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ENVIRONMENT AND SOCIETY
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Look around you. What do you see? If
YOHI @re in @ CclassToom, Yo Iy se
students in uniform, sitting on chairs
with books open on their desk. There
are sehool bags with lunch and peneil
boxes, Ceiling fans might be whirring
overhead.  Hove you ever thonghi
about where these things — school
clothes, furniture, bags, clectricity,
vame from? W you trace their orgins,
your will find that the source of cach
mialerial object lies in noture. Every
day, we use abjects whose production
draws upon natursl resources from
around the world, The chair in your
classroom may be made from wood
with iron nails, glue and varnish. Iis
journcy from a tree in g forest or
plantation to yon depends on
cleciricity, diesel, facilities for brode,
and telgpommunications.  Along the
wiy, il has passed throush the hands
of logfgers, carpenters, supervisors and
mianagers, bansporters, traders and
those in charge of buying schoaol
furniturc. These producers and
distribulors, and the inputs that they
provide into chair manufaeluring, in
turn use a varicty of goods and
services derived from nniure, Try and

map these resource lows and you will
soon  see how complex such
relationships are!

Iny this chapier we will study social
relationships with the environment as
they have changed over fime and as
they vary from place to place, I is
important o analyse and interpret
suchi varinlions in & systomntic way,
There are many urgent enviromnmental
prolems that demand our attention.,
To address these erises effectively, we
necd & sociological framework lor
understunding why they ocour and
how they might be prevented or
resalved.

All socictics have an ceological
basis, The lerm ecology denotes the
web of physicl and Biological systems
and prowesses of which humans are
one clement. Mounlains and rivers,
plains and oceans, and the flora and
fauna that they support, are a part of
cealogy. The ecology of o place is also
alfected by the interaction belween ks
geography and hydrology. For
cxample, the plant and animal hife
unigue o & desert is pduapled to s
scaree rainfall, rocky or sandy soils,
and extreme femperatures, Similar
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coologlenl fctors lmil and shape how
human beings can live In any
particular place.

Over Lime. however, ecology has
been modificd by human action.
What appears W be a natural feature
af the environment — ardity or (lood-
proncness, for exnmple, is ofien
produced by human inlervention,
Deforesbation in the upper catchment
of 4 river may muke the river more
[ood-prone. ClHmale change brinughi
gboul by global warnming is another
instanee of the widespread bmpaot of
humnan activity on nature, Over time,
it ts often difficull to sepamle and
distinguish belween the naturl and
human [aclors in ecological change.

ﬁm;rlnn amnd '!rhich has hﬂ:ﬁ%

! all aver north indta.

Can you think of other
examples where what seems: o be
“matural is gctyally modified by
cultural interventions?

Gl

Alongside biophysical properties
and processes thal may have been
translormed by human action — for
example, the ow of a dver and the
species composition of 4 loresl. there
gre other ecological elements around
us thal are more obviously hunman-
made. An agricultural farm with s
soil and waler conservation works, its
cultivated plants and domesticaiod
animals, ils inputs of synthelic
[eriilisers and pesticides, is clearly o
human tmnstformaltion ol nefure. The
budll environmeni ol & city, made from
voncrete, cemeni, brck. stone, glass
and Lar, uses oalium] resounees bul s
very much a humon artelact.

Social environments cmerge (rom
the lotermction between biophysical
ecology and human interventions,
This is a iwo-way process, Just as
nalure shapes socicly, socioly shapes
aalume, For instance, the fertile soil of
the Indo-Gangetie Noodplain enables
intensive agricullure. lis hish
productivily allows dense population
seltlements and generales enough
surpluses (o supporl other. non-
agricultural acltivities, giving rise Lo
complex hierarchical socicties and
slates, In contrast, the descrl of
Rajusthan can only supporl
pastoralists who move from place o
place in order o keep their livestock
supplicd with lodder. These are
Inslances of cenlogy shaping the forms
of human life and culture, On the
oiher hand, the social organisation of
capitalism has shaped nalure across
ihe world. The private automobile is
one instance ol a capitalist commmodity
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that has transformed Hves and  are just a few ol the envimonmental
landscapes.  Alr pollution and  effects of cars.  Human interventions
congestion in cllies, reglonal conflicls  Inereasingly have the power (o aller
and wars over oll, and global warming  enwviromments, oflen penmanently.

prcy oS 4
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The ecologleul effects of the
Andusirinl’ Revolutfon in Britain
were felt all over the world. Large
mu:ufﬁhmhemupﬁ,h a.m:rlm-

 of wm L Al caused
s nﬁ;ﬂ:uﬂmﬂ' ‘tconnmy Lo décline,
with figlds reverting to fallow

