THE GENDER AND ENVIRONMENT DEBATE:
LESSONS FROM INDIA

BINA AGARWAL

What is women's relationship with the environment? Is it distinct
from that of men's? The growing literature on ecofeminism in the
West, and especially in the United States, conceptualizes the link
between gender and the environment primarily in ideological
terms. An intensifying struggle for survival in the developing
world, however, highlights the material basis for this link and sets
the background for an alternative formulation to ecofeminism,
which 1 term ‘feminist environmentalism.”

“In this paper I will argue that women, especially those in poor
rural households in India, on the one hand, are victims of environ-
mental degradation in quite gender-specific ways. On the other
hand, they have been active agents in movements of environmen-
tal protection and regeneration, often bringing to them a gender-
specific perspective and one which needs to inform our view of
alternatives. To contextualize the discussion, and to examine the
opposing dimensions of women as victims and women as actors in
concrete terms, this essay will focus on India, although the issues
are clearly relevant to other parts of the Third World as well. The
discussion is divided into five sections. The first section outlines
the ecofeminist debate in the United States and one prominent In-
dian variant of it, and suggests an alternative conceptualization.
The next three sections respectively trace the nature and causes of
environmental degradation in rural India, its class and gender im-
plications, and the responses to it by the state and grass-roots
groups. The concluding section argues for an alternative trans-
formative approach to development.

Feminist Studies 18, no. 1 {Spring 1992). © 1992 by Feminist Studies, Inc.
119



\

10 Bina Agarwal

SOME CONCEPTUAL ISSUES

Ecofeminism. Ecofeminism embodies within it several different
strands of discourse, most of which have yet to be spelled out ful-
ly, and which reflect, among other things, different positions with-
in the Western feminist movement (radical, liberal, socialjst). As a
body of thought ecofeminism is as yet underdeveloped and still
evolving, but carries a growing advocacy, My purpose is not to cri-
tique ecofeminist discourse in detail but rather to focus on some
of its major elements, especially in order to examine whether and
how it might feed into the formulation of a Third World perspec-
tive on gender and the environment. Disentangling the various
threads in the debate, and focusing on those more clearly articu-
lated, provides us with the following picture of the ecofeminist
argument(s):* (1) There are important connections between the
domination and oppression of women and the domination and ex-
ploitation of nature. (2 In patriarchal thought, women are identi-
fied as being closer to nature and men as being closer to culture.

Nature is seen as inferior to culture; hence, women are seen as in-

ferior to men. (3) Because the domination of women and the domi-

nation of nature have occurred together, women have a particular

stake in ending the domination of nature, "in healing the alienated

human and non-human nature.” (4) The feminist movement and

the environmental movement both stand for egalitarian, nonhier-
archical systems. They thus have a good deal in common and need
to work together to evolve a common perspective, theory, and
practice.

In the ecofeminist argument, therefore, the connection between
the domination of women and that of nature is basically seen as
ideological, as rooted in a system of ideas and representations,
values and beliefs, that places women and the nonhuman world
hierarchically below men. And it calls upon women and men to
reconceptualize themselves, and their relationships to one another
and to the nonhuman world, in nonhierarchical ways.

We might then ask: In what is this connection between nature
and women seen to be rooted? The idea that WOmen are seen as
closer to nature than men was initially introduced into contempo-
rary feminist discourse by Sherry Ortner who argued that “woman
is being identified with~or, if you will, seems to be a symbol of —
something that every culture devalues, defines as being of a lower
order of existence than itself. . . . [That something] is ‘'nature’ in the
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gests, the Scientific Revolution and the growth of a market-oriented
culture in Europe undermined the image of an organic cosmos with
a living female earth at its center. This image gave way to a mecha-
nistic worldview in which nature was reconceived as something to
be mastered and controlled by humans. The twin ideas of mecha-
nism and of dominance over nature supported both the denudation
of nature and male dominance over women. Merchant observes:
The ancient identity of nature as a nurturing mother links women's history
with the history of the environment and ecological change. . . . In investigating
the roots of our current environmental dilemma and its connections to
science, technology, and the economy, we must reexamine the formation of a
world view and a science that, by reconceptualizing reality as a machine

rather than a living organism, sanctioned the domination of both nature and
women.

Today, Merchant proposes, juxtaposing the egalitarian goals of the
women's movement and the environmental movement can sug-
gest “new values and social structures, based not on the domina-
tion of women and nature as resources but on the full expression
of both male and female talent and on the maintenance of environ-
mental integrity."

Ecofeminist discourse, therefore, highlights (a) some of the im-

portant conceptual links between the symbolic construction of
"women and nature and the ways of acting upon them (although
Merchant alone goes beyond the level of assertion to trace these
links in concrete terms, historically}; (b) the underlying com-
monality between the premises and goals of the women's move-
ment and the environmental movement; and (c) an alternative vi-
sion of a more egalitarian and harmonious future society.

At the same time the ecofeminist argument as constructed is
problematic on several counts. First, it posits “woman" as a unitary
category and fails to differentiate among women by class, race,
ethnicity, and so on. It thus ignores forms of dominatigp other
than gender which also impinge critically on women's position.®
Second, it locates the domination of women and of nature almost
solely in ideology, neglecting the (interrelated) material sources of
this dominance (based on economic advantage and political
power). Third, even in the realm of ideological constructs, it says
little (with the exception of Merchant's analysis) about the social,
economic, and political structures within which these constructs
. are produced and transformed. Nor does it address the central
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lonial imposition. Associated with the adoption of this develop-
mental model, Shiva argues, was a radical conceptual shift away
from the traditional Indian cosmological view of (animate and in-
animate) nature as Prakriti, as “activity and diversity” and as “an ex-
pression of Shakti, the feminine and creative principle of the
cosmos” which ‘in conjunction with the masculine principle
(Purusha) . . . creates the world.” In this shift, the living, nurturing
relationship between man and nature as earth mother was re.
placed by the notion of man as separate from and dominating over
inert and passive nature. "Viewed from the perspective of nature,
or women embedded in nature’ the shift was repressive and
violent. "For women . . . the death of Prakriti is simultaneously a
beginning of their marginalisation, devaluation, displacement, and
ultimate dispensability. The ecological crisis is, at its root, the
death of the feminine principle. . . "2
At the same time, Shiva notes that violence against women and
against nature are linked not just ideologically but also materially.
For instance, Third World women are dependent on nature “for
drawing sustenance for themselves, their families, their societies.”
The destruction of nature thus becomes the destruction of
‘women's sources for "staying alive.” Drawing upon her experience
of working with women activists in the Chipko movement —the
environmental movement for forest protection and regeneration
_5 the Garhwal hills of northwest India—Shiva argues that “Third
World women" have both a special dependence on nature and a
special knowledge of nature. This knowledge has been systemati-
cally marginalized under the impact of modern science: “Modern
reductionist science, like development, turns out to be a patriarch-
al project, which has excluded women as experts, and has simulta-
neously excluded ecology and holistic ways of knowing which
understand and respect nature's processes and interconnectedness
as science."3
Shiva takes us further than the Western ecofeminists in explor-
ing the links between ways of thinking about development, the
processes of developmental change, and the impact of these on the
environment and on the people dependent upon it for their liveli-
hood. These links are of critical significance. Nevertheless her
argument has three principal analytical problems. First, her ex-
amples relate to rural women primarily from northwest India, but
* her generalizations conflate all Third World women into one cate-
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Although much more research is needed on the political economy
of natural resource use in the precolonial period, the evidence of
differentiated peasant communities at that time cautions against
mswmmv.Sm historical generalizations about the effects of colonial
rule.

