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The "tragedy of the commons" has becone a netaphor for a persistent and
severe contradi ctioninthe interaction of natural systens and social systens.
Maxi m zation of individual interests in the use of "open access" conmon natural
resources eventual |y degrades the commons to the detrinent of all individuals.
The classic formulation was based on the destruction of grazi ng resources on the
vi | age commons because of a local societal failure to control individual access
(Hardin, 1968). But the probll emati c of the commons i s broader and richer than
the well worn tragedy metaphor. Preservation or regeneration of the commons —
whet her at the local, nation state or gl obal |evel —raises conpl ex, enduring
questions of institutional political econony and social val ues which transcend

traditional political-admnistrative and disciplinary boundari es.

Scientific know edge about the degradation of the natural world is
i ncreasi ng exponentially. But the conplex relationships between particul ar soci al
systens and their natural environnents |ags behind. Folr bot h natural and soci al
scientists concerned wi th preservation of biological diversity and the materi al
base on whi ch soci eties depend, understanding these relationships in South Asia
constitutes an exciting and pressing agenda. The purpose of this collaboration

bet ween the SSRC and the Smithsonian is to begin el aboration of that agenda.



For the social scientist, the nost challenging proposition fromthe very
notion of "ecology" is the existence of unalterable |inkage-dependencies within
systens. Social scientific discourse tends to focus on discrete entities at the
expense of interconnections: the social systemof avillage, the politics of a
state or ethnic group, the admnistration of a particular policy. The unit-of-
anal ysi s probl emhas exercised social scientists, but largely within the
boundari es set by social-political definitions of units: thevillage, district,
state, nation. The challenge for social scientists is to consider
concept ual i zi ng alternétive units of analysis in terns of systens defined by
ecol ogi cal dynam cs rat her than by adm ni strative or social arenas of behavi or
Thi s conceptual enlightenment is nore subtle, and probably nore inportant, than
our overt dependence on the technical know edge output of scientific

i nvesti gati ons.

An ecol ogi cal systemconfronts human popul ati ons as both a gi ven and a
variabl e; societies adapt to ecol ogi cal pressures, in either planned or
unpl anned ways, and struggle to alter others. These social dynanics take place
withinlimts; inthe classic formulation, "nature bats last." It is a source
of "tragedy" that societies —large and snall —frequently do not collectively
recogni ze these limts until catastrophes occur, and frequently fail to alter
behavi or even after the energence of clear evidence of natural limts and
constraints. |If natural scientists canclarifythe limts, the contributions of
social scientists lie in specifying the social, political and econom ¢ dynanics
whi ch generate pressures on those limts and constrain or bl ock responses. As
area schol ars, we believe these dynam cs nust be situated in terns of specific

history, culture, social and political institutions and i ndi genous neani ng
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systens. At a pragmatic |evel, accurate mapping of social -natural interactions
shoul d provi de a base for better policy, or at |east a neans of mnim zing
uni nt ended consequences. But social scientists do not exercise power, del usions
and tenptations of policy anal ysts notw thstanding. Fortunately, the problemof
t he commons presents intellectual questions that are not dependent on the

instrumental utility of the answers.

Concept ual i zi ng The Commons

Concept ual i zi ng a boundary between private property and uni ncor por at ed

terrain, creating an anal ytical space defined by collective use rights as a

"commons," has certain attractive theoretical features. A powerful paradigmfor

expl ai ning decay in the natural properties of such a bounded terrain has energed
inthe notion of "the tragedy of the commons" (eg., Hardin, 1968; cf. Ostrom
1986; Shiva, 1986). Reactions to anearlier fornulationof "the conmmons”
(Herring, et al., 1986) as an anal ytical framework for understandi ng

envi ronnental degradation raised three potential problems. First, is the concept
not ethnocentric, |oaded with inappropriate connotations derived fromits |ong
associ ati on wi t h European thought and history? Secondly, is the concept not
politically biased toward met hodol ogi cal individualism (and specifically
"rational actor" nodel s) and t hus conservative political solutions
(eg,authoritarian political Qracti ce and privatization)? Thirdly, is the
"commons" not already a historical curiosity, not acurrent reality, in
contenporary South Asia? |n each case, the answer to the query i s negative, but

interesting i ssues are raised for consideration.



The first objection on grounds of Eurocentrismfails to appreciate the
conpl exity of the concept of property, particularly in the Indic context.
I ndeed, much of the conflict over "the commons” is ideologically a conflict
bet ween al ternative neani ngs of property. An appropriate appreciation of
i ndi genous conceptual i zati ons of property entails recognition of a socially
defined (and di sputed) "bundl e of rights" (Baden-Powell, 1892:V.l, p216, passin
Herring, 1983) to patches of the physical surface of the planet. Such rights are
hierarchically ordered. The maki ng of market society entails the long historical
process of collapsing differential use rights into a systemof ownership i n which
i ndividual private property rights are bounded only by the prior clains of the
state. Karl Polanyi termed the commoditization of nature a central elenent in
the "great transfornmation" to nmarket society: "Wat we call land is an el ement of
nature inextricably interwoven with man's (sic) institutions. To isolate it and
forma market out of it was perhaps the weirdest of all undertakings of our
ancestors (Pol anyi: 1944/57:178)." |In Polanyi's formulation, pre-market economc
relations, norns and outcones were "enbedded" or "subrerged" in social relations
generally. As Polanyi correctly noted, the extraction and el evation of market -
driven dynanics fromtheir social nooring produces significant social conflicts

and centrally invol ves the state. There is nothing "natural" about narket

soci ety.

There is to nmy mind no historical question about the reality of stratified
use rights in common lands in South Asia. The structure of these rights was an
adj unct of broader social institutions such as caste, service obligations, tenple
nmai nt enance, ki nship systens and the li ke. Baden-Powel | (1892: |, 219)

approvingly cites Canpbell's Essay on |Indi an Land Tenur es:




"In the greater part of world the right of cultivating particular
portions of the earth is rather a privilege than a property—a
privilege first of the whol e people, then of a particular tribe or a
particular village community, and finally of particular individuals of
the community. Inthis last stage land is partitioned off to those

i ndividuals as a matter of nmutual conveni ence, but not as unconditi onal
property; it renmains subject to certain conditions and to reversionary
interests of the community, which prevent its uncontrolled alienation,

and attach to it certain common rights and comron burdens. "

In the subcontinent, the existence of superior over-arching rights such as
zanindari did not preclude the sinmultaneous operation of subordinate, often
collective, clains to use rights underneath the top layer. |ndeed, the conplex
institutional structure of land tenure systens stands as evi dence for the
multiplicity of overlapping rights to the sane physical patch of soil. The

Eur opean feudal ideal of nulle terre sans seigneurs was never fully achieved in

Sout h Asi a; where it was approached, seigneurial rights were encunbered by

subordinate rights and cl ai ms.