The intervetion bBetween
cnvironment and soclety Is shaped by
social organisalion. Properly
relatlons detérmine how and by whom
naturn] resources can be assd, Tor
Instanee, I lorests are owned by the
govertunend, I will have Lhe power o
decide whether iU should lease them
Lo Unibver companies or allow villysers
Lo eollect forest produice. Privile
ownership of land and walér sources
will alfeel whether olhers can' have
decess Lo Lhese resourees and on whal
lerins and conditons. Owneship and
contral over resources Is also related
Lto the division of labour In the
productlon process. Landless
labourers and women will have a
dilferent relalionship with naturul
rissourees than men. In rural Didia,

R

woiner ane likely (o experience resource
scareily more aculely because
galthering fuel and fetching waler are
generally women's lasks bul they do
nol conlrol Lthese resources.  Social
organisation influences how different
social groups relate Lo Lheir
covironmenl.

Different relationships belwoen
cavironmenl and socicly also rellect
dilferrent social values and norms, ;s
well as knowledge systems,  The
values underlying capllalism have
supported the commodificalion of
nature, [urning it info objects that can
be boaght and seld for profit.  For
imstance, the multiple coliural
mennings of @ river — s coologiond,
ubilitarian, spiritual, and sesthetic
significanee, are stripped down o &
single set of caloulations about profit
sl loss frimm the sale of waloer lor an
caircprencur. Socialist values of
equality and justice have led to the
seizure of lands from large landlords
and their redistribution among
fandless peasants in a number of
countries. Religious values have led
some social groups to protect and
conserve sacred groves and species
and others to helieve that they have
divine sanclilon to change Lhe
covirorment 0 sull their neads.

There are many different
perspeclives on the environment
and lis relationship lo society. These
differences Include the ‘nature-
nurture’ debale and whethier
lidividual characleristies arfe iinale
or are flueneed by environmental
faclors, For Instance, are people poor
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because they are innalely less
talented or hard-working or because
they are boarn into a situation of
disadvaniage and lack of
apportunily? Theories and dala
aboul environment and society are
inflluenced by the social conditions
under which they emerge, Thus the
notions that women are intrinsically
less able than men. and Blacks
nalurally less able than Whiles, were
chaollended as ideas ol equalily
berame more widespread during the
8" cenlury’s socdal and politics!
revolutions, Colontalism generaled a
greal deal ol knowledge about
environmenl and sociely, often
syslematically compiling it in ondér
to muke resources available W the
imperial powers. Geology, geography,
botany, zoology. forestry and
hydraulic engineering were among
the muny disciplines thal were crneted
and instilutipnalised o eililale the
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managemenl ol naleral resources [or
colonial purposes.

Environmenlal management is,
however. a very difficult task, Nol
cnongh s known aboul biophysical
processes Lo predict and conlrol them,
In additon, human relations with the
enwironmenl have become nereasingly
complex. With the spread ol indu-
strinlisation, resource extraction has
expanded and aocclerated, alfecting
ceosystoms in unprocedented wiys.
Complex ndustrial techoologles and
modes of organisation regquire
sophisticaled managemenl syslems
which are often fmgile and vulnerable
to ¢mor. We live in risk socielies using
technologies and products thal we do
aol fully grasp. The gecurrence of
apuclear disasters like Chernobyl,
industrial accidents like Bhopeal, and
Mad Cow discase in Europe shows the
dangers inherenl in industrial
envirunmenls,
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The warnings kept coming. In May 1882, three experts from Lhe Unlon
Carbide Corporation. ISA. safety measures and pointed ot abarming
lapses, These fears were reported in a local weekly Kapat, in what was to be o
series of prophetic articles in 1982 AL the same Ume, the fetory's employees

union alko wrote lo Central ministers and the chiel minister waming them of
‘the situntion. ‘The state tabour Mintster reassured legislators at several Umes
that the factory wis safe. Only a few weeks before the gusledl the fiictory had

been gromied an mﬂrmnﬂninlﬂpmmﬂﬂmhlu tﬁnsm:pdhiﬂnn control
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Maow Exvircmoararan Piaotsicms asn Rosss

Although the relalive Importance or
urgency ol different envirommentsl!
hazards may vary [rom country to
country and contest (o context, the
lollowing are globally recognized as the

bl orics:

