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Who knows?
The Place of Local Knowledge in Global Environmental Governance

Ronnie D. Lipschutz

Even though there is desperate need for worldwide change, limited by the
knowledge my place makes possible, I hesitate to legislate the law of other
places.... To act in the world and make it better you have to be someone, be
somewhere, tied to institutions, related to people. And be limited by that
body, place, and time. You have to have a place, a home.'

One of the central issues facing human civilization at the end of the
20th century is governance: Who rules? Whose rules? What rules? What
kind of rules? At what level? In what form? Who decides? On what
basis? Given these questions, the notion of global "management” has ac-
quired increasing currency in some circles. This is especially truc given that
economic globalization seemns to point toward a single integrated warld
economy, in which the sovereign state, "at the controls,” is apparently of de-
creasing relevance.? Contrary to some expectations, however, economic int-
egration is not leading to political integration. Rather, what we see is polit-
ical fragmentation and the emergence of a multi-level and very diffuse sys-
tem of governance, within which “local” knowledge and rule is becoming in-
creasingly important to coordination within political "hierarchies" and
amongst locales. The issue of environmental protection and restoration, in
which these contrary trends are evident, illustrates this proposition.

Governance is about the creation of institutions where they do not
already exist, or their transformation where they do, and institutions are
about rules and rule, as Nicholas Onuf might put it.* :My.hunch--and it'is
not much more than that at this time--is. that the practices of global civil so-
.ciety--the subject of the book from which this paper is taken--are.more about
:the creation or transformation. of.systems of rule and rules than.about the
reform, per se, of big institutions and structures. If this is so, the policy
implications are rather different from what scholars of international relations

and regimes have been telling us for some time. Does this presage. the

.spread of small-scale, potentially democratic poli?. I.am skeptical.of this.
Does it suggest a diffusion of power, authority and legitimacy beyond what
we have already seen in many parts of the world? Probably. Does order or
chaos follow? Good question.

In this paper, I look at the relationship between local knowledge-

and.governance,’-inasmuch as [ believe it is central to our future, and not
anly in environmental terms. [ begin with a discussion of the by now much-
noted phenomenon mentioned above-- economic integration accompanied by
politica! fragmentation--and its political and social implications. This might
not seem relevant to the question of environmental governance, but [ believe
that it is central. If, indeed, as I will argue below, there is a causal, or even

dialectical, relation between the two processes,-governance.becomes-a:quite
ns

-different .proposition-than. "management..;y I assert, moreover, that such

governance is likely .to.rest-with civil society; -both:local and. global.s Next,
I consider what global civil society can and cannot do where Nature and en-
vironment are concerned: It cannot--in the near-term, at Jeast--change the big
structures or systems that drive much of the environmental destruction and
degradation of which we are so aware. At the same time, however, agency
and action are not impossible, which means that alternatives are not fore-
closed. T then consider a central guestion implied by this analysis: Where:
must.people act, and .under.what.conditions, .in. order..to.begin a process of:s
changing practices on:a larger.scale?s Here I consider the ways in which the
menu of possibilities in any given place is constrained by those big struc-
tures, but not fully determined by them. To paraphrase others: Women and
men can make history, so long as they are aware of the conditions estab-
lished by those who have come before. Finally, I conclude with a discus-

tion. without hierarchy". and why there are likely to be many worlds in our

S

sion of governance, and the problem of, as one author has put it, cgordina- . i g\
LUIcina

future, Tather than just one.

I. W(h)ither the Global Polity: Growing Together or Coming Apart?

Back in 1990--in what now seems like ancient times--the Public
Broadcasting System televised a mini-series entitled "After the Warming."
With James Burke as writer/ commentator/ guide, the program provided
graphic illustrations of an imagined future in 2050, looking back upon a
chaotic past disrupted by global warming. The impacts were, of course,
widespread and horrific: How else to illustrate the premise of the show?
But the proferred solution was somewhat hubristic: A "Planetary Manage-
ment Authority" run, "of course” (as Burke put it), by Japan. The PMA--
housed_ in a futurisuc building that, even today, looks garish and
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anachronistic--would consist of a formidable systemn of contputers and sens-
ing devices that, utilizing a complex climatic model, could assess the imn-
pacts on global climate of human activities all over the planct. As ncces-
sary, the PMA would then issue appropriate directives to mitigate or amel-
iorate the climatic consequences: A global panopticon, in other words (but
within a prison in which the inmates would be [ree to run riot); not a World
State but a2 World Manager, with complete authority and power.