By ._oammbm the “problem” almost entirely in the Third World's
experience of the West, Shiva misses out on the very real local
moz.umm. of power, privilege, and property relations that predate co-
lonialism. What exists today is a complex legacy of colonial and
precolonial interactions that defines the constraints and param-
eters within which and from which present thinking and action on
amsw_onam:r resource use, and social change have to proceed. In
particular, a strategy for change requires an explicit analysis of the
structural causes of environmental degradation, its effects, and
responses to it. The outline for an alternative framework, which I
term feminist environmentalism, is suggested below.

Feminist Environmentalism. 1 would like to suggest here that
women's and men's relationship with nature needs to be under-
.mﬁooa as rooted in their material reality, in their specific forms of
interaction with the environment. Hence, insofar as there is a
m.m:mma and class (/caste/race}-based division of labor and distribu-
tion of property and power, gender and class {/caste/race) structure
wwovpm,w interactions with nature and so structure the effects of en-
vironmental change on people and their responses to it. And
irmnm knowledge about nature is experiential in its basis, the divi-
sions of labor, property, and power which shape experience also
shape the knowledge based on that experience.

For instance, poor peasant and tribal women have typically
been responsible for fetching fuel and fodder and in hill and tribal
communities have also often been the main cultivators. They are
thus likely to be affected adversely in quite specific ways by envi-
ronmental degradation. At the same time, in the course of their
everyday .Sx.wnmnmonm with nature, they acquire a special knowl-
m.mmm of species varieties and the processes of natural regenera-
tion. {This would include knowledge passed on to them by, for
example, their mothers.} They could thus be seen as both victims
of the destruction of nature and as repositories of knowledge
about nature, in ways distinct from the men of their class. The
former aspect would provide the gendered impulse for their resis-
_tance and response to environmental destruction. The latter
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would condition their perceptions and choices of what should be
done. Indeed, on the basis of their experiential understanding and
knowledge, they could provide a special perspective on the pro-
cesses of environmental regeneration, one that needs to inform
our view of alternative approaches to development. (By extension,
women who are no longer actively using this knowledge for their
daily sustenance, and are no longer in contact with the natural en-
vironment in the same way, ar€ likely to lose this knowledge over
time and with it the possibility of its transmission to others.)

In this conceptualization, therefore, the link between women
and the environment can be seen as structured by a given gender
and class (/caste/race] organization of production, reproduction,
and distribution. Ideological constructions such as of gender, of
nature, and of the relationship between the two, may be seen as
(interactively) a part of this structuring but not the whole of it.
This perspective I term “ferninist environmentalism.”

In terms of action such a perspective would call for struggles
over both resources and meanings. It would imply grappling with
the dominant groups who have the property, pOwer, and privilege
to control resources, and these or other groups who control ways
of thinking about them, via educational, media, religious, and legal
institutions. On the feminist front there would be a need to
challenge and transform both notions about gender and the actual
division of work and resources between the genders. On the envi-
ronmental front there would be a need to challenge and transform
not only notions about the relationship between people and nature
but also the actual methods of appropriation of nature’s resources
by a few. Feminist environmentalism underlines the necessity of
addressing these dimensions from both fronts.

To concretize the discussion, consider India's experience in the
sections below. The focus throughout is on the rural environment.

ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION AND

FORMS OF APPROPRIATION

In India (as in much of Asia and Africa) a wide variety of essential
itemns are gathered by rural households from the village commons
and forests for everyday personal use and sale, such as food, fuel,
fodder, fiber, small timber, manure, bamboo, medicinal herbs,
oils, materials for housebuilding and handicrafts, resin, gum,
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honey, and spices.1? Although all rural households use the village
commons in some degree, for the poor they are of critical signifi-
cance given the skewedness of privatized land distribution in the
subcontinent.!8 Data for the early 1980s from twelve semiarid dis-
tricts in seven Indian states indicate that for poor rural households
(the landless and those with less than two hectares dryland equi-
valent) village commons account for at least 9 percent of total in-
come, and in most cases 20 percent or more, but contribute only 1
to 4 percent of the incomes of the nonpoor (table 1). The depen-
dence of the poor is especially high for fuel and fodder: village
commons supply more than 91 percent of firewood and more than
69 percent of their grazing needs, compared with the relative self-

Table 1
Average Annual Income from Village Commons in Selected Districts of India
{1982-85}
State! and Per household annual average income from Village Commons
Districts

Poor Households? Other Households?

Value Percent of total Value Percent of total
{Rs.) household income {Rs.) household income

Andhra Pradesh

Mahbubnagar 534 17 171 1
Gujarat

Mehsana 730 16 162 1

Sabarkantha 818 21 208 1
Kamataha

Mysore 649 20 170 3
Madhya Pradesh

Mandsaur 685 18 303 1

Raisen 780 26 468 4
Maharashtra

Akola 447 9 134 1

Aurangabad 584 13 163 1

Sholapur 641 20 235 2
Rajasthan

Jalore 709 21 387 2

Nagaur 831 23 438 3
Tamil Nadu

Dharmapuri 738 22 164 2

Source: N.S. Jodha, "Common Property Resources and Rural Poor,” Economic and
Political Weekly, 5 July 1986, 1176.

1 "State” here refers to administrative divisions within India and is not used in the
political economy sense of the word as used in the text.

2 Landless households and those owning ¢ 2 hectares (ha) dryland equivalent.

¥ Those owning » 2 ha dryland equivalent. 1 ha = 2.47 acres.
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sufficiency of the larger landed households. Access to village com-
mons reduces income inequalities in the village between poor and
nonpoor households. Also there is a close link between the viabili-
ty of small farmers' private property resources and their access to
the commons for grazing draft as well as milch animals.*®

Similarly, forests have always been significant sources of liveli-
hood, especially for tribal populations, and have provided the
basis of swidden cultivation, hunting, and the gathering of non-
timber forest produce. In India, an estimated 30 million or more
people in the country depend wholly or substantially on such for-
est produce for a livelihood.2° These sources are especially critical
during lean agricultural seasons and during drought and famine.?!