A Resource Deplelion

Using up non-renewable nalural
resources s one ol the most serious

covirpnmerital problems. While fossil
fucds and specially petroleum hog the
headlines, the depletion and
destrisction of water and land is
probably cven more rapid. The rapid
decline in groundwater levels is an
acule protdem all over India, especially
in the states of Punjab, Harvana and
Uttar Pradesh.  Aguilers which have
aecumulated waler over hundreds and
thousands ol years are being emptiod
in maitber of a few decasdes o meet Lhe



growing demands of inlensive
agriculture, industry and urban
centres, Rivers have dlso been
dommed and diverted, causing
irreversible damage (o the eccology of
waler basins, Many water bodies: in
urban arcas have been filied up and
built upon, destroying the noiural
drainage of the landscape. Like
proundwater: topsoil (oo is created
over thousands of vears. This
agriculiural resource, Loo, is being
destroyed duce to poor environmental
management leading lo erosion.
waler-logging and salinisation. The
production of bricks lor bullding
houses is anolther reason for the loss
ol lopsodl.

Biodiversity habitzis such us
loresis, massknds and wellnnds are Lhe

olher major resource facing rapid
depletion, kirgely due to the expansion
of areas under agriculture. Though
various parts ol the globe, neluding
some parls ol India, appear (o have
setn some re-forestalion or increase in
vegelative cover in recent decades, Lhe
overall trend is lowands the loss of
biodiversity. The shrinking of these
habitats has endungered imany specles,
several of them unigue 1o India. You
meay have read of the recenl erisis when
it was discovered Lhal the liger
population had fllén sharply desplte
sdrfel laws and Jarge sancluaries,

B. Pollution

Alr pedllestite 18 considered Lo be a
environmerital problem in urban and
rural arcas, causing reapiralory and

P e e
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other problemns which resull in setious
illness and death,. The sources of air
pollution include emissions [rom
indhustries and vehicles, as well as the
buming of wood and coal for domestic
use.  We have all heard ol pollution
from vehicles and faclories, and scen
pictures ol smoking chimneys and
cxhaust pipes in cars.  Bul we ofien
don't realise thal indoeor politiog from
cooking lres Is also a serious source
ol risk. This is particularly true of rural
hoanes where wood fires using green or
poarly burning womd, badly designed

HT

# resull ol atr pollution exposure. This
finding more than doubles previous
eslimules and confirms that air
pollulion is now the world’s larges|
single environmental bealth risk.
Reducing air pollution could save
millions of lHves. This has enabled
svientists 1o moke a more detailed
analysis of health risks from o wider
demographic spread that now ineludes
rurl as woell as urban areas, 2012,
tatzl 3.9 million deaths #nbed toindoar
air pollution and 2.6 million deaths
redated o ouldoor air pollution.”

Industrial Pollution

fireplaces (chulthas), and poor
venillation combine to put village
womnen al serious risk because they
do the cooking. WHO reports that in
2012 around 7 million people died —
one in eighl of total global deaths—as

Waler pollution is also u very serfines
fssue wliveling surface as well as
groundwaler. Major sources. include
nol only domeslic sewage and faclory
efftuents bul also the munolf from bons
where large amounis of synthetic

* Weblink: wwwwfioint/mediseentre /news/relvases 200 4/ air - pellution feny

Hiz4-2E



Spraying pesticide in a brinjal field

fertilisers and pesticides are used. The
pedlution of rivers amnd winterbodics s a
particularly important problem.
Clties also suller from noise
pellution, which has been the subject
of coaart ordlers in many cities. Soures
imclude amplificd Joudspeakers used
al religious and coltural evends,
politieal campaigns, vehicle horns and
traeffic, and construction work.

C. Glaobal Wanming

The release ol purbieular gases (carbon
dinxide, methane and others) creales a
‘greenhouse’ cifecl by trapping the
sun's heat and nol allowing i Lo
dissipate, This has caused a small but
stgnilicant rise in global temperatures,
The resulting climale change is
projecied (o mell polar foe-fields and
malse the sea level, thus subimerging

P e e

low-lying coustal areas. and more
imporiant, allecting the ecological
balinee. Global warming is also Hkely
to resull in grealer luctuations and
uncerlainly In climates across the
world. China and India are
increasingly signilicant contribulors (o
world carbon and greenhouse gas

D. Genelically Modified Organisms

New technlgues of gene-splicing allow
sclentists (o import genes from one
speclesinto another, introducing new
chameleristies. For instanee, genes
from Bacillus thuringlensis have been
introduced into coltlon specles,
muking il resistant (o the bollworm, a
mujor pest. Genetle modification may
also be done to shorten growing time,
increase skee and the shelf-life of crops.
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However, litte is koown aboul the Jong
term effects ol genetic modilication on
those who eal these loods or on
cealogical systenis.  Agricultural
companics can also use genetie
modification lo croile slorile seeds,
preventing [wmers from re-using them,
antd gunmntecing that secds remain
their profit-yielding properly. lorcing
farmers Lo be dependent on them.