More inportantly for ecol ogists, vast tracts of forest |and renai ned out si de
the net of property relations until the late 19th Century. Chatrapati Singh
(1986:2) estimates that until the end of the last century, "at |east 80 percent
of India s natural resources were conmon property" and specul ates that "even a
rati o of 90:10 for conmmon versus private property" is plausible. Analytically
nore inportant than any nunerical ratiois the historical reality of the

struggles set in notion by attenpts of the state to redefine and nanage a conmons



previously defined by | ocal usage (eg. @Quha, 1985; K S. Singh, 1986; Gavedt,
1987). The colonial state's narriage of revenue/ devel opmental inperatives
(plantations, logging) with an energing scientific discourse of forest managenent
and conservation established both an internal dialectic of policy debates and a

continuing confrontation with |local societies' definitions of the conmmons.

Colonial lawwas neant to sinplify, collapse and | ocate concretely the
bundl e of rights in land with the objective of creating property rights
appr oxi mat i ng f ee-sinpl e ownership on the British nodel (e.g., Logan, 1887:1,
670-696). Simultaneously, vast tracts were "reserved" for the state onthe claim
that unused "waste" |land had traditionally been "the property of the state"
(Baden-Powel I, 1892: |, 236). Inthis transfornation, the use rights of
subordi nate strata depended nore on the capacity to exert |ocal power than on
legal tradition or inertia of custom The extent to which comron property rights
survived the great transformation, or were established de novoinits teeth, is

an enpirical questionwith regionally differentiated answers.

Institutionalized village commons date at |east fromthe Laws of Manu (200
B.C. or thereabouts). Manu specifies the precise area for indivisible comon
pasture | ands for both villages and tows (Ayyar, 1976:83). Moreover, the ancient

concept of private property (swanya, swatwa) presupposes an open-access Conmons

inthe sense of res nullius (that which belongs to no one); for Manu, the nost

fundanental ideas of property were contained inthe axiom the field belongs to
whoever clears it _f romjungl e (Baden-Powel |, 1892:1, 127; Ayyar, 1976:76). This
Lockean noti on (pre-Locke, of course), together with Manu's strictures on grants

N
of utilized lands by the King, inplies a viewof nature as potential resource,
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where | abor expenditure permits the transformation of a comron res nullius into

i ndi vidual use rights subject to general approval by royal authority. Once

cl ai ned, property becanme subject to conditions of use and alienation enforced by
avillage coomunity. Only in cases of dispute between or within villages did Manu
posit the need for intervention by central authority (Ayyar, 1976:82). Lest the
"commons" becone a vehicle for a second ronmantici zation of village republics, it
nust be stressed that the village commons inplied, as far back historically as
can be traced, locally variable rules for inclusion and exclusion, related to a

strict division of labor and rights by caste (jati) nenbership.

Village common |ands and cl ai ns of common use rights to forests persi st
despite the transition to market property systens throughout the region. Terns

such as sham | at and khas' continue to connote village commons. N S. Jodha, in

a pat h-breaki ng enpirical analysis, has docurmented the inportance of "comron
property resources" to the village poor in India (Jodha, 1986). H s survey found
that the econonic benefits of using the commons were greater for the village poor
than were the benefits of government prograns targeted for their welfare.
Moreover, as one woul d expect, these common resources were under intense pressure
frompowerful people inthe village who were attenpting to privatize the |and,
often successfully. Philip Odenburg (1986) has denonstrated the use of village
common | ands in the process of |and consolidation (chakbundi) in contenporary
Utar Pradesh. Gadgil and Iyer (1988) stress the effectiveness of |ocal
institutions in Kamat aka in protecting sacred groves and snall forests even in
the face of state opposition. The near universality of village commons, and

pressures for their privatization, is docunmented by Schenk- Sandbergen (1988: 1. 2),



based on her own research and secondary anal ysis of classic anthropol ogi cal

st udi es.

The increasing scarcity of village common |and i s of course a naj or source
of pressure on undevel oped | and as desperate villagers attenpt to chall enge the
state's claimon reserved areas. The positing of clains to use rights in both
the village comons and i n uni ncorporated forests, however fragile those clains

may prove to be, is thus rooted in both tradition and practice in India.

Inthe classic formul ation of "the tragedy of the commons” (Hardin, 1968),
the tragedy was the failure of collective social institutions to prevent the
externalities of private nmaxi m zing behavior fromruining a comon resource to
the detrinment of all individuals inthe local social system Inthis sense, the
"tragedy of the commons” is sinply another, though one of the nost dramatic, of
exanpl es of what Sartre calls "counter-finality": the unintended negative
consequences at the collective level of individually "rational" decisions. The
probl emof the comrons is the nothing nore than a particul arly poi gnant
illustration of the necessity of comng to terns with a fundanental dilema of
social life: certain collective goods can be achi eved only through i nterference
wi th a Hobbesi an (or Kautilyan)? world of individual naxim zing behavior. There
must berules. It isinthe theoretical elaboration of the sources, nature, and
enforcenent of those rules that the tragedy paradi gmgenerates t he nost

contenti ous i ssues.

The traditional association of the tragedy of the commons wit h conservative

political theory lies ina) the personof its promulgator, Garrett Hardin, b) the
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i ndi vi dual maxi m zi ng assunpti on about hunan nature, which denies community, c)
popul ar extension in applications such as "triage" and "lifeboat ethics" applied
tothe "thirdworld" (cf. Mss, 1977, and Banmet, 1978), and d) the two
traditional solutions to the "tragedy:" Leviathan and vi gorous creation of

exclusive private property rights in land. None of these associations fatally

cont am nat es t he concept .

The ad hom nen argunent seens unworthy of discussion. The useful ness of
"rational -actor" assunptions regardi ng human behavior is too conpl ex to address
here (cf. Herring, 1980), but sone prelimnary comrents are appropriate regarding
the communitarian solution to the tragedy problem On the capacity of
communities of "traditional" or "ecosystempeople" (K ee, 1980:1) to regul ate use
i n conserving ways, there is considerable debate. Wile hunting, gathering and
fishing communi ties nay i ndeed inpose limts to conserve their comons, slash-
and-burn agriculturalists and frontier-expandi ng peasants with "ax and pl ow' are
nore problematic. Inall cases, the capacities of small comrunities to conserve
their local ecosystens for "sustainable yield' are bounded by linmtations on
expansion to mtigate the effects of a very modemforce: popul ation increases
(cf Jodha, 1985). Unless the conmmons can expand to create a const ant

opportuni ty/ person ratio, pressure on |ocal norns of conservation will increase.