The health of forests, in turn, has an impact on the health of
soils (especially in the hills) and the availability of ground and sur-
face water for irrigation and drinking. For a large percentage of
rural households, the water for irrigation, drinking, and various
domestic uses comes directly from rivers and streams in the hills
and plains. Again there are class differences in the nature of their
dependency and access. The richer households are better able to,
tap the (relatively cleaner) groundwater for drinking and irrigation
by sinking more and deeper wells and tubewells, but the poor are|
mainly dependent on surface sources.

However, the availability of the country’s natural resources to
the poor is being severely eroded by two parallel, and interrelated,
trends—first, their growing degradation both in quantity and
quality; second, their increasing statization (appropriation by the
state) and privatization (appropriation by a minority of
individuals), with an associated decline in what was earlier com-
munal. These two trends, both independently and interactively,
underlie many of the differential class-gender effects of environ-
mental degradation outlined later. Independently, the former
trend is reducing overall availability, and the latter is increasing in-
equalities in the distribution of what is available. Interactively, an
altered distribution in favor of the state and some individuals and

away from community control can contribute to environmental
degradation insofar as community resource management systems
may be more effective in environmental protection and regenera-
tion than are the state or individuals. These two trends I call the
primary factors, underlying the class-gender effects of environ-
mental change. Several intermediary factors impinge on these



130 Bina Agarwal

primary ones the most important of which, in my view, are the
following: the erosion of community resource management sys-
tems resulting from the shift in “control rights' over natural
resources away from community hands,2? population growth, and
technological choices in agriculture and their associated effect on
local knowledge systems. These also need to be seen in interactive
terms. Consider each in turn.

Forms of Environmental Degradation. Although there is as yet an
inadequate data base to indicate the exact extent of environmental
degradation in India and its cross-regional variations, available
macro-information provides sufficient pointers to warrant con-
siderable concern and possibly alarm. Degradation in India's na-
tural resource base is manifest in disappearing forests, deteriorat-
ing soil conditions, and depleting water resources. Satellite data
from India reveal that in 1985-87, 19.5 percent of the country’s
geoarea was forested and declining at an estimated rate of 1.3 mil-
lion hectares a year.?3 Again, by official estimates, in 1980, 56.6
percent of India's Jand was suffering from environmental prob-
lems, especially water and wind erosion. Unofficial estimates are
even higher. In some canal projects, one-half the area that could
have been irrigated and cultivated has been lost due to water-
logging,?* creating what the local people aptly call "wet deserts."
The area under periodic floods doubled between 1971 and 1981,
and soil fertility is declining due to the excessive use of chemical
fertilizers. Similarly, the availabilty of both ground and surface
water is falling. Groundwater levels have fallen permanently in
several regions, including in northern India with its high water
tables, due to the indiscriminate sinking fo tubewells—the leading
input in the Green Revolution technology ® As a result, many
drinking water wells have dried up or otherwise been rendered
unusable. In addition, fertilizer and pesticide runoffs into natural
water sources have destroyed fish life and polluted water for
human use in several areas.?

The Process of Statization. In India, both under colonial rule and
continuing in the postcolonial period, state control over forests and
village commons has grown, with selective access being granted to
a favored few. To begin with, several aspects of British colonial
policy have had long-lasting effects.?” First, the British established
state monopoly over forests, reserving large tracts for timber ex-
traction. Second, associated with this was a severe curtailment in
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the customary rights of Jocal populations to these resources. rights
of access being granted only under highly restricted conditions,
with a total prohibition on the barter or sale of forest produce by
such right holders. At the same time, the forest settlement officer
could give considerable concessions to those he chose to so
privilege. Third, the colonial state promoted the notion of "scien-
tific" forest management which essentially cloaked the practice of
encouraging commercially profitable species, often at the cost of
species used by the local population. Fourth, there was virtually
indiscriminate forest exploitation by European and Indian private
contractors, especially for building railways, ships, and bridges.
Tree clearing was also encouraged for establishing tea and coffee
plantations and expanding the area under agriculture to increase
the government's land revenue base. In effect these policies (a)
severely eroded Jocal systems of forest management; (b) legally cut
off an important source of sustenance for people, even though il-
legal entries continued; (c) created a continuing source of tension
between the forestry officials and the local people; and (d) oriented
forest management to commercial needs.

Postindependence policies show little shift from the colonial
view of forests as primarily a source of commercial use and gain.
State monopoly over forests has persisted, with all the attendant
tensions, as has the practice of scientific forestry in the interests of
commercial profit. Restrictions on local people's access to non-
timber forest produce have actually increased, and the harassment
and exploitation of forest dwellers by the government’s forest
guards is widespread.?®

The Process of Privatization. A growing privatization of community
resources in individual (essentially male) hands has paralleled the
process of statization. Customnarily, large parts of village common
lands, especially in northwest India, were what could be termed
.ﬁmugcaqwmaﬁnm_, that is, they were private insofar as use
rights to them were usually limited to members of the community
and therefore exclusionary; at the same time they were communal
in that such rights were often administered by a group rather than
by an individual # Table 2 reveals a decline in village commons
ranging between 26 and 63 percentage points across different
regions, between 1950 and 1984. This is attributable mainly to
state policy acting to penefit selected groups over others, including
illegal encroachments by farmers, made legal over time; the auc-
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o Table 2
Distribution of Privatized Village Commons in Selected Districts of India
w.ﬂm .m:n_ VCs as Percent  Percent of Percent of Per household area owned
istricts percent of decline in land to: recipients (ha)

village VC area, among:
area, 1950-84
1982-84 Poor Others Poor Others Poor Others

Before! After? Before After

Andhra Pradesh

ﬁwww”c:mmmn _m 43 50 50 76 24 03 0.9 3.0 5.1
e 1 45 51 49 59 4 1 .
Gt 1 .0 22 3.1 4.6
Banaskantha 9 49 18 82 38 62 0.8 2.0 5.4 88
Mwmrm”:m N ww 37 20 B0 36 64 1.0 1.7 B.0 98
arkantha 46 28 72 55 45 05 . .

Karnataka - 70 °8
Bidar 12 41 39 61 64 3% 10 2.0 6.4 9.2
mc_amwmm _N 43 43 57 60 40 08 2.4 4.5 7.7

ysore 32 44 56 67 33 09

Madhya Pradesh b . e
Zw.:amm;u 22 34 45 55 75 25 1.2 2.5 7.7 12.4
ﬂm%m” Ww 47 42 58 68 32 13 22 6.2 9.0

idisha 8 32 38 62 48 52 1.

