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THE IMPACT OF GLOBALIZATION ON COLLECTIVE ACTION
AND SOCIAL SPACE

Environmental Movements in the
Global South

Issues of Livelihood and Beyond

Ranjit Dwivedi
Institute of Social Studies, The Hague

abstract: This article looks at the struggles and actions over
environmental issues in the context of the developing world.
Drawing on some well-known cases across three continents,
Asia, Africa and Latin America, the article looks at the
strengths and weaknesses of the ‘livelihood approach’ that
seems to dominate the analysis of environmental move-
ments. It is argued that while the livelihood approach may
be appropriate to explain resource conflicts, the study of
movements requires attention on political variables: actors,
stakes and practices, and so forth. The article therefore calls
for a forceful integration of collective action and social move-
ment theories with livelihood approaches to better under-
stand environmental movements.

keywords: environment 4 livelihood ¢ movement 4
north-south + struggles

Introduction

The burgeoning of environmental movements has been a major political
development in the global South in the closing decades of the 20th
century. Their politics and practices have increasingly impacted policy
and political agendas of states and governments. Their rise to prominence
has heralded a new consciousness around environmental issues, hitherto
deemed insignificant, if not downright irrelevant in mainstream policy-
making. More significantly, the growth of these movements has taken
place at a time of unprecedented changes in power equations among
states, markets and civil societies. With policy agendas of southern states
and governments structurally redefined in the processes of liberalization,
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privatization and globalization, collective actions around environmental
issues gain additional significance as mechanisms of challenge and
negotiation taking roots in the civil society.

Parallel to the political prominence of environmental movements is
their marked pluriformity in practices. Contemporary environmental
movements are characterized by diverse actions, actors and issues. The
different political and institutional contexts in which they operate and
their varied political orientations augment their diverse practices. The
going gets complicated further when actions deemed environmental
cross-cut parallel forms of collective actions in the field of ethnicity,
gender, regional autonomy, labour and human rights.

The term ‘environment” implies anything from ‘microbial action of
organisms to world population” (Humphrey and Buttel, 1995: 2).
Environment is a fluid concept that is socially contested and contingent
and has been represented in multiple ways ranging from the scientific-
rational to the religious-mystic. Contemporary discussions on environ-
ment emphasize few critical areas: quality of atmosphere, water quality,
loss of soil productivity, loss of genetic diversity, deforestation, toxic con-
tamination, hazardous material, depletion of indigenous and depen-
dence on imported resources (Sklair, 1994: 207). Humphrey and Buttel
(1995: 3) include air and water quality, food supply, fuel and forest
reserves and the availability of other scarce natural resources. To them,
environment is “the physical and material bases of all life, including land,
air, water as well as the vital material and energy resources in the sur-
roundings of a society’. Collective actions around the environment
signal conflicts and crises in the material and physical bases of life. They
may be defined as public, political actions of protest, resistance and
reconstruction around environmental alteration, degradation and
destruction.

In environmental thought, just a cursory look at popular concepts —
ecosocialism, ecofeminism, political ecology, deep ecology, sustainable
development, alternative development and so on — reveals the diverse
ideologies, analytics and approaches to environmental crises, conflicts and
actions. Each approach in turn serves normative, strategic and/or empiri-
cal purposes causing subtle changes to the conceptions and meanings of
environmental collective actions.

In conceptual terms, environment movement is best understood as an
‘envelope’, as it encompasses a variety of socially and discursively con-
structed ideologies and actions, theories and practices. This article
‘unpacks the envelope’ to outline a broad critique of the livelihood
approach to environmental struggles in the global South. In the process,
it specifically attempts to assess the emerging trends therein that seem to
have been somewhat neglected in the relevant literature. To that end, the
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article draws upon political ecology/political economy of resource use
literature and a parallel body of analytics in social movement literature
and development studies.

Approaching Environment Movements in the
North

The literature on the emergence of environmental movements in the
North is rather extensive. Particularly in Europe, studies dwell on the
structural conditions in the 1970s that generated environmental mobiliz-
ation. The economic affluence in the postwar North had by and large
resolved the quantitative aspects of distribution. It was the qualitative
aspects exemplified in environmental conditions and quality of life that
caused concerns for pollution, industrial waste and urban decay, the
‘effluents of affluence’ (Guha and Martinez-Alier, 1997: 31). They became
new sites of politics while wilderness areas and clean air became new
symbols of healthy society and living (Nash, 1982). Environmental mobil-
ization thus came to be conceptualized as a form of “post-material” poli-
tics distinct from the materialist politics of the ‘left-red” labour and trade
union platforms. Studies in Europe (and elsewhere) have shown that the
core members in the mobilization belong mostly to the middle class living
in material conditions that facilitate their relative neglect of material,
economic and redistributive demands (Offe, 1985; Eder, 1995). At stake
are issues beyond class and structures of privilege, cultural values and
other symbolic aspects. The emergence of this post-material politics has
led some scholars to characterize environmentalism as a full stomach
phenomenon and green politics as the ultimate luxury of consumer
society (see Moore, 1989).

