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UNIVERSITAT AUTONOMA DE BARCELONA
Abstract
Institut de Ciencia i Tecnologia Ambientals
Leah Temper

Around the world environmental conflicts are invading new spatial and symbolic
spaces. This process has been described as the “environmentalization” of social
struggles, whereby ecological issues are increasingly used to both legitimate and
contest political and scientific structures and practices.

This dissertation responds to the need to examine the motives and energies and
strategies of resistance to environmental dispossession, considering the forms they
take, the values they express and the meanings we can ascribe to them. I do so firstly
by examining specific sites of resistance and then broadening out through multi-case
analysis. Finally I introduce a framework for a cross-comparative “statistical polit-
ical ecology” that aims to integrate activist knowledge with social and biophysical
data.

I start by asking the overarching questions: (i) How are such conflicts expressing
themselves? (ii) What are the politics such groups are employing? (iii) and to what
effect? I then refine these into five sub-research questions (a) under which conditions
does effective resistance against a commodity resource frontier emerge? (b) What are
the politics of knowledge employed by such movements? (¢) How can we understand
how they pick their strategies and tactics to stake their claims? (d) What are the
inter-connections of groups mobilizing across scales? (e) And how can a political
ecological /ecological economics analysis be put to use to support such struggles?

To examine these questions, I engage with literatures drawing on concept and theo-
ries from ecological conflicts, forms of environmentalism, accumulation by disposses-
sion, social metabolism, politics of activist knowledges and social movement theory,
among others. I also engage in comparative cross-national analysis to observe move-
ments and groups across different settings, but with some commonalities as regards
aims, perspective and forms of mobilization. I aim to analyze how groups in these
different contexts contest power imbalances, how they leverage power to do so, and
how they achieve their goals and become successful in both rolling back unwanted
and imposed projects. Finally I am interested in the role of such activism in wider
transformative agendas that can question and challenge broader political and insti-
tutional structures.

I conclude this dissertation by bringing light to environmental conflict struggles and
analyses focusing on the following five lessons:



1. Setting prices for nature is neither conducive to conservation nor to environ-
mental justice because the technical and political process of setting prices
deepens and reproduces structural inequalities with negative distributive ef-
fects;

2. The foreclosing of participation for different social actors is catalyzing new
forms of participatory democracy and the co-production of “situated” techni-
cal knowledge;

3. The re-assignation of rights to biological productivity and the incorporation
of actors into new agrarian structures transforms not only social relations and
accumulation strategies, but also reproduces nature with profound impacts on
ecosystem energetics and corresponding livelihood strategies.

4. Local movements have achieved the most success when they have been able
to unite broad coalitions of groups with complex and multidimensional agen-
das. Environmentalist discourses are deployed as a key “apolitical” strategy
by groups across scales while identity politics are both a powerful tool for
mobilization as well as a divisive force that can lead to local ethnic conflict.

5. There is a need to develop new methods for analyzing the global and inter-
linked aspects of localized environmental struggles, that allows going beyond
dynamics at local scales to understand crucial processes and relations gen-
erating environmental inequalities at broader regional, national, and global
scales. I offer such a framework within a new praxis for environmental justice
research.

Finally, I offer the concept of the environmentalism of the dispossessed to explain the
motivations of environmental movements today. It’s defining characteristics include:
the use of politics to challenge state power based on a structural critique of capitalist
accumulation; a conception of the environment as being co-produced and contingent
rather than being conceived a singular “nature”; informed by a “global materialism”
that considers how local processes are embedded with global social metabolic flows
through commodity chains; and increasingly willing to use disruptive and contentious
tactics to respond to ecological dispossession.

Keywords: environmental justice, political ecology, ecological conflicts, social
metabolism, collaborative research, contention, activist knowledge, accumula-
tion by dispossession, agrarian politics, capitalism, crisis, commodity chains



A lo largo y ancho del mundo, los conflictos ambientales invaden nuevas geografias y
espacios simbdlicos. Este proceso se ha llamado la “ambientalizacién” de las luchas
sociales, y consiste en el uso de los problemas ecolégicos para ganar legitimidad y
asi desafiar tanto a las estructuras como a practicas politicas y cientificas.

Esta tesis busca examinar los motivos, energias y estrategias de resistencia a la
desposesion ambiental considerando sus propias formas de expresion, los valores
expresados y el significado que yo otorgo. En este sentido, primero examino lugares
especificos de resistencia y luego a través de andlisis y comparaciones de multiples
casos amplio el alcance del estudio. Finalmente, presento un marco comparativo de
la estadistica en la ecologia politica que busca integrar el conocimiento activista con
informacion social y biofisica.

La tesis comienza con algunas preguntas generales: (i) {Como se expresan estos
conflictos?; (ii) ;Cudles politicas utilizan estos grupos? (iii) ;Con qué finalidad?
Luego, refino estas preguntas en cinco sub-preguntas de investigacién: (a) jbajo qué
condiciones emerge una resistencia efectiva contra la frontera de las mercancias?; (b)
jcudl es la politica o politicas del conocimiento utilizadas por dichos movimientos?;
(¢) icémo podemos entender el proceso por el cual estos movimientos escogen sus
estrategias y tdcticas para defender sus reivindicaciones?; (d) jcuales son las inter-
relaciones de grupos movilizados a diferentes escalas?; (e) jcomo puede utilizarse un
andlisis desde la economia ecolégica/ecologia politica para apoyar estas luchas?

Para examinar estas preguntas me vuelco en aquella literatura que se basa en con-
cretos y teorias sobre: conflictos ambientales, formas de ambientalismo, acumulacién
por desposesién, metabolismo social, politica de los conocimientos activistas y teoria
de los movimientos sociales, entre otras. También desarrollo un anélisis comparativo
entre naciones para observar a los movimientos y grupos en diferentes escenarios,
considerando siempre sus puntos de encuentro en cuanto a objetivos, perspectivas y
formas de movilizacién. Asimismo, busco analizar cémo los grupos en estos contex-
tos tan diferentes desafian a los desbalances de poder, cémo consiguen ganar poder,
y cdmo estos grupos obtienen sus objetivos y resultan exitosos en su resistencia a
proyectos impuestos. Finalmente, estoy interesada en el rol del activismo en la con-
struccién de una agenda transformadora mas amplia que se pregunte y desafie las
estructuras politicas e institucionales.

Concluyo esta tesis iluminando las luchas por conflictos ambientales y sus anélisis al
enfocarme en las siguientes cinco lecciones:

1. Establecer precios de la naturaleza no contribuye a la conservacion ni a la
justicia ambiental porque el proceso técnico y politico para definir precios
profundiza y reproduce las iniquidades estructurales con consecuencias nega-
tivas a nivel distributivo;



2. La prohibicién a la participacion de diferentes actores sociales puede catalizar
nuevas formas de democracia participativa en el territorio y la coproduccion
de conocimiento tecnico “situado”;

3. La reasignacién de los derechos a la productividad biolégica y la incorporacion
de actores en nuevas estructuras agrarias transforma no sélo las relaciones
sociales y las estrategias de acumulacion sino también modifica a la naturaleza
influyendo en gran medida en la energética de los ecosistemas y por ende en
las estrategias de vida de las poblaciones;

4. Movimientos locales han conseguido sus maximos logros al ser capaces de unir
en amplias coaliciones a grupos con agendas complejas y multidimensionales.
Los discursos ambientalistas son utilizados como estrategias “apoliticas” clave
por grupos a diferentes escalas mientras que la politica de identidad puede
ser una herramienta poderosa para la movilizaciéon pero puede conducir a la
atomizacion que puede confluir en conflictos locales étnicos.