As we nove fromconservation of usable resources to preservation of an
ecosystem the boundary conditions becone nore stringent and t he exanpl es nore
rare. Thus the tragedy-of-the-commons perspective may i ndeed becane i ncreasi ngly
rel evant even in situations in which local institutions have evol ved to protect

el enents of the environnental base; clains by the state and popul ati on pressures
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may destroy the conditions under which traditional conservation nornms coul d be
enforced (for exanpl es, Murton, 1980: 87, 91, 93). Wiuatever thevalidity of
nodel s based on i ndivi dual maxim zation as a characterization of human nature,
community as a normative construct presupposes certain ninimal material and
political conditions rooted inthe local and national political econony. It is
not accidental that individual nmaxi m zation nodel s of human behavi or coi nci ded

wi th the establishnment of nmarket capitalism

The theoretical solutions to the tragedy dil emma are |ikew se insufficient
to disqualify the nodel; it seens clear that there are alternatives within the
framework of the tragedy paradigm The original tragedy nodel assumed that no
cooperative strategi es woul d energe anong shepherds maxi m zing their individua
gains froma comon pasture. As a consequence, one solution is that of Thonas
Hobbes (and Kautilya): a powerful state which could enforce its will on subjects
for their own good. This solution is of course not unknown i n environmenta
preservation: protection of the "Slent Valley" tropical rain forest in South
Indiawas clearly the act of an elitist and authoritarian governnent acting
contrary to the clearly expressed denocrati c voi ce of inhabitants of the region
(see Herring, et al, 1986:3-4). The problemwi ththat solutionin politica
theory i s the absence of a guarantee, or even a likelihood, that the state wll
not behave in the sane sel f-seeking, social-disregardi ng manner as i ndividual s.
The environmental profligacy of nodern nation states of authoritarian bent
certainly confirnms the possibility. The state itself is driven, often captured,
by interests which tybically run counter to environnental values. But evenwith

rel ati ve autonony, Leviathan nust be fed. Pressures for taxation revenue and hard
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currency earnings have abetted environnental degradation throughout the

subcontinent (eg., McCarthy, 1987).

That strong states may err, or run anok, is the argunent for denocracy as a
protector of society's environment. Under denocratic conditions, at |east a
cybernetic corrective possibility exists. Positing strong individual private
property rights as a bulwark of denmocracy, and simultaneously as a corrective to
t he tragedy of the commons, the property- rights school cones down heavily on the
si de of harnessing individuated property interests to environnmental protection.
Inthe original "tragedy" paradigm no rational shepherd woul d degrade hi s/ her
own | and by overgrazing, and therefore the division of common pasture into
i ndi vidually owned pl ots woul d avert the destruction of a common resource (cf.

Gstrom 1986: 8).

The problens with the property-rights solution are two internally, and one
externally. Internally, property rights are useful only for insuring that the
I evel of exploitation does not measurably degrade the resource any further than
t he val ue of the short-termbenefits of exploitation. Conservationwill, evenin
t he best-case scenario, be linted to the very |oose constraint that degradation
does not interfere with nmarket rationality. Market rationality, inturn, wll
only incidentally coincide with ecological "rationality" (conpare Singh, 1976;
Desai, 1987; Nadkarni, 1987). Ecosystens are |arge and conpl ex; individually
rati onal behavi ors (diversion of surface water, draining of wet |ands, clearing
of forests, etc.) still offer the likelihood of counter-finality in a broader
context. The property-rights solution nmay work fairly well in closed, bounded

systens i n which conservation and exploitation interests coincide, but still
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requires some collective political authority to define and mai ntai n boundari es
and prevent externalities. As inportantly, human |lives are short internms of the
evol ution of ecosystens; it is difficult toimgine a fit between short-term
interests and intergenerational "rationality," or justice, being generated by the
mar ket (Nadkam , 1987: 360-61 et passinm). The external critique is of course
that in modem South Asia, as in nuch of the world, individuated property rights
excl ude whol e cl asses of society, w th unacceptabl e hunan costs and politica

dynam cs whi ch chal | enge the solution itself.

There is a third possible solutionto the tragedy problem cooperation and
social learning. Because of the rational choice base of the tragedy paradi gm
much work has proceeded in the game-theoretic vein of prisoner dilemma situations
i n whi ch cooperation, though desirable to all agents, is ruled out by pursuit of
interests (Gstrom 1986; e.g., Gadgil et. al., 1984). Inthereal world,
prisoner dilenma situations are rare, however powerful the original logic. As
Axelrod (1984) and ot hers have argued, in repeated ganes cooperati on becones a
live possibility, even w thin the game-theoretic paradi gmwhi ch of fends nmany
social scientists on other grounds. Evolution of social institutions can be
t hought of as a series of repeated ganes i n which conflict produces self-

correcting change.

Nore concretely, thereis no apriori reason, evenintheory, to expect that
shepherds woul d not recogni ze i npendi ng di saster and evol ve rul es and enf or cenment
nmechani sns to preserve their common |ivelihood base. There are clear enpirica
exanples in India (Gadgi|l and Iyer, 1988; Murton, 1980). Einor Gstrom(1986)

li kewi se provides exanpl es of snall-scal e social systens which have overcone the
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tragedy of the commons in exactly this manner. As discussed briefly above,
conserving rul es may, however, succunb to pressures arising frominside or
outside the [ ocal system Moreover, social learning inthe real world is of
course subject to bl ockages of concentrated power and stratified i nterests, just
as Habermas (1973) notes for social rationality in general. Cooperative
institutions are for the sane reasons difficult to create and naintain (Herring,
1983: 263-64). Nevertheless, the social learning solution disarnms theoretically
the ideol ogical -partisan critique of the tragedy paradi gm and opens an inportant
probl emati c: under what conditions do ecologically friendly social |earning and

Institutional change occur?

The argunment to this point is that the "camons" framework i s not hopel essly
contam nated by Eurocentrismor sectarian political-ideol ogical ramfications,
but is an exenplar of the problemof counter-finality which inevitably confronts
society. Weéll-meaning and rational individual behavior may aggregate to produce
uni nt ended and cat astrophi ¢ consequences. Such consequences can occur as classic
"market failures" or as social institutional failures. Social |earning through
political processes may nitigate the inexorable quality of the tragedy, but two
caveats are necessary. First, concentrations of power can bl ock t he process.
Secondly, the interest-driven nodel even under optinal conditions offers little

protection for nature per se, but rather for conservation of nature already

enpl oyed as an econoni c resource, opening the question of what has been terned

t he "deep ecol ogy" perspective.
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Soci al Ecol ogy vs. "Deep" Ecology: The Instrunmentalist Viewof Nature

The logic in the tragedy-of-the-commons literature has depended heavily on a
conceptual i zati on of the "commons" as used resources of nature. That is, the
val ue of the commons is instrumental. This notion carries over in the dom nant
policy | anguage of "common property resources;" the natural is val uable insofar
as it constitutes a resource, sonething to be exploited. Gazing |ands have
val ue because they formthe foundation for |ivelihoods. This instrunmental and
utilitarian viewof nature in nmarket economcs is shared by the Marxian tradition
(eg. Marx's Grundrisse, "Chapter on Capital"). Conservation of the instrunmenta
val ue of natural systens constitutes a critical agenda for analysis of the
commons problemin concert with devel opnental policy issues in South Asia. But

t hese questions presuppose a nature al ready appropriated and altered for human

use.