In Europe, the environmental movement became the exemplar of the
‘new social movement’ (NSM) analytic (Cohen, 1985). The ‘newness’ was
in direct contrast to the ‘old” class-based politics of the labour movement.
NSMs were new responses to new grievances. The emergence of new
societal cleavages and conflicts around issues of identity, values and soli-
darity could no longer be encapsulated within the overarching political
economic conflicts in the production process. In fact, not only were new
social movements different from the old, they were endowed with the
necessary agency to fuel macro-level societal transformation replacing
class as historical actors (Touraine, 1985; Offe, 1985). As markers of their
times of post/high/late/advanced modernity, NSMs symbolized shift-
ing objectives from those centred predominantly on economic interests
to those based on cultural identities and orientations (Melucci, 1989). In
the NSM analytic, environmental movements emerge from the caustic
chaos of industrial society in which nature and environment undergo
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radical and often unintended but permanent transformation having far-
reaching socioecological consequences (Giddens, 1990; Beck, 1995). As
new political forces they express a generalized desire for community, self-
realization and personal satisfaction and propagate alternative cultural
codes, in particular lifestyles while resisting and potentially altering the
representation of nature as resources for economic exploitation and
progress.

On the other side of the Atlantic, a movement’s organizational dimen-
sions rather than its transformation potential has been regarded as its
dominant analytic. The focus shifts from the structural preconditions
that foster new movements to the problems of mobilization, organization
and strategic decision-making. Movement analysis is rife with termi-
nology such as social movement organization, social movement sector and
social movement industry as an indication of the interest in the resource
mobilization aspects of social movements. The latter has a more
expressed focus on the movement’s politics based as it is on the premise
that while social discontent can be universal, collective action is not.
Thus whereas the NSM analytic stresses on why (new) social actors
emerge, the resource mobilization theory stresses on how they mobilize.
Applied to environmental mobilization, the resource mobilization
approach conceptualizes it as a conglomerate of rationally organized sets
of practices. It is a useful analytic to analyse micro-level operations of
environmental organizations and bureaucratic networks such as UNEP
(United Nations Environmental Programme), Greenpeace, Sierra Club,
IUCN (World Conservation Union), WWF (WorldWide Fund for Nature)
and Friends of the Earth, the mobilization of resources at different levels,
issues of leadership and decision-making, strategic interests and protest
events, competition between them for resources. Environmental move-
ment in this perspective is how organizations and networks do what
they do.

Contemporary scholarship on environmental movements has high-
lighted several limitations in these analytics and has advanced theory
building in several interesting directions. For instance, the grand theory
orientation of the NSM approach has been criticized for assuming collec-
tive actions to follow from new forms of structural domination; it also
tends to valorize their transformation potential. Likewise, the resource
mobilization approach reduces environmental mobilization to an aggre-
gate of people organizing resources to fight for their interests. Perhaps
most importantly, contemporary scholarship has drawn attention to a
genre of environmental collective actions emerging in the Third World that
is qualitatively different from the causes and concerns expressed in First
World movements (see Bryant, 1992; Peet and Watts, 1996; Friedmann and
Rangan, 1993).
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Environmental Movements in the South: The
Livelihood Approach

Scholarship on environmental movements in the Third World has viewed
them as essentially actions by the marginalized poor to protect their
environmental means of livelihood and sustenance. Environmental
resources such as land, water and forests constitute the material basis of
the production and reproduction of the economic poor. Actions in defence
of such resources amid growing encroachment and degradation by the
richer and better-off sections of the society are what distinguish Third
World environmentalism from that in the First World. In the South,
approaches to environmental movements share the disenchantment with
their European counterparts regarding the veracity of ‘left-right conflict’
as the central analytic and class politics as the appropriate and ultimate
public action. Although environmental movements are seen as emerging
outside the purview of class politics, environmental conflict is theorized
in class terms between the rich and the poor.

The differences in the movements across North and South have been
highlighted by a number of scholars. According to Redclift (1987: 159):

The two principal components of environmental movements in the South are
of marginal importance to most movements in the developed countries. They
are that those who constitute the movement are engaged in a livelihood
struggle and secondly that they recognize that this livelihood struggle can be
successful only if the environment is managed in a sustainable way.

Redclift’s formulation finds echo in subsequent works. From what is pre-
dominantly a political economy approach to resource struggles, scholars
attribute the rise and growth of environmental movements in the South
to the predatory exploitation of natural resources that feeds the process
of development in postcolonial societies, the non-local (i.e. national and
global) production relations governing natural resource use and trans-
formation and the inequality in resource distribution (see Shiva and
Bandyopadhyay, 1989). To them, environmental struggles for the most
part are between those who have benefited from economic development
and those who bear its costs. Shiva (1991: 19) locates the Indian environ-
ment movement as a response to the resource and energy-intensive
‘development project’ of the country’s economic elite:

The resource demand of development has led to the narrowing of the natural
resource base for the survival of the economically poor and powerless either
by direct transfer of resources away from basic needs or by destruction of the
essential ecological process that ensure the renewability of the life-supporting
natural resources. In the light of this background ecology movements emerged
as the people’s response to this new threat to their survival and as a demand
for the ecological conservation of vital life-supporting systems.
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The main sites of environmental conflicts and movements in the South
are energy and resource-intensive activities and projects such as big
dams, commercial forestry, mining, energy-intensive agriculture and
mechanized fisheries — projects and activities that threaten and erode the
resource base of peasants and other artisan groups. The material as
opposed to the symbolic form of expression of southern movements is
rooted in the political economy of the South distinctly different from the
‘postindustrial’ North. Here political expressions of different orien-
tations including environmental ones are (still) conditioned by indus-
try-peasant conflicts. As Gadgil and Guha (1995) remark, in the
developing world:

... environmentalism has its origins in conflicts between competing groups —
typically peasants and industry — over productive resources . . . [as] the inten-
sification of resource use undermines existing but subsistence oriented econ-
omic activities. ... [Here] environmental conflict is for the most part, only
another form of economic conflict.

Unlike the North, the conflicts are not so much over how the environ-
ment should be used but over who should use and benefit from it (Gadgil
and Guha, 1995). As Martinez-Alier has noted, in the southern environ-
mental movements the epithet ‘environmental’ is relevant ‘insofar as they
express objectives in terms of ecological requirements for life’ (cited in
Peet and Watts, 1996: 3). Thus one can argue that it is not as much life-
styles as life chances that constitute the battleground of environmental
politics in the South.

The distinctiveness in approach between the South and the North veers
around the preference for a political economy approach to resource distri-
bution and use in the former as opposed to either an organizational or
NSM approach in the North. In the case of the southern movements,
equity issues feature as importantly as sustainability and efficiency. The
stated differences in approaches nonetheless do not obliterate an observ-
able commonality. Like their European counterparts, southern environ-
mental movements have been subjected to a predominantly systemic
analysis. Environmental movements both in the North and the South tend
to be considered as responses to systemic contradictions. Whether pur-
suing post-material values or material requirements of life, they are
endowed with a generalized radicalism that is directed at the system as
a whole. The explanatory domain seems to overarchingly focus on macro-
level structural contradictions and crises. While movements emanate from
systemic contradiction, the latter do not automatically produce organized
resistance. It would therefore be pertinent to argue that in structural
approaches whereas conflict is theorized, the responses are not. Thus they
remain appropriate to analyse conflicts rather than movements. In the

16

Downloaded from http://iss.sagepub.com at UBO Bibliotek for on October 7, 2008


http://iss.sagepub.com

Dwivedi Environmental Movements in the Global South

specific context of the Third World, the mediation between structural con-
tradictions, deprivations and various forms of sociopolitical actions is
crucial in order to gain a fuller understanding of the politics and prac-
tices of environmental movements (Peet and Watts, 1996).

Environmental Movements in the South: Actors,
Practices and Issues

As has been indicated earlier, one needs to be careful in attributing causal
connections between socioeconomic factors that are deemed to generate
environmental movements and their practices. Rather than celebrating a
generalized transformation potential of environmental movements the
task at hand seems to account for the diversity and contextual specificity
of environmental movements. To us a way forward is to map the range
of issues, actors and practices that constitute the diversity in these move-
ments. In recognizing first the diversity in forms and practices, such
mapping could better anticipate emerging trends in them.

The mapping attempted in the tables which follow is in two stages. Its
overall purpose is limited to highlighting issues, actors and actions in
movements broadly deemed environmental in the Third World context.

Stage one (see Tablel) plots a few well-known cross-continental empiri-
cal cases of popular ‘environmental’ mobilizations in the South to show
a variety of issues and actions that have featured in the politics of these
movements. Stage two (see Table 2) offers a more complex mapping that
attempts to capture the various dimensions in environmental mobilization
and attempts to match the diversity in themes and stakes with actors and
practices.

The seven cases mentioned in Table 1 are popular environmental move-
ments and between them cover issues such as deforestation, water
quality, depletion of indigenous resources, human resettlement and
threat to public health, toxic contamination and atmospheric pollution.
Whether threatened by development projects and activities or by
measures of environmental protection as in the case of the Zapatista
rebellion, these mobilizations denote struggles for protecting environ-
mental conditions of livelihoods and sustenance of directly affected local
communities. Yet as the mapping indicates, environmental mobilization
involves actors other than local communities and actions other than those
geared towards defensive pursuits of livelihood. Instead of limiting Third
World environmental mobilization into one centred around livelihood
issues, one needs to perceive environmental movements in their multi-
dimensionality, inclusive of a broader corpus of actors, themes, stakes
and practices. Table 2 attempts to show the different dimensions of Third
World environmental movements.
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Table 1 Environmental Movements in the South: Popular Cases

Movements  Issues Actions Actors Ideals
Chipko Deforestationand ~ Hugging of trees; Local communities; ~Gandhian; Marxist;
Movement  commercial logging Satyagraha; women; Jocal local resource
(India) in the Himalayan eco-restoration; activists and control and

foothills; local local projects for organizations. management.

people’s rights to resource harvesting;

resources. national and

international
lobbying.