5. Existe la necesidad de desarrollar nuevos métodos que analicen los aspectos
globales e interconectados de los luchas ambientales locales, para asi tanto
trascender de las escalas locales y conseguir entender los procesos y rela-
ciones que generan las iniquidades ambientales a escalas més amplias como
regionales, nacionales y globales. Ofrezo este esquema dentro de esta nueva
praxis para la investigacion en justicia ambiental

Finalmente, en mi tesis presento el concepto del ambientalismo de los desposeidos
para asi explicar las motivaciones de los movimientos ambientales en el presente.
Las caracteristicas que definen al ambientalismo de los desposeidos incluyen un uso
de la politica como desafio al poder del estado basado en una critica estructural a
la acumulacién capitalista. El ambiente se concibe como co-producido y contigente
en vez ser concebida como una més “naturaleza” en singular. Asimismo, el am-
bientalismo de los desposeidos estd informado por una conciencia planetaria y un
“materialismo global” que describe los procesos locales como incrustados en flujos
socio-metabdlicos globales a través de las cadenas de mercancia, y finalmente, el
ambientalismo de los desposeidos utiliza de manera activa tacticas de disrupcién
muchas veces contenciosas para responder a esta desposesiéon ecoldgica.

Palabras Clave: justicia ambiental, ecologia politica, metabolismo social, in-
vestigacién colaborativo, contencién, conocimiento activista, acumulacién por

despojo, politica agraria, capitalismo, crisis, commodity chains
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Preface xviii

Preface

Background

I situate the origin story of this thesis to the TERI center in Delhi, India, in December
2006, to a press conference during the 10th International Conference of Ecological
Economics.

I had been invited by Joan Martinez-Alier, the acting President of the society at the
time, as a sort of Journalist of the event. It was my first academic conference and
my first real exposure to ecological economics apart from a few lectures of Joan’s
that I had attended.

The conference itself was mind-opening for a young activist scholar and introduced
me to many heterodox lines of thought that have inspired the present work. Eco-
feminists such Ariel Salleh, Mary Mellor, Vandana Shiva and Terisa Turner spoke
of the economic crisis as one of reproduction. Jennifer Clapp and Peter Utting
chaired sessions on corporate accountability while Sunita Narain gave an unforget-
table keynote on “the economics of excrement” and Amartya Sen spoke on how the
environment is not only a satisfier of basic livelihood needs but allows the deployment
of human freedoms.

The question at the Press Conference that rattled came from Giuseppe de Marzo,
another invitee of Joan’s, and a Marxist social movement activist from Italy. He
and his organization ASUD have collaborated and written on subjects such as the
ecological debt and Buen Vivir (de Marzo 2011). He leaned forward and somewhat
provocatively asked “But what does ecological economics have to offer to activists?”
I don’t remember the answer, although it seemed to underwhelming to me at the
time, but the question stuck in my brain and lingered. Another presentation by Hali
Healy at the conference had asked a similar question: How can we teach ecological
economics to civil society?

Following the conference, I wrote an article for the ISEE journal, entitled “Beyond
talking across disciplines - Why ecological economics should engage with civil soci-
ety”. In the article I argued that EE, despite considering itself a post-normal science
dealing with issues where, ‘facts are uncertain, values in dispute, stakes high, and
decisions urgent’ (Funtowicz and Ravetz 1993) and thus where expert opinion is
no longer sufficient and the facts must come from an extended peer community of
stakeholders, was still falling short in creating ‘useful knowledge’ and translating its
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findings into direct action. I argued that what was lacking to achieve this goal was
a deeper alliance between Ecological Economics and civil society.

In the article !, I outlined some needs and potential paths for collaboration; that I
reproduce here in part:

e When an organization or a group of stakeholders confront corporations or
governments they need good information but often do not have the special
research skills needed. Ecological Economists can be a force in providing this
research where it can be applied in the field.

e FEcological Economics can also provide an alternative framework for decision-
making, along the lines of multi-criteria analysis.

e Speaking with social groups and activists will allow Ecological Economics to
gear research towards the needs of those working towards social and environ-
mental justice.

e Further collaboration can thus help express EE ideas in the language of grass-
roots advocacy groups. Activists can help to reduce jargon and hone in on
which ideas are most accessible to the public. Their input can also help to
resist existing structures that generate research that is inaccessible and irrel-
evant to those working for social justice.

e Actively involving civil society and rural leaders in selecting cases to study will
increase the relevance of the research and can be then translated into public
information campaigns. The publicity generated through such campaigns will
bring EE to a much larger audience, and demonstrate that its science offers
practical applications.

e Increased appreciation amongst ecological economists that much NGO and In-
ternational NGO activity (such as the increasingly popular trend of ‘partner-
ship’ building between NGOs and big business) is founded upon mainstream
neoclassical thinking, and as such unwittingly supports the status quo;

e Willingness on the part of academia to work to find ways to integrate the prin-
ciples and tools of ecological economics into civil society and NGO practice,
without compromising the integrity of the field; and finally,

e Acknowledgement of the critical role that Southern development NGOs have
to play in defining a new global economic framework, especially if the South
is to defend its interests against those of the North in the process of its devel-
opment.

!Temper, Leah. Beyond talking across disciplines - why ecological economics should en-
gage with civil society. ISEE newsletter. January 2007. http://isecoeco.org/pdf/Newsletter
2007 yan.pdf
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I concluded:

The above agenda requires building egalitarian and mutually supportive
relationships between academics and activists. A new mode of science
calls for new forms of interaction with others working towards social
and environmental justice (activist science, if you will).

The above “manifesto” has guided my work over the past seven years. With the
momentum from Hali Healy, it became a starting point for the research project
CEECEC (described in greater detail in chapter 2), a project that aimed to learn
and teach ecological economics with civil society; as well as the more ambitious
EJOLT project, that builds on “activist knowledge” to enhance the science and the
praxis of Environmental Justice scholarship. The question of how to practice an
engaged science that can extend beyond the academy is a core one of this thesis and
an ongoing project that extends beyond it.

This thesis represents a culmination of work and learning that has taken place over
a period of almost eight years (1998 2014) and is part of a continuing project. The
chapters are based on published or soon to be published articles. I have been the
primary and corresponding author for all the papers presented except for Chapter
4 (TAV), wherein my contribution was 25%. For all the remaining papers, I was
responsible for the first and second drafts of the texts, although I counted on in-
valuable feedback and comments from my co-authors that helped me improve the
text. All the papers included in this dissertation have also been through peer re-
view, sometimes several times, and I must deeply thank the anonymous reviewers
who have contributed to vastly improving and fine-tuning the ideas presented herein.

A version of Chapter 3 has been published in Ecological Economics, with Joan
Martinez Alier as my co-author. Chapter 4 has been published in the Economics
and Policy of Energy and the Environment, along with co-authors Lucie Greyl, Hali
Healy and Emanuele Leonardi. Chapter 5 was published as working paper n.5 in
the Land Deal Politics Initiative Series. Chapter 6 has recently been resubmitted
following major revisions to the Journal of Peasant Studies, with Joan Martinez Alier
as my co-author. Chapter 7, co-authored with Daniela del Bene, Bea Rodriguez
Labajos and Joan Martinez Alier, is currently under review after being resubmitted
following revisions for the Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers.
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Before presenting the key contents of the thesis, I will briefly highlight some of the
key experiences that have shaped my way of thinking, doing and researching.

I began my doctorate and still do it for political reasons. Key questions entail how
my work be used to “do work” politically and theoretically speaking and how it can
open political space and communicate to a non-academic audience.

