfaintyclear that
there is no single, overriding, or dogmatic set of inevitable conclusions in political
ecology, despite some claims to the contrary.

Denunciations versus asymmetries

These kinds of critiques really represent a form of mutual denunciation. Peet and
Watts remain admirably skeptical of concepts like “event ecology” because they smack
of ad hoc and apolitical science, long demonstrated to be a dead end. Vayda and
Walters justifiably wonder where the environment has gone, as well as the surprise,
in political ecological explanation. But even as these two positions denounce one
another, they are forwarded on a very thin and purposive reading of the political
ecological literature. What 1 hope this book has demonstrated is that this field is hard
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to Chal'actenze lﬂ any . —\S
Sl.lCh blanket criticisms v‘ hjle I am sure w
am, ICS

of research th ictory
at fit the contradictory profiles of Peet and Watts and Vayda and W 1p
alte

the i
y poorly capture such a dynamic enterprise. >

oint to inevi Tsions i
golitic al ecz‘{;tablfo;t's?;l?ns n al{*for 'ms of explanation, none of which are unj !
as———‘—"”led for by Peet ai; ev‘;‘a“C‘PatofX theory of socio-environmental egl:'? e
e e ol for 2Yag and Wal —
 material. while Pest and WCC°1°EY . Vayda and Walters call for a refocusin, ers
Walters jasist political atts call for a refocusing on the constructed Vagc;) o
it has not gone far enoixfl’llanEaUOn has gone too far, while Peet and Watis ary 2 and
may bave much bearin g0 ac}} represents a denunciation of the other butgu e
Flaving said this, the ign;m t.he issues facing political ecology. » but neither
in their criticisms does surgcle:?z:::;f ;‘ and ‘;V;t'tsthlz'md }\l/ayda and Walters express

" i . :

;’;n%?ll;t‘e‘;ffi:) rctctooliiyd These are th{eefolr% is i:dz:czl edxlf‘{liiﬁtt I?ns do““?ant
erstand the objective o reconcile a

itions of ecology, especially as a deter-

mi bi : T
Xy clcl:l:l;dleorfs’;yns:l“:al explanation for social events or conditions, with our increa
Dy O ha b 1
and ng of the-comsiructed character of the categori wgly
assess that ecology. Second. acter of the categories we use to describe

ana assess thal ecolog is difficult to see h

ins ow the | i

ights of traditional a1 ecology can_be applied 0 protesses_ ﬁ&g;ggr?w
Tom

hlr - M =
r'tdwolld agrarian envlronments, even Whﬂe we mtllltwe]y hat ﬁlst W ld
or

cities and other spaces are in th

aues and enmeshed in the sam i

< Spaces are ci ¢ processes THird,Jit is ha

imagine an explanatory framéwork that takes seriously b:tsli\l'ﬁ?ﬁ)ggl;sl caild ;g
(o] 17/

conditions of production

and firms) aspi:euu;tsxo& as well as the power and impact of non-local players (states

global/tocal hierarchy on (t)t?: s;;;:;éluman agegts, without retreating to a crude
- , or surrendering to determinism o6 The

ot

other.

Three Calls for Symmetry

I would argue that th
ese problems are less about “ i
ooy about “too littie” or “too much”
seology, ot anyot;’rg:rg else. ITIo.r are they the result of anyone going “toou:':r”txory,
girection or anotl , materialist, constructivist, or otherwise. Instead, I would b
. esses are a result oflasymmetries in explanation’ éy openi mﬁe
. ning the

focal ]ength U‘ Oht ] 1ens to capn'ue S) lnmet!lcal pl 0Cesses, nla'n) Ot the
p lcal BCOk’gy
apparent theotetlcal COBﬂJCtS over ¢X 1anau°x1\ y yet dlsappeat«
p\- \ ma
- ,_.._7‘35‘-&,\‘ Ce

< e
& rom destruction to production

hoat

The efforts it1 iti

coclogion :sf st\r;ac%mfel:ael pc;imcal ecology have been directed as reactions to apolitical

Sooogies. As = r;bl ar’t’: has often fopused on demonstrating that the causes of
problems” (defined by ministries, media, and other powerful agents)

were not always Wha tlle a aredt
ppe Q bC- Th SC IOblCInS, fOI €xXam lc SOL] erosion

way. only their explanation was challenged.

