

Introduction: The rise of environmental states

1. The missionaries of the twenty-first century

I'm very fond of Laos. Compared to other Asian countries that have seen remarkable economic development in recent times, Laos has kept much of its innocence.

Late in the spring of 2014, I enjoyed a pleasant breeze on a hill in a village called Huay King. The settlement lies a three-hour car journey up an impassable mountain road from Luang Phabang, a small city in northern Laos. Huay King was the stage of a forest conservation project that was part of the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA)'s efforts to mitigate climate change. The project's goal was to protect local forests that could help absorb carbon dioxide, reining in global warming. JICA staff were working hard to implement a range of measures based on the latest scientific developments of the day. They were using a geographic information system (GIS) to create a detailed map of land use in the area, educating local people about CO2 emissions, working to improve the people's livelihoods, and spreading knowledge about the global importance of afforestation and forest conservation.	Comment by Nele Noppe: Is Huay King a correct transliteration?

I was surprised that JICA staff were trying to impress the global significance of forest conservation on these villagers. Some of them could barely read and write. A lack of basic education does not mean that someone need not know about what is going on with the global environment. But would it not be better for foreign donors to prioritize areas that are more directly related to people's day to day needs, like medical care or primary education? Or is that an outdated approach that we should abandon along with other ill-advised ideas that emerged from the modern age?

While I stood there ruminating, a member of local JICA staff was telling the villagers all about carbon. 

Sustainability is an idea that developed countries only arrived at through bitter experience. I was witnessing sustainability in a different form: a project dumped onto unsuspecting Laotian villagers who had lived a different reality throughout the past century. What I saw was rural people who had done an excellent job of conserving their rich natural environment being lectured at by experts from advanced countries that had thoroughly trashed their own green spaces. It was the sort of scene that begs the question of who is supposed to benefit from efforts to conserve the earth's resources and natural riches.

What forces had brought together villagers from the rural mountains of Laos and staff from a Japanese environmental conservation organization? The scene made me think of the nineteenth-century missionaries who brought Christianity to the animist mountain people of Southeast Asia. These missionaries did not travel all the way from Europe just to proselytize. They also worked hard to better the lives of local people, teaching them how to read and write, improving medical care, and much more. Times have changed, but the environmental conservation workers who parachute into mountain villages today are oddly reminiscent of those missionaries of old. They sincerely believe that their job is to travel to the rural backlands of the world's most underdeveloped countries and teach the local people how to behave like proper global citizens.	Comment by editor: In order to avoid “civilized” “citizens”, maybe “woke”? 	Comment by Nele Noppe: I went with “proper”, as “woke” may have connotations in English that aren’t quite appropriate.

Obviously, we do not live in the nineteenth century anymore. Protecting the environment is not the same as religion. However, the most important difference between then and now is not the motivation of the people who travel all the way to these rural areas. Instead, it is the changed relationship between developed and developing countries. Developed countries are taking the lead on global initiatives, especially climate policies, to solve the problems they created. But to do this, they are forced to seek the help of rural villagers in emerging nations. They need the support of these local people to make their projects work, whether the goal is to plant new trees or protect existing forests. Advanced countries have decided to aim for a broad goal: sustainability. In service of that goal, they are constructing a new dependency on developing countries, some of which lack the most basic social infrastructure. Today, countries in different stages of development are forging new relationships because they need each other for different reasons.

Even in colonial times, colonizer countries depended on the resources provided by the lands under their control. However, the present-day structure of dependency that I talk about here is less clear-cut. It is obscured by our system of international cooperation, which presents advanced countries as benevolent actors who provide support to underdeveloped nations. We have clear preconceptions of who does the giving and who does the receiving in this relationship. These preconceptions conceal how dependent the givers are on the receivers. One way of easing the impact of "inversion" may be to make this dependency more visible. This would restore some power to people in emergent countries, rendering their relationship with developed countries at least somewhat more balanced.