Chico Dam Eviction due to the ~ Militant and armed  Local Igorot people; Marxist; cultural
Movement  construction of the  resistance followed  Catholic church; and political rights.
(Philippines) dam; right to by a phase of new people’s army;

ancestral domain peaceful protest. national

and cultural environmental

integrity; groups.

self-government.
Rubber Evictions due to Peaceful protest Rubber tappers Local resource
Tappers land speculation through empates union; North management.
Movement from ranchers; (stand-offs); alliance American
(Brazil) demands for building. environmental

extractive reserves. groups; local Indian

peasants; Brazilian
workers party.

Zapatista Displacement due  Violent uprising Local populationin  Political reforms;
Rebellion to proposed followed by Chiapas and Oxaca; Indian rights to
(Mexico) ‘bio-reserve’; forest  extensive national  international action resources.

conservation; and international groups and

abolition of legal campaign. networks.

rights of Indian

settlers.
Ogoni Qil operations by From peaceful Ogoni people’s Resist oil
Movement MNCs such as demonstrations organizations and  exploration; better
(Nigeria) Shell and Chevron;  to a separatist action groups; environmental

threats to movement. Greenpeace and management;

livelihoods through other international  sharing of benefits.

pollution and NGOs.

contamination of

land and water.
Green Belt Desertification; Planting trees; National Council Human rights;
Movement  local needs of protest actions and ~ for Women; UNDP; ~women’s rights.
(Kenya) women; advocacy work; Novib; Danish

denotification of networking Children project.

‘green-belts’; with other

democratization environmental

and governance. groups in Africa.
Narmada Displacement; Peaceful protests at ~ Affected people; Sustainable and
Movement environmental the local and local, national equitable
(India) impact; right to national levels; and international development; local

information and
participation of
local communities.

public litigation;
extensive lobbying
and campaign at the
international level.

NGOs, human
rights groups,
environmentalists
and engineers.

resource harvesting
and management.

Source: Guha (1989); Hilhorst (1997); Osaghae (1995); Hecht and Cockburn (1989); Ndegwa (1996); Castells
(1997); Dwivedi (1998).
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Notwithstanding the limited purpose and base of the mapping in Table
1, it hints at the themes and actors in the movements, the diverse ideals
and degrees of radicalism and the politics of transcending localities to
form national and transnational links. The mapping offered in Table 2
expands on these aspects. It classifies the multiple dimensions, themes
and actions that feature or are emerging in environmental movements
(particularly though not exclusively in the South). These dimensions and
their respective themes are not to be viewed hierarchically although the
classification does imply varying degrees of environmental consciousness
in different aspects of movements. Neither are the dimensions to be seen
as mutually exclusive types of movements. In empirical terms, a particu-
lar movement at a given point in time can compositely reflect multi-
dimensionality and hence a cluster of themes, practices and actors either
fully or partially.

Viewed as a heuristic device, the mapping in Table 2 is helpful to
identify and deliberate on aspects that fall outside the net of the ‘liveli-
hood’ approaches to environmental movements in the South. Before we
identify these aspects, we summarize four ‘tendencies’ discernible in
existing studies on environmental movements. First, such studies tend to
view environmental movements as local manifestations of nationally and
globally generated resource conflicts. Second, they consider locally situ-
ated victims of environmental degradation and destruction to be the main
actors in these movements. Third is their anti-’science’ characterization of
such movements, since science is characterized as a western, homogen-
izing, alienating and centralizing force underlying modernization and
development (see Shiva, 1991). Fourth, they tend to associate with the
ideals of these movements, ‘new visions of development’ based on new
productive rationalities, environmental sensibility and cultural pluralism.

Set against the mapping in Table 2, these tendencies give only a limited
and partial account of environmental movements. As the mapping sug-
gests, the movements address a more complex bundle of issues than local
resource conflicts. The struggles are played out over interests, knowledge,
values and meanings in local as well as national and global arenas. In a
similar vein, movement actors comprise not just ‘affected poor” and their
support groups but a variety of action groups spread from the local to the
global and engaged in diverse practices and networks. The involvement
and participation of different classes of actors suggest that environmental
movements in the South (as in the North) straddle class borders rather
than polarizing around them. The reliance on professionals, experts and
the knowledge class in general also signifies their ‘science-base’ (see Buttel
and Taylor, 1994; Castells, 1997). And finally, actions deemed environ-
mental exude varied degrees of radicalism and consciousness. At one end
of the spectrum, we have ‘reactive’ responses seeking political status of
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Table 2 Diversity in Environmental Movements: Multiple Dimensions