- As both bet i .
to these probletrig Cll::;r]onmental science and genealogical approaches were 2 ied
ment turped out 10 b ever, two parallel discoveries were made. First, the en5§
e more complex and variable than was previously’ known T(;;Iil;

M 144 than thls th y y s Q 1§ h
y S S an f S th
O ese critiques are, i m y ways l € Sues, 1n a

g

E 1ion (or construction) to

¥ {he environment
E terms of change
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inade 2 simple focus on explaining land degradation difficult, since the biophysical
phenomenon of degradation became barder to define, measure, and predict, at least
n any simple way. At the same time, historical examinations of conservation science
! were beginning 10 suggest that the very apolitical notion of “degradation” is itself a
| highly relative and power-laden concept (Demeritt 1994).

.. The implications of this happy convergence of thinking are twofold. First, it demon-
E sirates that while tensions between scientific ecolo measuring d tion) and
b constructivism (defining degradation) are perhaps inevitable, 'twgmnict
b cooperative and mutual exploration of social/environmental phenomena. “Why has
changed?” is 2 question inevitably intertwined with “How are the
defined and by whom?”

Second, this increasing ambivalence towards prognostications of environmental

degradation fi urther suggests thata switch from metaphors of environmental destruc-
nent all parties to the dispute.

| tion tho roduction would
'~ Following Neil Smith’s (1396) essay on the subject, I would suggest simply that the !
. environments around us, including and especially those composed of non-humans,

L are clearly produced. Forests are produced as much as factories, polar ice sheets as

—t

: much as reservoirs, Yellowstone’s wilderness as much as a toxic dump. That human
; beings are by no means the only players in the production of these spaces makes

i them no less artificial
3 continually emphasize,
. beings, or a tablet on which to write history, but

i

the environment is not a malleable thing outside of
instead a produced set of relation
ships that include people, who, more radically, are themselves produced.

The casc material reviewed in this volume seems t0 supportt such a proposition.
Indeed, research in political ecology, whether by accident or by design, seems to meet
the challenges laid down by Smith ir-his essay, sinultaneously expressing: “the inevit-
ability and creativity of the social relationship with nature; the very real project
of domination embodied in the capitalist mode of production; the differentiated
relationship with nature according to gender, class, racs, sexual preference; the
implausibility of autonomous nature; and a strong response to the almost instinctive
romanticism which pervades most treatments of nature” (Smith 1996, p. 49).

This does not mean a retreat, however, from normative envi onmental struggles
against undesirable outcomes: lost species, ugly life spaces, toxic landscapes. Just because
all epvironments are produced does not mean all environments are inevitable,
desirable, just, or <astamable. 1t simply represents a remunciation that there is a
social fenvironmental state to which we can and should ever retwrn—This does not
undermine environmental struggtes; it simply sug*g'ew@'Droach them with a new
language. Indeed, this conception helps us to symmetrically imagine human and
non-humarn processes in the landscape, surrendering a position of “mastery” over

the non-human world; this being, after all, the ultimate goal of mainstream envir-
onmentalism {a movement Smith unfairly chastises).

{in the sense of “created”). Indeed, as political ecologists \

From peasants to producers

that between typical research
s and emergent work in first-
professionals,

A second tension in political ecological explanation is

in third-world environments amidst primary producer:
world environments amongst very

different populations, including
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consumers, and other players in global political ecology. At first blush, it would
certainly seem as though the tools and lessons from one location poorly transport
to another. What does the “moral economy of the peasant,” with its inherent
orientation towards calculation of cropping risks, tell us about someone driving ap
SUYV in Peoria, after all, or about a delegate to a conference on global warming?
This conundrum has occupied the attention of several scholars recently, with some
calling for regional approaches to the problem (North American political ecology,
West African political ecology, etc.), rather than assuming first world/third world
binaries (Walker 2003). What I would suggest, however, is that while politica]
ecological concepts seem ill suited to different worlds, these dilferences might well
dissolve i their frameworks were directly appiied to differing and apparently alien
circumstances (McCarthy 2002).

Consider, for example, the case of the American lawn, a consumer ecology with
serious implications for human health and ecosystem integrity because of the high
levels of inputs required in its maintenance. An explanation of the lawn, usually viewed
as a unique historical artifact of American regional culture and therefore fundamentally
different from crops in Africa or forests in India, has typically proceeded in an
apolitical cultural-historical fashion. Where did the aesthetic come from? How was
it introduced? (Jenkins 1994).