My academic trajectory is multi-disciplinary. I completed a Bachelor’s degree in
Journalism and Media Studies in Montreal. Following participation in the anti-
globalization movements of the 1990s, I decided to study a Masters in Economic
History at the Autonomous University of Barcelona. The thinking was that to
deconstruct a system, one should understand its logic first.

I was soon introduced to Environmental and Agrarian History through professors
such as Enric Tello, Ramon Garrabou and Joan Martinez Alier. My first published
scholarly article “Creating Facts on the Ground” (Temper 2009) helped me answer
a question that I had been engaging with from a young age - the materiality of the
Jewish occupation of Palestine. and the agrarian history of the establishment of the
State of Israel. I also undertook an energy balance accounting to understand how
resource control and appropriation was linked to environmental justice issues across
the green line.

Beyond being multi-disciplinary, I have applied a multi-media approach through the
production of press articles, videos and media activism.

Following the conference in India, Joan Martinez Alier and I traveled to Orissa,
India to visit the bauxite mining conflicts there. Anthropologist Felix Padel and
BP Rath, a scholar of pre-Vedantic India were our guides. At the time, the battle
for Kucheipadar, ALCAN/Hindalco bauxite mine project was still raging. Three
tribal men had died in Maikanch and in 2001 during a protest against the mine,
and women were lathi-charged and brutally beaten. The stakes of what they were
defending and what the tribal peoples were willing to risk became clear on that first
field trip during the numerous interviews I conducted. The involvement of ALCAN, a
Canadian company based in Montreal, sharpened my involvement with the processes
I witnessed. That trip and the following led to several articles published in Economic
and Political Weekly (Temper and Martinez-Alier 2007), Down to Earth magazine
and Ecologia Politica (Martinez-Alier and Temper 2007), and to an Op-ed piece in
the New York Times. These articles highlighted how rather than environmentalism
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being a “luxury for the rich”; countries such as India wouldn’t have the luxury of
getting rich and then “cleaning up” later.

At the time of our first visit to Niyamgiri, the sacred bauxite mountain that is the
seat of the “Truthgod” of the Dongria Kondhs, the court case against the Vedanta
Niayamgiri Project was just beginning, and I have been following it over its 10 year
history, with return visits, and a few times being arrested and detained under the
pretense of “Naxalite activity” in the region.

My fieldwork in India has also led to several other articles and video works. “Delhi
Waste Wars” (attached in annexes) documents the struggles of waste pickers in India
for recognition. Meanwhile, I analyzed another success story that of “Hiware Bazar”
- a documentary 2 and an article in the Solutions Journal (Temper and Singh 2014). I
have also contributed to two group articles studying social metabolism1 and conflicts
in India (Martinez-Alier, Temper and Demaria 2014, Singh et al. 2012). While not
included as chapters, in the conclusions I also integrate work done on fossil fuels
resistance in Ecuador, Nigeria and Canada. This includes several articles and reports
on Climate Justice and “Leaving Oil in the Soil” (Martinez Alier and Temper 2007;
Temper, Fonseca, and Coelho 2012). T have been following the trajectory of the
Yasuni proposal since a 2007 visit to Yasuni that was documented in video and
included in another documentary film “The Sarayaku Case”3.

In 2012, along with the EJOLT crew I also visited the Niger Delta and wrote sev-
eral in depth blogs documenting the legal battles of the contaminated communities
who had brought their cases to company headquarters in Europe and the US. I
also edited the EJOLT report “Towards a Post-Qil Civilization: Yasunization and
other initiatives to leave oil under the soil”. This ongoing project of documenting
these communities of resistance has also recently brought me to Canada to docu-
ment the “living” blockade against the carbon corridor of the Unistot’en resistance
camp (draft documentary included in annex), a First Nations community that has
re-asserted sovereignty over their unceded territory and re-imagined a free prior in-
formed consent protocol.

The documentation of such conflicts also entails a re-imagining of political possibili-
ties and alternative futures. In this line, I also directed one of the first documentaries
on de-growth, touching on both civil (such as transition towns and local currencies)
and uncivil (Enric Duran’s bank expropriation) de-growth practices. A recent trailer
for a degrowth book is also included in the annexes. Other work that has not made
it into this collection of articles include co-editorship of a Special Issue on Ecological
Conflicts (Martinez-Alier et al. 2010).

*Hiware Bazaar Millionaires, Leah Temper https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0GrUvNHY Oy,
3El Caso Sarayaku, Arturo Hortas. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cCC4oxX _yE
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Another key aspect of my research praxis is based in my involvement throughout the
doctorate of co-writing and co-coordinating two science in society (FP7) projects,
that aimed to see how activists, and ecological economists could support each-other’s
work. I will discuss these further in the methods section.

I have also been teaching in Economic History, Demography, Natural Resource and
co-designed and taught modules for 3 years in an online course of ecological eco-
nomics for civil society organizations. This process culminated in a text-book that
I am co-editor of called “Ecological Economics from the Ground Up”(Healy et al.
2013).

While the entire body of work is not included in this manuscript, these experiences
and countless more that I have no space to mention have contributed to the devel-
opment of my thinking and the on-going project that this dissertation represents.



Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Background

‘Today. In this small park, a great many conflicts are colliding.
There is the tree that started this, and the fight for the rights of
nature against the cold machinery of progress. There is the fight to
protect the commons: to save one of the few public spaces that still
exist from its transformation into a private space dedicated to the
production of personal capital. There is the issue of democracy:
that the people have the right to speak out, and the necessity to be
heard by those they have empowered.

This is no longer a story about a tree, a park, a politics or a cause.
It is a story of a people, all over, knowing that they are standing
on the global frontline of history. It is not a struggle to change
the story, its the struggle to be allowed to write it.’

- Breathing Gezi (Buckland, 2014)

The quote above is from the memoir of a close friend who (ecstatically)
got caught up in the Gezi Park uprising while he was in Istanbul organizing
a “Global Power Shift” Climate change summit. As the author explains,
the Gezi movement was about many things -democracy and religion, urban

1
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development and poverty, the expression of difference and neo-liberal eco-
nomic development (Farro and Demirhisar 2014, Ors 2014). What is striking
perhaps, is how all these frustrations were able to coalesce and find their
expression over the cutting down of a few trees in a park.

The story of Gezi is remarkable, but it is not unique. Around the world
environmental conflicts are invading new spatial and symbolic spaces. This
process has been described as the “environmentalization” of social struggles
(Acselrad 2010), whereby ecological issues are increasingly used to both le-
gitimate and contest political and scientific structures and practices. A few
further snapshots: In Post-Communist Romania, the ‘Save Rosia Montana’
campaign against a proposed gold mine recently brought a million protestors
to the streets of the capital, in what is now regarded as the largest civic
movement in Romania since the 1989 revolution (Velicu 2012). An action
under the “Idle no More movement”, in Canada, has recently led to a violent
stand-off between the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) and First
Nations communities in New Brunswick (Ornelas 2014). While blockades
and other potential forms of economic disruption by First Nations commu-
nities against mines, dams and logging projects threaten to logistically shut
down Canada’s natural resource-based economy. Meanwhile, “fracktivism”
has made its way into the living rooms of middle class families, from America
to Poland to Tunisia, exposing new audiences to debates about energy pro-
vision and “climate justice”. These latter are both part of what (Klein 2014)
has recently termed “Blockadia” - a vast but interwoven web of resistance to
fossil fuel development that is transforming environmental activism.