Such a centralized management system is quite improbable. It flies
in the face not only of logic but also a contemporary global politics that is
characterized as much by fragmentation within existing polities as global
economic integration among them. Indeed, it is probable that the two pro-
cesses are intimately related to each other, a point to which [ will return
shortly. If this is the case, it suggests that the "global management” problem
will be even more difficult than has been so far imagined, inasmuch as the
number of sovereign or "semi-sovereign” entities participating in world pol-
tics could well increase over the coming decades from the fewer than 200
we now have to many more. That is not the only complication: Many of
these entities may not even exercise effective political control over their own
juridical territorics, much as is presently the case in various "failed” states
and ethnic wars around the world.®

Why are economic-integration -and- political fragmentation*linked?
Global economic integration is a condition whose origins are to be found in
the mid-19th century, with the Industrial Revolution, the rise of English
liberalism and the institutionalization of free trade as propogated by the
Manchester School. With fits, starts and retreats, such inlegration has
reached into more and more places in the world, creating myriad webs of
material linkages. The fact that such integration has become so widespread
does not, of course, mean that all places in the world share in the resulting
benefits. Itvis*uneven-development that makes capitalism so dynamic and

the constant:search- for' new combinations of factors that drives innovation;*

the fact that there are multiple economic "systems” present in any one loca-
tion simply adds to the dynamism of that process.” Today’s comparative
advantage may, consequently, be tomorrow’s competitive drag.?

The political implications of such a process have not been given

much serious thought. Comparative advantage is no longer a feature olslates
as a whole--which it has never really been, in any event--but of region and
TT— - . s

——— ey

locale, where the combination ol material, technological and intellectual is,
perhaps only momentarily, {ortuitous.” The specilic advantages ol a place
such as Silicon Valley--in many ways, an historical accident as much as the
result of deliberate policy’®--may have only limited spillover in terms of the
country as a whole. These conditions, moreover, scem not to be easily

reproduced in the short term.'" "The Eompetition” among_places to”altract *

Tinvestment and jobs thus becomes more of a zero-sum-game than a positive
sum one, and this point is not lost, for example, on U5 slates and cities
who have established foreign trade offices in various global cities and regu-
larly send trade missions abroad, as well."

Capital has its choice of locations in which to invest, cities, com-
munities, praces—-and (0 A cerfain UEEIET, 1abor-—Fave a limited set of factors
that can be flaunted to attract capital. As a recent article in the San Fran-
cisco Examiner, describing the activitics of a consulting firm providing cily
and regional marketing programs for economic development put it, they
resemble those "of an international arms dealer--selling weapons (o one ruler
and then making a pilch to the neighboring potentate based on the new
threat. Part of the pilch for these [economic development] programs is that
a region needs its own program to survive against the rival programs of
other areas.”" Such competition could become the cause of considerable
Bg_l_ili_cgl@_tg_goﬁism, against both the neighbors who win and the authorities
who have contributed to these conditions of competitive struggle in the first
place.”

How such antagonisms play themselves out is contextual and con-

tingent, of course, and often depends on pre-existing social and political

"fault lines” (hat fracture under the pressures of real, potential or imagined
competition. In some places, these fault lines were intended to be adinin-
istrative, but were drawn up in ethnic or nationad terms; in other places, the
fault lines are linguistic, religious, clan-based, "tribal,” or even vaguely
cultural.”® It goes without saying that those places in which people have
fallen 1o killing each other have nothing to offer global capital--they have,
quite literally, fallen "out of history"--but those places able to break away
from the political grip of larger polities, as Slovenia escaped the competitive
drag of Serbia, could find themselves well-placed to participate in the global
cconomy.'®  Inevitably," this process”of-political - fracturing and fragmenta-
tion -will lead to a much more complex global system, which our modern
concepts. of state-and powerswill*hardly begin to describe.'®

I
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Some_have_suggested  that. we. confront.a - “new mediaevalism®;-
others have proposed as organizing principles "heteronomy" or "“heter-
archy.""® Ole Weaver writes, for instance, that

For some four centuries, political space was organized through the
principle of territorially defined units with exclusive rights inside,
and a special kind of relations on the outside: International rela-
tions, foreign policy, without any superior authority. There is no
longer one level that is clearly the most important to refer to but,
rather, a set of overlapping authorities."”
What is important here is the concept of "autharity," rather than "govern-
ment”" or "power.” As John Ruggie points out, in a political system--even
a relatively unsocialized onc--who has "the right to act as a power” (or
possesses authority) is at least as important as the capability of actors to
force others to do their bidding.® In the emerging "heteronomy," authority
will be fragmented among many centers, often on the basis of specific is-
sues. In a way, this is a form of functionalism (really, functional differen-
tiation), inasmuch as different authorities will deal with difTerent problems.
But, whereas older theories of functionalism envistoned political integration
as the outcome of international functional coordination,”’ we are now be-
ginning to see something quite different.