Butb ctrically imagining the lawn to be, on the contrary, exactly like third
world ‘%W*Wam‘ﬂm lawn pro-

| duces instrumental capital Value for its CUltivator in property values (Robbins et al,
I 2001); the lawn represents shared community capital and is enforced by cooperative/
| coercive neighborhood moral economies (Robbins and Sharp 2003); the lawn becomes
i a chemical treadmill for its owner since green revolutionary inputs are increasingly

required to maintain its form and value (Robbins and Birkenholtz 2003); the lawn is
a sink for global corporate chemical firms desperately secking new markets amidst

\ declining margins (Robbins and Sharp 2003). How does this differ from the com-

) plex and embedded decision context of a wheat cultivator in Rajasthan?

-~ Analysis of systems of ecological production should therefore be extended to all
manner of players and actors, treating them all as producers. This means doing detailed
ethnographic analysis of soil science laboratories, ministry offices, and housing and
urban development meetings, since lab technicians, ministers, and bureaucrats are
all producers, enmeshed in moral economies, with structured production incentives,
embedded in local knowledge systems, cognizant of the classed, gendered, and
casted divisions in access and power as they produce landscapes.

o;dhy

i o

X

W .' - From chains to networks
e QY N
v )
,,_"\q " An equally vexing problem for political ecologists is the habit of explanation born
‘ \“'e: o of Vayda’s progressive contextualization and Blaikie and Brookfield’s chain of
: \\ ‘lexplanation. By always following explanation “upwards” from produced environments,

through producers, and on to increasing scales of interaction (typically the commun-
ity, the state, and the global economy), a conceptual hierarchy of power and causal
force is imposed on political ecological problems that is empirically unfounded,
and perhaps politically undesirable. Producers control landscape outcomes, their
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behavior is prefigured by community dynamics, set within state policies, conu."OIk.:d b,)"
trade agreements, all within a vast system vaguely described as “global caplt.a.hsm.

The ascent in scales also imposes a “chain of command” where players at dlstaptly
removed scales (peasants, states, the World Trade Organization) have little interaction.
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But using this approach, how do we understand the relationship of varying pro-
ducers of nature — those on the farm, in the lab, and in the office — as they mutually
create the landscape while mutually coercing one another? Moreover, how do we
understand the role of non-human actors ~ soil microbes, animals, and trees ~ ag
they participate in this production, acting either in a cooperative fashion (some trees
grow well in agroforestry plots and increase production) or an uncooperative one
(some trees favor human disturbance habitats but further invade and decreass
production)? The chain of explanation is a poor conceptual tool to manage such
linkages and relationships. A shift away from this way of thinking towards a
comparative-anatomy of networks is therefore a more viable mode of explanation.

Networks organize and are organized by a range of human and non-human actors,
through systems of accumulation, extraction, investment, growth, reproduction,
exchange, cooperation, and coercion. While diverse, each network is by no means
unique. Common patterns of exploitation aﬁmommon
network morphologies and common processes. By explicating networks, therefore,
we come to a better understanding of recurrent socio-natural situations, especially
undesirable omes. Rather than _manipulating or waiting for changes in global

olitical econom e down a chain, a network allows us a range of places for
progressive political action and normative change.

The Hybridity Thesis

None of the revelations I have suggested above are altogether new, even if they are
omewhat fresh to formal political ecology. A focus on production of nature rather
han destruction/construction follows the call of social studies of science and tech-
ology (Latour and Woolgar 1979; Latour 1987; Porter 1995; Latour 1999; see Hess
1997 for a comprehensive overview). A focus on networks reflects ongoing evolution

of explanation in the social sciences, but especially in critical development studies

(Bebbington and Batterbury 2001). An increasing interest in non-peasant producers,

laboratories, and bureaucrats is well established in feminist approaches to science

(Haraway 1989; Merchant 1989; Harding 1990; Keller 1995) and in critical analyses

of policy science (Salter 1988; Jasanoff 1990). Together this work paints a picture of

a produced world, where politics hold sway, but Which involves global migrants, both

human and non-human, who produce and consume landscapes and knowledge,

remaking the world as they go. This is nowhere more evident than in the circulation
of non-human biological agents through the global political economy, including the
plants, animals, and microbes, which, in the words of Spencer and Whatmore
(2001), create as they continuously collide with human affairs, “the circumstances

and anxieties of today’s world, characterized as it is by a widespread sense of & |
massive and irreversible socialization of the bio-physical world, whether purposefully

through biodiversity conservation programmes or unintentionally through global
climate change processes” (p. 140). Clearly a shift towards production of nature,

producer. politics, and networks. of interaction — a “more-than-human geograph)" +

is. on the agenda throughout the social sciences, and political ecologists would
benefit from the innovation it offers (Whatmore 2003).