For the ecol ogi st, a deeper set of questions concerns the conditions under
whi ch sore parts of the natural environment not be used at all, not sinply used
in conserving ways. This is a second order notion of comons, the common
physi cal worl d which supports a full conpl ement of species and not nerely our
own. Eventhe nost "rational"”, conserving use of pastures for sheep woul d be
ruinous to the global coomonsif all forests were convertedtopastures. The
critical role of forests in the global biological systemis well understood; the
nore chal I engi ng political proposition for deep ecologists is to denonstrate the
val ue of relatively snall conponents of |arger ecosystens. The only utilitarian
argunent whi ch ecol ogi sts can bring relies on the specter of uncal cul ated ri sk;

i n destroying systens that are poorly understood, potential use val ues may be

sacrificed unknow ngly.
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Inthe case of the Sunderbans mangrove swanps i n Bengal, for exanpl e,
estuaries provi de breedi ng grounds for sone 400 speci es of fish, some of which
are of commercial- inportance in an international cormmons—he ocean (Rainboth,
1987). At our present |level of know edge, it is difficult to calculate the risk
of environmental perturbationin terns of depleting an international conmmon
property resource. Howmuch risk is justifiable? Wuld the answer change if the
only risk were to the functional equivalents of the snaildarter—.e.,
comrerci al ly usel ess species? Certainly the politics of preservation woul d
change. |Is there justification for preservation of evidently "usel ess" species
when the naterial gains fromlimted exploitation are denonstrably | arge? Does
anyone real ly believe that the next wonder drug nay come fromsone yet -
undi scovered fungus inhabiting a tropical rainforest, as was argued by proponents
of saving Silent Valley? The logic of conservation depends on t he commerci al
val ue of that which is to be conserved; the |ogic of preservation nust be rooted

innore politically tenuous val ues of aesthetics, ethics, or risk.

The tension between an instrurentalist viewof nature and an ideali st
argurment for the value of nature per se shadows the tension between the
conodi tization of market society and pre-narket or extra-market sources of
‘val ues. Wen val ue i s measured by use, priced in narkets, nature depends for its
preservation on extra-nmarket valuation in the noral econony tradition.® 1In the
absence of market power, effecting such val uati on depends on political power and

authority. The insights of Polanyi's Geat Transformation (1944) rem nd us that

the transition to a market-domnated world is inconplete, and inevitably so.

Soci eties of various ideol ogical tendencies continue to constrain, bound and
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contravene particul ar market-driven outcomes. Mich of contenporary politics,
i nsi de and out si de the environnental sphere, concerns boundary demrarcati ons

bet ween what nar kets can deci de and what they cannot, or at |east shoul d not.

I f we expand t he notion of commons to include the biological systens which
support a full conpl enent of species (and not nerely our own), the useful ness of
the "tragedy-of -t he-commons” formulation lies inits explicit confrontation wth
the contradictions outlined above. First, whereas there may be snal |l -scal e
solutions to the tragedy problemw th regard to i nstrumental uses of nature,
preservation of nature in a "useless" (prinordial or at |east steady state)
requires the identification (and nobilization) of interests to conpete with those
of individual gain and survival. Qven the level of human destitution in South
Asia, thisdilenmmais difficult to resolve evenin social (nornative) theory;
practical politics raises even nore severe dil emmas. Though the poor are often
seen as the greatest threat to fragile ecosystens, they are nore inportantly the
first victins of environmental degradation (Agarwal, 1985; C. Singh, 1986). Mre
probl ematic than the poor are the powerful. Their social connections and access
t o bureaucracy are nmaj or obstacles to the preservation of economcally
attractive zones. It is here that the Levi at han sol uti.on ari ses, but nanifests
its problematic character. States of the South Asian region are indeed "soft"
(in Qunnar Myrdal's nenorabl e formul ation), but only in a selective sense. A
reversal inthe interests served by softness and hardness seens to be a
necessary, but not sufficient, condition for reversing the dynam cs of

envi ronment al degr adat i on.
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Levi at han as met aphor conveniently links will and inplenentation in one
actor. States of the subcontinental region |ack the autonony, unity and
capacity, not to nention the values, to resolve contradictions on the side of
nature. Even under non-denocratic regi mes (eg, contenporary Bangl adesh), a
strong state is hard to cone by. The perneability of (especially) the |ocal
state to powerful interests bent on exploitation is a pervasive phenonmenon in
Sout h Asi a and t he source of significant environmental degradation. States
denonstrate both vertical and horizontal incoherence; as the |lower |evels of the
state ramfy into society, they becone |ess and | ess distinguishable from
soci ety, much as bl ood vessels ramfy into capillaries and finally di sappear into
tissue. Neither political will nor capacity can be assumed i n assessing

solutions to the tragedy dil ema.

In sum the tragedy of the commons in South Asia is a nore serious case of
"counter-finality" than even the original theoretical nodel inplied. This is
true because the potential solutions present severe difficulties in the concrete
soci al settings of the region and because one rnust di stingui sh comron property
resources fromthe environment generally as a coomons. |In the case of natura
resources al ready enpl oyed, these are opportunities for the |Iinkage of
envi ronment al preservation/regeneration with strategi es for econom c devel opnent
focused on secure livelihood for the nost desperate citizens (cf. The Wirld
Commi ssi on on Envi ronment and Devel opnent, 1987). Inthe Silent Valley
resol ution, sone pressure for drowning the valley was rel eased by prom sing jobs
in the construction and nai ntenance of a research institute in the area.

Li kewi se, genuine |land reformcan relieve | and hunger which drives invasi on of

fringe areas of reserves* and sinultaneously reduce some bl ockages to cooperation
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and institutional change. Food for Work prograns can be targeted for relieving
pressure i mredi ately surrounding fragile areas. Technol ogi cal change of the nost
sinpl e sort—nproved village stoves, alternative cooking fuel sources—an
marginal ly relieve deforestation pressures. The severity of the contradiction
bet ween |ivel i hoods and conservation is a function of narket dynam cs in the
exi sting context of skewed distribution of assets and extreme pauperi zati on.
Though sone environnental |y progressive change i s possible within that
configuration, given significant alteration of political dynam cs, substantial
progress woul d seemto require quite fundamental rethinking of the relative

val ues of growth per se, social justice and political denocracy.