In the present instance, functionalism is a consequence of rapid in-
novation, of the generation of new scientific-technical and social know-
ledge(s) required to address different types of issues and problems.® Inas-
much as there is too much knowledge for any one actor, whether individual
or collective, to assimilate, it becomes necessary to establish knowledge-
based alliances and coalitions whose logic is only partly based on space or,
far that matter, hierarchy. In other words, "local!.knowledge becomes spa-
tially-situated, while at least some aspects of lorganizational’ knowledge--
how to put knowledge together and usc it--is spaceless; combmed together
the, two become instrumental 1o le(,hmc.al dnd so‘::'a] lnnovauon

Access to these new knowledges also leads to new forms and ven-
ues of authority, in that only those with access to them can act successfully.
In some sense, the "management” function finds itself located at that level
of social organization at which the appropriate combination of "local” and
"global" knowledges come together, and this level is more likely 1o be local

or regional than global. Or, as Richard Gordon puts it,

Regions ‘and  networks.:.constitute; intérdepefident poles withifiithiers
new‘spaual mosaic of global innovation. Globalization in this con-
tex{ involves not the' leavemng 1mpact of universal processes but,
on the contrary, the calculated synthesis of cultural diversity in the
form of differentiated regional innovation logics and capabilities....
The effectiveness of local resources and the ability to achieve genu-
ine forms of cooperation with global networks must be developed
from within the region itself....*

Such functionalist regionalization points back toward the political fragmenta-
tion discussed above: Lines:must be-drawn somewhere, whether by reference
to:Nature,-power or innovation. , From the perspecllve of polmcal o‘rgam-
zation, these lines may be as "fictional” as those which currently separate
one country, or one county, from another. Still, they are unlikely to be "il-
logical,” inasmuch as they will probably map onto already-existing patterns
of social and economic activity. Obviously, such a vision of the future
raises serious questions about "who rules,” "whose rules" and "which rules?"
I will return to this point, below.

I1. The Agency-Structure Question Redux

Where, in all of this emergent structure, is there a space for agency,
for organized political action? At its core, the agenct-structure debate is
more than just an obscure discussion among acadernics; it 1s really about the
possibilities of political action in a world where, as John Agnew, a geogra-
pher, puts it: "[People] are located according to the demands of a spatially
extensive division of labour, the global system of material production and
distribution, and variable patterns of political authority and control."* This
is not to say that people’s lives are determined by those patterns; only that
thetr choices must be made within the constraints imposed by those patterns
{(and the histories of the places where they are located). The. image.of.the...

s(usually) Great Man making history-or;-at:least;~-making:change,.remains.aw
-potent one, yet it is the rare.Great,Man or Woman who is actually in a posi-
.tion.to do so.(short of pushing the button that would destroy both humanity
and Nature). It is only in times of real, verifiable crisis that large-scale op-
portunities to engineer genuine ideational and material change make them-
selves felt. Even then, it is the courageous and, perhaps, foolhardy indivi-
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dual who is willing to emply such opportunities. As Mikhail Gorbachev dis-
covered, the best of intentions, sometimes, "cannot hold” the center together.
And, sometimes, the "stickiness” of structures and the institutions that ac-
company these patterns can defy all efforts to change them, too.*

What and where, then, are the possibilities lor action, if they are not
to be found at the macrolevel? Historical structures help to put people in
their place, but this does not mean that they are then left without choices.
As John Walton says about this point,

The constitution of local society...is far more than an imposition or |

small-scale reflection of the national state. On the contrary, it is
the evolving product of multiple influences--the people, the econ-
omy, natlural resource, intermediate jevels of slate authority, local
accommodation to some broader designs, determined resistance 1o
others and, perhaps above all, collective action founded on cultural
meaning. Action lakes place within social structures that forcibly
shape experience, yet people live in local societies where particular
customs, exigencies, and choices mediate siructural constraints. On
the ground people construct their lives in consciously meaningful
ways that cannot be read from state-centered directives any more
than they can be deduced from modes of economic production.”

Beyond this, I would argue, there are historical junctures at which the "menu

of choices" expands, so to speak, offering alternative paths that might not,

at other times, be available.®® Agency:is; thus, a matter of being -aware=of

-alternatives and helping.to foster.conditions under which meaningful choices
~can:be‘made:x.

Crises occur, of course, at all different levels and spatial scales.
The death throes of a formerly-stable community may hardly be noticed by
those outside of it; indeed, a community’s complete disappearance may hard-
ly cause a ripple in the larger society. To those who are members of that
community, however, the ripple is a tidal wave. But, to carry the metaphor
a bit farther, such a wave washes away old mental constraints as well as old
medes of production: What might have seemed anathema before is now a
matter of necessity. Structures still matter, but less than they might have
mattered at another time; choices about the future are now possible. As

S

\

John Ruggie puts it, "Periods of fundamental political transitton--of trans-
formation--are chdracterized by a generalized loss of predictability and con-
trol among social actors. The reestablishment of an effective system of rule
once again fixes parametric conditions."” Crises of one sort or another,
at these scales, are not that uncommon; they are "deviations” from the struc-
tures of everyday life, as Braudel might have put il, had he been asked.