At the same time, however research in cultural and political ecology brings m2
things to this age early lacking. First, po rk h
L

as
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historical depth, which reminds us that such collisions, between plants and people,
E animals and crops, or soils and research institutions, are neither new nor unique to
§ first world practices of genetic engineering. Indeed it is that very modern conceit —
f¢  that society is at last triumphant, having mastered the boundary walls between nature
and culture - that disintegrates under the scrutiny of political ecology surveyed
previously in this volume.

Political ecology also has a highly flexible focal length, which crosses scale and
frames its analysis as easilxon obal institutions and scientific labs, a focus typical
of much work In critical science studies, as on peasants, hunters, and homemakers,
constituencies which are sometimes overlooked. Similarly, political ecology brings a
problem orientation to these issues that js immediate, practical, and designed to show
flaws and propose alternatives to real policy measures, a much-vaunted goal in
critical environmental studies (Castree 2002). ™~

Finally, cultural and political ecalogists, especially the former but to no small degree
the latter, are experienced in examining biophysical processes or at least talking
to biophysical?ﬁ'alm“)'mﬁ&ch the case that when Whatmore (2003)
advocated hybrid research by stating that “perhaps it is too late to repair the gulf

. that has opened up between human and physical skills that once permitted conversa-
tions between cultural geography and biogeography” (p. 139), one would need only
consider the wealth of skills and practices of political ecologists described in this
volume to imagine a retort.

4 The resulting approach indi a new argument, which for lack of a better

¥ name I call herem——‘_ﬁﬁ ybridity thesis\It suggests certain tendencies and trends in the

¢ collision of human and non-human nature and paves the way for new research.
While this thesis is as yet perhaps too underdeveloped to paraphrase here, its
abstract outlines are suggested.

The hybridity thesis: the ecological characteristics of non-human nature and its objects
(dung, climate, maize, lawn grass, bacteria, goats, and tropical soils) impinge upon

the political world of human struggles. Yet as these characteristics and agents are

+ altered in their interactions with humans, whether purposefully or unintentionally, they

. assume new roles, set new terms, and take on new importance. People, institutions,

P communities, and nations, assemble and participate in the networks created in this

- interaction, leveraging power and influence, just as non-human organisms and commun-

j ities do. In recent history, powerful modern institutions and individuals (environmen-

. tal ministries, multinational corporations, corrupt foresters) have gained undue and

3 dzspropornonate power by explicitly attempting to_djvide and police the boundaries
between human and non-human nature, even while allying themselves and building new
. connections to the non-human world, leading to unintended consequences and pernicious
re.rults In the process, resistance emerges from traditional, alternative, and progressive
ke human non-human alliances marginalized by such efforts (usually along lines of
.- gender, class, and race).

Political ecologies of success

ar from a revolutionary break with the way political ecologists are thinking, this
faetwork approach is essentially a distillation of de facto practice in the field. It is
Eperhaps best exemplified by several recent works on peasant adaptation to changing