Dimensions Themes Stakes Actors Practices
Reactive Political status Gains and losses Local affected Resistance against
(defensive). of interest. in resource communities eviction and
alteration and and groups. displacement;
distribution. negotiations of
compensation
and liabilities.
Redefinition ~ Individual and Loss of livelihoods; ~ Local communities ~ Protest actions
of property common property  local rights to and groups suchas  and resistance;
rights and resources; resource use and artisans, peasants, restorative and
usufruct. intellectual benefits. forest and fisher cooperative
property rights; folks, pastoral practices for
local control and groups; local more sustainable
management of action and and equitable
resources. support groups. management.
Redefinition ~ Risks, uncertainties Information; Affected groups Mobilization of
of impact. and hazards; knowledge claims; and communities; counter-claims in
benefit claims. public health; knowledge and knowledge;
socioenvironmental  professional class; science-based risk
impact of tradeand ~ national and politics around
investment, global networks. environment and
reforms, adjustment social impact of
and globalization. projects, pollution
and biodiversity
losses, toxic
dumping; demands
for protective
clauses, restorative
policies.
Reformation ~ Transparency and  Duties and NGOs and action Public domain
of accountability in responsibilities of groups; politics: public
institutions. decision-making state and inter- knowledge class. campaigns,
procedures and state agencies lobbying and
processes; norms and TNCs; litigation; building
and rules. citizens’ rights; civil society
“political closure’ networks; demands
and democratization for participation
of institutions. and accountability.
Radical Control of Political power Political action Actions for
(revivalistic political economy;  and autonomy; groups; indigenous  decentralization
and cultural and right to people’s and regional
revolutionary). civilizational autonomous and movements; autonomy; ethnic,
identity. self-development utopian groups. religious and

cultural values
and lifestyles.

identity-based
actions for
preservation of
cultural and natural
diversity; actions
against consumer
culture.

Source: Own research; influenced by social movement classification in Touraine (1985) and adaptations and
insights provided in Castells (1997).
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interests. Attributing a priori an environmental awareness to such
mobilizations is untenable as being affected by one problem does not
automatically engender a willingness to take collective action with respect
to a range of issues. On the other end, we have a ‘radical’ set of responses
where environmental concerns either feature as part of a larger set of
political and cultural stakes or (less frequently) constitute alternative
imaginaries as in deep ecology politics.

In our view, the multidimensionality accounted for in Table 2 contains
two interrelated aspects that may be said to fall outside the net of liveli-
hood approaches: (1) the local-global nexus and (2) the epistemic dimen-
sion of struggles. While each of these aspects require specific focus and
understanding, they signal budding trends in collective actions around
the environment. In other words, they are aspects potentially contribut-
ing to the future agenda of environmental movements in the South.

The Local-Global Nexus

In the analysis of environmental actions, locality is considered to be a sig-
nificant cultural and environmental condition that is affected by larger
political economic processes. Collective actions around environment are
seen to unfold within the particularities of the local. We have argued
earlier that this is a partial view of environmental movements that over-
looks actions beyond the grassroots. A related concern is the conversion
of the locality from a condition of action to an ‘actor’ and to an ‘ideology’
of resistance and reconstruction.

Meegan speaks of locality as actor if interests and identities are locally
defined and if they act on the basis of locally situated organizations (cited
in Friedmann and Rangan, 1993: 4). Such a formulation, with all its caveats,
explains only the local dimension of environmental struggles. The inter-
connections at the national and global levels, with ‘non-local’ actors, struc-
tures and discourses, are left unaddressed. More often than not, actors at
the national and global levels play critical roles in providing local actors
with information and resources, protection and legitimacy (Brysk, 1994:
52). The involvement of global organizations such as Greenpeace in the
Ogoni movement (Salih, 1998) and Oxfam, Survival International, Friends
of the Earth and International Rivers Network in the Narmada movement
(Udall, 1995; Dwivedi, 1998) has been multidimensional. From document-
ing adverse impacts, mobilizing global public opinion as well as resources,
lobbying at the highest political level to directly participating in protest
events, the activities of these organizations suggest the ‘globalization of
environmental protest’. An important aspect of this form of politics can be
attributed to the communication revolution, particularly the spread of the
Internet, through which information, strategies and action plans are
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exchanged globally. It enables the activation of global networks to support
or resist local events and developments. For instance, in the Narmada
movement, there have been numerous occasions when “action alerts” have
been issued at the local level to a chain of national and global environ-
mental and human rights organizations to stall or condemn forceful evic-
tions of people in the valley.

The point we wish to stress is that the livelihood approach simply fails
to adequately address these connections. In fact, the simultaneous con-
version of locality into ideology causes it to reincarnate as localism. In
much of the scholarly work on environmental movements, localism has
served as a powerful ideal that propounds ‘delinking’ as a political strat-
egy of actions directed against ‘non-local’ agents be it the state or the
forces of globalization. To Castells (1997: 124):

Even in the most defensive expressions ... to assert the priority of local
struggles over the use of a given space by ‘outside interest’, such as companies
dumping toxics or airports extending their runways, bears the profound
meaning of denying abstract priorities of technical and economic interests over
actual experiences of actual uses by actual people.