‘Environmental change often takes the form of such microlevel.
~crises:» When the trees or fish give out, when the air or waler become
unbearably polluted, when toxic wastes bubble up in back yards, the indivi-
duals living in a place, a community, are faced with the disruption of their
accustomed way of life. To them, such a situation is a crisis; they must
respond. The [irst--and sometimnes the only--impulse is to attack those
power-holders or institutions deemed responsible {or the crisis; the second
impulse is often to organize politically in order to seek redress or rectifica-
tion; the third is to make sure the crisis does not happen again. Love Canal-
-whether it was a health hazard or not™--was notable not because it was a
toxic waste dump but, rather, because it became the locus of political agency
in the face of big and mostly immovable institutions and structures. More-
over, the lessons learned from-Love Canal were transmitted, through a varie-
ty of means, to other individuals and communities facing similar circum-
stances. ‘Onelocal crisis crystallized a whole realm of innovative social and
spolitical action, a newly-emergent element of civil society.”® This pattern
~has:been, and is.being; repeated in a myriad of places around the world, be-
coming globalized in the process. -

Such agency should be distinguished from the form more common
to coulemporary or n_wdcrniziné societies: Consumer preference, choice or
autonomy--sometimes called green'consumeérism” when it involves choosing
"environmentally-friendly” products--which is not agency at all. Rather, it
is a response o particular profit-sceking strategies pursucd by capital. Aflter
all, the "green" consumer can only choose from what is offered on the
supermarket shelf or in the catalogue printed on 40% "post-consumer” paper
(but not, itself, recyclable), and many choices are, presumably, throttled in
labs, boardrooms and accounting offices before they ever see the market.
Béyond this, if a green product does not offer the desired rate of return, it
is likely to be pulled from the shelf by its maker, thereby denying the con-
sumer even that smali choice. Choice then simply becomes a range of alter-
natives offered within a highly-structured set of constraints (the market).
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Using the market, therefore, to influence or motivate behavior runs the risk
of eliciting very different ontcomes from those anticipated or hoped for; as
was observed in the 1970s, when U.S. consumers chose to purchase more
fuel-efficient automobiles as gasoline prices rose, they ended up driving far-
ther than before, since the cost per mile of travel had dropped!™ Tt is not
my intention to dismiss environmentally-driven consumer behavior as irrcle-
vant; only to point out that it is subject to very real constraints imposed by
others. And, although, environmental- protection mediated. via- markets can.,
‘improve:various types of environmeéntal-quality, these. do not {and: cannot)
:ajter;fundamental institutional structures and practices.” :What, then, can
do this?

ITL Making Choices, Taking Action

History does count., Any social situation in which people, bath in-
dividually and collectively, find themselves is a product of history, as Marx

pointed out; to this, we might add, it is both the history, of people-and the-.

«history of .places, made.by people.,. To understand how one has arrived at
a particular time and place, therefore, one has to know what has come
before. In the language of economics, -the present is_a product of gpath
dependency.” This .history,in turn, says. spmething. about the menu_ of
.choices. for the future available at any given time.* While such statements
might seem self-evident, and perhaps even simplistic, they are neither: Most
of our routine behaviors are the result of habit, of repetition, of unquestioned
circumstances, of institutions and associated practices.™ This is the envi-
ronment within which we make ordinary choices; indecd, it is the realm of
the rational actor, with exogenous preferences, so loved by microecon-
omists.” But, as I have suggested above, there are constraints on choices:
Not all that might be imagined is necessarily possible.”® As John Thomp-
son has put it

As constellations of social relations and reservoirs of natural

resources, specific institutions. form a relatively stable framework.

«for action and interaction; they do not determine action but:generates,
\"wm the sense of cstabhshmg, loose!y and’ tentatively, the para-
meters of permissible conduct.”

Sometimes, howover, social constraints make what is a necessary choice
very difficult, if not almost impossible. It is at this point that human agency

becomes important, as the individual actor struggles to move away from
Jhabit-driven, action, whlch snmply reproduces the status quo, .

Cdadider

Individual choice and action are not,.however, sufficient, to effect..
«changes in.the habit-driven behaviors characteristic of people in particular
social and political contexts; as Norman Long points out:

Effective. agency..requires organizing .capacities;. it is not simply
the result of possessing certain persuasive powers or forms of char-
isma.... [Algency (and power) depend crucially upon the emer-
gence of a network of actors who become partially, though hardly
ever completely, enrolled in the "project” of some other person or
persons... It becomes essential, therefore, for social actors to win
the struggles that take place over the attribution of specific social
meanings o particular events, actions and ideas.®

These struggles over.the ."attribution .of specific-social:meanings® are not
abourt science or data or cost-benefit ratios or, indeed, about any of the
things that are quantifiable; they are about ontologies and epistemnologies of
place, life and history, within which the methods and findings of science and
economics are tools, or means, to an end.”* Again, not all social meanings
are available--the repertoire is limited by history, political economy and
culure--but successful agency is possible when a context can be explained
in terms of one¢ or more of the meanings in the repertoire, What.isiceritfal«#
therefore,_to effective social action, is the ability_to recognize.the relation-.
ship.between choices and meanings; indeed, such an ability is central to pol-
itics, inasmuch as the articulation of the relationship is essential for success-
fully "enrolling" people in a "project.”*

It now becomes apparent how and why, at the international level,
“projects” are so problematic. Consider the guestion of climate change,
which is ordinarily described in terms of highly uncertain impacts that are
difficult to quantify (e.g., a 2-3°C average rise in global temperature as a
result of a doubling of CO, levels in the atmosphere). Implicit in these
numbers is the notion that everyone will be affected to his or her detriment.
Consequently, echoing Dr. Pangloss, the present--the status quo ante of the
future--is the "best of possible worlds,” The mtended result of such an as-
sumption is, as Deborah Stone points out, the creation of a "natural com-
munity"*--inhabitants of the Blue Planet, whether animal, vegetable or

3
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mineral--with a shared interest. In this case, that interest is preventing or
minimizing global environmental change (the actual resuit of global environ-
mental change may be quite different from the implied outcome, of course,
depending on who you are and where you live). This requires the construc-
tion of a shared, albeit artificial, history and culture around the process,
which allows a group of actors to negotiate a "text” on which they can all
agree. The text, in turn, tells a story with a specific social meaning.