Maharashtra ? 28 2 o8
Akola 11 42 39 61 58 42 10 1.6 31 4.6
Aurangabad 15 30 30 70 42 58 1.1 2.2 6.4 6.3
Sholapur 19 26 42 58 53 47 07 22 3.4 5.6

Rajasthan ,
Jalore 18 37 14 86 37 63 03 1.7 7.2 12.5
_%&._u:n wm 58 24 76 35 65 04 1.3 23 38

agaur 63 21 79 4 59 13

Tamil Nadu 28 re >
Oo.:.:wwponn. 9 47 50 50 75 25 08 25 38 58
Dharmapuri 12 52 49 51 &5 45 1.0 19 4.6 75

wos.nmn_ N.S. Jodha, “Common Property Resources and Rural Poor,’ Economic and
Political Weekly, 5 July 1986, 1177-78.

1 Before the distribution of VC land.
2 After the distribution of VC land.

tioning of parts of commons by the government to private con-

tractors for commercial exploitation; and government distribution
of common land to individuals under various schemes which
were, in theory, initiated for benefiting the poor but in practice
benefited the well-off farmers.2 For sixteen of the nineteen dis-
tricts covered, the share of the poor was less than that of the non-
poor (table 2). Hence the poor lost out collectively while gaining
little individually.

Similarly, in the tapping of groundwater through tubewells,
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there are dramatic inequalities in the distribution of what is effec-
tively an underground commons. Tubewells are concentrated in
the hands of the rich and the noted associated fall in water tables
has, in many areas, dried up many shallow irrigation and drinking
water wells used by the poor. In some regions, they have also de-
pleted soil moisture from land used by poor households.*!

Now consider the intermediary factors mentioned earlier: the
erosion of community management systems, population growth,
and choice of agricultural technology and local knowledge systems.

The Erosion of Community Resource Management Systems. The
statization and privatization of communal resources have, in turn,
systematically undermined traditional institutional arrangements
of resource use and management. The documentation on this is
growing, but even existing work reveals systems of water manage-
ment, methods of .gathering firewood and fodder, and practices of
shifting agriculture which were typically not destructive of
nature.’2 Some traditional religious and folk beliefs also (as noted)
contributed to the preservation of nature, especially trees or or-
chards deemed sacred.®

Of course, much more empirical documentation is needed on
how regionally widespread these traditional systems of manage-
ment were and the contexts in which they were successful in en-
suring community cooperation. However, the basic point is that
where traditional community management existed, as it did in

many areas, responsibility for resource management was linked to
resource use via local community institutions. Where control over
these resources passed from the hands of the community to those
of the state or of individuals, this link was effectively broken.

In turn, the shift from community control and management of
common property, to state or individual ownership and control,
has increased environmental degradation.* As Daniel W. Bromley
and Michael M. Cernea note "the appearance of environmental
management created through the establishment of government
agencies, and the aura of coherent policy by issuance of decrees
prohibiting entry to—and harvesting from — State property, has led
to continued degradation of resources under the tolerant eye of
government agencies.”

Property rights vested in individuals are also no guarantee for
environmental regeneration. Indeed, as will be discussed at
greater length later, individual farmers attempting tree planting for
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short-term profits have tended to plant quick-growing commercial
trees such as eucalyptus, which can prove environmentally costly.

Population Growth. Excessive population growth has often been
identified as the primary culprit of environmental degradation.
And undoubtedly, a rapidly growing population impinging over
time on a limited land/water/forest base is likely to degrade the en-
vironment. However, political economy dimensions clearly
underlie the pace at which this process occurs and how the costs of
it are distributed. The continuing {legal and illegal) exploitation of
forests, and the increasing appropriation of village commons and
groundwater resources by a few, leave the vast majority to subsist
on a shrinking natural resource base. Added to this is the
noted erosion of community resource management systems which
had enforced limitations on what people could and did take from
communal resources, and which could perhaps have ensured
their protection, despite population pressure.3¢

Population growth can thus be seen as exacerbating a given si-
tuation but not necessarily as its primary cause. It is questionable
that interventions to control population growth can, in them-
selves, stem environmental degradation, although clearly, as Paul
Shaw argues, they can "buy crucial time until we figure out how to
dismantle more ultimate causes.”s’

What adds complexity to even this possibility is that in the link
between environmental degradation and population growth, the
causality can also run in the opposite direction. For instance, pov-
erty associated with environmental degradation could induce a
range of fertility-increasing responses—reduced education for
young girls as they devote more time to collecting fuel, fodder, and
so on, leading to higher fertility in the long term, given the nega-
tive correlation between female education and fertility; higher in-
fant mortality rates inducing higher fertility to ensure a given com-
pleted family size; and people having more children to enable the
family to diversify incomes as a risk-reducing mechanism in envi-
ronmentally high-risk areas.3® These links are another reminder
that it is critical to focus on women's status when formulating
policies for environmental protection.

Choice of Agricultural Technology and Erosion of Local Knowledge
Systems. Many of the noted forms of environmental degradation
are associated with the Green Revolution technology adopted to
increase crop output. Although dramatically successful in the lat-
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ter objective in the short run, it has had high environmental
costs, such as falling water tables due to tubewells, Em%mw_ommm.a
and saline soils from most large irrigation schemes, declining Me_
fertility with excessive chemical fertilizer use, and water pollution
with pesticides. Moreover, the long-term sustainability of the out-
put increases achieved so far, itself appears doubtful. Deter-
orating soil and water conditions are already being reflected in
declining crop yields.* Genetic variety has also shrunk, and many
of the indigenously developed crop varieties {long-tested and
adapted to local conditions) have been replaced by improved seeds
which are more susceptible to pest attacks. The long-term annual
growth rate of agricultural production in India over 1968-85 was
2.6 percent, that is, slightly lower than the pre-Green Revolution,
1950-65, rate of 3.08. Crop yields are also more unstable.*® All this
raises questions about the long-term sustainability of agricultural
growth, and more generally of rural production systems, under
present forms of technology and resource management in India,
and indeed in south Asia.

The choice of agricultural technology and production systems
cannot be separated from the dominant view of what constitutes
scientific agriculture. The Green Revolution embodies a technol-
ogical mix which gives primacy to laboratory-based research and
manufactured inputs and treats agriculture as an isolated mz,oa_._n-
tion system. Indeed, indiscriminate agricultural expansion, with
little attempt to maintain a balance between forests, mm.Em‘ and
grazing lands, assumes that the relationship between agriculture,
forests, and village commons is an antagonistic, rather than a com-
plementary, one. By contrast, organic farming systems {(now rapid-
ly being eclipsed) are dependent on maintaining just such a
balance. More generally, over the years, there has been a systema-
tic devaluation and marginalization of indigenous knowledge
about species varieties, nature's processes (how forests, soils, and
water are formed and sustained interrelatedly), and sustainable
forms of interaction between people and nature. These trends are
not confined to countries operating within the capitalist mode.
Similar problems of deforestation, desertification, salination,
recurrent secondary pest attacks on crops, and pesticide con-
tamination are emerging in China.*!