E. Netoraland Man-musde Erwirommenial
Disagters
This is a sell-explanalory calegory. The
Bhopal disaster of 1984 killed abot
4,000 people when a toxie pgas leaked
frinm Lhe: Undon Cartdde Getory, and the
tsunami of 2004 killed thousands of
people are the most recent examples of
man-made and natural envimnmental

disasiers.

Wiy Envicossental Peosisms Al ALso
Soaan Paoiiems

How enviromnental problems alfect
different groups is a function of social
incqualily. Social stalus and power
delermine the extent o which people
can insulate themselves from
envirommental orises or overoomee IL In
sone cases, Lheir ‘solullons’ may
avtually worsen environmentbal
disparithes. In Kulch, Gujaral, where
waler is scarve, rcher famers have
Invesied in deep bore Lubewells Lo lap
groundwaler (o frrigate their liglds nnd
grow vash crops. When the rains fall,
Lhe eartben wells of the poorer villagers
iy and they do nol even have witler
to drink. Al such times, Lhe moist green
ticlds of the rich fanmers seem (o mock

il

them. Certadn environmental concermns
sometimes appear o be universal
goncemns, nol particular 1o specific
soctal groups. For instance, reducing
alfr pollution or protecting biodiversily
scom Lo be in the public interest. A
soclological analysis shows, however,
ihat how publc priorties are scl and
how they are pursucd may ool be
universally benefleial  Securing the
public Interest may actually serve the
Inlerests of particular politically and
coonuwniclly powerlul groups, or hurf
the Inilerests of the poor and politically
weak, As the debales over large dams
and pround prolected areas show, the
environment as a public inlerest is a
hotly contested arens,

The school of social ccology
poinis oul Lhal soclal relations, in
particular the organisation ol property
and production, shape environmental
perceptions and practices. Dillerent
social groups stand in different
relaijonships lo the environment and
gpproach il differeatly. A Forest
Department geared o maximising
revenues {rom supplying large
volumes of bamboo 1o the paper
industry will view and use a [orest
very differently from an arlisan who
harvests banmboo o make baskels,
Their vared Interests and ideologles
genenite environmental conflicts, In
ithis sense, environmental crises have
their roots in socinl inequality.
Addressing cnvironmental problems
requires changlng environmenl-
socicty relations; and this in tum
requires efforls lo change relations
between different social groups —men



and wormen, urban and rurml people,
landlords and labouress, Changed
social relations will give rise o different

knowledge systems and modes ol

umnagl:ug, ll:lr: cavironment,
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Two examples of environment-
socicly conflicts are given below;

Sustainable Development

The relation belween ccology and
cennomy has been a complex one. Bul
one thing is certain that, unless there
is a balanee between Lhe two. the
future of hummanity will remadn blesdk.
Since the laslt 300 years, Lhe way
economic development has been golng
on, with'its emphasis on conlmlling
the nature dnd exploiting L ruthlessly
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for the benefit of & scction of
population. has led o extinetion of
thousands ol species of Mora and
(avdna. The emphasis on non-
renewable energy and inlroduction of
targe nuimber of new species ostensibly
i mesel growing demand of Industrial
world has played havoe with coology.
There is growing concern workdwide
that if the present pace of depletion of
nalural resource and eéxtinetlon of
biodiversily continues [or some more
time, the fulure generation will have
o pay the price for (L.

“Susiainable development is
development that meels the needs of
the present wilhoul compromising the
abllily ol [ulure génémilons Lo meel
their own needs. I contalns within i
two key concepls: the concepl of
needs, In particubar the essential needs
of the world's poor, to which overtiding
priority should be given: and the idea
of imilntons imposed by the staie of
tischnoloagy and aocinl orpaniztion on
the environmenl's ability Lo meel
presenl and  fulure  necds”
(Brundtland Report, October 1987).*

Today the basis of capilalist
development is consumpltion. Old
things must be destroyed just for the
introduction ' of new Lthings so Lhat
people canlinue lo consume new
industrial products, “There is growing
inequality in the world, No amount of

* Presentation of the report, Our Commion Future, by Brondtnnd st o press eonferenice
nrganised by the World Commission on Environment and Development fn London,

England on 27 April 1987,
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growth and ceonomic prosperity is
criigh anyvmore, beeause aspiration
is the new God. This moans thad
anybody who is poor is marginalisced
sitnply because they have just nol made
the grade. There is no longer space lor
such fatlure inour brave, newer wiorld.
It Is'aboul Lhe survival of the [Iest, in
a way that would hoave made Darwin
lrsanes” Why shoulda’l | be nlolerant?,
Sunila Naraln in Deown (o Earth, 25
January 2016)

