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Environmentality

Politics, Institutions, and Forest Struggles in Kumaon Himalaya, 1893 to 1993

Book Summary

Environmental politics has been transformed in the past 20 years. This transformation presents a

rare opportunity to rethink the relationship between environment and politics, governance and

subjectivity. My book takes advantage of this opportunity by examining the 150-year history of a

specific example of environment-related struggles in Kumaon, India. Kumaon in the western

Indian Himalaya is a critical case to understand how the nature of environmental politics has

changed. Starting from the 1920s, the processes of environmental governance and struggles in

Kumaon prefigure more recent changes elsewhere in more than 50 countries in the world. My

book examines the efforts of different regional governments in Kumaon to conserve forests, the

allocation struggles that such efforts symbolized and prompted, and the relationship of these

struggles to subject formation. My analysis shows that attending to transformations in

perceptions about the environment is crucial to understanding both the politics of allocation, and

the processes of subject formation. The politics of allocation and subject formation, two

seemingly distinct and unrelated phenomena, are joined together in my account by a focus on

rules and enforcement. Rules and enforcement are, of course, central themes for scholars of

environment who are interested in property rights and collective action. I argue that they are

equally crucial to understand relations of humans to forests, and that environmental scholars have

not fully appreciated the transformations of subjectivity and attitudes to which decentralization of

enforcement gives birth. It is in social participation or exclusion from processes of rule making,
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institutional subjection, and rule enforcement that new views of the environment are born and

new practices around the environment consolidated.

I develop a more general account of the nature of environmental politics through the

neologism, environmentality. The term is a product of the union of environment and

governmentality, and refers to the concurrent processes of governance and self-definition that are

at the core of all efforts to institute regimes of management and control. I borrow

"governmentality" from Foucault, and use environmentality to signify how decentralized

governance around environmental resources is simultaneously a means to control the use of

resources, communicate information about resource scarcity to those whose practices are

reshaped through governance, and inculcate new understandings of the relationship between self

and environment.

The arguments in the book derive significance because of three related theoretical moves.

They are an effort to rethink the nature of environmental politics. Such a rethinking is necessary

because scholarship in the field of environmental politics suffers from a curious failing: much of

it is not about environmental politics. Rather than analyzing environmental politics it as a single

field of analysis and endeavor, writings on it tend to focus either on politics, or on the

environment. By focusing on the two elements together, however, it is possible to produce more

generalizable, nuanced, and careful accounts of environmental struggles. Two, by focusing on a

case study of environmental struggles that predates similar widespread changes by more than a

half-century, I use historical evidence to examine the likely trajectories of environment-related

struggles and negotiations in other parts of the world. Especially important is the focus of the

book on the relationship between the politics of allocation and subject formation because



although these two processes proceed concurrently, disciplinary divisions of scholarship have

typically prevented their simultaneous examination. Three, using game theoretic and

poststructuralist analysis, I show enforcement to be critical to both political-economic and

identity-related issues around the environment. The arguments in the book are a new

interpretation of enforcement strategies as a key link between allocation and subject formation as

decentralized resource management changes the nature of environmental politics.

Chapter Outline

The book is divided into three parts. The introduction uses ethnographic and statistical evidence

to motivate the ensuing argument and summarizes the book. After the introduction, I use the first

three chapters, together constituting the first part, to describe how the field of environmental

politics has changed over the past decade. Although the arguments in the book apply more

generally, I use the management of renewable resources such as forests and fisheries to trace how

the field has changed. The management of renewable resources is critically important in itself as

an arena of livelihood practices for hundreds of millions of poor in developing countries. It is

also a growth area for academic analyses and a fertile field of policy innovations. The first

chapter examines coercive and exclusionist conservation strategies in the 1960s and 1970s to

protect renewable resources such as forests, pastures, fisheries, and water. Many national

governments pursued such policies in the belief that Leviathan was the only answer to the

externalities consequent upon the public goods nature of environmental resources. Governments

were also motivated by the presumed inability of poor populations to act in their own long-term

interest, and their own concerns to consolidate state power. Environmental politics in this period



typically meant a debate between advocates of privatization and the devotees of centralized

control. However, exclusionist strategies to protect renewable resources have failed.

I document how an increasing number of national governments have now started to

eschew coercive conservationist policies. I also show how today poor and marginalized

populations are no longer seen as enemies of the environment. In the past two decades,

governments in more than 50 countries have begun to claim that they are pursuing conservation

policies thoroughly at odds with centuries of earlier efforts. The centerpiece of this change is a

partnership between governments and local populations. The failure of exclusionist strategies,

emergence of new idioms of participation and democracy, and the resurgence of local community

have meant that state coercion to protect natural resources is simply no longer an option.

Communities seem to be here to stay.