What is at issue here is not modern science in itself but the pro-
cess by which what is regarded as “scientific knowledge” is gen-
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erated and applied and how the fruits of that application are dis-

tributed. Within the hierarchy of knowledge, that acquired via

traditional forms of interacting with nature tends to be deemed
less valuable.2 And the people who use this knowledge in their
daily lives—farmers and forest dwellers and especially women of
these communities—tend to be excluded from the institutions
which create what is seen as scientific knowledge. These boun-
daries are not inevitable. In Meiji Japan, the farmer's knowledge
and innovative skills were incorporated in the broader body of
scientific knowledge by a systematized interaction between the
farmer, the village extension worker, and the scientist. This en-
abled a two-way flow of information from the farmer to the scien-
tist and vice-versa: “Intimate knowledge of the best of traditional
farming methods was thus the starting point for agricultural
research and extension activities.4?

Such attempts contrast sharply with the more typical top-down
flow of information from those deemed experts {the scientists/
professionals) to those deemed ignorant (the village users). The
problem here is only partly one of class differences. Underlying
the divide between the scientists/professionals {usually urban-
based) and the rural users of innovations (including user-innova-
tors) whose knowledge comes more from field experience than

- from formal education, are also usually the divides between intel-

lectual and physical labor, between city and countryside, and be-
tween women and men.

CLASS-GENDER EFFECTS

We come then to the class-gender effects of the processes of
degradation, statization and privatization of nature's resources,
and the erosion of traditional systems of knowledge and resource
management. These processes have had particularly adverse ef-
fects on poor households because of the noted greater dependen-
cy of such households on communal resources. However, focus-
ing on the class significance of communal resources provides only
a partial picture—there is also a critical gender dimension, for
women and female children are the ones most adversely affected
by environmental degradation. The reasons for this are primarily
threefold. First, there is a preexisting gender division of labor. It is
women in poor peasant and tribal households who do much of the
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gathering and fetching from the forests, village commons, a<m~.m_.
and wells. In addition, women of such households are burdened:
with a significant responsibility for family subsistence and 53\.“‘
are often the primary, and in many female-headed households the
sole, economic providers. .
Second, there are systematic gender differences in the distribu-
tion of subsistence resources (including food and health care)
within rural households, as revealed by a range of indicators:
anthropometric indices, morbidity and mortality rates, ro%:m&
admissions data, and the sex ratio (which is 93 females per 100 _
males for all-India).#* These differences, especially in health care,
are widespread in India {and indeed in south Asia) .43 _
Third, there are significant inequalities in women's and men's:
access to the most critical productive resource in rural economies, |
agricultural land, and associated production ”mnr:owom%g Women
also have a systematically disadvantaged position in the labor
market. They have fewer employment owwoncima. less occupa-
tional mobility, lower levels of training, and lower payments En
same or similar work.*” Due to the greater task specificity of their
work, they also face much greater seasonal fluctuations in employ-
ment and earnings than do men, with sharper mnmwM. and longer
slack periods in many regions and less chance of finding employ-
ment in the slack seasons.+
Given their limited rights in private property resources mc.n: as
agricultural land, rights to communal resources such as the village
commons have always provided rural women and children (espe-
cially those of tribal, landless, or marginal peasant vo:mmvo_n_m_. a
source of subsistence, unmediated by dependency relationships
on adult males. For instance, access to village commons is usually
linked to membership in the village community and therefore
women are not excluded in the way they may be in a system of in-
dividualized private land rights. This acquires mm&moa& impor-
tance in regions with strong norms of female seclusion (as in

northwest India} where women'’s access to the cash economy, to
markets, and to the marketplace itself is constrained and depen-
dent on the mediation of male relatives.*® .

It is against this analytical backdrop that we need to examine
what I term the “class-gender effects’ (the gender effects Em.&m.ﬂma
by class) of the processes of environmental ammumamao.? statization
and privatization. These effects relate to at least six critical aspects:
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time, income, nutrition, health, social-survival-networks, and in-
digenous knowledge. Each of these effects is important across
rural India. However, their intensity and interlinkages would dif-
fer cross-regionally, with variations in ecology, agricultural
technology, land distribution, and social structures, associated
with which are variations in the gender division of labor, social
relations, livelihood possibilities, and kinship systems.® Although
a systematic regional decomposition of effects is not attempted
below, all the illustrative examples are regionally contextualized.

On Time. Because women are the main gatherers of fuel, fodder,
and water, it is primarily their working day (already averaging ten
to twelve hours) that is lengthened with the depletion of and
reduced access to forests, waters, and soils. Firewood, for in-
stance, is the single most important source of domestic energy in
India {providing more than 65 percent of domestic energy in the
hills and deserts of the north). Much of this is gathered and not
purchased, especially by the poor. In recent years, there has been
a severalfold increase in firewood collection time (see table 3). In
some villages of Gujarat, in western India, evena four-to-five-hour
search yields little apart from shrubs, weeds, and tree roots which
do not provide adequate heat.

Similarly, fodder collection takes longer with a decline in the
village commons. As a woman in the hills of Uttar Pradesh (north-
west India) puts it:

When we were young, we used to go to the forest early in the morning without
eating anything. There we would eat plenty of berries and wild fruits . . . drink
the cold sweet [water] of the Banj [oak] roots. . . . In a short while we would
gather all the fodder and firewood we needed, rest under the shade of some

huge tree and then go home. Now, with the going of the trees, everything else
has gone too.%?

The shortage of drinking water has exacerbated the burden of
time and energy on women and young girls. Where low-caste
~omen often have access to only one well, its drying up could
mean an endless wait for their vessels to be filled by upper-caste

" women, as was noted to have happened in Orissa.5? A similar
problem arises when drinking water wells go saline near irrigation
works .53

In Uttar Pradesh, according to a woman grassroots activist, the
growing hardship of young women'’s lives with ecological degrada-
tion has led to an increased number of suicides among them in re-
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Table 3
Time Taken and Distance Travelled for Firewood Collection
Country/Region Year of Firewood collection® Data Source
Data
Time taken Distance
travelled

India
Chamoli (hills) .