Thus, for example, the parties to the Framework Convention on
Climate Change, in the document's Preamble, "acknowledge that”

[Tlhe global nature of climate change calis for the widest possible
cooperation by all countries and their participation in an effective
and appropriate international response, in accordance with their
common but differentiated responsibilitics and respective capabih-
ties and their social and economic conditions..."

As posed in the document, this is a story about a problem and the conditions
deemed necessary, by the signatoriés, to its resolution. What is not told
here--or, for that matter, anywhere in the convention itself--are the actual
fsocialimieaningsithat the parties, and their societies, bring to the negotiations.
These meanings can be read in the controversies that litter the growing lit-
erature and debates on the potential political, economic and social impacts
of climage change Conversely, 'the*collecti\‘re’"sobial meaning"embeddéH

E;nembers rof:the: soc:enes thatqmust,-ulnmately, implement the' terms of the
‘document.® It is unhkely. therefore, that these individuals will "enroll” in

this project. In other words, t6'be successfally implemented, the Framework *
Convention on Climate Change must have many 'different social meanings;’

each*of*which is context dependent; but each of which'may be "essentially
contested”:by: other. parties to the convention.* Certainly, reports from the
International Negotiating Committee meetings directed to prepare for the
first Conference of the Parties in March, 1995 suggest that numerous dif-
ferent social meanings still stalk the meeting halls.”

To further illustrate this point, let us return to a question implied
above: What is to be measured? If the numbers tell a story, which numbers
tell which story? Who decides which numbers are “right?” And who is
privileged to tell one story as opposed to another? This is, quite evidently,

not just a matter of science or policy. Consider, for example, the problem
of methane, which js a much more potent greenhouse gas than carbon di-
oxide (by a CFCs are almost 6,000 times as potent as CO;).*
Methane concentrations in the atmosphere are increasing even more rapidly
than carbon dioxide: Between 1965 and 1992, CO, concentrations grew by
11 percent, while methane concentrations increased by 25 percent.” Yet,
il we look at the major sources of methane emissions--solid waste, coal min-
ing, oil and gas production, wet rice agriculture, and livestock--we find that
rice and cattle account for almost 60 percent. Moreover, as- we might fur-
ther expect, the bulk of methane emissions associated with rice production
(93 percent) originates in Asia.®® This raises the question of ranking one
type of emissions source against another and, somehow, arriving at a shared
valuation or metric of the different uses. But who is to say how wet rice
cullivation is to be compared to oil and gas production? [s the metric to be
expressed in dollars and cents? In caloric value? In terms of symbolic
meanings?' My intention here is not to offer a way ta parse this particular
problem; indeed, I amn not sure there is any way to gquantitatively resolve the
inherent conflicts in this all-too-real example. Ralher, I mean to emphasize
that the¥eXttaliresolution: will' mostly‘depend on:
Twhosé  social meaning is 'more’ compelling and- able'to ‘garner ‘more-votes:¥

In the midst of struggles over meaning, then, history counts not
only in terms of explaining how one has arrived at a particular place, but
also how convincing is the story to be told. This, in turn, has much to do
with being able to make choices under constrained conditions, inasmuch as
the ways in which a story is told will generate different projects and
programs. Just to make this point entirely clear, consider the case of the
Mattole River walershed, and the local efforts to re-establish the indigenous
salmon run in that river.”

Several different stories could be told aboult this "bioregion.” One
has to do with the erosive effects of logging and ranching along the river’s
watershed, and the resulting obstructions (o salmon seeking their spawning
grounds.® A sccond has to do with depletion of the local fishery by sport
and commercial fishers, who are engaged in what appears to be a Hardin-
esque "tragedy of the commons." Yet a third would suggest that the decline
of the salmon is a result of a number of complex, interacting factors, and
that responsibility cannot be placed on any one activity or group of actors
but must, instead, be explained by Agnew’s "spatially extensive division of

thow the story is told/ion®
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Jabour, the global system of material production and distribution, and vari-
zéb e " patterns of pohtlcal authority and control."* Each of these stories
suggcsts different projects, with different dutcomes, but the third, which is
maost inclusive, is also the most open-ended, inasmuch as it establishes no
single blame and suggests a shared effort to address the causes.™

This, then, is the basis for the possibilities open to agency: The
ability to place historically a given context--making strategic decisions about
how that history is to be told--and understanding how the confluence of
structures provides openings for different futures. Of course, no choices are
final, although they can and do foreclose other choices, both in the present

and in the future. And, I would argue, such:.choices.may.be.best. made, at,

the_mast jocallized | level at which they make practical and political sense,
cspcc:al!y if we acknowledge that decisions made at the supra-local level
cannot be very sensitive to local conditions and might, in fact, engender
local resistance that undermines such decisions.®” Tt is also clear from this
argument that, somehow, localized-agency- becomes a.necessary,-abeit.not
assufficient,. element of -environmental. governance.”®: The key question,
which 1 address in the following section, is whether it is possible to nurture

a governance system that privileges local choice and, at the same time, takes {7

into account global complexities, connections and justice.