Relationships between countries in Southeast Asia are also starting to reflect this new dependency, with countries that are politically and economically advanced finding themselves in an increasingly subservient position. In Southeast Asia, forested mountain regions have long served as hiding places for communities antagonistic to more powerful groups who occupy the plains. Countries in Southeast Asia began to assume the trappings of modern nations in the nineteenth century. Even then, ruling elites in central areas did not initially bother with faraway mountain regions. They only turned their attention to these outlying areas in the late nineteenth century, when Western capital began to flow in to support the exploitation of forests and mineral resources. Before they were colonized, most Southeast Asian countries did not have a truly centralized system of government. They mostly left management of forests and mineral resources to local rulers. The process of modernization resulted in stronger central governments that introduced new technologies and systems by companies from Western Europe. Against this background, the natural environment of outlying regions came to represent a cornucopia of resources that could prove useful to the nation. Local people were reduced to a labor force to extract and deliver those resources.

People from outlying regions who once skillfully evaded state control by putting distance between themselves and the government began to cooperate with that same government, willingly joining hands with aid agencies sent to work with them. By the end of this process, the power of the state penetrated every nook and cranny of its territory. Many residents of outlying regions ended up victimized by the endless large-scale development projects that the state mandated. We can legitimately question the state's motives in working to assure local people's cooperation.

The poster on the opposite page (figure 1) is a clear example of our general assumption that developed nations should take the lead in running environmental conservation projects in developing countries. Organizers of climate change mitigation projects in Asian countries often create posters to spread information and bolster awareness among local people. These posters are adapted to the particular circumstances of the areas where they are distributed.

Let us inspect an image explicitly crafted to appeal to Laotian sensibilities. The poster shows two worlds divided by a river. On the right lies the developed world, which includes both advanced countries and cities in countries that are still developing. This world is crammed with factories and buildings. Here, forests have all but disappeared, and the natural environment is in an advanced state of deterioration. However, there is plenty of economic activity. This activity not only pollutes the local atmosphere but also emits large amounts of carbon dioxide, contributing to global warming.

On the left side of the river, we see a vastly different world: the lush green countryside of Laos. Abundant forests absorb carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. With no factories to produce industrial waste, the sky looks clear and blue. This world contains no human-made structures at all. Still, it feels somewhat artificial. Here, people cradle seedlings in their arms. They plant them with great care.
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Figure 1: The world on the left and the world on the right
Source: "Benefits fairly shared." Educational poster created for use in Laos by the Regional Community Forestry Training Center based in Bangkok, Thailand.

The poster's primary focus is on the meeting of worlds in the foreground. A group of gentlemanly representatives from the world on the right, outfitted in suits and ties, stands face to face with a group of Laotian villagers from the world on the left. They appear to be confirming their intent to cooperate to mutual benefit. The gentlemen on the right are applauding to celebrate the new partnership, while the villagers seem to join their hands in gratitude. Overall, the scene looks like the conclusion of a business agreement. This poster is a faithful reproduction of how people in developed countries perceive their involvement in projects to mitigate climate change.

Why are these representatives from two worlds in utterly different stages of economic development meeting in the Laotian countryside? When the Laotian government pushed for the country to make progress, people in rural areas were initially left behind. Why are these villagers suddenly allowed to take center stage in official development assistance (ODA) projects?

The poster becomes easier to interpret when we consider what it does not show. In reality, the idyllic Laotian countryside on the left is dotted with large human-made projects such as dams. Some places in rural Laos see more environmentally risky human activity than any advanced country ever did. Take the Nam Theun 2 dam, which became fully operational in 2010. Construction began in 2005 with the support of organizations such as the World Bank. Over 6,000 farmers were forcibly relocated to make room for the dam, attracting fierce criticism from non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and citizen groups. More than 90% of all electricity generated by the dam is exported to neighboring Thailand. Laos has few goods to export, and the government sees hydroelectric power as a crucial source of foreign currency. However, it is highly questionable whether such projects truly benefit the people of Laos. Dam-building has brought increased shipping traffic on the Mekong River, damaging fisheries resources. Large-scale development of the Sepon mine, which produces copper and other metals, resulted in environmental damage. The collapse of Saddle Dam D on July 23, 2018 caused widespread death and destruction.

Another thing the poster does not show is who owns the forests earmarked for protection and the land that will support all these new trees. In Laos, as in other Asian countries, most afforestation projects have involved the government mobilizing farmers to plant saplings on unused government-owned land. It is also common for companies to lease state-owned land to cover it with enormous plantations of high-quality rubber trees and oil palms. This is not the afforestation that local people want. To make room for plantations, companies often drive villagers from their traditional farmlands or appropriate fields left fallow for slash-and-burn agriculture. We cannot understand the real impact of forest conservation and development policies if we only look at what happens to forests. 