{a) Dwing }1982 5 hriday@ over 5 km }Swaminathan

|b) Pakhi } 4 hr/day }11984)
Gujarat [plains)

|a} Forested } once every 4 days n.a. }

(b} Depleted }1980 once every 2days 4-5 km }Nagbrahman &

{c} Severely depleted } 4-5 hr/day na. }Sambrani {1983}
Madhya Pradesh (plains) 1980 1-2 times/week 5 km Chand & Bezboruah (1980}
Kumaon (hills) 1982 3 days/week 5-7 km Folger & Dewan {1983}
Karnataka (plains) n.a. 1 hr/day 5.4 kmitrip Batliwala {1983)
Garhwal {hills) n.a. 5 hr/day 10 km Agarwal (1983}

Bihar (plains} ¢. 1972 na. 1-2 km/day }Bhaduri & Surin (1980}
1980 n.a. 8-10 km/day }

Rajasthan (plains) 1988 5 hriday {winter] 4 km personal observation

Nepal

Tinan (hills) 1978 3 hriday na. Stone {1982)

Pangua {hills) late 1970s 4-5 hr/bundle n.a. Bajracharya (1983

WDA** {lowlands)
|a) low deforestation
|b} high deforestation  }

} 1982-83 1.5 hr/day n.a }Kumar & Hotchkiss 1988}
3 hr/day na. }

Sources: Madhura Swaminathan, "Eight Hours a Day for Fuel Collection,” Manushi
{March-April 1984); D. Nagbrahman and S. Sambrani, “Women's Drudgery in Firewood
Collection,” Economic and Political Weekly, 1-8 Jan. 1983; Malini Chand and Rita Bez-
boruah, “Employment Opportunities for Women in Forestry" in Comrmunity Forestry and
People’s Participation, Seminar Report, Ranchi Consortium for Community Forestry, 20-22
Nov. 1980; Bonnie Folger and Meera Dewan, "Kumaon Hills Reclamation: End of Year
Site Visit," {Dethi, OXFAM America, 1983}); Srilata Batliwala, "Women and Cooking
Energy,” Economic and Political Weekly, 24-31 Dec. 1983; Anil Agarwal, "The Cooking
Energy Systems —Problems and Opportunities,” (Center for Science and Environment,
Dethi}; T. Bhadhuri and V. Surin, “Community Forestry and Women Headloaders" in
Community Forestry and People’s Participation, Seminar Report; Linda Stone, “Women and
Natural Resources: Perspectives from Nepal,” in Women in Natural Resources: An Inter-
national Perspective, ed. Molly Stock, Jo Ellen Force, and Dixie Ehrenreich {Moscow:
University of Idaho Press, 1982); Deepak Bajracharya, "Deforestation in the Food/Fuel
Context: Historical and Political Perspectives from Nepal,” Mountain Research and
Development 3, no. 3 [1983}; Shubh Kumar and David Hotchkiss, "Consequences of
Deforestation for Women's Time Allocation, Agricultural Production, and Nutrition in
Hill Areas of Nepal,’ Research Report, no. 69 {Washington, D.C.: International Food
Policy Research Institute, 1988}.

* Pirewood collected mainly by women and children.

@ Average computed from information given in the study.

n.a. Information not available.

** Western Development Area.
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cent years. Their inability to obtain adequate quantities of water,
fodder, and fuel causes tensions with their mothers-in-law (in
whose youth forests were plentiful), and soil erosion has com-
pounded the difficulty of producing enough grain for subsistence
in a region of high male outmigration.5*

On Income. The decline in gathered items from forests and vil-
lage commons has reduced incomes directly. In addition, the extra
time needed for gathering reduces time available to women for
crop production and can adversely affect crop incomes, especially
in hill communities where women are the primary cultivators due
to high male outmigration. For instance, a recent study in Nepal
found that the substantial increase in firewood collection time due
to deforestation has significantly reduced women's crop cultiva-
tion time, leading to an associated fall in the production of maizé,
wheat, and mustard which are primarily dependent on female
labor in the region. These are all crops grown in the dry season
when there is increased need for collecting fuel and other items.5s
The same is likely to be happening in the hills of India.

Similar implications for women's income arise with the decline
in common grazing land and associated fodder shortage. Many
landless widows I spoke to in Rajasthan (northwest India) in 1988
said they could not venture to apply for a loan to purchase a buf-
falo under the government's anti-poverty program as they had no-
where to graze the animal and no cash to buy fodder.

As other sources of livelihood are eroded, selling firewood is
becoming increasingly common, especially in eastern and central
India. Most "headloaders,” as they are called, are women, earning a
meager 5.50 rupees a day for twenty kilograms of wood.5¢ Defor-
estation directly impinges on this source of livelihood as well.

On Nutrition. As the area and productivity of village commons
and forests fall, so does the contribution of gathered food in the
diets of poor households. The declining availability of fuelwood
has additional nutritional effects. Efforts to economize induce peo-
ple to shift to less nutritious foods which need less fuel to cook or

~which can be eaten raw, or force them to eat partially cooked food

which could be toxic, or eat leftovers that could rot in a tropical
« climate, or to miss meals altogether. Although as yet there are no
systematic studies on India, some studies on rural Bangladesh are
strongly indicative and show that the total number of meals eaten
daily as well as the number of cooked meals eaten in poor house-
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holds is already declining.5? The fact that malnutrition can be
caused as much by shortages of fuel as of food has long been part
of the conventional wisdom of rural women who observe: “It's not
what's in the pot that worries you, but what's under it.” A tradeoff
between the time spent in fuel gathering versus cooking can also
adversely affect the meal's nutritional quality.

Although these adverse nutritional effects impinge on the whole
household, women and female children bear an additional burden
because of the noted gender biases in intrafamily distribution of
food and health care. There is also little likelihood of poor women
being able to afford the extra calories for the additional energy ex-
pended in fuel collection.

On Health. Apart from the health consequences of nutritional in-
adequacies, poor rural women are also more directly exposed than
are men to waterborne diseasgs and to the pollution of rivers and
ponds with fertilizer and pesticide runoffs, because of the nature
of the tasks they perform, such as fetching water for various
domestic uses and animal care, and washing clothes near ponds,
canals, and streams.5® The burden of family ill-health associated
with water pollution also falls largely on women who take care of
the sick. An additional source of vulnerability is the agricultural
tasks women perform. For instance, rice transplanting, which is
usually a woman's task in most parts of Asia, is associated with a
range of diseases, including arthritis and gynecological ailments.59
Cottonpicking and other tasks done mainly by women in cotton
cultivation expose them to pesticides which are widely used for
this crop. In China, several times the acceptable levels of DDT and !
BHC residues have been found in the milk of nursing mothers,
among women agricultural workers.6® In India, pesticides are
associated with limb and visual disabilities.!