We are lving in an uneguial warld
whiere we want o contml resosurees and
opportunities. The already existing
sysicm of social stratilication makes it
anly oo casy lor some scetlons of
people Lo conlral most of Lthe avatlable
resources and opporiunites. We have
to make the world worth living not only
lor ourselves bul (or gencrations. Lo
come, We cunnal be ignorant o Lhe
necds of the present nor can we be
oblivious of the needs ol the future. We
necd (o build a society where people
are al par: where there s Equltum::
dislribulion ol resources: where the
alm Is development bul one that s
inelustve and not exclusive. This Is whiat
will make us susiainable.

In this light. spearheaded by the
193 miembet slatés of Unlled Nallons
as well us e global elvil society has,
through a deliberative process, arrived
al the 17 "Global Goals™ of sustainalle

il

development with 1649 lamels, Theses
goals toa large extent derve from Lthe
sentiment expressed ofien by fornmer
United Nations Secretary-General Ban
Ki Moon in his guole. “there ean be no
Plan B. because there is o Planel BT,

 the warld bars like loctists
e | Mahstma Gand
| Dver the fast six years, reports
hat thousands of farmers.
t&_ﬁhﬂlmlﬁmﬂmuqhhnapd

, ﬁ}ﬁhpmhtm ‘have killed
|| themselves. often by doinking
pesticide. What drives farmers.
peaple who sinically deal with the
uncertainties  inherent in
agnicutiure, to this extreme step?
Tht tnvestigation of Journalist
P. Spinath shows that farmers’
mumi distress |s due to i fuston of
environmentn! ond economic
factors. Agrarion conditions have
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Discussion: [swaler searclly naturml
or humsan-nmde? Whal soctal laclors
shape how water is alloeated among
different users? How do different
patierns of waler-use affect dilferent
social groups?

Hiz4-2E
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How is waler depleted through
agricultural activity?

Activity 2
I"-'lndncui Hnumuthmﬂjm
: tises In A diy. Try and
mmmmmam
by comparable households
belonging to different income

As cilles prow. (he conllicl over
urban space s becoming more acule.
While migrianls came lo Lhe eily in
search of work, they cannol affard
stzaree legal housing and are loreed o
seltle an public lunds, This land is now
iny preal densand to bulld infrastrocture
for affluent residents and visilors —
malls and mulliplexes, hotels and
tourist sltes, As a resull, poor workers
and thelr families are belng evieled (o
the oulskirts of the city and thelr homes
demolished. Besides band, alr and waler
have also become highly contesied
resources in the urbsan environment.

(Taken from: Amila Baviskar in
'Belween Violence and Desire: Space,
Power and Identily in the Moking ol
Melropolilan Delhi’ in) frfemutionasl
Socued Scicnce Jowmad, 175 B9-45,
200:3)
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Discussion: Why do the arban poor
aften lve in slums? Which socis!
groups conlril landed properly and
housing iy the city? What socia] fbelors
affect people’s aceess o waler and
sanilation?

Grossanry
Hydrology: The science of water and its flows; ar the broad structune of water
resources in a coummTy or Teglon.

Deforestation: The loss of forest area due to cutting down of Lrees and for
lmking owver of the lnnd for other purpeses, nsuslly cultimition:

Green House: A covered structure for protecting plants from extremes of
elimate, usually from excessive cold; a green house falso called a hot house)
mainiains a warmer lemperature inside companed (o Lhe oulside lemperaiure.

Emissions: Waste gases given off by 5 human-initiated provess, usnally n the
context of industries or vehicles.

EMuents: Waste materinls n Muld fom produced  from industriol processes,

Aquifers: MNatorsd underground formations tn the geclogy of o region where
water gets stored.

Monoculture: When the plant life 1n a locallty or region 1s reduced o a single
variety.

Exincisus

L. Describe m your own words what you understmind by the torm “ecology’.
2: Why is ecology not Umited only to the forces of nature?
Describe the two-way process by which “socinl environmenis® emerge.

4. Why and how does soclal orgonisation shape the relationship betweon the
environment and society’
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5, Why Is envirommental mansgement o complex and hoge task for soejey?

6. What are some of the imporiant forms of pollution-related environmental
hazards?

7. Whal are the major environmental Issues associated with resource
depletion?

B: Expluin why environmemital problems are stmulianeoisly social probilenis.

%4 What {s meant by socin] ecology?

10, Describe some enviromment related conflicts that you know of or bave read
aboul. [Dther than Lhe examples i the Lexi)
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