"1V, Who rules? Whose rules? From global environmental management
to global environmental governance

In order to understand the relationship between locally-based civil
society, knowledge and global governance, much can be learned by examin-
ing governance at the local level. In his study of the century-long struggle
against Los Angeles by the residents of the Owens Valley in castern Cali-
fornia, John Walton argues that groups or social moveiments engaged in re-
sistance to the state can, sometimes, find ways of allying with other parts of
the state in the pursuit of certain goals. In the Owens Valley, an emergent
environmental movement was able to draw on the expanding authority of the
federal state, and the legitimation of various environmental strategies, to
pressure the city to alter its patterns of water removal from the Valley.”
To Walton, this suggests that the concept of the state--and, I would argue,
governance--is too limited. The state is not restricted to discrete levels ol
governance, although administrative functions are; it is more than that. As
Theda Skocpol points out:

On the one hand, states may be viewed as organizations through
which official collectivities may pursue collective goals, realizing
themn more or less effectively given available stale resources in
relation to social settings. On the other hand, states may;be; viewed
more macroscopically:as configurations of organizations.an

and-classestin society

In other words, “States: and; (m this:instance);civil-society;interact; dlalecuc-,
:ally, recreaung and legitimating each other over and over.y The state is en-

gaged in govcmment civil soc:ely, in governance.®
What, then, do I mean by the termn "governance?’ According to
James Rosenau

Governance...is o more encompassing phenomenon than govern-
ment. It embraces governmental institutions, but it also subsumes
informal, non-governmental mechanisms whereby those persons and
organizations within its purview more ahead, satisfy their needs,
and fulfill their wants..

tioned.constitutions and charters.... [I]t is possible to conceive of
governance without government--of regulatory mechanisms in a
sphere of activity which function effectively even though they are
not endowed wilh formal authority. %

Ernst-Otto Czempiel offers a somewhat more straightforward definition of
governance as the "capacity to get things done without the legal competence
to command that they be done."® Most of the contributors to the volume
from which these quotes are taken hold the view that the state, and the state-
system, are being eroded in a number of ways by the processes of globali-
zation and the emergence of "powerful people.” Their focus is, therefore,
on the emergence of various transnational processes that have erosive effects
on the power and authority of states (mostly powerful ones),

This particular focus overlooks, I suggest, the growth of institutions
of governance at all levels of analysis, with concomittant implications for
stale and -system.* Indeed, even though we recognize that there is no
world government, as such, there is global governance. Subsumed within

Jaction ,
that influence the- meanmgs and methods of politics for-all _groups '

.-._n

Govemance:is,thus,a;systemeof:rule that,
«13.as.dependent. on. mtcrsubjecuve -meanings:as+on. formaliytsanc :

i)
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this system of governance are both institutionalized regulatory
arrangements--some of which we call "regimes"--and less formalized norms,
rules and procedures that pattern behavior without the presence of wiitten
constitutions or material power.”” This is not the state, as we commonly
understand the term, but it is state-like, in Skocpol’s second sense. Indeed,

we can see emerging patterns of behavior in global politics very much like .

those described by Walton in the case of the Owens Valley: falliances
between coalitions’ in’ global civil society and the international governance
arrangements-associated with the UN system.*,

To further illuminate this argument, let us return, for a moment, to
what scholars of international environmental policy and politics regard as the
sine gua non of their research: The fact, as it is often put, that environmental
degradation respects no borders. This feature automatically thrusts many en-
vironmental problems into the international realm where, we are reminded,
there is no government and no way to regulate the activities of sovereign
states. From this follows the need for international cooperation to internalize
transboundaty effects, a need that leads logically to the creation of inter-
national environmental regimes. Such regimes, it is often noted, arc the
creation of states, and scholars continue to argue about the conditions neces-
sary for their establish and maintenance.”” Whether they undermine the
sovereignty of states or are, in themselves, a form of state-building is, as yet
unclear®; what is less well-recognized or acknowledged is that some
regimes are merely the "lip of the iceberg,” so to speak, or they will be, if
they reach fruition. ‘Much:of:the-implementation and regulation inherent.in
J£egime. .s“}‘l__(':r}llas the emerging onc addressing climate change must, as [ sug-
gested above, take:place’at’the’regional'and local levels, in the places where
people live, not where their laws are made. If this climate regime is suc-
cessful--whatever "success" means in such a context®--it will, for all prac-

\gtical purposes, function as a global institution of governance with elements

.{at the local, regional, provincial, national, and international levels. It will,
in effect, transfer some of the jurisdictional responsibilities of the state both
upwards and downwards, enhancing political authority at the global as well
as the local levels.