On Social Support Networks. The considerable displacement of
people that results from the submersion of villages in the building
of major irrigation and hydroelectric works, or from large-scale
deforestation in itself, has another (little recognized) class and

gender implication—the disruption of social support networks.
Social relationships with kin, and with villagers outside the kin

network, provide economic and social support that is important to

all rural households but especially to poor households and to the |
women 52 This includes reciprocal labor-sharing arrangements :
during peak agricultural seasons; loans taken in cash or kind dur-
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ing severe crises such as droughts; and the borrowing of small
amounts of food stuffs, fuel, fodder, and so on, even in normal
times. Women typically depend a great deal on such informal sup-
port networks, which they also help to build through daily social in-
teraction, marriage alliances that they are frequently instrumental
in arranging, and complex gift exchanges.® Also the social and eco-
nomic support this represents for women in terms of strengthening
their bargaining power within families needs to be recognized, even
if it is not easy to quantify 5 These networks, spread over a range of
nearby villages, cannot be reconstituted easily, an aspect ignored by
rehabilitation planners.

Moreover for forest dwellers, the relationship with forests is not
just functional or economic but also symbolic, suffused with cul-
tural meanings and nuances, and woven into their songs and leg-
ends of origin. Large-scale deforestation, whether or not due to
irrigation schemes, has eroded a whole way of living and thinking.
Two close observers of life among the tribal people of Orissa in
eastern India note that “the earlier sense of sharing has disap-
peared. . . . Earlier women would rely on their neighbors in times
of need. Today this has been replaced with a sense of alienation
and helplessness . . . the trend is to leave each family to its own
fate."ss Widows and the aged are the most neglected.

On Women's Indigenous Knowledge. The gathering of food alone
demands an elaborate knowledge of the nutritional and medicinal
properties of plants, roots, and trees, including a wide reserve
knowledge of edible plants not normaily used but critical for cop-
ing with prolonged shortages during climatic disasters. An examina-
tion of household coping mechanisms during drought and famine
reveals a significant dependence on famine foods gathered mainly
by women and children for survival. Also among hill communities
it is usually women who do the seed selection work and have the
most detailed knowledge about crop varieties.® This knowledge
about nature and agriculture, acquired by poor rural women in the
process of their everyday contact with and dependence on nature's
resources, has a class and gender specificity and is linked to the
class specificity and gendering of the division of labor.

The impact of existing forms of development on this knowledge
has been twofold. First, the process of devaluation and marginali-
zation of indigenous knowledge and skills, discussed earlier, im-
pinges especially on the knowledge that poor peasant and tribal
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women usually possess. Existing development strategies have
made little attempt to tap or enhance this knowledge and under-
sianding. At the same time, women have been excluded from the
{nstitutions through which modern scientific knowledge is created
and transmitted. Second, the degradation of natural resources and
their appropriation by a minority results in the destruction of the
material basis on which women'’s knowledge of natural resources
and processes is founded and kept alive, leading to its gradual

eclipse.

RESPONSES: STATE AND GRASSROOTS

Both the state and the people most immediately affected by envi-
ronmental degradation have responded to these processes, but in
different ways. The state's recognition that environmental
degradation may be acquiring crisis proportions is recent and as
yet partial; and, as we have seen, state developmental policies are
themselves a significant cause of the crisis. Not surprisingly,
therefore, the state's response has been piecemeal rather than
comprehensive. For instance, the problem of deforestation and
fuelwood shortage has been addressed mainly by initiating tree-
planting schemes either directly or by encouraging village com-
munities and individual farmers to do so.

However, most state ventures®” in the form of direct planting
have had high failure rates in terms of both tree planting and sur-
vival, attributable to several causes—a preoccupation with mono-
cultural plantations principally for commercial use, which at times
have even replaced mixed forests; the takeover of land used for
various other purposes by the local population; and top-down im-
plementation. Hence, in many cases, far from benefiting the poor
these schemes have taken away even existing rights and re-
sources, leading to widespread local resistance. Also, women
either do not feature at all in such schemes or, at best, tend to be
allotted the role of caretakers in tree nurseries, with little say in the
choice of species or in any other aspect of the project. Community
forestry schemes, on the other hand, are often obstructed by eco-
nomic inequalities in the village community and the associated
mistrust among the poor of a system that cannot ensure equitable
access to the products of the trees planted.

Ironically, the real "success’ stories, with plantings far exceeding
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targets, relate to the better-off farmers who, in many regions, have
sought to reap quick profits by allotting fertile cropland to com-
mercial trees. As a result, cmployment, crop output, and crop resi-
dues for fuel have declined, often dramatically, and the trees
planted, such as eucalyptus, provide no fodder and poor fuel.s8
The recent government policy in West Bengal |eastern India) of
leasing sections of degraded forest land to local communities for
collectively planting, managing, and monitoring tree plantations
for local use, holds promisc. But in several other parts of the coun-
try large tracts of such land have also been given to paper manu-
facturers for planting commercial species.

As some environmentalists have rightly argued, this predomi-
nantly commercial approach to forestry, promoted as “scientific
forestry,” is reductionist—it is nature seen as individual parts
rather than as an interconnected system of vegetation, soil, and
water: the forest is reduced to trees, the trees to biomass. For in-
stance, Shiva notes that in the reductionist worldview only those
properties of a resource system are taken into account which gen-
erate profits, whereas those that stabilize ecological processes, but
are commercially nonexploitable, are ignored and eventually
destroyed.®®

Indeed, the noted effects of development policies on the envi-
ronment —be they policies relating to agriculture or more directly
to forests and water use—point to a strategy which has been ex-
tractive/destructive of nature rather than conserving/regenerative.
The strategy does not explicitly take account of the long-term com-
plementarity between agriculture and natural resource preserva-
tion and therefore raises serious questions about the ability of the

system both to sustain long-term increases in agricultural produc-
tivity and to provide sustenance for the people.

But should we see people in general and women in particular
solely as victims of environmental degradation and of ill-
conceived top-down state policies? The emergence of grassroots
ecology movements across the subcontinent (and especially India)
suggests otherwise. These movements indicate that although poor
peasant and tribal communities in general, and women among
them in particular, are being severely affected by environmental
degradation and appropriation, they are today also critical agents
of change. Further, embodied in their traditional interaction with
the environment are practices and perspectives which can prove
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However, it is important to distinguish here between the per-

spectives revealed by an examination of practice within the envi-
ronmental movement and the explicit theoretical formulation of an
environmental perspective. Although dialectically interlinked the
two do not entirely overlap. The three ideological streams, as iden-
tified by Guba, relate to different ways in which groups adhering
to preexisting ideological and philosophic pesitions {Marxist, Gan-
dhian) have incorporated environmental concerns in their prac-
tice. In a sense environment has been added on to their other con-
cerns by these groups. This does not as yet represent the formula-
tion of a new theoretical perspective (that an environmental ap-
* proach to development needs) by any of these groups.

