Chapter 6: Intermediary Groups – Toward Sustainable Dependencies
Far from being in opposition to the social group endowed with sovereign powers and called more specifically the State, the State presupposes their [secondary groups’] existence: it exists only where they exist. No secondary groups, no political authority--at least, no authority that this term can apply to without being inappropriate (Durkheim 1957, 83).
6.1 Social Foundations of Individuals
Inversion can occur when people are connected individually with the state, where the relationship quickly tends toward one of dependence on the state. Without the support of social groups, people are vulnerable to manipulation by the state. Intermediary groups, through which individuals can form sustainable dependencies, provide opportunities to discuss ideas and, when necessary, resist external domination. Thus, they occupy a position between the state and the individual. Labor unions, various voluntary groups, religious associations, and other locally based cooperatives are examples of such groups. 
The strength of these groups can be critical in avoiding inversion. Whether the issue in question is sustainability and the environment or poverty and inequality, conventional thinking quickly turns to considering the roles of the state and the market, analyzing the balance between the two and making recommendations on the details of their operation. The assumption there is the social contract based on autonomous agency of each contractor. It is useful here to introduce a distinction between the growing literature on social contracts, where the discussion on mutual obligations necessarily involves intermediary groups. Social contracts are seen as partnerships between individuals, businesses, and civil society for collective benefits (Shafik 2021, 10). The discussion on social contracts tends to revolve around providing benefits such as income, education, and health services, pivoting on the question of who should be responsible for such provisions. As we shall see, intermediary groups go over beyond providing benefits to include safeguarding downside risks of individual members. 
In this chapter, I discuss the functions of intermediary organizations challenging the social contract assumption of reciprocity among autonomous agents. Rather than focusing on what intermediary groups can provide, my emphasis is on their ability to shield communities from external threats such as the encroachment of centralized states over local autonomy and resources exploitation. Guided by the historical struggle of local communities against powerful external forces, I focus not on what the state can offer or assign to such groups, but on the importance of safeguarding the intermediary groups. While social contract theories assume that actors are independent, autonomous, rational, and reciprocal decision-makers engaged in the exchange of goods, real-life relationships of care—such as a parent caring for children and vice versa—are intrinsically asymmetrical (Noddings 1984). Intermediary groups can be seen as an extension of such care, expanding beyond families to encompass the larger nexus of political economy (Gopnik 2023).
Natural resources such as water and forests are foundational to people’s and communities’ livelihoods worldwide. The history of control over such natural resources is deeply embedded in the struggle against centralization, domination, and exploitation perpetuated by those in power while ignoring how existing communities have maintained, conserved, and benefited from such resources (Haber and Menald 2011). Because the use of natural resources—such as extracting timber from forests and irrigation water from the watershed—tends to require substantial time and labor to cultivate and maintain, the sector has an interesting affinity with “care” in the asymmetrical relationship between those who nurture and those who consume. Like the parents raising the kids without any expectation of returns, foresters plant trees that they may not have a chance to harvest.
While there has been significant progress toward local governance of communal resources and their operational mechanisms (Ostrom 1990), there is a need for a broader investigation into the nature of intermediary groups who carry out such governance. Through the long history of the struggle between those who govern and those who are governed, coercive techniques of government have evolved into more subtle governance processes, regularly accompanied by such terms as “citizen participation” and “democratic.” As illustrated in the previous chapter, these processes can either empower or disempower local knowledge. 
In developing countries, such “empowering” initiatives are often led by aid agencies. While it is understandable that the international community seeks to decentralize power in search of democratic governance, the incentives of nation-states in supporting decentralization remain less clear. On the other hand, it might seem that such movements hold the potential to disempower the state. Freire noted that overemphasizing “community” prevents people from uniting and organizing, paradoxically leading to a weakening of community. The following remarks by Paulo Freire (1921–1997) on this point are eloquent (Freire 1970, 138).

In ‘community development’ projects the more a region or area is broken down into ‘local communities,’ without the study of these communities both as totalities in themselves and parts of another totality (the area, region, and so forth)—which in its turn is part of still larger totality (the nation, as part of the continental totality)—the more alienation is intensified. And the more alienated people are, the easier it is to divide them and keep them divided.
The inversion that may lie latent within ostensibly people- and community-friendly policies, such as citizen science (Kasperowski and Kullenberg 2016), is not as easily discernible. For example, forest management is often inverted, as local people frequently oppose forest protection policies (Radkau 2008). 
Arun Agrawal’s study of participatory forest management initially found such results but also encountered many who had transformed themselves into committed conservationists (Agrawal 2005). Drawing on Foucault’s idea of governmentality, Agrawal suggests that the shift is not due to a spontaneous change in people’s attitudes but rather a convergence of previously adversarial interests between the government and local people. This was facilitated by the transfer of authority to the local level, where many people became willing participants in conservation. Decentralization has enabled forest management at a lower cost, both economically and politically, turning the villagers into accomplices. It is important to note that this particular form of decentralization has reduced uncertainty about the relationship between forests and people, making both objects easier to govern from the political center (Agrawal 2005).[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Such decentralization and devolution of authority to communities is often accompanied by a variety of explicit rules. Local rules that had previously functioned implicitly tend to be gradually dismantled and incorporated into the logic of the state, where formal knowledge dominates.] 