But the politics of this, and other, similar regimes, will make do-

mestic politics simple, by comparison. 'Rather than two- or even three-ievel
games;" what we see, and will 'se¢ ‘moré of; aré "n" level games, in which
intermediate levels are squeezed or strong-armed by those above and below.

This is commonly discussed in terms of coalitional stratcgics hetween grass-
roots social movement organizations and international institutions’ but, in
fact, these coalitions are much more complex, often link together multiple
levels as well as mulii-level actors and may also shift and change, as a
situation demands.

Thus, lor example, the campaign to "save the Amazon rainforest”
includes indigenous groups, rubber tappers and, in some inslances, garim-
pieros, regional research organizations, social movements in Brazilian cities,
international environmental organizations based in the United States and
Europe, industrialized country governments and international organizations.
Arrayed somewhat in opposition 1o this coalition are the Brazilian govern-
ment and military, organizations of ranchers and landowners, Brazilian state
governments, other industrialized country governments and, in all likelihood,
national and international corporate actors.”> Each of these actors has, in
one way or another, acquired a certain amount of "governance authority”
within a poorly-specified political, economic and/or social realm. Each of
these actors, at one time or another, finds it useful o ally with others, at
other levels, so as to put pressure on yet other actors, at still other levels.
The result might look more like a battlefield than a negotiation--and, indeed,
violence 1s an all-too-real component of this particular campaign--but, while
there i1s no defimitive ruler, the process is not entirely without rules.

And what is the process, ultimately about? It involves negotiating
over the terms of the story that will prove most compelling as a "project”--
and whether than story i1s a local, regional, national or global one. Of
course, such stories are never finalized; as Marianne Schmink and Charles
Wood put it

Ideological positions (and repositioning) such as these are not mere
reflections of material interests. Nor are they slatic features of
people/s consciousness. To the contrary, we treat ideologies as part
of the arsenal of weapons the contestants actively forge and mobil-
1ze in the contest over boundaries and the content of accepted dis-
course, In the process, they alter the definitions of themselves and
their understanding of the world around them. -Social’action thére=
«forethas a constitutive property® By this we mean that the prefer-
ences, interests, and ideas that define individuals--and that become
the basis for collective action--are formed or constituted in the
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process of actions that engage participants in a dispute. From this
perspective, people act not merely to meet preexisting ends but also
to constitute themselves as persons and groups with particular and
desired attributes. Because the interests that characterize different
social groups are as much formed as they are revealed in the con-
tests in which people are engaged, they are mutable and subject to
continual redefinition.”

What, then, should we call such a process? Clearly, it is govern-
ance but not government (although it does contain elements of government);
at the same time, it does not mark the end or disintegration of the state as
an institutionalized form of politics (although it might, of course, mark the
end of particular states).” And, while it does suggest the proliferation of
all kinds of local political institutions, of varying power and authority, it
does not mean that, inevitably, the world faces the "coming anarchy,” as
Robert Kaplan has put it. Governance is and will continue to be uneven,
there will be both rule and sules, there will be "tame zones" and "wild
zones," places where life is orderly and places where life is chaotic. In the
latter, environmental governance will hardly be a priority; in the former, it
will likely be important, if not central.™ The.role_of "global civil society"

in such situations is, therefore, the creation and legmmaUOn of:the: institu-:

tions. and, practices of global and local -environmental governance.;

The role of global civil society in global environmental governance
is best understood in comparison with that of civil society within states, es-
pecially democratic ones.”® As I pointed out earlier, within many states,

.clvil_society -and state-are 'mutually. constitutive. Each is necessary for the

functioning of the other, and each serves to iegitimate the other. At times,
moreover, civil society fulfills a regulatary function in place of the state, as
is the case with, for example, the medical and legal professional associations
found within the United States as well as other countries,” These associa-
tions not only provide credentials to practitioners, through certification of
practitioners’ knowledge, they also provide a sct of rules and norms that a
practitioner must adhere to, at the risk of losing her or his license to prac-
tice. While these rules and norms have a moral quality to them--as, for
example, in the Hippocratic Oath--there is clearly the clement of self-interest
about them, too. And this is true of most, if not all, “of the associations of
civil society. Not everyone observes all of the norms and rules to which
they have subscribed all of the time, but the adherence rate is generally

pretty good.” More to the point, the members of these associations intern-
alize these rules and norms and follow them, whether the element of self-
interest is evident or not.™ Rules;-in-other words;take the -place.of.explicit.
:rule;. governance ‘replaces“government; informal-networks..of.coordination
replace formal structures, of command.

Such a system need not necessarily be a second-best one, either.