This poster was not designed to stand up to the scrutiny we applied just now. However, as we will discuss in more detail in chapter 1, these simplified depictions can have a widespread impact precisely because they are so straightforward, influencing people's outlook on the world without them being aware of it. At that point, outlook can become policy, and policy can become reality. The poster also shows, and to some extent glosses over, a supposedly new relationship between the north and the south. Colonizers from the northern hemisphere once treated their colonies in the south as wellsprings of raw materials. Today, a new awareness that we are all stewards of a shared earth compels us to develop measures to protect nature. In this context, countries in the south are no longer merely useful partners in an exchange. Instead, these countries are now indispensable for advanced nations.

If we are to work together to achieve that grand goal of sustainability, it is a very good thing for developed countries to build a cooperation-centered system together with emerging countries that have not had a chance to catch up in terms of political and economic development. However, the people who are now thrust into the global limelight because they live next to the earth's increasingly scarce forests do not necessarily derive only benefits from this new cooperation. From the perspective of locals, environmental policies are a mixed bag at best and a heavy burden at worst.

2. What are "inverted environmental states"?

“Time and again throughout history, it was precisely the state's protection of the forest that turned locals into enemies of the woodlands.” (Radkau 2008, 307) That, warns celebrated environmental historian Joachim Radkau, is what really happens when state power gets involved with protecting the natural environment—soil, forests, water, climate, and all the rest.

It is a claim that will sound counterintuitive to many who care about nature. When it comes to environmental problems, we tend to feel that states intervene too little rather than too much. Most of us would rather see more countries ratify international conventions on climate change, introduce carbon taxes, and subsidize renewable sources of energy. We want to see our countries devote more money and labor to managing the use of resources and protecting the environment. However, if we pause to contemplate Radkau’s insight, we realize that we have not actually bothered to ascertain the ramifications for local communities of policies cast onto the natural environment by the state. Dealing with urgent environmental problems is important, of course. However, we may be facing an even more pressing issue: how our society leads us to characterize “problems” in a certain way, and how the “solutions” to these problems change human societies. It is society that determines which problems need solving, and society that suffers the consequences of whatever solutions we come up with.

Governments tend to implement a range of policies to solve environmental problems. These include turning land into protected areas, transitioning to renewable energy, using subsidies and taxation to boost the use of eco-friendly chemical fertilizers and support the development of technologies that limit pollution, nationalizing or privatizing shared resources to protect them, and so on. We judge such measures mostly on how effective they are at protecting nature. It is difficult to even conceive of how changes made to nature can lead to changes in our very societies. In other words, we forget the simple fact that environmental policies are implemented through the medium of human societies.

As I said in the preface, "inversion" is something that happens when policies aimed at protecting the environment antagonize the local communities who function as the conduit of these policies. The result of inversion is that local environments become less sustainable. Notably, the effects of inversion do not impact all people in a country to the same degree. Those most likely to be affected by inversion are people who live in areas where conservation projects are implemented. Examples include communities living near forests that become the target of stringent protections, workers in factories that become subject to pollution regulation, and people in disaster-prone areas where climate change adaptation measures are put into practice.

I want to explain my use of the word "inversion" in more detail. We can speak of literal "inversion" when a policy aimed at protecting the environment results in further environmental degradation. However, it takes a long time for this cause-and-effect relationship to become clear. This book's initial focus is on how environmental policies implemented by states can shift focus from relatively straightforward management of the natural environment to more nebulous management of human societies. Such a shift can increase disparities and inequality between people. The result is that local people become less willing to protect their environment, which will then deteriorate even further.

Take, for example, efforts to strengthen intellectual property rights in the name of protecting biodiversity in rural areas. For local people, this is a typical example of inversion. Intellectual property rights can be abused to restrict access to biotechnology, seeds that can boost agricultural production, or newly discovered genes that can help create medicines. Suddenly, the rights of people who once accessed their local resources for free become superseded by the rights of governments or large companies (Shiva 2015). Some successful attempts to leverage the traditional knowledge of local people to market non-timber goods produced in the forest have even resulted in outside companies swooping in to take control of the exploitation of those goods (Dove 1993). If the right to exploit resources inevitably ends up in the hands of outside parties, local people have less incentive to protect those resources. Intellectual property rights put in place by the state tend to be aimed at protecting not so much biodiversity in particular locations, but those who have interests in that biodiversity. It is one way in which the natural environment can become a tool to concentrate rights. If we want to implement this kind of intervention the right way, we need to prioritize fundamental rights over economic benefits.