 Whether the relationship between the state and people becomes inverted or not depends on the autonomy of these intermediary groups, supported by individual people who make up such groups in relation to a larger power like the state.  Discussing inversion requires people to adopt a critical mindset and collectively envisage how things could be otherwise while challenging the dominating forces coming from both outside and inside of their community.

6.2 Groups Mediating Environmental Conflict
A prominent example of the critical function of intermediary groups—this time as a target of exploitation by the state—can be found during the Second World War in Japan. The infamous akagami (red papers) were sent to call up the youth of Japan to the front line. Although the local village offices delivered the red papers to each household, it was a group called the “Neighborhood Insurance Organization” (rinpo soshiki) that made the system so binding and effective. This organization was collectively responsible for the communal activities of the neighborhood.[footnoteRef:3] Through these neighborhood associations, the military used the “eyes” of residents to crack down on draft dodgers and ensure cooperation in the war effort. Such local-level groups linked the individual to the nation that demanded troops to support its cause. The co-option of such local groups holds the potential to intensify strife and violence when they become entangled with the central state. [3:  The five-person rinpo soshiki system, originally created in the Edo period, was originally intended to help the poor, such as the aged and childless or the young and fatherless, rather than to serve the restrictive function as described here (Tachibanaki 2017, 70).] 

In contrast to these examples of coercive machinations of intermediate groups, we find a variety of bottom-up organizations providing mutual aid and support. Various cooperatives and religious organizations function in such a way. If competition and division of labor can be characterized as social mechanisms to combine the strengths of individuals, intermediary groups not only combine people’s strengths for collective purposes but also accommodate their weaknesses and provide mutual care. Local temples and churches, for example, are traditional intermediary groups. 
Emile Durkheim (1858–1917)[footnoteRef:4] was one of the first scholars to discuss the significance of such groups situated between the state and the individual. He referred to them as groupes secondaires (secondary groups), and they included the family, the church, political organizations, professional associations, etc. (Durkheim 1974). Through the long period of human history when states were not as dominant and influential as they are today, these traditional intermediary groups were indispensable in meeting the needs of life in each locale.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Durkheim himself pointed to Montesquieu as a pioneering scholar who first demonstrated the importance of intermediary groups. In his masterpiece The Spirit of Law, Montesquieu explored the idea that the monarchy was the most highly organized social form at the time. He stated that it involved “intermediary, subordinate and dependent powers” (Montesquieu 1977: xx).]  [5:  In pre-modern Europe, families and churches were typical intermediary groups. However, with the emergence of large-scale capitalists in the 19th century, the masters of small-scale handicrafts began to actively form trade associations to protect their own craftsmen. Some researchers consider this movement to be the origin of labor unions (Unwin 1980, 9). ] 

Durkheim focused on intermediary groups because he saw in them the potential to serve as a nexus that would bring together the multiple professional groups that had become disjointed within society. Durkheim characterized the delicate relationship of intermediary groups to the state as follows:
We have seen that these secondary groups [intermediary groups] are essential if the State is not to oppress the individual: they are also necessary if the State is to be sufficiently free of the individual. And indeed, we can imagine this as suiting both sides; for both have an interest in the two forces not being in immediate contact although they must be linked one with the other (Durkheim 1958, 134).
By “the state being free of the individual,” he is signifying that the state does not have to respond to every single and varied need within the country. By belonging to an intermediary group, the individual gains freedom in one aspect and becomes restricted in another. The expression of an individual’s various needs is tempered by how they are experienced and debated by fellow group members, shaping the balance between individual freedom and restriction.
As someone who grew up in the city, I was always amazed by the multiplicity of voluntary groups in rural Japan. They include traditional community groups such as firefighting volunteers, youth groups, women’s associations, agricultural cooperatives, fishing cooperatives, and various NPOs pursuing public interest. Some of these intermediary groups only serve to increase the welfare of their members, while others serve a broader public interest. 
In this chapter, we will limit intermediary groups to those that meet the following criteria:
(1) They are located between the state and the individual with sufficient external cohesion to speak out and negotiate with the state or similar governmental bodies, while at the same time, they are oriented toward protecting the interests of members and/or the broader public (especially the vulnerable).
(2) They are non-profit in principle and foster a sense of camaraderie among members.
(3) They have open membership unrelated to their status or other hereditary or genetic attributes.
In summary, the role of an intermediary group is protecting its members while challenging the superior group and providing public services such as safety, disaster prevention, environmental preservation, education, medical care, and town development according to local conditions. The key characteristics of an intermediary group are determined by its relationship with the larger organization that surrounds it and by the interrelationships among the individuals it represents. In other words, what makes an intermediary group “intermediate” is its nested relationship with a larger organization. Compared to the uniform system created by the state, intermediary groups carry out their organizational objectives based on the voluntary will of their members and by their own local rules.
Yet these external characteristics should not distract us from their real function. The source of the vitality of intermediary groups lies in “doing” something rather than “being” there. It is here that local governments in certain countries may qualify as intermediary groups, while in other countries, they are considered “outposts” of the central government. 

