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The political dimension of the concept of sustainability comprises two separate but
related elements: the weight to be attached to human agency and social structure,
respectively, in determining the political process through which the environment is
managed; and the relationship between knowledge and power in popular resistance t:.::
dominant world views of the environment and resources. In both cases it is useful to
draw on a body of emerging social theory which has evolved and gained currency

while environmentalism has risen to prominence.

The problem of human agency in relation to the environment is well recognized in the
literature, especially by geographers. It is also a central concern of sociologists,
although rarely linked to environment concerns per se. The British sociologist
Anthony Giddens has devoted considerable attention to what he describes as a theory
of ° structuration °, which would enable us to recognize the role of human beings
within a broad structural context in seeking to advance their individual or group
interests. Giddens notes that ‘human agents... have as an inherent aspect of what they
do, the capacity to understand what they do, the capacity to understand what they do
while they do 1t’ . It is their knowledgeability as agents which is important. Although
Giddens does not apply his ideas specifically to environmental questions, they have
clear utility for any consideration of the political and social dimensions of
sustainability.

An examination of the ways in which power is contested helps us to explain human
agency in the management of the environment, as well as the material basis of
environmental conflicts. In this sense it is useful to distinguish between the way
human agents dominate nature — what has been termed ‘allocative resources’ — and
the domination of some human agents by others, or ‘authoritative resources’.
Environmental management and conflicts over the environment are about both
processes: the way groups of people dominate each other, as well as the way they seek
to dominate nature. Not surprisingly, the development, or continuation, of more
sustainable livelihood strategies carries important implications for the way power is
understood between groups of people, as well as for the environment itself. The
‘green’ agenda is not simply about the environment outside human control; it is about
the implications for social relation of bringing the environment within human control.
The second question of importance in considering the political dimension of
sustainability i1s the relationship between knowledge and power, a dimension often
overlooked by observers from developed countries when they turn their attention to

poorer socicties. As we shall see in a moment, the consideration of epistemolopy in
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sustainable development carries important implications for our analysis, since it

strikes at the cultural roots of quite different traditions of knowledge. It is also
important to emphasize, however, that knowledge and power are linked, as Foucault
observed in much his work. We can distinguish three fields of resistance to the
‘universalizing’ effects of modern society, and these fields of resistance are
particularly useful in delineating popular responses, by the rural poor in particular, to
outside interventions designed to manage the environment in different ways.

The first type of resistance is based on opposition to, or marginalization from,
production relations in rural societies. This is resistance against exploitation, and
includes attempts by peasants, pastoralists and others to resist new forms of economic
domination, which they are unable to control or negotiate with.

The second form of resistance is based on ethnic and gender categories, and seeks to
remove the individual from domination by more powerful groups whose ethnic and
gender identity has conferred on them a superior political position. In many cases the
only strategy open to groups of people whose environmental practices are threatened
by outsiders, and whose own knowledge, power and identity are closely linked with
these practices, is to seek to distance themselves from ‘outsiders’ by, for example,

reinforcing ethnic boundaries between themselves and others.

Finally, poor rural people frequently resist subjection to a world view which they
cannot endorse, in much the same way as people in developed countries often
confront ‘totalizing’ theories, such as psychoanalysis or Marxism. In the South,
development professionals frequently have recourses to a body of techniques for
intervening in the natural environment which are largely derived from developed
country experience. ‘Environmental managerialism’ is one way of describing these
techniques. The refusal to be subordinated to a world view dominated by essentially
alien values and assumptions marks resistance against subjection. This does not imply
that such resistance should necessarily be equated with political struggle, whatever the
basis of the resistance itself. Frequently, people who are relatively powerless, because
their knowledge-systems are devalued, or because they do not wield economic power,
resist in ways which look like passivity: they keep their own counsel, they appear
‘respectful’ toward powerful nutsi{lers, but they simply fail to cooperate.
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