We try to conceptualize problems such as climate change and desertification in ways we can understand. It is easy to reach for a confrontational framing that imagines a battle between nature and humanity. Human societies have acted on the environment in terms of that confrontational framework. The result has been confrontations between people instead of between people and nature—unintended inversions which we have sorely neglected to discuss. If protecting ecosystems was a simple matter of using regulations to impose restrictions on polluting companies, we would not need a new term like "inversion." We usually accept that some people's freedoms need to be restricted for the public benefit. Also, in democratic countries, people can challenge regulations. Things are not so easy for rural people in developing countries who find their lives upended in the name of conservation. They have little opportunity to mount challenges to regulations, and few outsiders will recognize their plight.

Protecting the environment and economic development are two sides of the same coin. "Developmentalism" is a theory that calls for state-led reorganization of a country's entire structure to optimize industrialization and the production of wealth. Its basic premise is the mass consumption of resources. Countries that adopt developmentalism are called developmental states (Suehiro 1998). Developmental states have been discussed in the same breath as neoliberalism, which advocates for minimal government intervention and maximal free-market enterprise (Wade 2018). As we will see in chapter 3, Japan and Thailand showed early signs of being developmental states during the era of modernization at the end of the 19th century. Both countries made use of national development plans until they completed their transformation as developmental states—Japan in the 1950s, Thailand in the 1980s. About twenty years after the developmental state, the "environmental state" emerged.

The concept of the environmental state is well-established. In research on advanced countries, an environmental state is defined as a country that has established a comprehensive set of government ministries and agencies in charge of environmental matters, enacted basic legislation to bring together disparate laws that affect nature, ratified relevant international conventions, and is training dedicated experts (Duit et al., 2015; Meadowcroft 2011).

However, this definition of an environmental state places significant emphasis on the mere existence of institutions. It is less useful when looking at underdeveloped nations, where the institutions that are in place rarely reflect the situation on the ground. I define an environmental state as follows: a country in which interventions to protect the environment and ensure the sustainability of resources affect not only the natural environment but also the overall lives of local people living in that environment—especially from the perspective of those same local people. Environmental states are countries in which interventions that target the land, forests, water, or climate have extended their reach to human society. Most developing countries in Asia have significant rural populations who feel strongly connected to their natural environment. It would be no exaggeration to say that all these remote regions have been affected by interventions from environmental states in some way or another.

However, this is not the kind of development that we can easily understand just by looking at, for example, the slogans wielded by the government. We have no objective standards to determine whether a country is an environmental state. In this book, which focuses on how environmental policies affect vulnerable local people, it makes sense to use a flexible definition of the environmental state. Within the same country, people experience the effects of the environmental state differently depending on where they live, how they make a living, and so on. To truly grasp how the environmental state has affected a particular place, we need to consider the local context and the characteristics of its natural environment. However, we can say that top-down efforts to protect ecosystems are most likely to impact underdeveloped areas in developing countries that highly depend on natural resources. The people living in these areas are also most likely to experience inversion.

Scholarly debates around developmental states have focused strongly on the intentions of states (developmentalism) as expressed in slogans around industrialization and nationalism (Nem Singh and Ovadia, eds., 2019). However, this book does not talk about environmental states in the sense of countries that practice a state-led "environmentalism" that considers human society as part of the ecosystem and promotes ecological measures based on that principle. Instead, I focus on how such environmentalism can end up transforming human societies. Focusing on actual results rather than intent makes a tremendous difference.

States have unilaterally expanded their involvement in a range of disparate areas, from forests and water to soil, air and climate, energy, and biodiversity. However, existing research has failed to capture the full extent of the political and social ramifications of these "environmental states." I propose that there are two explanations for this gap in scholarship.