The Sunderbans of Bengal : Tragedy Averted?

The fate of the mangrove coastal wetlands bridgi ng Bangl adesh and India's
West Bengal has been intertwined with a central dynamc of human history: the
pressure to carve livelihoods and habitats fromnature. In the Sunderbans
(etynol ogical ly either "beautiful forest" or forest of sundri trees, nore likely
the latter), this transformati on has been going on for centuries (Eaton, 1987,
R chards and Flint, 1987), progressively reducing the forest's extent. As in
much of the subcontinent, increased pressures on agricultural |and and avail abl e
jobs threaten encroachnent on a natural systemwhich state authority seeks,
however anbi guously, to preserve. Unlike the forests inhabited by tribals in the
region, where the conflict is between utilization of an exi sting habitat-cum
cctnnon-property resource and historically novel statist clains to conservation
and managenent, the remaining (and shrinki ng) nangrove forests have becone an
obj ect of conflict between social forces seeking an extension of |ivelihoods on

the one hand and a state which seeks to limt that process on the other.
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The ecol ogi cal and econom c functions of the Sunderbans have been descri bed

as foll ows (Seidesticker and Hai, 1983:71):
"The vegetated tidel ands of the Sunderbans are the only source of tinber,
firewood and ot her forest products in the region, but they also function as
an essential habitat, nutrient producer, water purifier, nutrient and
sediment trap, stormbarrier, shore stabilizer, aesthetic attraction and

energy storage unit. The dralnage ways and estuaries serve as a

transportation net, najor fishing area, and nursery area for many coast a
and ocean fisheries.'

Al t hough ecol ogi cal systens are often thought of as producing (even if poorly
percei ved) "public goods," it is crucial tonote their role in preventing public
bads (though protection is of course a public good in theory, and indeed the
archetypal one). The function of the Sunderbans as a "stormbarrier” is
critical given the colossal devastation of cyclonic storns in coastal Bengal .
Conpl ete destruction of the coastal forest wetlands woul d have rendered
agriculturalists and their property even nore insecure.

The preservationist straininofficial policy is of relatively recent
origin, dating fromthe 1870's. The colonial state operated before then on a
commer ci al i zi ng and revenue | ogi ¢ whi ch recogni zed the val ue of controlled
recl amati on of "wastel and" by agricultural entrepreneurs. That |ogic gave way
incrementally to protection of a di mnished core of forest, managed for sustai ned
yield and state revenues (Presler, 1987; Bhattacharyya, 1987). The Sunder bans
i s nowmanaged as a |imted access comons, mnanaged for what Americans woul d cal
"multiple use." Limted access proves difficult to naintain in practice because
of the limted capacity of the local state. Conservation has not been conpletely
effective, even in the dimnished core, but at least the full tragedy
inplications of unlimted destruction by "ax and pl ow' have been averted by a

ecol ogi cal | y benevol ent but porous Levi at han.
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The danger to the Sunderbans as an ecosystemarises not only fromproxi nate
sources which are quite famliar, but also fromdistal sources about which we
knowtoo little. The easiest conflict to nmonitor and control, though not to
reverse, is the bunding inperative that historically allowed fanners to excl ude
salt water frompaddies with a resulting decrease in salinity and soil quality
whi ch t hreatens t he Sunderbans' flora (Cowan, 1928: 203). Gathering of tinber,
forest products and fish may pose a threat to the carrying capacity of the
system but there are limtations to our understandi ng because of gaps in the
social scientific and natural scientific literature. Mich of the exploitation of
the forests isillegal (MCarthy, 1987), and therefore cannot be precisely
nmeasured. More inportantly, we do not have a precise notion of the regenerative
capacity of the forest, especially in the face of deteriorating hydrol ogi cal
condi tions. Thus, even the problematic concept of "sustainable yield" of tinber
is difficult to enploy enpirically. Further encroachnment for rice farmng —the
historic threat —and shrinp culture utilizing new technol ogi es both threaten

the systemin nore fundanental ways.

D stal pressures on the forest energe fromthe incapacity of the
international political systemto resolve conflicts over water as a common
resource. The Farraka barrage in India has certainly altered the hydrol ogy of
Bangl adesh i n a negative fashion, but the precise effects on coastal forest
ecology are difficult to ascertain. In addition, major alterations of the
nation's hydrol ogy, drivenin part by external advice and aid, are occurring
t hrough massi ve bundi ng (enbanking for flood control and drai nage) schemes whi ch

privilege rice over fish and rest on an uncertain enpirical base in terns of
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ecol ogi cal effects (Herring, 1985; Rainboth, 1987). The Covernment of Bangl adesh
is engaged i n baseline data collection for a maj or simulation of the hydrol ogi cal
system but theresults will be along time coning. Even nore distal geol ogica
processes may threaten the exi stence of the coastal wetlands through dynam cs
beyond the control of any human institution (Snedaker, 1987). Pressures for
i nport-substituting devel opnent of tinber and pul p resources, or export earnings
fromshrinp and tinber are difficult toignore at the regine | evel, given the
chroni ¢ hard currency shortage, debt-servicing difficulties and position of

Bangl adesh i n the i nternati onal econony (Sobhan, 1982; MCarthy, 1977).

The Sunderbans is a local commons in the sense that it is an arena for
conflict between private interests (sonme very powerful, some quite hunble) and
the state. The national state's proprietary clains entail restriction of use
rights at odds with the interests of the local rentier state: the gaining of
material rewards for granting sel ective expansion of use rights. The Sunder bans
is an inportant part of a global commons not only because of its well publicized
position as hone of the endangered Bengal tiger, but because of the inportance of
its estuaries as breeding grounds for fish which inhabit the Bay of Bengal, the
presence of unique flora and fauna and the inportance of nangrove wetl ands as an
endanger ed ecol ogi cal systemworldwi de. In this sense, the deterioration of the
forest is anillustration of the perverse ecol ogi cal consequences of sovereignty
clainms by nation states which inhabit a global cormons. In a sonmewhat ironic
twi st, the sane dependency rel ations whi ch produce so supine a state vis-a-vis
international actors and put pressure on environmental integrity in general have
hel ped preserve the Sunderbans precisely because of its inportance in

conceptual i zati ons of a gl obal comons by powerful international actors.
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At another level, the social process of restricting access to exploitation
of the Sunderbans entails a conflict between deep ecol ogy and soci al ecol ogy.
Adherents to the val ues of deep ecol ogy resist any hunman interference with the
functioning of natural systems. Biological diversity takes precedence over
conceptual i zi ng, and nmanagi ng, nature as a "resource," whether common or private.
Soci al ecol ogi sts are concerned with establishing a fine I'ine between interests
of preservation of nature per se and the legitimate interests of human
popul ations in using their environment for |ivelihoods and habitats. Cficia
policy in the region |l eans toward t he soci al ecol ogy perspective, though there
are undercurrents of deep ecology in pressure for human popul ati on control.