While abstract priorities clothed in terms such as ‘national good’, ‘public
interest’ or for that matter ‘economic development’ are implied environ-
mental battlegrounds, the organization and production of their denial are
more often than not an outcome of actors who transcend their locality. In
other words, the local asserts itself when it is effectively linked with
national, regional and global -arenas. Insofar as localism as a theory and
ideology ignores this dimension of environmental struggles, it ignores the
multilevel and multidimensional expressions of environmental issues
including locally based livelihood struggles. Its strategic agenda of
‘delinking’ remains at best an ambiguous political assertion of the local
and at worst a narrowly conceived celebration of it.

Two arguments may be advanced in support of the local-global nexus.
The first is derived from social movement theory. The state-of-the-art
literature on movements views them not as actors but as networks, action-
systems and cognitive space (Diani and Eyerman, 1992; Melucci, 1992;
Eyerman and Jamison, 1991). Each of these modes of conceptualization
incorporates the multidimensionality of actors and issues in social move-
ments. Their application in the specific context of environmental move-
ments underscores connection across issues and actors. Thus for example,
the Narmada movement in India is at the same time a local response to
displacement, a broader struggle over environmental and economic
impact, a national struggle for resettlement policies and part of a global
struggle against mega dam projects. In spatial terms, it spans the local
and the global, geographically and cognitively. While the local is indeed
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a significant link in the chain of networks, it is shaped by (and shapes)
discourses and practices outside it. Rather than viewing such movements
through the lens of localism, it appears more appropriate to view their
local-global nexus with regard to stakes and practices.

The focus on the local-global nexus becomes more compelling given
the interconnections between environmental issues and those pertaining
to rights. The ‘livelihood approach’ in this aspect makes the first steps by
connecting issues of environmental despoliation with rights of local
people to use, control and manage their resources. Thus issues deemed
environmental — diversity loss, deforestation, land and water degradation
and displacement — are reincarnated as demands for rights to life and
livelihood. The demands for democratic rights to information and par-
ticipation and civil rights against forceful evictions and state repression
also feature as a cornerstone of environmental activism. This cross-cutting
is also discernible vis-a-vis other issues, gender, ethnicity and so forth,
allowing for active networking and exchange between ecology groups
and those committed to human rights, gender and indigenous com-
munities, locally as well as globally. Establishing and exploring these con-
nections allow us to observe not only how different issues are articulated
at different levels in movement politics and practices but also how uni-
versalizing and globalizing discourses on rights and ecology impinge and
impact local issues and dynamics.

A related argument is derived from critical globalism perspectives that
have drawn attention to the profound impact of globalization in reshap-
ing the local and the national (Giddens, 1990). Moving beyond the goals
of local empowerment and national welfarism, these perspectives stress
global reforms through collective actions and the strengthening of global
civics to counter, tame or reverse the adverse impact of economic global-
ization. Not surprisingly, it is the globalized practices of social move-
ments, including those around environment, that lend credence to these
perspectives — partly, because environmental risks and hazards increas-
ingly have assumed global dimensions where boundaries matter little;
partly, because the local or, for that matter, the national realms are increas-
ingly getting exposed to global dynamics. A movement like Chipko or
Narmada can be celebrated for their ‘profound meaning’ of the local
people asserting and empowering themselves. The more important aspect
is whether the profundity is enhanced when issues such as commercial
logging or development-induced displacement are challenged at multiple
levels.

The critical gains of environmental movements towards combating,
regulating or minimizing environmental risks and hazards reinforce the
local-global nexus. Southern environmental movements have one foot in
local-level mobilizations and the other in struggles over the politics of
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environmental and social clauses in multilateral trade and investment
bodies, such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) or the Multilateral
Environment Agreements (MEAs). The latter struggle is as profound in
its meaning, if not more, compared to the defensive and reactive
responses at the local level. In any case, the issues contested in the global
struggles have local implications and concern local lives and livelihoods
be it trade practices, operations of TNCs or toxic dumping. Considering
the sharpening divisions between northern and southern movements on
these and related issues such as labour standards, fair trade, biotechnol-
ogy and intellectual property rights, one gets to acknowledge the rather
contradictory nature of the local-global connections. On the one hand,
southern environmental movements are increasingly globalizing their
protest in social movement and non-governmental organization (NGO)
networks so as to be more effective in preventing national and global
interests from encroaching the local. Yet, at the same time they confront
these very global ‘allies” in setting the agenda for global environmental
reforms. For instance, there is a visible divide between environmental
movements in the North and South concerning the links between
environmental standards and trade. Much to their chagrin, the unin-
tended consequences of this politics sets southern movements against
northern states, transnational corporations (TNCs) and NGOs in matters
pertaining to trade and investment and brings them uncomfortably close
to their respective (southern) states against whom they contest with
regard to other environmental issues. Critical globalism points to both
the potential for and challenges in global regulation of environmental
risks and hazards. However, as an analytic it needs to be engaged rather
than celebrated, very much like localism.