Opposition to capital accumulation is increasingly being contested over
environmental terms. This dissertation responds to the need to examine
the motives and energies and strategies of these resistances, considering the
forms they take, the values they express and the meanings we can ascribe
to them. I do so firstly by examining specific sites of resistance and then
broadening out through multi-case analysis. Finally I introduce a framework
for a cross-comparative “statistical political ecology” that aims to integrate
activist knowledge with social and biophysical data.
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1.1.1 Research Questions

The nature of contentious resistance movements over the environment is thus
the fundamental question of this thesis in which I aim at exploring the theory
and praxis of movements for environmental justice. In this thesis we exam-
ined this “ecologizing” of political conflicts and “politicizing of ecological con-
flicts” and attempt to underline the defining dimensions that are necessary
to understand current forms of contentious activity over the environment.

This thesis starts by asking the overarching questions: (i)How are such
conflicts expressing themselves? (ii) What are the politics such groups are
employing? (iii) and to what effect? I then refine these into five sub-research
questions : (a) under which conditions does effective resistance against a
commodity resource frontier emerge? (b) What are the politics of knowl-
edge employed by such movements? (c¢) How can we understand how they
pick their strategies and tactics to stake their claims? (d) What are the
inter-connections of groups mobilizing across scales? (e) And how can a po-
litical ecological/ecological economics analysis be put to use to support such
struggles?

To examine these questions, I engage with literatures drawing on concepts
and theories from ecological conflicts, forms of environmentalism, accumula-
tion by dispossession, social metabolism, politics of activist knowledges and
social movement theory, among others. I also engage in comparative cross-
national analysis to observe movements and groups across different settings,
but with some commonalities as regards aims, perspective and forms of mo-
bilization. I aim to analyze how groups in these different contexts contest
power imbalances, how they leverage power to do so, and how they achieve
their goals and become successful in both rolling back unwanted and im-
posed projects. Finally I am interested in the role of such activism in wider
transformative agendas that can question and challenge broader political and
institutional structures.

This thesis contributes to the study of environmental movements and con-
tentious environmental activism at a global scale and gives insights into the
main actors involved in resistance movements, their corresponding mobili-
sation strategies, the action forms they employ, the alternative visions they
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propose, the shape of alliances between movements across scales, and the
outcomes of mobilizations.

1.1.2 Context

Several key contemporary transformations lead to the need for a deeper
enquiry into the nature of environmental contestations within this multi-
disciplinary approach.

Firstly, the world’s expanding and shifting patterns of social metabolism
in terms of energy and materials are producing new geographies of extrac-
tion, production, consumption and waste disposal in different parts of the
world. Particularly relevant in the cases we examine is how the impact of the
multiple financial, energy, food and fuel crisis has led to a “greening of capi-
talism” and the subsequent creation of new commodity flows, which include
the creation and/or expansion of both real (biofuels, aluminium) as well as
fictitious commodities (carbon credits, ecosystem services or virtual water),
along with the construction of new values and associated rights and markets
(Martin 2013).

These processes reconfigure social-environmental and economic relation-
ships across scales, leading to the emergence of (new or recast) environmental
movements arising to 7contest these changing forms and strategies of capital
accumulation.

Secondly, local political ecologies are becoming increasingly trans-national
and interlinked across geographies: grandmothers are chaining themselves to
earth-moving machinery in Texas in cross-continent pipeline blockade against
tar sands oil from Canada (Temper et al. 2013). Famous court cases confront
giant oil or mining companies such as Chevron (Texaco), Shell, and Rio Tinto
in their home countries, as activists attempt to pierce the veil of corporate
impunity (Pigrau et al. 2013).

While local groups and their supporters question the private appropri-
ation of communal livelihoods and articulate claims of local sustainability
(Martinez Alier 2002; Pellow 2000) and are often organized around ad-hoc
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groups made up of localized “single-issue” movements, they are simultane-
ously increasingly supported and forming alliances with extra-local organi-
zations, sometimes “environmental justice organizations (EJOs), across bor-
ders. New points of convergence between trans-national movements are man-
ifold as campaigns around biofuels and food sovereignty, land-grabbing, cli-
mate and food justice simultaneously address sectors such as agriculture,
energy generation, water management and financial markets.

Environmental issues are thus contested in sometimes new institutional
structures and spaces; as well as through politics enacted outside of the inter-
national framework (Smith and Duncan 2012). This blurring and remaking
of governance boundaries presents both challenges for campaigners and so-
cial movements as they navigate new institutional spaces (Borras, Franco,
and Wang 2013), along with new advantages as well as frictions (Tsing 2005)
across networked coalitions. Some authors have gone so far as to frame this
as a “sub-system of world politics” (Smith and Duncan 2012).

Thirdly, many of these environmental movements are becoming increas-
ingly politicized and engaging in antagonistic framings and contentious pol-
itics. Across locations, direct action tactics are increasing - in the United
States in March 2014, 400 youths were arrested while participating in a non-
violent civil disobedience sit-in; the largest youth act of civil disobedience at
the White House in a generation. In India, pitched battles of farmers refusing
to relinquish their land at any price has led to numerous project cancella-
tions and policy reversals. Further, we also see the opening of important
new policy spaces as contentious groups use environmental issues to engage
in politics above, below and at the level of the nation state to agitate for
structural changes to the economy.

As Chatterton et al.(2013) have argued, in particular in relation to climate
change politics, and counter to Swyngedouw’s (2010) argument that environ-
mental questions are becoming part of a new “post-political” consensus, I
will argue that social movements and grassroots environmental justice orga-
nizations are repositioning environmental questions within a large critique
of unequal social relations and the neoliberal capitalist globalization process
they are embedded in.
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1.1.3 Outline of the Thesis

The thesis is built upon five publications and a concluding section that syn-
thesizes and discusses the results of these publications. The first two are
empirical studies focussing on how the “politics of knowledge” are deployed
within specific local conflicts, one in the “global South” and one in the “global
North”.

Chapter 3 (publication 1, published as Temper and Martinez-Alier 2013)
centers on a contested bauxite mine in India and provides an environmen-
tal and institutional history of the highly politicized and contested process
of setting a Net Present Value (NPV) for forests in India, in a context of
increasing conflicts over land for development, conservation and indigenous
rights. The objective of this publication is to show how monetary valuations
are not merely isolated phenomena whereby finding the right methodology
can allow you to get the “numbers right” but are embedded within insti-
tutional and distributional settings within which such values are expressed
(Martinez-Alier et al. 2002).

Contests over how nature is valued are part of broader commodification
processes, which involve symbolic, institutional, and discursive devices to
transform nature intro tradeable commodities devoid of cultural and social
attachments. We conclude that without attention to the political processes
and aims behind such exercises, the “tragedy of the well-intentioned val-
uation” (Gomez-Baggethun and Ruiz-Pérez 2011) may result despite even
the most noble of aims. The chapter engages with how place-based attach-
ments motivate struggles for recognition of alternative epistemologies and
world-views and documents how through a legal framework, a struggle for
“cultural distribution” was waged and won. It contributes to long-standing
debates on the valuation of nature (O’Connor 1993,Castree 2010) and also
serves as a warning to activists over the strategic dimensions of engaging in
valuation excercises.

The 4th chapter (Publication 2, published as Greyl et al. 2012) provides
an example of a rising trend of conflicts in the global North opposed to what
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has been termed “useless and imposed” mega-infrastructure projects'. The
“NO TAV” movement is the grass-roots movement of the Susa Valley popu-
lation against the construction of a high speed train line from Turin to Lyon
(Treno Alta Velocita Italian, or TAV), planned at the intersection of 2 main
European axes that aims to cross the alps to complement the European rail-
way network by increasing the transport of passengers as well as goods. This
chapter draws from discourse analysis to explore the motives and rationale
of opponents and proponents, highlighting the role of power relations and
an underlying clash of ideologies. It aims to show the determinants of the
success and longevity of the NO TAV movement and how it has transformed
from a movement rooted in defense of the territory to engage in a new form
of democratic politics that has broadenedinto a larger more cogent critique
of enforced development from above.