Firstly, fields of study that analyze the environment have become increasingly specialized. The split between the natural and social sciences has been particularly detrimental to our understanding of how nature and humanity interact. Scholarly consensus places the natural environment firmly within the purview of the natural sciences only. Most people who are identified as experts on the environment are skilled at describing changes in the environment itself. One consequence of this is that even when "experts" are called upon to perform environmental impact assessments of development projects directed by social scientists, these experts often remain unaware of any need to assess the impact of environmental protection measures on the lives of people.

A second reason for the lack of scholarship on the human impact of conservation lies in the way our modern societies prioritize intent. From the primacy of intent follows that only intended consequences are important; we neglect unintended consequences. The French philosopher Michel Foucault (1926-1984) pointed out that even when people know exactly why they are doing something, they rarely understand the consequences of their actions (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982: 187). I believe this is true. When we consider the behavior of states, we need to do what we do for the behavior of people: recognize that its essence lies not in its aims or intent, but in the results it has.

The environmental state has a significant influence over many aspects of our lives, from institutions and technology to infrastructure and even our values, as exemplified by education. State intervention in human society through the medium of the environment can take many forms. Take, for instance, the development and proliferation of renewable energy; establishment of disaster response infrastructure; environmental taxes; land use systems; emissions regulations; ecology and monitoring of climate change; and other applications of scientific knowledge and imported technology.

Projects to preserve resources and protect nature have sprung up all around the globe, in countries at all stages of development, in rural areas and in cities. These projects have now permeated the consciousness of individual people. We are facing a spate of unprecedented environmental problems, from climate change to natural disasters. This onslaught is normalizing the involvement of armies or military forces.	Comment by Nele Noppe: Does this point to self-defense forces in general, or the Japanese Self-Defense Forces in particular? In the latter case, Self-Defense Forces should be capitalized.	Comment by editor: Here, given the target audience, I wonder if a slightly more vague “military forces” might be more appropriate	Comment by Nele Noppe: Given the target audience, yes, I’m inclined to agree. Jin, what do you think?

We need to address longstanding issues such as the depletion of resources, pollution, and illegal waste dumping. However, these are not the core problems we face. The deterioration of our natural environment may not be the greatest short-term threat to human civilization. Perhaps much more serious is the recalibration of power brought about by government responses to environmental problems, and the social ramifications of that recalibration. Think of how an obsessive preoccupation with the idea that resources may run out encourages people to become more conservative and countries to contemplate war. Consider how devastating pollution can cause mass migration, destroying the political equilibrium of surrounding regions.

Problems related to resources or the environment cannot be usefully considered without taking their social and cultural aspects into account. We do not designate changes in the natural environment as "problems" because they are particularly severe or because they are proceeding at some especially alarming pace. Changes in nature become "problems" only when society decides that they are. 

3. The chain of events that leads to inversion

Inversion does not happen without warning. It is a sign of things to come. Historically, inversion has happened in environmental states when developmental states adopt policies that strongly focus on economic growth. Take the case of Japan. During the period of rapid economic expansion that the country experienced after World War II, Japan relied on the heavy chemical industry to propel its growth. It was also struggling to manage overpopulation. Japan ended up greatly endangering its natural environment, even earning the unhappy moniker of "polluted developed nation."	Comment by Nele Noppe: Is this a correct translation of the concept?

A prime example was the Minamata scandal. For three decades until the end of the 1960s, a chemical factory owned by the Chisso Corporation released wastewater containing methylmercury into Minamata Bay, on the west coast of the Japanese island of Kyushu. Thousands of people fell sick after eating contaminated fish and shellfish; the local fishing industry was obliterated. Japan's pursuit of rapid economic development led to environmental destruction and rampant overuse of resources. This sequence of events reads as an inversion of a developmental state, which acted the way it did with the ultimate goal of improving human welfare and living standards.	Comment by Nele Noppe: When Japanese pollution scandals are mentioned in the text, such as here, I added explanatory content for non-Japanese readers. Please feel free to modify this content as necessary.

In the 1960s, this kind of inversion became plain in developmental states around the world. The catalyst was "Silent Spring" by Rachel Carson (1907-1964), a damning condemnation of the use of chemicals in agriculture. The book shocked a generation into opening its eyes to the consequences of excessive development, sparking the birth of grassroots movements to protect nature (Carson 2004). The United States rapidly introduced a range of laws and regulations to curb environmental damage. By the 1970s, the country was widely regarded as ahead of the pack in conservation (Schreurs 2007).