rad

y

[
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markets and local environments, which are surprising since the
. nts, y show s
:tcirlloe;,y 'réther than the usual disasters that are more commonly the stuff of p:lici:isl
Lawrence Grossman’s Political Ecology of Bananas
Bassett’s Peasant Cotton Revolution in Westhfrica (Bzfs?s}:::s;%lgll; ?:tg) siZStljrom
conclude that the development of commodity production for the global market ety
small producers, which typically leads to social and environmental trou;l:lnongSt
%n;:ed successful. In both cases — Grossman’s St Vincent and Bassett’s northerr?cl(l:t18
stablgl::i o;opgasant C{productlon of cgsh crops pas led to relatively stable incomcse
Shable oo g;e:,o f;“ stable communities, despite predictions to the contrary. Wh§
In answering, Bassett and Grossman both draw attention to the i
::éks fgsmed between (1.).biophysical conditions, processes, and agents, (;l));crlggugee:s
rura‘p easuaf:netr ?zinmumtles, and (3) state actors and policies. In Cote D'Ivoire
o peasants di got al:fandon their social networks and modes of exchange i
thqr transition to intensive cotton production. They did, however, reconﬁgu:m
at:lrn :rwopggl:i::éatrﬁx:: ?g;i lc;lc;p ecoiiogies asdthiy simultaneously began to negoti?
 for or and expand their use of new systems i
zglietegﬁﬁ. Mgst s1gmﬁcan_tly, local producers began to make};lemanc;focz‘etil:
ama;}ce sgbetw efnst;ael:tees :;c(l) lt:gr;:nu(lig ne\:‘ relationships with state pricing boards. New
: ; producer groups set the stage for a surprising}
rogre: 1 i
gBasg:e :fg/go?;tcome in a global environment otherwise typified by marginalizatioxyx
In St Vincent ‘tpe growth of contract farming resulted in the maintenance of
peasant communities, rather than their dissolution. Here, the specific ecolo 'ol
cond:thns of_ banana production made the extension of ’an industrial modgllcaf
processing difficult. Producer cooperatives, formed in and through the set to
spregd risk and costs through new, wider channels, and allowed locally s ;l;:’
practices and.technologies to thrive. Like the Ivoirian case, St Vincent Zeﬁge thc
predicted de'clme of the producer, predicated on the decline o’f the state, ina ¢ st :
of supran.atlonal markets and institutions. This is because a specific éonﬁgu(r):tie:x:
:;’ ::;)ilsc:g:;aé elzments, producers, producer groups, and state agents was formed
1o xes adapt to change, a causal process that poorly resembles a vertical
‘ Both of these petworked outcomes may indeed be quite fragile. Major chan
?1 global crop prices or the institutional autonomy of these small'comitries in tgt‘::
(::;:e agfz G‘ATI' (Genperal Agreement on Tariffs and Trade) and the World Trade
o bgusm:St;on% ft'(;‘r example, would force serious changes in either situation. The
robustne S(()) . esehnetworks may make }hern adaptive to changing conditions,
howe? fo.r o 00, tde common configurations of these networks may provide a
o e heer' pi"o élcer pohtl‘es a;ognd the wtorld, as they similarly seek to retain
their righi \ rcs;r and, and their dignity. Consider, for example, the concerted and
Sucosss pressure exerted- by poorer .co.tton-producing nations in challenging
they saw to be unfair trade restrictions during the QOctober 2003 Canc
nego_tlauops of the WTO; these inversions of “free trade” in commodities chall e
relationships between the environmental periphery (like Cote D’Ivoire and ?113 en'gle
and the established core (the United States and the Furopean Union) nd Brazih
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New substantive research mandates

Like political ecologies of success, there are obviously countless substantive areas of

:  research that remain unexamined in political ecology, including the political ecology
i of Eastern European transition, the political ecology of the drug trade,
£ ical ecology of trash, waste management, and garbage subsistence. But the concep-

. +1al re-imaginings that follo

and the polit-

w from the hybridity thesis draw attention to three specific
areas of concern that need far more attention than they currently receive: human
population dynamics, genetically modified landscapes, and the urban environment.

Population is too important {o be left to the Malthusians The primary legacy of
ecology is that researchers in the field are

Malthusian explanation for political
constantly on guard for its logics and constantly unteaching it in classrooms and

development institutions. Massive demographic shifts are occurring arcund the
world, however, that are worthy of critical attention. Consider some parts of Latin
America, where birth rates are falling precipitously through changing fertility
behavior, or AIDS-driven depopulation in many parts of the world. ‘What do these
mean for household labor, the politics of local service provision, and the environ-
mental power of differing age cohorts? What new ecologies will be formed in such
demographic and technological shifts? What new farms, factories, and markets may
emerge in the aftermath of population decline?

Conversely, many tribal communities, who were on the brink of extinction only
a few decades ago, are achieving tremendous population growth and expanding in
an explicitly political effort to secure and occupy traditional territories, many of which
are conservation areas. What might this portend for future environmental dynamics
and relative political power in tribal areas and the states within which they are nested?
The aversion political ecologists feel for some population theory must not keep them
from understanding the political ecology of demography.