This chapter contributes to the understanding of the emerging shape of
environmental resistance movements in a Europe in crisis. In particular, it
demonstrates how the protesters have contested exclusion of participation
through new forms of active citizenship. It also contributes to literature
on the growing “degrowth” movement: a project of radical socio-ecological
transformation calling for decolonizing the social imaginary from capitalism’s
pursuit of endless growth (Kallis 2011) that positions itself as a potential ally
of environmental justice movements in the South (Martinez-Alier 2012).

Chapter 5 (3rd publication: Temper 2012) is an exploratory exercise that
introduces a new methodology for the understanding of ecological distribu-
tion conflicts through social metabolism analysis at the local level. It aims to
link the emerging ‘biomass-economy’ and local socio-ecological transforma-
tions and explain how new geographies of production lead to both conflicts
and new alliances amongst and between local users and other interests. It
contributes to methodologies of the study of socio-metabolic transitions at
different scales, and demonstrates how analytical tools from socio-metabolism
can yield complementary insights on how local resources are reproduced, ap-
propriated and distributed among human and non-human groups.

!The Network against Imposed and Useless Mega-infrastructure projects includes in its
goals to to discuss the causes, background and social context of these mega-projects as well
as alternatives to them and visions for society see more: http://xn—drittes-europisches-
forum-xec.de/english /friday-26-july-2013/
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It is a contribution to integrating the “ecology” back into the political
ecology of the “land grab” phenomenon (Vayda and Walters 1999), something
that remains significantly under-studied,with some exceptions (Duvail et al.
2012). While social relations around land-grabbing have been extensively
covered, very few papers have examined the processes of local and multi-
scale environmental impacts the land rush entails. It can thus be seen as
an exploration into how ecological distribution issues as well as economic
distribution issues can be empirically situated in the land-grab.

Chapter 6 then moves from the local level to provide a comparative multi-
case analysis of how contentious movements against the “land grab” phe-
nomenon, introduced in the previous chapter, are mobilizing across scales.
The objective is to show how land-grabbing is contested through diverse dis-
cursive, political and economic strategies. Its major contribution is to under-
standing determinants of successful mobilizations that have led to projects
being stopped or suspended by government and corporate actors. It also
highlights the role of tensions and alliances among actors and the use of
identity politics and financial activism in rolling back unwanted development
projects.

Chapter 7 explains the approach of a large-scale collaborative activist-
research project aimed at understanding the constituents and determinants
of resource extraction and waste disposal conflicts globally through a col-
laborative mapping initiative: The Atlas of Environmental Justice. This
is a project I have been involved in for over 5 years, from conception to
project management to atlas editor. The chapter introduces the EJatlas
mapping process and its methodology and offers an explanation of how it
contributes to both the praxis and theory of environmental justice and geo-
graphical scholarship. It explains the need for a collaborative and engaged
research approach between academia and civil society, describes the process
of co-design and development of the atlas, and assesses the initial outcomes
and contribution of the tool for activism, advocacy and scientific knowledge.
Finally, in this chapter I demonstrate how the atlas can contribute to a new
statistical political ecology framework that can theoretically enrich EJ studies
by going beyond the isolated case study approach to offer a deeper systematic
evidence-based enquiry into the politics, power relations and socio-metabolic
processes surrounding environmental justice struggles globally.
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In Chapter 8, I summarise the main lessons learned, highlighting the the-
sis” contribution to the fields of political ecology, ecological economics, en-
vironmental justice and social movement studies and introduce the concept
of the environmentalism of the dispossessed to explain the movements of
ecological resistance surveyed.






Chapter 2

Conceptual Review and Methods

2.1 Theoretical Foundations

To understand ecological conflicts within a global framework (Sikor and
Newell 2014) and as part of interlinked multi-scale processes embedded in
shifting global patterns of social metabolism (Martinez-Alier et al. 2010),
this thesis draws from multiple theoretical fields including ecological eco-
nomics and industrial ecology, political economy and ecology, geographies of
social movement theory, agrarian political economy and science and technol-
ogy studies. The following section sketches some of the conceptual ideas that
have informed the present work. Further relevant concepts and literatures
are examined within the individual chapters.

2.1.1 Ecological Conflicts & Environmentalism

Capitalism, through the cumulative effects of cost-shifting, tends to destroy
the conditions of production on which it depends (O’Connor 1988). As put by
O’Connor (2003): “The combination of crisis-stricken capitals externalizing
more costs, the reckless use of technology and nature for value realization in
the sphere of circulation, and the like, must sooner or later lead to a “rebellion
of nature,” i.e., powerful social movements demanding an end to ecological
exploitation.”

11



Chapter 2. Conceptual Review and Methods 12

Socio-environmental conflicts can thus be seen as a reaction to the expan-
sion of capitalist accumulation that deteriorates the social and environmental
conditions for reproduction. Political Ecology concerns itself with issues of
power and justice in the study of environmental changes (Robbins 2012) to
examine how human agents intervene, resist and reshape the inherent drive
of capitalism to expand. It seeks to track environmental winners and losers
through narrative, to understand persistent structural inequalities in power
relations and how humans and nature are co-produced (Rocheleau, Thomas-
Slayter, and Wangari 1996, Castree 1995).

Political ecology draws heavily on Marxist thinking to explain how cap-
italism expands and resolves it’s internal contradictions and crises through
expanding commodification to find new outlets for capital accumulation (Har-
vey 2006).

David Harvey’s adaptation and redeployment of Marx’s notion of ‘primi-
tive accumulation’ (Marx 1867)- under what he terms ‘accumulation by dis-
possession’ (2003) extends the concept which can be defined as the sub-
sumption of resources previously not in the market necessary to create the
preconditions of capitalism through the ‘historical process of divorcing the
producer from the means of production’, transforming ‘the social means of
subsistence and of production into capital’ and ‘the immediate producers into
wage labourers’ (1967:714); as an ongoing mechanism through which new out-
lets for accumulation are constantly created, especially when accumulation
is in crisis (Glassman 2006).

According to Harvey, the concept reveals a wide range of processes. These
include the commodification and privatisation of land and the forceful expul-
sion of peasant populations; conversion of various forms of property rights
(common, collective, state, etc.) into exclusive private property rights; sup-
pression of rights to the commons; commodification of labour power and the
suppression of alternative (indigenous) forms of production and consump-
tion; colonial, neocolonial and imperial processes of appropriation of assets
(including natural resources); monetisation of exchange and taxation (par-
ticularly of land); slave trade; and usury, the national debt and ultimately
the credit system.
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For ABD to take place, it typically involves a state that is willing to
expropriate resources from one class for another for a set of purposes that it
seeks to legitimize through claims to the public good. This typically entails
‘extra-economic’ means involving the use of legal or political power and/or
(the threat of) force, to free up resources for capital accumulation.

Recent debates have focussed on whether processes of ABD need entail
appropriating resources ’outside of capitalism’ or can also entail processes em-
anating from within mature capitalism (Levien 2012). For example, property
passing from a small family farm to a multi-national, or other transforma-
tions of the mechanisms of control. Because most populations are integrated
into the market system in some way, distinguishing clearly between capital-
ism’s “inside and outside” can sometimes be difficult. My prime interest is
rather in how the expansion of capital accumulation leads to specific forms
of dispossession and cost-shifting and how populations mobilize to counter
these processes. I will return to this discussion in the concluding chapter.