In the United States, environmental policy was closely linked to the national interest. Political scientist Miranda Schreurs of the Free University of Berlin claims that US politicians seized on environmental problems to distract the public from various protest movements of the 1960s. These included the anti-war movement that railed against the war in Vietnam, the civil rights movement that aimed to eradicate discrimination against African Americans, and the women's rights movement. The environment was a policy issue that could transcend ethnic and political boundaries. However, the US lost its leadership position on conservation after the 1973 energy crisis. Securing a supply of oil emerged as a bona fide security issue; the environmental risks associated with fossil fuels became a distant concern.

In Japan, like in the US, grassroots citizen movements played a significant role. Tenacious citizen-led movements campaigned against pollution early on, even before that pollution was conclusively linked to industrial development in the 1950s. They achieved significant successes, including the suspension of plans to build a new industrial complex straddling the cities of Mishima and Numazu in 1963. Several high-profile pollution trials showed the public how they could oppose the government. One was the trial around the Minamata disease. Another trial focused on the so-called itai-itai disease ("it hurts, it hurts disease"), a painful affliction experienced by residents of Toyama Prefecture whose food and water supply became contaminated with cadmium waste from nearby mines. The civil anti-pollution movement gained the support of the Socialist and Communist parties as well as labor unions, eventually growing strong enough to prod sluggish local governments into action. As the pollution problem grew to national proportions, the Japanese government finally established the Environment Agency in 1970.	Comment by Nele Noppe: Here, it is said that the Environment Agency in Japan was established in 1970. In the table on page 20, the year for the establishment of this agency is given as 1971. Which should we use?

However, implementation of environmental policies in Japan was never an easy process. Take the "Yokohama Method," a strategy to prevent pollution that relied on individual contracts between the city of Yokohama and local companies. From the 1960s into the 1970s, this locally-devised strategy significantly brought down air pollution, drawing widespread praise. When the results were scrutinized, it emerged that some companies that could not meet the technical standards established by the city of Yokohama simply moved their polluting activities elsewhere (Kobori 2017a). Environmental policies heralded as successes in the Tokyo metropolitan area looked very different from the perspective of local people in the far-flung areas that ended up hosting polluting factories that had fled the capital. It was a textbook case of inversion.

Developed countries like Japan could chase economic growth first and prioritize environmental protection only much later. Today's developing countries have to accomplish both at the same time. Their situation is immeasurably different. Many colonized countries saw "modern" state structures established while they were still under the control of colonizers. The resulting structures of exploitation usually survived even after these former colonies gained their independence. Ossified political systems and corruption kneecapped technological innovation, strangled civil movements that could have raised the alarm about environmental problems brewing in rural areas, and prevented the emergence of a free press that could have given voice to disgruntled citizens. Many emerging nations lacked a rich history of social movements, structures to allow division of labor and coordination in various sectors, and intellectual elites who could provide ideological grounding for citizen action. Developing countries had to implement environmental policies with the understanding that conservation would always have to take a back seat to advancing industrialization.

From the 1980s until the 1990s, developmental states in Asia were headed by leaders such as Suharto, president of Indonesia from 1968 to 1998, and Ferdinand Marcos, in charge of the Philippines between 1965 and 1986. After these strongmen were forced from power, their countries kept the top-down governing styles of developmental states even as they evolved into environmental states. Some emerging countries had to become environmental states almost as soon as they became developmental states. It only makes sense that they carried over their political systems from one stage to the other. In comparison, advanced nations had ample time to transition from the developmental to the environmental stage. Emergent nations have to go through both phases at the same time, meaning they have to implement wide-ranging environmental policies while their legal and educational systems are still underdeveloped and social disparities remain significant. Outlying regions that endure the brunt of the impact of these policies are likely to experience inversion.