The Epistemic Dimension of Environmental
Struggles

As stated earlier, one of the fundamental characteristics of southern
movements has been their material basis. The materiality of environ-
mental struggles does not discount its epistemic dimension, nor does it
define it. Southern environmental mobilizations struggle as much over
meanings and knowledge as over material resources. Only a few scholars
reflect on this aspect (Guha, 1989; Moore, 1993). Those others who recog-
nize this aspect commit themselves to a form of cultural determinism
where the epistemic struggles get reduced to one between indigen-
ous/local/traditional knowledge and Eurocentric/modern/scientific
knowledge (see, for example, Shiva, 1991). The struggles over rationality
are explained away as one between rationalities of peasants and plan-
ners (Beck, 1992). The strong flavour of localism in such formulation
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aside, they make environmentalism in the South essentially anti-science
in orientation.

Yet this to us is only a part of the story. To elevate a movement rhetoric
to the status of an analytic has its limitations, two of which are men-
tioned here. The first pertains to the knowledge endowments and enti-
tlements of local community groups. It is true that the knowledge of
local communities has often been sidelined and eroded in so-called
scientific discourses and practices be it concerning management of
commons and forest resources, water harvesting and farming, fishing
and pastoral practices. The realization today, thanks to bureaucratic fail-
ures and popular protests, has resulted in a reverse discourse exempli-
fied in common slogans such as ‘learning from the farmer’ and ‘putting
people first’. But consider the following. What kind of knowledge is it
when affected communities facing displacement from a dam walk with
their own sets of dumpy-levels along with the government surveyors to
cross-check the marking of elevation and submergence levels? Local?
Indigenous? What kind of knowledge is it when sympathetic engineers
join local communities to initiate drought prevention projects? Setting
indigenous and scientific knowledge in a binary position lands us in a
discursive cul-de-sac. Clearly the questions above point to the syncretic
knowledge and idioms in protest and restorative actions of local com-
munities. The way forward then is to take cognisance of knowledge
claims and knowledge interests in environmental action beyond the
purview of locality and materiality. As Beck (1992) persuasively argues,
environmental activism is increasingly becoming ‘reflexive’. It is gener-
ating consciousness and awareness of despoliation and risks. This reflex-
ivity to Beck is not a negation of scientific rationality but a radicalization
of it.

This brings us to a second limitation in binary and exclusionist projec-
tions of knowledge struggles which is more striking. It concerns the role
of the professional ‘knowledge’ class in environmental movements. The
multifaceted role of this class of actors constitutes an important dimen-
sion of contemporary environmentalism in the South. Given that impacts
of and risks in development projects and economic activities are major
contested sites, the expertise of the knowledge class becomes an import-
ant resource for movements, at times more crucial than mass support at
the local level (see Dwivedi, 1998). Buttel and Taylor (1994: 233) under-
score this aspect in their observation:

Modern environmentalism, where the rubber meets the road, is increasingly
an arena characterized by the deployment of scientific and technical know-
ledge, often in combat with rival data and knowledge claims that are set forth
by their industrial, governmental and quasi-governmental adversaries in an
attempt to deconstruct and delegitimate claims.
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The overarching significance of this aspect has led Giddens (1990),
Castells (1997) and Beck (1995) to characterize environmentalism as a
science-based movement. In a more nuanced reading of this aspect, we
characterize it as risk politics of environmental movements (Dwivedi,
1998). Through risk politics, environmental movements question the trust-
worthiness of agencies and institutions that handle uncertainties, attach
probabilities and calculate risks and liabilities. Risk politics exposes the
fact that probabilistic assumptions often tend to become political asser-
tions. To Giddens (1990) it is often the case that, to muster public accept-
ance of proposed interventions, official experts tend to fudge or conceal
the true nature of risks or even the fact that there are risks at all. He con-
siders the circumstance more harmful ‘where the full extent of a particu-
lar set of dangers and the risks associated with them is not realized by
the experts. For in this case what is in question is not only the limits of,
or gaps in, expert knowledge but an inadequacy which compromises the
very idea of expertise’ (Giddens, 1990: 131). Through the deployment of
experts and professionals environmental movements claim to unravel
hidden and unknown dangers, uncertainties and risks and their distri-
butional implications.

Whether in conflicts around dams, terminator genes or nuclear tech-
nology, impact and risk assessments manifest as a major dimension in
contemporary environmental movements. Thus whereas environmental
movement rhetoric (in its hard form) can convey a populist language
that is anti-science, anti-technology in tenor, their cognitive practices
appear to be very much within a scientized domain. Recognizing this
dimension of knowledge struggle and the scientific basis of it takes us
beyond its popular conception as ‘indigenous’ or ‘civilizational’. This
‘discourse-against’ (and its flip side, the preservation of indigenous
culture) surely highlights the semiotic and value incompatibility aspects
in southern environmental movements but exudes a strong oriental
flavour that can be neutralized by approaching movements in terms of
their multiple cognitive practices.