Wiet her that |ine can be maintai ned depends on the capability of the local state
on the one hand and the carrying capacity of the natural systemon the other. n
both natters, a great deal nore needs to be |l earned. Nevertheless, it seens

cl ear phat econom ¢ pressures enanating fromabove the national state because of
its position in the global econony and social pressures enanating frombel ow
(through bot h pauperi zation and greed) threaten further deterioration in the

ecol ogical integrity of the Sunderbans.

The Sunderbans has nade the transition in perception and practice fromwaste
to exploitabl e resource to endangered ecol ogi cal zone worthy of protection —
fromopen access conmmons to privatized property at the margins to a linited
access commons at the shrinking core. The essays which followtreat the details
of that process. The final section of this essay rai ses broader duestions for

the analysis of the survival of the Sunderbans and for environnental protection

i n gener al
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The Broader Research Agenda: Phenonenol ogy and Political Econony of the Conmons

The conpl ex rel ati onshi ps between the neani ng systens and nat ur al
environments of Sout h Asi a have only begun to be explored. The substanti al
Iiterature_on econom ¢ devel opnent and policy-oriented issues is only beginning
(with the exception of the |ong-standing forestry managenent di scourse) to deal
wi t h questions of howcomrercial, agricultural or industrial demands can be
bal anced wi t h conservati oni st concerns (eg. Nadkarni, 1987). Typically |acking
inthis perspective is systematic attentionto cultural variation over time and
space. This instrumentalist discourse has enjoyed a privil eged status due to its
pat ronage by governments and agenci es pronoting a particul ar kind of economic
devel opnent (Eaton in Herring et al., 1986). GCentral tothisworldviewis a
conceptual i zation of nature as a bundle of "natural resources;" its value is

neasur ed by prices of products.

Despite the seemingly pragmatic and scientific | anguage of policy studies,
i neffective or counter-productive policy is typically traceable to
m scal cul ation of prevailing attitudes and interests. W knowvery little of a
systenati ¢ nature about the sources of preservationi st or conmons-regardi ng
values in South Asian cultural traditions. Wat do indi genous nmeani ng systens
make of nature (prakriti)®? "WId" aninals may have one value in nyth, song, and
religious practice and quite another when confronted as "pests" threatening
agriculture®. The Sunderbans may be perceived as a rich and val uabl e ecosyst em
or sinply a usel ess swanp (Bhattacharyya, 1987). Were do environmental val ues

rank in the face of conpeting val ues — "devel oprment," individual opportunity,
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enpl oynent, hard currency earnings? Reciprocally, howdo natural processes
provi de a | anguage and netaphors for understanding social relations —as in
Kautilya's "law of the fishes" or the termfor an exploitative big man in the

village in Bangl adesh —freshwater shark (raghab buwal)?

A second problematic is what we might call the noral econony (see ftn. 3) of
the commons: what are the prevailing notions of therights, limts, and
responsibilities entailed in private and cormon property? Wat is held to be the
public interest in the commons? How do peopl e conceptual i ze inter-generational
justice with regard to a natural heritage? How are the short-termand
particular interests of an existing generation desperate for jobs and nateri al
wel fare bal anced agai nst the interests and rights of future generations? Wat

noral |ogic governs the distribution of costs in environmental externalities?

Chatrapati Singh (1986: 1) has argued that inthe traditional H ndu
conceptual i zation of nature as "a living organic force, |ike man, violence
agai nst nature constitutes adharna" ("injustice," or unrighteous action). But
as inthe case of all values, the behaviorally rel evant neaning i s situational,
not given or prinordial. Despite celebrationinthe great tradition of dharna
and ahi nsa, Singh goes on to docunent systematic adharnma vis-a-vis nature in
whi ch the benefits accrue to the state and powerful groups, the costs to "the
rural poor, thetribals, and the flora and fauna of India (ibid)." Perceptions
of value, |ike the consequences of action, are interest-nediated, and thus cl ass-
differentiated; the need for integration of phenonenol ogi cal and political

econony perspectives is clear. As Lukacs not ed:

Nature is a societal category.. .whatever is held to be natural at any given
stage of social devel opnent, however this nature is related to man and
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what ever formhis involvenent withit takes, i.e. nature's form its
content, its range and its objectivity are all socially conditioned
(Lukacs, 1923:234).

Political economc analysis is about the dynamcs of interests within
structures. Environnental degradation is driven by a conplex interaction of the
vari abl e power of individuals with structurally-given interests medi ated by
incentives and constraints of a state. Public incentives and prograns —éoci al
forestry, flood control, chemcal-intensive agricul ture, nmanure-nethane pl ants,

i nport-substituting pul p and | unber prograns, etc. —all affect the dynam cs of
ecol ogi cal damage, preservation and regeneration. Public policy toward
alleviation of rural poverty directly affects encroachnment on the conmons driven
by subsi stence pressures affecting margi nal classes (eg Desai, 1987).

Sirmul t aneousl y, di sappearance of the | ocal commons of the village degrades
survival strategies of the rurél poor. As a first cut, we need to nmake an
inventory of the policies which alter dynamcs affecting the environment, wth
careful attentionto the political sources of support for and opposition to

those policies. Inthis analysis, the interests of the state as such require

i nterrogation.

Core concepts of political econony come into play here —structures which
differentiate interests, denocracy, and a collective good. By way of
illustration, we may consider two rmaj or environnental novenents in recent |ndian
experience whi ch highlight this intersection, and anchor ends of the continuum
Inthe Chi pko (tree-huggi ng) novenent, |ocal pressure was generated to prevent
despoliation of a collective economc resource —the forest. Denocratic
expression of interest-driven |ocal values coincided w th environmnental

preservation. Inthe Silent Valley noverrent in Kerala, the opposite dynam cs
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occurred. Local nobilization was for devel opnent of a hydroel ectric project
whi ch various elite preservationist groups, national and international, sawas a

threat to a supposedly pristine and unique tropical rain forest.

I n the Chi pko novenent of North India, rural people, especially wonen, have
banded t hensel ves around trees to protect themfromdestructi on by governnent and
commerci al agencies. An explicit concern of the forest protesters was that
"protection" of the forest by the state was a cruel hoax: "They have swept the
jungle clean" (Qwedt, 1987:29-30). The novenent highlighted the grow ng
conflict between conpeting political interests, and behind them conpeting world
views. One position reflects those interests associated with an aggressi ve cash
econony; the other those associated with a rural subsistence econony. Wile the
former enphasi zes commerci al |y val uabl e trees such as pine, teak, and
eucal yptus, the rural econony i s dependent upon an ol der, indigenous forest whose
bi cmass products have supplied rural society with nost of its househol d needs —
fuel, fodder, fertilizer, building materials, herbs and clothing (Eaton, in

Herring, et al., 1986; Agarwal, 1985).