I have focused mainly on inversion in environmental states up to now. However, if we look at the bigger picture, we see that inversion is one part of a larger cycle. Figure 2 shows a conceptualization of that cycle.
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Figure 2: Accelerating inversion of environmental states in developing countries
Source: Created by author.
[Larger outer cycle, from top left: developmental state / developed countries / environmental problems / environmental state / sustainable state?]
[Smaller inner cycle, from top left: developmental state / developing countries / environmental problems / environmental state / inversion]

In a developmental state, economic development incurs negative side effects in the form of environmental degradation, especially pollution, and overuse of resources. To combat these negative side effects, the developmental state evolves into an environmental state. While implementing policies aimed at protecting nature and managing resources, this environmental state also transforms human society. The environmental state then becomes inverted, leading to calls for new solutions. These "solutions" are drawn from the same developmentalist philosophy that caused the environmental problems in the first place. With that, one cycle is completed.

This figure highlights two points that are commonly neglected in scholarship. One, development and the environment are connected, and changes in one cause a chain reaction in the other. Researchers are well aware that inversion of development leads to calls for environmental policies. What is rarely discussed is that the inversion of environmental policies also leads to calls for more development, especially technological measures such as infrastructure development.

Two, developed and developing countries are going through this cycle at markedly different speeds. For advanced nations, the process from development and environmental policies to inversion took place over a period of decades. Today's emerging nations experience an accelerated cycle (the shorter spiral in figure 2). The cycle is particularly short in semi-developed and developing countries in Asia. Unlike already-developed countries, these Asian countries have no time to properly tackle any inversion that happens as a negative side effect of development. They have to implement both developmental and environmental policies simultaneously. The result is a spate of environmental problems caused by rampant overdevelopment. To deal with these problems, an environmental state emerges. This state implements solutions to inversion right out of the playbook of a developmental state. This whole process, or cycle, happens rapidly.

There are two reasons why emerging states go through the cycle so fast. One, these countries get financial support and backing from the international community to help them manage development and care for nature at the same time. Two, there are no forces in these countries that have the power to challenge this acceleration. When countries that are still struggling to overcome profound social and economic disparities are forced to cram a full cycle of development and environmental protection into a concise period, they risk widening those disparities as they implement environmental policies.

Table 1 shows the evolution of environmental policies in Thailand, Indonesia, and Cambodia, three countries whose struggle with industrial pollution is described in this book. The number of years it took them to develop the systems at the core of environmental policy, such as government agencies dedicated to conservation and environmental legislation, is contrasted with the time it took some major advanced countries to set up similar systems. Both Japan and Thailand began constructing their systems around the time of the 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment that took place in Stockholm. By the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, also known as the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit, both countries were growing into full-fledged environmental states that showed considerable awareness of conservation as a global issue.

[Table 1]

In contrast, Cambodia rapidly cobbled together a system in the late 1990s. Today, the country boasts comprehensive environmental policies—at least on the surface. Cambodia could make rapid progress because many experts from developed countries and international organizations flew in to provide support in setting up the required legal system. However, the fact that a system exists does not mean that it is also effective. In many emergent nations, the reality on the ground does not reflect the ostensibly solid systems in place to protect the environment.

With that in mind, let us take a closer look at the table. One general trend is immediately clear. While already-advanced countries like Japan took about thirty years to shift from a growing awareness of environmental problems to the completion of a system to tackle them, developing countries have much less time. I emphasize this difference in speed because I believe that the less time countries have to complete the cycle we described earlier, the greater the magnitude of the environmental risks they face. Greater speed often means more suffering for people who have to bear the negative effects of inversion. This book focuses mostly on developing regions in Asia not because their development has come late, but because the pace of the cycles they have gone through has been extremely high.

Also notable is that the ostensibly new policies that governments propose after one complete inversion cycle often look like policy progress only on the surface. They do represent progress in some form, especially when launched in a country that previously seemed to care very little about conservation. However, when "new" policies have to emerge from entrenched ways of thinking, they often ignore the structural factors underlying problems. Instead, they try to paper over these factors with technological solutions. Imagine, for example, a factory that emits toxic substances. If the factory installs a desulfurization unit on its boilers, emissions will fall for certain. Policymakers often favor such solutions over asking more fundamental questions, such as: is it necessary for this polluting factory to exist, never mind in the particular location where it stands?

Any environmental policies that are implemented always remain subordinate to the development-first agenda that made these policies necessary. That is the ultimate cause of inversion.

4. How can we stop inversion?

In developed countries, grassroots environmental movements have served to both call attention to and cushion the violent impact of developmentalism.