The second chapter focuses on the current scholarship on environmental politics, and

examines its efforts to make sense of the move toward community in conservation. With the shift

in conservation toward communities, a different, but equally specific and limiting meaning of

politics and environment has been consolidated. More recent analyses in the field of

environmental studies, when they consider politics, treat the environment simply as another arena

in which traditional conflicts such as those between elite and poor, state and community,

indigenous and outsider unfold. Because political analyses of environmental histories and

conflicts pay little attention to how the environment plays a role in environmental politics, they

are constrained to particular conclusions about recent shifts in environmental politics, in part as

an effect of the initial oppositions they set up between social actors and groups. More

specifically, scholars who focus on the politics of the recent turn to community arrive at one of



two conclusions: celebration of this turn to community, or its interrogation and rejection owing

to the belief that it is a disguised attempt by states to extend their reach. Often, recent

partnerships between governments and local actors are hailed as a victory for communities, after

centuries of attempts to exclude them. Scholars view government/local partnerships as a salutary

means to reduce the heavy-handedness of the state in environmental policy, as the best

mechanism to involve local populations in resource use and management, and as a means to

further grassroots democracy. On the other side is a somewhat different interpretation. Those

who adopt a more radical analytical strategy view government/local partnerships as Trojan horses

facilitating extension of state power and consolidation of status quo. They believe that state

efforts to involve communities in local resource management are a strategy to enhance

centralized power, systematize local diversity, and extend the reach of such power into hitherto

untouched social strata.

A similar constricted field of vision is also characteristic of many scholars who take the

nature and meanings of environment seriously in talking about environmental politics. The

chapter shows how many writings on environmental politics, responding to decades of

denigration of women, indigenous peoples, and groups of marginalized poor, attempt a

rehabilitation of these social actors. They do so by trying to prove that the identities of women,

indigenous, and community, are naturally friendly to the environment. This attempt to defend the

role of excluded groups and identities, however, consolidates a very peculiar conception of the

environment in environmental politics. It treats the relationship between human nature and the

environment as a primordial fact, uninfluenced by experience and changing social relations that

may be changing precisely because of environment-related conflicts and negotiations. It reifies



and naturalizes social identities as they are related to the environment. Not only does it pay scant

attention to how social identities are shaped by social practices and relations of governance, it

almost completely ignores how individual subjects themselves reshape their identities in

response to changing experiences of the environment and government.

The third chapter proposes, outlines, and fleshes out the concept of environmentality. It

suggests that the focus in much existing scholarship, whether on politics or on environment-

related identities, is unsatisfactory. Social perceptions of the environment are inseparably

connected to political processes around conservation. An analysis of efforts to devolve

governance of forests to communities indicates how decentralization can lead to new social

alliances and divisions. In examining the likely effects of new divisions and alliances, the chapter

shows that attention to rule-making and enforcement is critical. When displaced from more

centralized to more distributed locations, rule making and enforcement create new perceptions of

environmental scarcities and promote more widely pervasive understandings about the need for

conservation. Local enforcement of conservation institutions is the foundation upon which new

strategies to involve local communities in conservation rest. Indeed, such local enforcement may

be critical to effective conservation. But local enforcement strategies, together with their

institutional locations and ideological effects, are critical not just to resource use and protection.

They are also central in effecting transformations of subjectivities around environmental use and

management.

Part II of the book is a historical study of environmental processes in Kumaon. It contains two

chapters. The analysis in chapter four begins with the arrival of the British in Kumaon in 1815,



and focuses on the evolution of their efforts to control and regulate the use of forests over the

course of the next century. This is a history of increasing insistence by government forest

officials that forests are a property of the state, that protection of forests is necessary for

environmental health, and that the Forest Department is the best agency to institute such

protection. The creation of the Forest Department around the colonial possessions of Britain is

itself a fascinating story of bureaucratic consolidation of environmental control. What is even

more fascinating are the new practices of forest management that the Forest Department sponsors

after its inception. These practices are based on ever greater usurpation of expert authority,

claims to scientific knowledge, and the launching of what many scholars have termed "scientific

forestry." These practices around forests, by becoming central to appropriate forest management,

effectively promoted the interests of the Forest Department in its intra-state institutional rivalries

with the Revenue Department. These rivalries still persist. Practices around scientific forestry

and claims to expertise allowed the Forest Department to extend control over an enormous

expanse of land, a control it still exercises by making land use decisions for more than 23% of

the national territory of India.

The attempt at centralized bureaucratic control was not without costs, however. Much of

the cost was borne by villagers whose subsistence practices and efforts to make commercial gains

from forests were sharply curtailed as the colonial state asserted the primacy of its own claims.