Inthe Silent Valley controversy of South India, a sinilar antinony of
percepti ons was nani fest. The plan for damm ng t he Kanti puzha and fl oodi ng t he
val l ey represented to local organized interests only jobs, irrigation water,
hydroel ectric power and lucrative contracts. Conservationists evoked the aura of
aprineval rain forest, one of the last remaining i n the Western Ghats; they
cited cytol ogi cal evidence of rapid speciation underway in the area and cal |l ed
for preservation of the habitat of its known endangered species (principally the

lion-tail ed macaque) and potential |y numerous undocunent ed speci es (cf. Nayar,
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1980; Vijayachandran, 1980). Well organi zed proponents of the damwon t he
definitional struggle; the State |egislature debated an i ssue of "nman versus
nonkey" controversy and essential ly voted agai nst the nonkeys. The narrow escape
of Slent Valley frominundation resulted froma peculiar niche in India's
federal political systemwhich allowed a central governnent adopting the

environnental i sts' meani ng and val ue systemto override | ocal denobcracy.

These two pol ar cases nmake several points about the political econony of
environnental protection. First, there is no institutional guarantee of
substanti ve outcomes friendly to the environnent. Local denocracy and
decentral i zation have becone totens of devel oprment literature, and clearly can be
| egitimzed on other grounds. But when livelihood conpetes with preservationi st
values, as inthe Silent Valley case, |ocal denocracy may exacerbate pressures
for despoliation. Malabar is a neglected area within a neglected state. Even
after significant |and reforns, underdevel opnent and destitution characterize a
hi gh percentage of the population. Mreover, Keralais striking as a State of
high literacy and advanced politicization; popular interests are typically
represented, ofteninamlitant fashion. The second point is that |ocal
denocracy is nore likely to be a force for conservation in the social ecol ogy
éense rather than preservation in the deep ecol ogy sense. The Chi pko
participants were protecting their own |ivelihoods; the Silent Valley project
threatened no existing livelihoods and prom sed to generate 15, 000 new ones.
Recent noves toward decentralizati on and popul ar control of local admnistration
i n Bangl adesh (Blair, 1987; Herring, 1985) can be expected to put nore rather

than | ess stress on t he Sunderbans.
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At a pragnatic level, environmental protection typically depends on a two-
stage novenent in noral econony and public law First, the comrons nust be
recogni zed as a coll ective good. W need to understand the sources and extent of
that conceptualization in traditional and contenporary thought in the
subcontinent. Secondly, nmanagenent of the commons nust often proceed in conflict
with imrediate i nterests, and thus depends on an argurent for higher-order val ues
that are poorly received, whether because of ordinary interest politics or for
| ack of sophisticated understandi ng of the science of ecology.’ Changes in
public | aw and the ceasel ess struggl e for inplenentation must |ikew se be
understood as a dynam c intersection of interests, power and val ues. The issues
of "political will" and popul ar understandi ng are thus interconnected; changes in
envi ronment al consci ousness must incorporate popul ar meani ngs even as policy nust
often transcend them The best-case scenario for South Asia's environnent is a
genui nely strong state which derives conpliance on environnental issues fromreal
political legitinmacy rooted i n a vigorous devel opnental commitment to alleviating
destitution and expandi ng opportunities for the marginalized. The political base

of such a regi me under existing conditions inthe regionis difficult to conjure.

The Commons as a Probl enmati c

I n conmon usage, the "commons" connotes a physical space of open and
col l ective access, either as res nullius or as coomuni ty-defined property. This
essay has argued that the concept nust be broadened significantly to capture the
wi de range of phenonena inportant to anal ysis of the intersection of social and
natural systens. These nmeani ngs can be di saggregated as fol | ows:

a) The Commons as Physi cal Space: Wether as the residual fromeclains of

private property or fromcomon practice, spaces have been defined historically
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as legitinate use objects of bounded conmunities. The commons inthis sense has
been the object of pressure for privatization. Privatization of the commons has
produced results which are dubious in terns of environnental preservation and

social justice. Institutional rules for conservation (less |ikely, preservation)

may or may not enmerge fromthe relatively small communities which claimthis type
of commons. Such rules as exist will hold only w thin specifiable boundary
conditions; both destitution and greed put al nost inexorable pressure on rul es
regulating the commons. Qrucial to analysis inthis vein is the understanding
that social delineation of a commons inevitably involves rules of inclusion and
exclusion fromopportunities, presenting the basis for conflict within and

bet ween social groupings. In modempolitical systens, naintenance of |oca
cannons depends on nodes of public authority at higher |evels.

b) The Commons as Arena: The notion of "public" property resol ves not hing,

but introduces a subsidiary set of conflicts around the issue of defining the
public and determning its collective "interests.” Reserved forest |lands are a
comons i n not being private property, but the legal definition of reservation
for a public purpose nerely introduces a conflict between the state's
historically contingent clains and those of inhabitants and users of the forests.
The i ssue of common pur pose, nanagenent for a common good, and clains akinto
common-| aw use rights define antagonists in an arena i n whi ch the commons is both
t he obj ect and arena of contest.

c) The Commons as |deol ogi cal Force: Fromthe perspective of privatization

i deol ogy, the tragedy of the commons constitutes evidence for the superiority of
private-property systens for the conservation of "natural resources.” For what
we mght term”"traditionalists" (eg. Klee, 1980), commoninterests inthe

conservation of the environnent in pre-market settings provide a store of
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t echni ques and an i deol ogy of non-market rationality in which social appeals for
preservati on or regeneration of the camons can be grounded. The radical content
of the comons ideol ogical framework is the direct confrontation with the
"natural" or inevitable logic of markets as arbiters of the future of natural and
social systens. Gounded in pre-narket or non-narket conceptualizations of
nature, the commons perspective asserts the |egitinacy of extra-market clains on
t he di spensation of the surface of the planet.

d) The Conmmons as dobal Interest: The argunent that environmental

concerns are literally global in scope presupposes standing for those far renoved
fromparticul ar environments. The argunent for preservation of biol ogical
diversity is rooted in a notion of interest which is planetary and speci es-w de.
It isonly by this enlargenent of the legitinate social arena by appeal to a

gl obal comons that North Anericans can presune to have a stake in the fate of
tigers in Bengal .® Rights and obligations in the use and preservation of a

gl obal commons rai se genui nely newissues for international politics.