There is reason to think that a governance systemn composed of collective

actors at multiple levels, with overlapping authority, linked together through

various kinds of networks, might be as functionally-efficient as a highly-

centralized one.** Such a decentralized: system-of ‘governance has a number

wof advantages;over.a.real or. imagined hierarchical counterpart: As Donald
Chisholm points out

[Flormal systems often create a gap between the formal authority
to make decisions and the capacity to make them, owing to a fail-
ure lo recognize the necessity for a great deal of technical inform-
ation for effective coordination. Ad hoc coordinating commiltees
staffed by personnel with the requisite professional skills appear far
more effective than permanent central coordinating committees run
by professional coordinators.?!

Chisholm goes on to argue that formal system work so long as appropriate
information, necessary to the system’s function and achievment of its goals,
is available. The problem is that

Strict reliance on formal channels compounds the problem [of try-
ing to prevent public awareness of bureaucratic failure]: reliable
information will not be supplied, and the failure will not be un-
covered until it is too late to compensate for it. Informal channels,.
by. their typically. clandestine nature and.foundation on reciprocity
and mutual trust, provide appropriate. means. for surmounting prob-
lems associated with formal channels of communication.®.

Compare this observation with Richard Gordon’s discussion of the organiza-
tional logic of innovation:

While strategic alliances involve agreements between autonomous
firms, and are oriented towards strengthening the compeltitive
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position of the network and its members, inter-firm relations within
the alliance itself tend to push beyond traditional market relations.
Permanently contingent relationships mediated by strict organiza-
tional independence and market transactions--the arms-length ex-
change structure of traditional short-term linkages--are replaced by
long-term relations intended to endure and which are mediated by
highly personalized and detailed interaction....
% shared norms and mutual advocacy overcome antagonistic inde- #
. pendence and isolation.”

Relations such as those suggested in these two quotations develop when the
costs of acquiring information through "normal” channels becomes too great,
both bear a remarkable resemblance to transactions and economies oriented
around-kinship relations, in which "trust" and "membership” replace formal
hierarchies and markets.”® The phenomenon of "networking” also resem-
bles the form of organization described above, a form that is characteristic
of relations within global civil society. It is a form that best lends itself to
cooperation without centralization, without “giobal management.”

V. One Earth, Many Worlds

At the beginning of the Atomic Age, the World Federalists became
notorious for arguing “One World or None." Forty years later, the Brundt-
land Commission observed, as though the question were not in doubt, "The
Earth is one but the world is not."* From both perspectives, a world then
divided among states--fewer than B0 in 1945; 165 in 1987 and, only ten
years later, 185 and counting, as the energies of secession have been loosed-
-was doomed to endless squabbling, conflict, war and misery. The "one
world” is no more forthcoming today than it was 50 years ago; it is not
much more likely to have emerged 50 years hence, cither. Indeed, a para-
dox--post-medern perhaps--emerges: One Earth, many worlds. Perhaps the
problemris:not?that“our’political ‘institutionsare too small or not encom-
passingienough; perhaps they are too big. More than this, perhaps there is
no logical or optimal size or number for them; rather, itsall- depends® It
depends on the problem, it depends on culture, it depends on history and
political economy, it depends on time and place. We cannot command that
boundaries be drawn or redrawn on the basis of some sort of "objective”
science or quantifiable indicators and expect it to be so: For human socicties,
even ecosystemic boundaries are no more “natural” than political ones.

Cooperative trust, ﬁ

Indeed, if as growing numbers of observers suggest, human beings construcl
their landscapes, as well as Nature around them--and these are only some of
the many social institutions that we inhabit--we can hacdly say that there are
any boundaries, or even limits to the numbers of possible "worlds," except,
perhaps, those handed down to us or reconstructed by us. And even those
boundaries, reified as they are, are constantly shifting, as we change our
individual and collective identitics, and as our identitics are changed for us.

How, then, are we to proceed? ~I-suspect that-it is governance

through social relations, rather than hierarchy or markets, in which shared

norms, cooperation, trust and mutual obligation play central roles,” that is
most-likely to protect Nature. Such governance seems increasingly charac-
teristic of the emerging global political economy characterized by economic
integration and political fragmentation. The fundamental units-of govern-
Bnce are, in this system, defined by both function and social meanings, an-
chored to particular places, but linked globally through networks of know-
ledge-based relations. Coordination occurs because each unit plays a func-
tional role where it is locaied, but also because the functional units share
goals with other functional units. They also share a set of norms and episte-
melogics associated, in this instance, with what can be called "Ecology,”" a
worldvicw that can be constrasicd with the science of “ecology."™ The lo-
calization of practice makes social difference acceptable; the globalization
of knowledge makes shared goals practical; the boundaries are everywhere
and the connections go everywhere.

In analytical as well as policy terms, this is not a very satislying or
parsimonious framework. It does not provide an entry for cither easy ex-
planation or manipulation. [t relies on the possibly beroic assumption that
people can and will help to create social choice mechanisms, in their col-
lective self-interest, that will also help to protect Nature. And, it is most
decidedly not “international relations,” as we conventionally understand
them. Ultimately, the question "Who knows?" does not have a single
answer; perhaps the best we can do is given by the following fragment from
one of Ezra Pound’s Cantos (LXXXI):

Learn of the green waorld what can be thy place.

iy
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