2.1.2 Social Metabolism Accounting & Incommensurability
of Values

The process by which peoples take matter and energy from their environ-
ments, transform and digest it, and give back waste in return is called social
metabolism (Fischer-Kowalski and Haberl 2007, Fischer-Kowalski 2009, Cussé
et al. 2006, Martinez-Alier 2009).

As global consumption of resources and human populations increase and
even without economic growth (since the energy from fossil fuels cannot be
recycled and materials are recycled only to a small extent), the commodity
frontiers expand, leading to greater social confrontation (Martinez-Alier et
al. 2011). Often those most heavily impacted are marginalized sectors of the
population. This leads to growing inequality in the distribution and access
to environmental resources and services and the rise of movements to reclaim
rights of access and use. Thus, from a physical point of view, as in the ecolog-
ical economics tradition (Martinez-Alier 1987), the root cause of conflicts on
resource extraction and waste disposal is the increase in social metabolism:
The study of social metabolism examines economies as systems that repro-
duce themselves not only socially and culturally, but also physically, through
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a continuous exchange of energy and matter with their natural environments
and with other socio-economic systems. Indicators which track these pro-
cesses, much as GDP tracks economic growth, include Material Flows analy-
sis, Human Appropriation of Net Primary Production and other biophysical
indicators at appropriate scales, which can enrich the understanding of eco-
logical distribution conflicts, as I do in Chapter 5. Metabolic processes may
be further divided into: Appropriation, Circulation, Transformation, Con-
sumption and Excretion. And may be analyzed at any pre-defined spatial
scale or temporality. (Navarro and Toledo 2014).

Despite advances in socio-metabolic analysis and the adoption of material
flow analysis by Eurostat for example, very little research has attempted to
integrate socio-metabolic analysis and questions of political economy /ecology.
Some work has been done at National scales. For example, (Martinez Alier,
Temper & DeMaria 2014) discuss social metabolism and conflicts (for India),
while Vallejo et al have for Ecuador and Colombia (Vallejo 2010, Vallejo,
Pérez Rincén, and Martinez-Alier 2011). Even less has been done at the
local level, with some exceptions (Singh and Haas 2013). In Chapter 5,
I further develop the application of the HANPP indicator to a local case
study employing social metabolism to examine distributional questions. 1
am particularly interested in HANPP because it is one of the only social
metabolism indicators that has been developed in a spatially explicit way at
a high resolution.

Another key concept is that of global commodity chains (Mintz 1985, Ger-
effi and Korzeniewicz 1994). Combining insights from ecological economics
and political ecology (PE) enables a framework that sees commodity flows as
embedded within social metabolic patterns. Such a fusion can enable us to
see beyond the isolated “cries along the commodity chain” that manifest in
ecological conflicts (Robbins 2014) to examine how socio-natural relations are
produced and by whom and how processes of neo-liberalization and globaliza-
tion are actualized in ecological conflicts (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003a).

2.1.3 The Politics of “Activist Knowledge”

A central consideration of the PE approach is that the environment is con-
stituted through struggles both over material practices and over meanings
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(Bryant 1998). This need for a discursive analysis has been highlighted by
those calling for a post-structural political ecology (Escobar 1996). Tracing
the lines between the construction of knowledge and power lays bare how
asymmetrical power relations produce situated “ways of knowing” about the
environment. Contributions from the field of Science and Technology Stud-
ies highlight the ways that knowledge, be it local or scientific or newly co-
produced (Jasanoff et al 2004b), becomes a political tool that can express
and exercise power.

Culturally specific ways of knowing and political culture will influence
how science and technology are received (Jasanoff 2005). For example, the
incidence of certain conflicts in some places and not others also opens new
research questions around questions of how different citizenries “produce”
science and understand risks. Why is nuclear power conflictive in Germany
and not in France? Why is incineration not conflictive in Northern European
countries and so conflictive in Southern Countries such as Italy and Spain?

In this thesis, I explore how local grassroots organisations produce new
and alternative knowledge with which they can challenge dominant discourses.
The theories and contributions of activists, sometimes elaborated in tandem
with academics or technical scientists (Conde 2014) are a source of “activist
knowledge” that feeds back into science (Martinez-Alier et al 2014). At the
same time, these knowledges leads to new processes of re-subjectification,
whereby activists become experts in their own right, and create a science
informed from their own values and experiences. This is what (Haraway
1988) has termed “situated knowledges.” In Chapter 7 I expand on how
Environmental Justice research must engage with locally produced activist
knowledge to both understand and further it’s aims.

2.1.4 Value-systems

Another key concept in ecological economics is about incommensurability and
plurality of values and the different languages of valuation that complaints
are expressed in. Incommensurability, i.e. the absence of a common unit of
measurement across plural values; entails the rejection not just of monetary
reductionism but also any physical reductionism (e.g. eco-energetic valua-
tion). However it does not imply incomparability. It allows that different
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options are weakly comparable, that is comparable without recourse to a
single type of value (Martinez-Alier, Munda, and O’Neill 19983)

In Chapter 3, I ask the question “How many tonnes of bauxite is a tribe
or a species on the edge of extinction worth? And more importantly, how
can you express the value of these things in terms that a minister of finance
or a Supreme Court judge can understand?” I highlight how in decision-
making processes, economics becomes a tool of power in the hands of those
who know how to wield it. Against the economic logic of dollars and cents,
the languages of valuation used by the peasants and tribals go unheeded.
These may include the language of indigenous environmentalism, the use of
territorial rights and ethnic resistance against external exploitation, interna-
tional human rights law such as the ILO Convention 169, which guarantees
free, prior and informed consent for projects on indigenous land, or in India
the protection of adivasi peoples by the Constitution and by court decisions
such as the Samatha judgment. Other appeals could be made to ecological
and aesthetic values, or to sacredness.

While local discourses often focus on the defence of human rights, the
urgencies of livelihood, the need for food security, the defence of cultural
identity and territorial rights, the respect for sacredness; the language of
Western environmentalism is increasingly used for strategic reasons (commu-
nication, visibility, protection), because it fits well into their demands and
because there is a globalization of environmental concerns. In Chapter 6, I
examine whether socio-environmental movements who succeed in getting an
international visibility are ones who have combined a specific cultural identity
(including territorial rights, livelihood, sacredness) with elements of Western
environmentalism (ecosystem conservation, biodiversity).

2.1.5 Forms of Environmentalism

Environmentalism is defined as socio-political movements which seek to ame-
liorate the relationship between humans and their natural surroundings. Martinez-
Alier’s seminal (2003) work on environmentalism outlined three main varieties
of environmentalism. The first, which he terms “Cult of the Wilderness” has
as its prime concern the preservation of pristine nature, enacted by setting
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aside natural areas and wildlife where humans and market values can be ex-
cluded, and nature can be actively protected for its ecological and esthetic
values. It is represented today by organizations such as the Wildlife Con-
servation Society, Nature Conservancy, WWF, or the IUCN (Martinez-Alier
& Anguelovski 2014) but also by radical environmental movements such as
Earth-First! This position prioritizes conservation over social justice issues,
and sometimes resorts to “fortress conservation” strategies (Peluso, Afiff,
and Rachman 2008) to exclude local populations from decision-making, for
example in the creation of natural parks and reserves.

This form of post-materialist environmentalism is sometimes termed the
‘ecology of a uence’, as theorists consider it was born from a transformation
of values, whereby aesthetic and quality of life concerns become a priority
over production and distribution and personal security (Inglehart 2009).