In Japan, pollution scandals gradually united disparate groups and institutions, from the mass media and the courts to academics, into backing local residents affected by environmental problems. This is why the "inversion of the environmental state" that is so prominent in other Asian countries was not so drastic in Japan. From the 1960s into the early 1970s, Japanese society nurtured structures that enabled people to mount genuine opposition to government policies.

Countries like Japan laid the groundwork for a system to protect the environment by the 1970s. In comparison, emergent nations had a late start. The reason is plain: these countries were only just entering the "developmental state" stage. It was only in the 1960s that Southeast Asian nations began to draw up national development plans and kick-start development, some with support from more advanced countries. Politicians find it easier to attract voters with "development" that is visible to the naked eye: roads and bridges, railways, schools, and so on. Nature conservation measures that could slow such conspicuous development are much less popular. In these circumstances, solutions imported from developed countries find it hard to take root in society, especially in the hearts of rural people whose lives will be most affected.

Here, we should note something else about the progress of environmental policy development in underdeveloped nations. In exchange for financial aid, developed countries often ask states for progress on a range of issues such as gender equality, conservation, citizen participation, transparency, and sustainability. But these are all issues that advanced nations were happy to ignore back when they were going through the economic development that put them where they are today. In advanced countries, ideals like gender equality and sustainability were not imposed by governments. Instead, they were wrangled into law one by one through a long and arduous negotiation process between citizens and their leaders.

As we can see in table 1, Japan had forty years to put together a system to protect the environment. Emergent countries have had to do it in less than half that time. From a different perspective, we can see this as an example of the "latecomer advantage" that allows developing countries to profit from advances made elsewhere. Another interpretation of this table is that it suggests that countries are successfully implementing so-called sustainable development that collapses the barriers between development and conservation. Some developing countries have limited overdevelopment and lower the speed of the cycle through the early introduction of regulatory policies such as environmental assessments. However, we need to remember that when a country tries to internalize environmental policies while remaining highly focused on development, that country will continue operating in line with developmentalist principles even if it successfully constructs a system to protect nature. It cannot address the root causes of conservation problems.

We can learn much by looking at how advanced countries evolved into environmental states. However, I think the most valuable lessons there are not on how these countries developed technologies or institutions, but on how they fostered societies capable of absorbing rapid change. Many emerging countries have skipped one crucial step in their haste to implement environmental management: nurturing societies that can accept the necessary policies. Many countries now have systems to assess the environmental impact of development-related projects. Virtually none have systems to assess the social impact of their environmental policies. In this situation, stopping "inversion" is a lost cause.

Developed and developing countries evolved from developmental states into environmental states on very different time scales. This led people in these countries to develop very different relationships with nature. Globalization brings together groups who have established distinct relationships with the natural environments they inhabit. These groups are now forced to seek a balance between the disparate values and principles that govern their behavior. Why does Japan import timber to construct homes when nearly 70% of the country is covered in forests? Why must villagers in Southeast Asia be evicted from the lush woodlands where they have lived for generations, all in the name of conserving biodiversity? Consider the hypothetical meeting between Laotian villagers and people from developed countries in the poster shown at the beginning of this introduction. That imaginary meeting shows the distortion caused by the different paces at which various groups on earth have experienced the same development.

Japan, densely populated and lacking resources, was once the most polluted country in Asia. It has a duty to pass on its experiences to other Asian countries who are going through similar processes at much faster speeds. Obviously, Japan's history is its own, and we should be careful not to assume that insights gained from one country’s experience are applicable elsewhere. Worse, the three hard-earned lessons that I introduce in this book are hardly universally understood and practiced even in Japan itself. My most important message is that inversion is caused by interventions that are not rooted in local contexts. I focus on the three lessons that Japan has learned because I believe that they can inform solutions in other times and places. Policies depend on regional contexts, but the ways these problems are conceptualized are universal.

[bookmark: _GoBack]When it was thrust into a period of high economic growth immediately after World War II, Japan learned through bitter experience the problems inherent in state power that would later be described by environmental governance theory. The three lessons I propose in this book can provide a sorely needed framework to explain the much more violent form of inversion that some Southeast Asian countries are experiencing today.

In these nations, the inversion of environmental states is only just beginning. Governments are shifting their emphasis from development to the environment. By analyzing this evolution from the perspective of rural people, we can take a genuinely critical look at how our efforts at conservation impact our lives.
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