Chapter five shows how villager protests moved the rhetoric of forest management into a

direction where Forest Department officials slowly categorized local residents as uninformed and

junior but potentially useful partners in managing forests. This was a novel development,

especially for the period under consideration. At this time, villagers were seen as the enemies of



forests all around the world and even in most other parts of India. The creation of village-level

Forest Councils in Kumaon in the 1920s and 1930, in response to loud and sometimes violent

protests by villagers, prefigures the much more recent turn to community and locality in forestry

policies around the world in 1980s and 1990s. Kumaon is perhaps the oldest surviving example

of such formal efforts to manage forests through the joint authority of the state and local

institutions. The transfer of authority to localized institutions, sponsored and promoted by the

Forest and the Revenue Department, has led to the creation of new divisions within villages and

the establishment of new alliances between village elite and state officials. The far more

intensive and widespread institution of management rules and enforcement practices through

local/state partnerships has simultaneously transformed the relationship among villagers, and of

villagers with their forests. Environmentality, in this sense, is not just about environmental

governance through new institutions; it is at once also about transformations of perceptions about

the environment and human-environment relationships. The idioms of scarcity and management

mark even the sensibilities of those who break rules and use forests beyond their institutionally-

defined entitlements. New perceptions of villagers about forests and their significance, emerging

concurrently with changing practices around enforcement, are in stark contrast to earlier views

regarding forests.

The next set of chapters constitutes the third and final part of the book. In this part, I reflect on

the mechanics, nature, and impact of enforcement strategies critical to more effective local

management of resources. From the 1930s onward, when the colonial state decentralized control

over forests to villager groups, the critical element in the shift of powers has been the devolution
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of rule-making and control. But the local exercise of power has also resulted in a different basis

for the involvement of Kumaonis in regulation. From being situated primarily as victims and

opponents of control, many of them they have come to be actual and active participants in the

processes of environmental management. Others participate in the selection of representatives

entrusted to exercise control. Part III, thus, focuses on the mechanics of local rule-making and

enforcement, and shows how they help consolidate the regulation of forests and the emergence of

environmentality.

Chapter six examines the devolution of rights and powers over forests to the locality, and

undertakes a statistical exercise using data on nearly 300 villages to examine the relative

importance of local enforcement in the conservation of forests. Compared to such factors as

population and market pressures, local enforcement emerges as the most critical element in

influencing the condition of forests across villages. I go on to argue that processes around the

construction of rules and enforcement are not just about management. They should also be

interpreted as the links that join the political with the perceptual, the managerial with the mental.

Localization of enforcement and management is inextricably tied to changing environmental

perceptions and redefinition of subject identities.

In delegating managerial authority to a set of representatives and by direct involvement in

administering, managing, controlling, and restraining collective behavior, rural residents come to

construct their own stories of environmental decline and human threats to continued resource

use. Regimes of enforcement surely transmit information about the nature of incentives that users

face. But involvement in the creation of incentive structures, and the confrontation with a given

structure of incentives also transforms how users view resources. Enforcement, then, is critical



not only to restrain, it is also the source of the awareness and recognition of the fragile nature of

resources. The ubiquity of villager interactions in forests implies the necessity for a concomitant

ubiquity of enforcement. Centralized efforts at regulation, however, are doomed to patchiness in

implementation and lack of effectiveness in results. State-sponsored decentralization of resource

management accomplishes the type of widespread and distributed enforcement that is needed to

craft an effective check on resource-related activities. Local enforcement is also patchy, but less

so than centralized efforts, and far more effective in accomplishing regular interactions between

users and managers.

Having examined the role of enforcement in constraining actions and transforming

perceptions regarding forests, I turn in chapter seven to study the social basis of enforcement.

The chapter suggests that the most effective mechanisms of enforcement are those that elicit

widespread participation from a significant proportion of villagers. Participation in enforcement

mechanisms is not only necessary to generate the surplus that will fuel the processes of control, it

is also important in generating the concern for resource conservation that renders protection into

a moral act. In examining the social basis of enforcement, the chapter also analyzes a more

general problem in the literature on collective action: the relationship between group size and

successful collective action. It deploys a game theoretic model to show that where effective

participation in enforcement is concerned, small and large groups are not as successful as

medium sized groups because it is precisely in medium sized groups that the greatest proportion

of villager households feel impelled to participate in management and contribute toward

enforcement.

Where chapters six and seven focus on the importance and social basis of enforcement,
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chapter eight examines how the impact of enforcement varies across households within a group.

The chapter uses data on social stratification within villages and the nature of resource allocation

regimes that local forest councils create. It relates this data to information on gender and caste-

related variations in sanctions imposed by village forest councils and effectiveness of these

sanctions. Based on the analysis, I infer that localization of powers of rule-making and

enforcement is important for effectiveness, but that localization does not obviate the need to

attend to the distributive effects of local collective management. Even in Kumaon where rural

society is far less stratified than in any other part of India, and even in villages that have adopted

seemingly equitable rules of allocation, there is substantial variation in who bears the most clear

impact of enforcement. The greatest burden of enforcement is borne by the most marginal groups

within the villages I examine. The chapter goes on to highlight the importance of democratic

competition to ensure that enforcement does not produce systematically and consistently

asymmetric outcomes.

The conclusion to the book returns the discussion to the larger themes that motivate my analysis

of forest struggles in Kumaon. Environmentality, at its core, is about the simultaneous

redefinition of self and environment as this redefinition is accomplished through the means of

political economy. In this sense, it is a reflection on the nature of the relationship between

governance and the individual, state and community. Instead of seeing these concepts as defining

opposite ends of a spectrum, my book constructs them as occupying a necessarily complementary

connection.
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