The 2nd stream of environmentalism Martinez- Alier highlights is the “Gospel
of Eco-efficiency”. This is best summed up by ecological modernization ap-
proaches that see continued industrial development, technology, and the effi-
cient use of resources as offering the best option for escaping from the ecolog-
ical crises. This form of environmentalism finds expression in what Wolfgang
Sachs (1995:20) defined as “global ecology” - the ‘rational planning of the
planet for Northern security For example, Southern forests, the atmosphere
and biodiversity are classified as part of the “global commons and managed
as carbon sinks and for biodiversity preservation. This represents the view
of the World Bank and other organizations for example as regards the new
“land rush” described in Chapter 4 - that given proper management and pro-
ductivity increasing technology, global demand for farmland to ensure food
security can be met in non-forested areas or in areas with ‘yield gaps(WB
2010, quoted in McMichael 2011).

While case studies and comparative work on environmental movements in
the South have been done since the 1990s if not before (Bryant and Bailey
1997, Peet and Watts 2004, Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter, and Wangari 1996).
Martinez-Alier’s contribution (Martinez-Alier 1997,Guha and Martinez-Alier
1997) was to argue for a third stream of environmentalism termed “envi-
ronmentalism of the poor??, that represented the perspective of third world
ecological movements, which have their main interest “not in a sacred rever-
ence for Nature, but a material interest in the environment as a source and
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a requirement for livelihood; not so much a concern with the rights of other
species and of future generations of humans as a concern for today’s poor
humans” (Martinez Alier 2002:11).

The environmentalism of the poor explains the mobilizations of peasants
and other marginalised social groups who tend to defend their surrounding
environment because they strongly depend on it for their survival (Guha
and Martinez-Alier 1997), yet may not consider themselves environmental-
ist. This materialist environmentalism opens the potential for environmental
concern to be embraced by diverse, plural constituencies and offers power-
ful and salient opportunities for mobilization across classes, cultures, and
positions in the world economy.

The Northern parallel to these movements is the environmental justice
movement, which has also served to expand to reframe and reshape the con-
tours of environmentalism (Di Chiro 2008). EJ literature firstly set out to
prove that “pollution is not colour blind” by demonstrating that disparities
of environmental exposure exist among racial lines (Bullard 1990, Bryant
and Mohai 1992), although the causality of this phenomenon remains dis-
puted (Mohai and Saha 2006). Yet over time, the EJ framing has engaged
with multiple spatialities and forms of inequalities (Walker 2009, Schlosberg
2013), serving to bring a far wider range of issues under the umbrella of
what is the environment. This included redefining the environment as “the
places where people live, work and play” but also going beyond this, consid-
ering how corporate globalization and uneven geographies of power impact
on individual bodies (Di Chiro 2008).

Schlosberg’s trivalent understanding of environmental justice (Schlosberg
2004) is based on distribution, recognition and participation. Recognition can
be seen as a pre-condition to participation and distribution. It entails firstly
being recognized as a valid spokesperson or representative. In EJ; this is often
referred to as “having a seat at the table” or by the expression of the US EJ
movement: “we speak for ourselves.” Across the chapters, we also see how
new communities of interest, such as pastoralists and waste recyclers (Tem-
per, see annexes) claim for recognition of their livelihoods through dynamic
framings and negotiations of identity. We find that in battles over recogni-
tion common tactics include media work, legal approaches and recourse to
identity politics.
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Procedural justice is about how decisions are taken and who can partici-
pate. Methods of valuation applied to decision-making processes will always
be context dependent and contested and can be understood as “value articu-
lating institutions” that determine the values that can be expressed, the way
they are expressed, and that bound the universe of possible outcomes. These
structures determine the procedures that frame debates and define what can
be negotiated, how and by whom (Vatn 2005).

When spaces of participation are foreclosed, groups claiming for procedu-
ral justice sometimes resort to rescaling tactics (Swyngedouw 2000) through
the creation of new forms of participatory processes from below: for example
alternative assessment mechanisms and decision-making institutions which
may include challenges to the EIA, referenda and local consultations. The
question of at what level and how such decisions should be taken is covered
in Chapters 3 and 4.

Distribution can entail contests about the distribution of both environ-
mental bads and goods, as well as the distribution of risks. When the focus
is on improving or calling attention to such mal-distributions, groups may en-
gage in strategies such as strikes, agitating for better incorporation or other
forms of negotiation for improved compensation as well as direct action, legal
strategies, or other action forms aimed at stopping the proposed activity at
all costs.

More critical strands of environmental justice research (Newell 2005) em-
phasise the ways in which uneven exposure to environmental benefits and
harm is often not accidental and unintentional, but rather a product of a
particular way of organising production and its constitutive social relations..
While these scholars acknowledge the importance of site-specific and local
conflicts, they argue that these mobilizations needed to be situated within
the broader dimensions of global political economic structures and the socio-
ecological webs of production, consumption and exchange interlinked through
commodity and financial flows across locations (Newell and Mulvaney 2013).
This thesis positions itself and is a contribution to this more critical perspec-
tive.
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2.1.6 Strategic, Tactical and Discursive Repertoires

Social movement theory (Della Porta and Rucht 2002, Tarrow 2005, Giugni,
McAdam, and Tilly 1999, Tilly 1993) seeks to explain why and how social mo-
bilization occurs, how it manifests itself, and what the outcomes are. Move-
ments and organizations rely on a wide repertoire of contention to counter-
act powerful actors and achieve their aims, ranging from institutional means
(lobbying, public hearings, campaigns, testimonies, political pressures dur-
ing elections, etc) to direct action tactics (protest, demonstrations, boycotts,
denunciations, shaming, strikes, etc)(Tilly 1978, Tarrow 1998).

The question of what strategies are viable in different political contexts
will depend on what SMT scholars refer to as shifting “political opportunity
structures (POS)(Tilly 1978, Tarrow 1991): the context and resources that
facilitate or constrain the possibilities for collective action (Della Porta and
Tarrow 2005, Tarrow and Tollefson 1994). Strategic and tactical choices will
further be shaped and nuanced by the local historical and political context,
as well as by the biophysical properties of the commodities themselves, and
how their production or appropriation reproduces nature.

For example, Gadgil and Guha (1993) list seven forms of action of environ-
mental protest in India, such as dharna, the sit-down strike, the hartal, the
general strike, or forcing shops to close shutters, the gherao, surrounding an
office or an official for days, and the rasto roko, the transport blockade. The
hunger strike, as an other example, is also very common in India and dates
from the Bhagavad Gita, while others come from the Gandhian tradition.
In many cases they were successful in achieving the scrapping of contested
projects or the renegotiation of compensation measures. In Brazil, Chico
Mendes used the term empate (‘draw’ in english) to apply to the peaceful
confrontation again deforesting bulldozers (Martinez-Alier 2002).

At the same time, innovation in tactical repertoire is also a powerful tool
that has proven effective in leading to desired outcomes (Kroger 2011). New
action forms appear and are diffused across locations and cultures. For exam-
ple, recently a wave of popular community-organized consultations has taken
place across Latin America to oppose and open democratic spaces against
projected mining projects (Urkidi and Walter 2011). The ability to challenge



Chapter 2. Conceptual Review and Methods 21

EIAs has improved in some countries, while groups are also using new strate-
gies such as legal appeals to the Rights of Mother Nature in court cases in
some Latin American countries’.

Financial divestment campaigns and some forms of shareholder activism
have also become more prevalent in recent years. The question of “what
strategies work under what circumstances?” is considered to be one of the
most underdeveloped in Social Movement Theory (Giugni 1998) and this
dissertation contributes to this line of enquiry and proposes a novel frame-
work for further systematic exploration of this question. William Gamson’s
Strategy of Social Protest (Gamson 1990) is still considered the most am-
bitious and systematic effort yet to analyze the impact of social movements
and outcomes. One of the prevailing themes from the book is the question of
whether disruptive tactics lead to successful outcomes for social movements,
as opposed to moderate ones. Gamson’s study found that the use of violence
and, more generally, disruptive tactics (sit-ins and strikes) were associated
with success. Other evidence shows that groups that alternate between en-
gagement in direct negotiations with the state and confrontational action
(i.e. protests or lawsuits) tend to receive positive responses to their demands
(Della Porta and Rucht 2002, Tilly 1978).