Genetic modification won’t go away In the last few years, Monsanto’s Bt Bollgard
cotton was released legally in South Africa. It was also planted in Zimbabwe
without permission and has applications pending in many southern African nations.
United States companies have further introduced the plant in Zambia despite state

resistance (Kuyek 2002).
hat make the soil microbes of Bacillus

Bt plants, inserted with the genmes t
thuringiensis toxic to insects with the aim of creating a plant that will naturally resist

common pests, represent a novel influence on politics, economy, and ecology, like

other transgenically modified cultivars. Yet unknown is the degree to which these

plants may cross-pollinate with pernicious weeds. So too, it is unclear how quickly

these new cultivars are replacing local agricultural diversity. Nor are the local
peasant eCOnomics of these species clear, or whether the plant’s introduction may
lead to consolidation or instead to opportunities for small producers. State efforts
to keep such plants out of their borders, moreover, are challenged both by illegal
introduction and incidental contact and pollination.

The ramifications of these introductions for landscapes, local power relations, and
global economic exchanges are tremendous. Critical environmental research has so
far been slow to empirically engage the question, however, and little work has been
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done by political ecologists to examine transgenic landscapes in detail on the ground.
If the effects of these changes, which seem now to have a lot of momentum, are
to be tracked and the forces at work in their introduction challenged, political
ecologists will have to start now.

Cities are political ecologies While we often think of the densest flows of
nutrients, elements, and energy to be those of tropical rainforests and diverse
savannas, they are certainly at their most complex in urban environments. City streets,
gardens, golf courses, kitchen sinks, and garages are all teeming with life, connected
and regulated through systems of power and fixed through investments of capital.
Cities offer many of the same complex conditions as a rural town, moreover:
environmental conservation remains a mechanism for control, marginalization of
communities is tied to the production of new, and often undesirable, ecologies;
political conflicts are commonly articulated as ecological ones, owing to differential
human access and responsibility in nature; social movements emerge from the daily
business of making a living.

A political ecology of the city can expand beyond simply identifying the unequal
distribution of risks and environmental “bads” to explain how these urban ecologies
are produced and why these ecological networks look the way they do. Tracing flows
and clusters of garbage, trees, energy, runoff, and disease through built urban space,
and examining governance of green spaces, both public and private, should be all
the easier in a political ecology informed by a notion of the produced character of
pature. Agnostic to whether or not a forested “wilderness” or a suburb is more
natural, political ecology might integrate critical theories of urban growth, decay,
investment, and control with ecosystem analysis of daily life.

Against “Against Political Ecology”:
Retaining both Theory and Surprise

Obviously, there is too much important work to do to surrender the field to any new
form of “ecology” that purports to explain a complex world without a broad range
of critical tools. Even so, many of the old habits of political ecological explanation
will have to be transcended if the field is to move forward conceptually. Political
ecologists will have to seek simultaneously the theoretical coherence suggested by Peet
and Watts, while opening their methods to the empirical surprise suggested by Vayda
and Walters. It will also mean wrestling with a bold new range of substantive topics.
The next generation of research stands to make rea! strides in critically explaining
environmental problems and facilitating the environmental successes to come.

In the Meantime . ..

In the meantime, however, forests in Asia are being cut down to line the pockets of
already wealthy officials and global timber traders. Simultaneously, monocultural tree
plantations have displaced traditional tribal forest and grazing lands from Latin America
to South Africa.
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Each United States citizen consumes 1,600 liters of gasoline every year, with
obvious implications for global warming. Petroleum exporting countries like Nigeria
remain some of the world’s poorest. . _

Migrant workers exposed to agricultural chemical pesticides experience daily
bouts of weakness, fatigue, nausea, muscle pains, and cramps, .wl%ile living with a
grossly heightened risk of leukemia. Yoluntary applications ?f similar organoph.os-
phate pesticides on middle-class lawns put children and ambient ecosystems at risk.
Together these uses fuel a multi-billion-dollar global industry. o

During the last century 90 percent of global agricultural crop diversity pas been
lost, even while pests and diseases are mutating and expanding at an aocelerathg pace.
Even so, introgressed transgenic maize has been introduccq mto.oeptral Mexxco, tt{e
original center and origin of native maize landrace diversification, risking serious genetic
decline. o

The best-selling books that address these issues, on the oth.er hand, insist that the
disparity of nations is a product of the shape of continents (Diamond 1997) and that
environmental crises are statistical fictions (Lomborg 2001).

If political ecology has taught us anything, it is that we can do better than that.
We can do better than that.