In terms of practice within the movement, women have been a
visible part of most rural grassroots ecological initiatives (as they
have of peasant movements in general). This visibility is most ap-
parent in the Chipko movement described below. However, wom-
en's participation in a movement does not in itself represent an ex-

+ plicit incorporation of a gender perspective, in either theory or
practice, within that movement. Yet such a formulation is clearly
needed. Feminist environmentalism as spelled out earlier in this
paper is an attempt in this direction.

To restate in this context, in feminist environmentalism I have

sought to provide a theoretical perspective that locates both the
symbolic and material links between people and the environment
in their specific forms of interaction with it, and traces gender and
class differentiation in these links to a given gender and class divi-
sion of labor, property, and power. Unlike Gandhism and Marx-
ism, feminist environmentalism is not a perspective that is con-
sciously subscribed to by an identifiable set of individuals or
groups. However, insofar as tribal and poor peasant women's spe-
cial concern with environmental degradation is rooted in this ma-
terial reality, their responses to it, which have been articulated
both in complementary and oppositional terms to the other ideol-
ogical streams, could be seen as consistent with the feminist envi-
ronmentalist framework.

The Chipko movement is an interesting example in this respect.
Although it emerged from the Gandhian tradition, in the course of
its growth it has brought to light some of the limitations of an ap-
proach that does not explicitly take account of class and gender
concerns. More generally too it is a movement of considerable his-
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But in their choice of trees the priorities of women and men don't
‘ilways coincide—women typically prefer trees that provide fuel,

fodder, and daily needs, the men prefer commercially profitable
ones.™ Once again this points to the association between gendered
responsibility for providing a family's subsistence needs and gen-
dered responses to threats against the resources that fulfill those
" needs.

Fourth, Chipko today is more than an ecology movement and
has the potential for becoming a wider movement against gender-
related inequalities. For instance, there has been large-scale mobil-
ization against male alcoholism and associated domestic violerice
and wasteful expenditure. There is also a shift in self-perception. I
have seen women stand up in public meetings of the movement
and forcefully address the gathering. Many of them are also ask-
ing: Why aren't we members of the village councils?

Fifth, implicit in the movement is a holistic understanding of the
environment in general and forests in particular. The women, for
instance, have constructed a poetic dialogue illustrating the dif-
ference between their own perspective and that of the foresters.”
Foresters: What do the forests bear?

Profits, resin and timber.
Women (Chorus): What do the forests bear?
Soil, water and pure air.
Soil, water and pure air,
Sustain the earth and all she bears.

In other words, the women recognize that forests cannot be
reduced merely to trees and the trees to wood for commercial use,
that vegetation, soil, and water form part of a complex and inter-
related ecosystem. This recognition of the interrelatedness and in-
terdependence between the various material components of
nature, and between nature and human sustenance, is critical for
evolving a strategy of sustainable environmental protection and
regeneration.

Although the movement draws upon, indeed is rooted in, the
region's Gandhian tradition which predates Chipko, women's
responses go beyond the framework of that tradition and come
close to feminist environmentalism in their perspective. This is

suggested by their beginning to confront gender and class issues
in a number of small but significant ways. For instance, gender
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mental protection and regeneration than those of men elsewhere,
but not more than those of the women of such communities. This
is because hill and tribal women, perhaps more than any other
group, still maintain a reciprocal link with nature's resources—a
link that stems from a given organization of production, reproduc-
tion, and distribution, including a given gender division of labor.
At the same time, the positive aspects of this link should not
serve as an argument for the continued entrenchment of women
within a given division of labor. Rather, they should serve as an
argument for creating the conditions that would help universalize
this link with nature, for instance, by declassing and degendering
the ways in which productive and reproductive activities are
organized (within and outside the home) and how property, re-
sources, knowledge, and power are distributed.

CONCLUSION

The Indian experience offers several insights and lessons. First,
the processes of environmental degradation and appropriation of
natural resources by a few have specific class-gender as well as
locational implications~it is women of poor, rural households
who are most adversely affected and who have participated ac-
tively in ecology movements. "Women' therefore cannot be pos-
ited (as the ecofeminist discourse has typically done] as a unitary
category, even within a country, let alone across the Third World
or globally. Second, the adverse class-gender effects of these pro-
cesses are manifest in the erosion of both the livelihood systems
and the knowledge systems on which poor rural women depend.
Third, the nature and impact of these processes are rooted inter-
actively, on the one hand, in ideology — (in notions about develop-
ment, scientific knowledge, the appropriate gender division of
labor, and so on] and, on the other hand, in the economic advan-
tage and political power predicated especially, but by no means
only, on property differentials between households and between
women and men. Fourth, thereisa spreading grassroots resistance
to such inequality and environmental destruction—to the pro-
cesses, products, people, property, pOwer, and profit-orientation
that underlie them. Although the voices of this resistance are yet
scattered and localized, their message is a vital one, even from a
purely growth and productivity concern and more so if our con-
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nology may entail shifting from mainly chemical-based farming to
more organic methods, from monocultural high-yielding variety
seeds to mixed cropping with indigenously produced varieties,
from the emphasis on large irrigation schemes to a plurality of
water-provisioning systems, and from a preoccupation with irri-
gated crops to a greater focus on dryland crops. A change in
decision-making processes would imply a shift from the present
top-down approach to one that ensures the broad-based democra-
tic participation of disadvantaged groups. Indeed, insofar as the
success stories of reforestation today relate to localized communi-
ties taking charge of their environmental base, a viable solution
would need decentralized planning and control and institutional
arrangements that ensure the involvement of the rural poor, and
especially women, in decisions about what trees are planted and
how the associated benefits are shared. Similarly, to encourage the
continued use and growth of local knowledge about plants and
species in the process of environmental regeneration, we would
require new forms of interaction between local people and trained
scientists and a widening of the definition of “scientific” to include
plural sources of knowledge and innovations, rather than merely
those generated in universities and laboratories. This last is not
without precedent, as is apparent from the earlier discussion on
Meiji Japan's interactive teams which allowed a flow of informa-
tion not only from the agricultural scientist to the farmer but also
the reverse. The most complex, difficult, and necessary to trans-

form is of course the class and gender division of labor and re-

sources and the associated social relations. Here it is the emer-

gence of new social movements in India around issues of gender,

environment, and democratic rights, and especially the formation

of joint fronts between these movements on a number of recent

occasions, that point the direction for change and provide the

points of hope.

Indeed, environmental and gender concerns taken together

open up both the need for reexamining, and the possibility of
throwing new light on, many long-standing issues relating to
development, redistribution, and institutional change. That these
concerns preclude easy policy solutions underlines the deep en-
trénchment (both ideological and material) of interests in existing
structures and models of development. It also underlines the criti-
cal importance of grassroots political organization of the poor and
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