When traditional action forms become ineffective, groups will intensify
the contentiousness of their actions (Kousis 1998). This may entail boycotts
or legal tactics at other scales in an attempt to apply pressure as well as
blockades, direct action and other disruptive tactics. Tactics that manage to
disrupt “business as usual” to pressure for state and corporate accountability
have proven effectiveness in winning concessions (Bullard 1990, Pellow 2001,
Pellow 2007).

The role of extra-local actors, often national and international NGOs or
EJOs is another key enabling factor that can both encourage the emergence
of local mobilizations and increase the likelihood of concessions on target ac-
tors (Keck and Sikkink 1999). As we will see in Chapter 6, trans-national

IThe first successful case was presented before the Provincial Court of Justice of Loja
in Ecuador on March 30, 2011 by two concerned citizens who opposed the widening of
the Vilcabamba-Quinara road. The operations would have deposited large quantities of
rock and excavation material in the Vilcabamba Riverhttp://therightsofnature.org/first-
ron-case-ecuador/
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advocacy groups can play an important role in framing and situating the
conflict or issue within broader trends in geo-political dynamics. By elevat-
ing their struggles beyond the local level and situating them within “mas-
ter frames” at the national or global level, activists increase the chance of
their struggle being recognized and of achieving their goals. Activists en-
gage in “scale jumping” turning local conflicts into “glocal conflicts” (Keck
and Sikkink 1999, Urkidi 2010, Swyngedouw 1997, Swyngedouw 2004); while
trans-national activists “jump down” to support local groups and win tactical
victories to further broader strategic aims. These processes of articulation
amongst groups are key to success, but are not without their own tensions,
as we see particularly in the case studies covered in chapters 2 and 6 of this
dissertation.

Environmental justice conflicts are by definition glocal - because they
entail environmental processes taking place across scales and inevitably entail
the tensions between how environmental burdens are distributed across scales
(Towers 2000). As commodity chains expand, the distance between the scale
of production of environmental impacts and where they are felt expands.
While meanwhile processes of globalization have also opened up new scales at
which conflicts can be resolved, or at least new scales of governance in which
contentious groups aim to press their demands. As Kurtz writes (2003:891)
“the very concept of environmental injustice precipitates a politics of scale,
as the locally experienced problem of burdensome pollution can hardly be
resolved at the local scale, whether by capital or the state, when it originates
in political and economic relationships that extend well beyond the scale of
the locality”.

2.2 Methods

‘How might those of us interested in diverse economies choose to think and
theorize in a way that makes us a condition of possibility of new economic
becomings, rather than a condition of their impossibility?’

- (Gibson-Graham 2008)
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2.2.1 Activist Research

This thesis is an output of an (ongoing) project to integrate activist perspec-
tives into ecological economics research. Thus it can be considered in the
line of approaches including “participatory research practices” (Fuller and
Kitchin 2004, Bacon et al. 2013) and entails working with the environmental
justice activists to explore the issues at hand, and to effect social change
through the research process.

The approach I have taken can also be called “performative” research,
following Gibson-Graham (2008), whereby the academy itself is treated as
a ‘vast uncontrolled experiment’, continually producing information about
“how it could be improved as an agent of change... and how....we may find
many ways to perform new worlds from an academic location.”

I often documented movements (in India, Ecuador, Kenya, and Canada)
first from a journalistic angle, going there to shoot a documentary film or
write an article. It was often years later in a stretched out doctorate (I was a
key member in what Joan always referred to as being part of the “slow thesis”
movement) that I would turn to writing about these cases academically once
the story evolved before my eyes, enabling an understanding of its historical
significance and the key questions of the case. This approach can be termed
an “emergent method”, defined as one that begins with the empirical world
and builds an inductive understanding of it as events unfold and knowledge
accrues (Charmaz 2011). Social scientists who use emergent methods can
study research problems that arise in the empirical world and can pursue
unanticipated directions of inquiry that may not be immediately apparent at
the beginning of the research process. This is a reflexive approach to research
whereby once I was familiar with the processes of each case study, I was then
able to choose the appropriate methodological strategies.

I also rely on methods from political ecology such as progressive contextu-
alization (Vayda 1983: 265)- a path of inquiry where human-environmental
interactions are explained by “placing them within increasingly wider or
denser contexts”. This entails analyzing relationships between various ac-
tors and events and the connections between them across different scales.
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The video ethnographic approach I use also contributes to the reflexiveness
of the process, causing the researcher to keep in mind how the subject is
portrayed and changed through representation. The footage I gathered has
also often been used to create documentary films to support the struggles of
the actors documented.

Other data collection methods include interviews, documentation and di-
rect and participant observation. Local, provincial and national documen-
tation (archives, letters, reports and “grey literature”) and interviews with
local farmers, pastoralists, political authorities, legal experts, academics and
activists. Interviewees were selected to represent a broad spectrum of inter-
ests and knowledge.

I also apply methods for the study of social metabolism, in particular an-
alyzing biomass use and flows in 2 villages in the Tana Delta Kenya (chapter
5). This entailed carrying out surveys with villagers about biomass produc-
tion, use and consumption, walking around weighing artefacts and speaking
with local officials. The methodology is further described in chapter 5.

Much of the content of this thesis is informed by my participation writ-
ing and coordinating two Science in Society projects over the past 7 years.
The first project I helped conceive of and write and worked on for 2 and a
half years was called the CEECEC project, a European Commission funded
project to enable CSOs to engage in and lead collaborative research with
ecological economists. The overall focus was not on theory but on case study
learning, whereby CSOs and academics identified and explored key issues
for research in areas such as water management, waste disposal, transport
and trade, tourism, nature conservation, extractive industries, forestry and
agriculture, based on CSO knowledge, needs, and interests. The work on
CEECEC culminated in Chapter 4 of this dissertation, written together with
other scholars and with Lucie Greyl, of the EJO CDCA.

One of my initiatives within the project was something I termed “Live
Ecological Economics Sessions”, which entailed inviting EJOs to participate
in CEECEC presentations during conferences of the International Society for
Ecological Economics and asking them to present their case studies where we
would brainstorm together on the spot about potential “ecological economics”
approaches that would help support their struggles. In the 2008 conference
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in Kenya we invited Nature Kenya and the East African Wildlife Society and
Chapter 5 grew out of the ongoing collaboration I developed with them, that
has continued through the EJOLT project.

Following CEECEC T helped conceive of and co-wrote the more ambi-
tious EJOLT project involving 23 organizations: seven university research
institutes, two think-tanks, one independent laboratory, and 13 EJOs. The
EJOLT project is geared to support research on two key questions: Which
are the causes of the increasing ecological distribution conflicts at different
scales? How can such conflicts be turned into forces for environmental sus-
tainability?

My work in EJOLT has been as co-editor for the EJOLT blog and the
EJOLT videos, in the thematic areas biomass and climate justice (where I
co-edited various reports), and in the legal work-package. I am the main
editor and the project manager of the Environmental Justice Atlas and am
responsible for both scientific and technical aspects as well as for dissemina-
tion of the atlas outputs and user-friendliness for a general audience. The key
difficulty of this task is creating a tool that can both serve the activist com-
munity as a dissemination and networking platform and resource, while also
generating useful knowledge that can enhance the science and understanding
of ecological conflicts.

Chapter 7 describes the data collection process 