The role of the knowledge class in contemporary environmental poli-
tics in the global South is not without its associated tension and dilem-
mas. One aspect of this tension is evident between the interests of those
who directly experience environmental despoliation and bear the burden
of risk distribution and the knowledge class, who help to represent these
interests in the political terrain. The potential tension between the two
sets of actors is a major problem area as environmental struggles increas-
ingly pervade a scientized domain. Such instances lead movements to
value experts and professionals as more important resources than say
locally affected people on whose behalf the struggle is being waged. In
such practices, it is the local links of environmental movements that can
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get slackened. Thus, risk politics of environmental movements is not
without ‘unintended consequences’. It potentially vests too much power
and resources with the knowledge class and could well nullify the avowed
goals of local empowerment and participation pursued by southern
environmental movements.

Assessing Prospects

The implications of the two aspects considered in the previous section
for a fuller understanding of environmental movements in the South
appear substantive. In the first instance, the two themes take us beyond
the “livelihood” discourse that has so far constituted Third World envi-
ronmentalism. Rather than restricting the meaning and agency of
environmental action to struggles over livelihood and survival, the plea
here is to adopt a more inclusive approach to Third World environmen-
talism that recognizes multiple agencies and practices. Second, these
aspects suggest that southern environmental movements need not be
conceptualized as formations that envision ‘alternative development’ at
the local level, whatever the contour of the latter may be. Rather, both
the local-global nexus and power-knowledge nexus are pointers to an
attempt at democratic renewal at different levels of seeking an ecologi-
cally responsible society. The politics of environmental risks and hazards
that environmental movements currently engage in do not pertain simply
to risks to livelihoods but in fact cover a wider spectrum of uncertain-
ties and risks. In that context demands for transparency, information
sharing and participation in decision-making have become critical axes
of environmental politics. Accountability rather than alternatives seem
to be the defining feature of environmental movements. To that extent,
the increasing globalization of environmental protest can be seen as an
effective response to counter the current global hegemonies of the
TNC-World Bank-IMF-WTO complex and to make these institutions
accountable for their deeds and misdeeds.

In our assessment of the prospects of southern environmental move-
ments we consider the local-global nexus and the knowledge-power
nexus as key elements that will influence practices and thinking in
environmental politics in the coming decades. Considering these as trends
in environmental movement politics, we anticipate three likely develop-
ments on the basis of supportive evidence.

First, a sharpening of resource struggles and conflicts at local level as
a result of increasing market- and state-led drives for resource ‘develop-
ment’. This will result largely from the resource demands and impact of
economic globalization in large parts of the South. While not all struggle
sites will generate full-fledged movements, the intensification of resource
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conflicts around issues of land and forest rights and access to water and
shelter will be central to the agenda of environmental movements.

Second, as the struggles sharpen, it is likely that market and policy
actors will show increasing proclivity to negotiate and accommodate
environmental concerns. While this argument may seem overtly opti-
mistic, there is some evidence of rethinking among the major players in
investment decision-making. On the one hand, organizations such as
OECD and the World Bank have substantially refined their policies on
lending, resettlement and environment (OECD, 1991; World Bank, 1994).
On the other hand, one sees the emergence of new institutional arrange-
ments like the World Commission on Dams (WCD) where market and
policy actors (major hydropower companies and state representatives)
and movement actors sit together to negotiate acceptable frameworks and
standards for water resource investment and development (WCD, 1997).
The pressures on policy and actors to accommodate environmental con-
cerns could result in better institutions for risk and impact assessments,
mitigation and compensation.

Along with institutionalization, a certain degree of professionalization
of environmental issues and concerns is to be expected. Here we note the
growing significance of the professional knowledge class in the global
South in influencing both environment politics and policies, notwith-
standing the power dynamics that this politics entails vis-a-vis local
interests. Already, the all-round presence of the knowledge class can be
seen in grassroots activism, local community organizations, policy-level
lobbying and global networks. It is through the mediation of this class
that environmental concern of a wider citizenry (than those at risk of
livelihood losses) over such issues as air, water and noise pollution,
public goods supply, health issues and provisions and rights to infor-
mation and participation could get articulated. Together with rural liveli-
hood issues, they could constitute the basis of environmental activism in
the coming decades.

Third is the enmeshing of environmental groups with other civil society
actors and movements in the sphere of human rights, gender, ethnicity
and cultures. While there has been noticeable cross-cutting in these areas
as far as grassroots activism is concerned, the future trend is likely to be
one where similarities in practices and politics will blur differences in
approaches. Already the cross-cutting has yielded platforms like the
environmental justice movement, which combines environmental con-
cerns from a human rights perspective. The political/economic/ecologi-
cal diversities in the different regions of the global South will obviously
result in different recombinations. Yet, the recombination holds promise
for a democratic renewal in the global South to make the development
experience therein sustainable, participatory and above all accountable.
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Note

This is a substantially revised version of a paper presented at the 14th World
Sociology Congress held at Montreal in 1998. The author would like to thank the
ISS state-society staff group for generous support to participate in the congress
and to Jan Nederveen Pieterse, P. K. Vijayan, Karen Gabriel and Sharada Srini-
vasan for comments on the article.
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