e) The Commons as Tragedy: The tragedy paradigmfornalizes the popul ar

caution: that which is everyone' s concern is no one's concern. Wile not

i nexorabl e, the logic of uncoordi nated pursuit of interests (read anarchy)
threatens that which is a common interest. Recognition of the potential tragedy
inherent inthis logic is the grounds for institutional innovation and new
political practice fromthe local to international |evels. As neither of the
traditional solutions —Leviathan and privatizati on —guarant ees conservati on,
much | ess preservation, the well-worn tragedy netaphor is a vehicle for

energi zi ng a broader discussion of alternatives.
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Econom cs and ecol ogy derive froma conmon etynol ogi cal root; oikos is both
home and househol d.® Aristotle's household was in effect a firm its nmanagenent ,
and the | awns (nenos) of managenent, could constitute the subject for a science.
But oi kos is al so hone, and the home of each species is dependent on others in a
natural pattern; this pattern, discernible by reason (logos), is |ikew sethe
subj ect of a science. That one species attained that capacity for subjugation of
ot hers t hrough technol ogi cal change and enhanced reproductive capacity made t he
home of all speci es dependent on t he managenent techni ques of individual and
col | ective househol ds of humans. In both the dom nant and Marxi an traditions of
econom cs, nature attains value insofar as it can be transforned i nto commodi ti es
for use and exchange. Through somne reconceptualization of nature as an
exhausti bl e, hence scarce, stock, and expanded conceptualization of
"externalities," social ecological values can be integrated into the market |ogic
of value residing only in factors of production and products. Integrationwth a
deep ecol ogi cal perspective remains problematic, dependent on a reeval uation of
t he concept of value itself. Since natural |aws of ecology are not nutable, the

socially and historically contingent "laws" of econom cs nust be recogni zed as

such.
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Not es

I n Bangl adesh, "khas" (reserved) |ands and ponds can still be identified
legally and are one source of conpensationto farmers who | ose | and through
bundi ng (enbanki ng) operations (Herring, 1985). As is comron throughout the
subcontinent, village "commns" are frequently under the de facto control of
| ocal | y powerful people, but have a | egal and ideol ogi cal basis for
reassertion of collective control.

Inthe Artha Sastra, Kautilya notes: "The means of ensuring the pursuit of
phi | osophy, the three Vedas, and economcs is the Rod [wi el ded by the ki ng];
its admnistration constitutes the science of politics... Onit is dependent
the orderly mai ntenance of worldly life... |If not used.. .it givesriseto
the lawof the fishes. For the stronger swallows the weak in the absence of
the wi el der of the rod." PromMarguerite S. Robinson (1988: frontispiece).
The doctrine of matsya-nyaya, which Robinson calls the "lawof the fishes,"
inplies that inthe state of nature, anarchy prevails, providing
justification for a strong state. So strongly is the state associated with
"the rod" (danda) that Kautilya calls the science of kingship dandaniti .

Atotemof peasant studies, the noral econony tradition opposes "noral" not
toimmoral but to anoral; that is, econonic relations are judged not by
canons of market rationality, but by socially constructed notions of right
and wong, acceptabl e and unacceptable. For the briefest possible sumrmary,
Herring (1980).

On the inportance of poverty-alleviation prograns generally for

envi ronnent al protection, Desai, 1987. Landreforns haveinl ndi a have hadin
some cases uni nt ended negative environmental inpact, since reserves
protected by "feudal" elites for hunting were divided anong agriculturalists
or deeded to a nore obliging state. For exanple, see Centre for Science and
Envi ronnment, 1986: 8- 9.

Pakriti has far too metaphysical a meaning to carry the comon neani ng of
"nature." It nmeans the original or natural form or priml substance, and
i's usual l'y opposed to purusa, or world of the spirit. Akhil CQupta tells ne
that vill age'_s he worked with in Wtar Pradesh call ed everythi ng outside the
village propéer "jungli," including cultivated fields. Val Danniels reports
in"Tea Talk in Sri Lanka" (1985 nms.) that the "jungle" (Katu) had cone to
connot e dangerous wi | dness in the mnds of plantation Tam s, presumably
standi ng as nmetaphor for the dangerous and uncivilized nature of Sri Lanka
after the energence of ethnic pogroms. W really lack, to ny know edge, a
systemati c treatment of indi genous nmeanings of the "wild," of nature.

Inrecounting evil onens in Ml abar, Logan (1887: Vol . 1,211) nentions "the
sight of a serpent, cat, iguana, bloodsucker, or nonkey crossing the road,

or vociferous beasts or birds such as jackals, dogs and kites .... [in
additionto] aeunuch, aruffian, an outcast, vomt, excrenent, stench, any
horrible figure, banboo... " He alsoreports (ibid, p. 217) that a renmedy

for the wi despread fear of the evil influence of snakes was to maintain in



33

t he conpound an area of "waste" which "is left to nature to deal with as she
i kes" (note the gender). The inplicationwould seemto be that human

bei ngs nust atone for the destruction of the snakes' environment at | east
synbolically by recreating jungli conditions in the househol d s compound.

Inthe debates surrounding the Silent Valley protection bill inthe Keral a
Assenbly, the word "ecol ogy" was used and then chal l enged as to its neaning.
No one coul d gi ve a coherent account, but it was finally decided that it
must have to do with pollution. Since the hydroelectric schene threatened
no pol lution, the deep ecol ogy position of the Kerala Sastra Sahitya

Pari shad was effectively delegitimzed in the doni nant view of the
legislators. Wrking in Palghat district at the tine of the controversy, |
can affirmthat ecol ogi cal val ues were even nore weakly percei ved and
appreci ated by |ocal organi zations. The perception that ecol ogi cal
protectionis a "luxury," unaffordable in poor societies, was clearly
evident in Kerala and is a theme in "North-South" disputes on the environnent.

Even the Reagan adm ni stration, which has taken a privatizing and nationa
sovereignty position on nunerous international issues which posit a "globa
interest," argues that there are indeed global interests in the environnent.
Inthe nost recent statenent of principles of U S. foreign policy, thereis
reference to "the world' s heritage of living natural resources —its
tropical forests, its reserves of biological diversity, itswldplants and
ani mal s" threatened by "the products of our industrial civilization."
Recogni zing "new frontiers of international responsibility and cooperation,"
the State Departnent explicitly chanpions a "l eadership role" for the United
States. Fundanentals of U.S. Foreign Policy (Washington, D.C.: United
States Departnent of State) Varch 1988, p. 42 ff.

Thi s poi nt has al nost certainly been nade by soneone previously, but | know
of no source. Aristotle's dependence on nature as a nodel for hunan
relations and societal organization is devel oped in the N chomachaen Et hics.
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