6.3 Why Intermediary Groups?
We have already devoted many pages to the definition and evolution of the concept of intermediary groups. This explanation was crucial to understanding environmental resources because many natural resources such as water, forests, pastures, and fisheries are managed by intermediary groups as local commons in a communal spirit (Ostrom 1990). 
Local commons can encompass a range of collective resources that resist monopolization, from forests and lakes to fishing grounds and pastures. Universally accessible commons can be a genuine lifeline for poor inhabitants in rural areas where private resources are scarce. In Thailand, for example, commons have a wide range of functions. They regulate the environment, helping to conserve water and prevent floods. They are also a source of consumables: herbs and mushrooms, game, fish, firewood, and so on. Importantly, the commons are shared land reserves that can be tapped when the private arable lands in a region are insufficient (Shigetomi 1997). Research on communal resource management have identified key principles of sustainable resource use, such as clearly defined boundaries, graduated sanctions against rule violators, and low-cost means for dispute resolutions (Ostrom 1990). 
Hard as it is to invent and maintain such local practices, the relationship with external authorities such as the central state is even more challenging.[footnoteRef:6] Although local communities try to anticipate future uncertainty, they lack the resources to adequately prepare for all-natural and human-made disasters insofar as the lessons from previous disasters are not forgotten. This is where the government comes in. One function of the state is to foresee and prepare for disruptive events like the depletion of resources, wars, and disasters. Unlike local communities, the state, in trying to prepare for the future, uses a particular kind of logic and particular methods that prioritize security above other considerations. While this does not mean that the state and local communities have entirely separate ideas of what is meant by “preparing for the future,” there are likely to be differences in the perceptions of the problem and proposed solutions. These can result in outright conflict when the state takes advantage of uncertainty to safeguard its future interests, sacrificing communities in the process. [6:  Ostrom touches on this aspect in her famous “8 design principles” when she states that “rule-making rights of community members are respected by outside authorities” and “nested tiers from the lowest level up to the entire interconnected system” are necessary (Ostrom 1990, pp). However, the relationship between local communities and external authorities, which is the most defining factor in the contemporary globalized society, is less discussed in her work. ] 

The state’s actions on local commons offer a good example. Throughout history and across the globe, local commons have embodied a variety of forms. How have these lands been incorporated into state-controlled systems, and how has this changed their designated purposes? The emphasis of developing nations on economic growth and industrialization accompanies an emphasis on private property, exchange, and the production of wealth. These goals demonstrate a clear contrast to the basic principles of local commons: community ownership, direct consumption, and communal sharing. On a global scale, people, goods, and money now all circulate and function on a global scale. The local commons, however, are the in situ well of vital support for rural populations, enabling them to put up resistance against states when necessary. They are a local resource. 
Even the people who have long kept the state at arm’s length can at times find themselves thrust into the spotlight when a calamity occurs. Large-scale natural disasters are the most potent force compelling the state to disburse compensation or to reallocate land to affected citizens. Such arrangements can prompt the state to (re)assess exactly which citizens should qualify for assistance, as painfully observed during the decades of petitions and litigation stemming from the occurrence of Minamata disease in Japan.
What is needed for these intermediary groups to function as a bulwark of democracy while maintaining an appropriate distance from the state without becoming entangled in the power of centralization and being coopted as a pawn of the state?[footnoteRef:7] To find out, we must look at the multilayered relationships that intermediary groups create between the state and local communities and within each group. This multilayered relationship also determines the ability of individuals to make it through external shocks. [7:  See Scott (1998) for a discussion of the state's preference for centralization to help it govern and its tendency to impose it over all alternatives.] 

Let us take a step back. The state was originally in a position to mediate conflicts among various regional groups. Even before the establishment of the modern state, it was customary in Edo-period Japan to ask a higher authority to mediate disputes over trans-regional issues. For example, the distribution of water resources, which was a matter of life and death for farmers, often led to disputes between villages, and the shogunate generally played the role of “objective mediator of conflicts of interest” to find a solution (Watanabe 2022, 214). The peasants of that era were born into village life, which served as the main basis for their livelihoods, only turning to outside authorities such as the lords and the shogunate when trouble arose. However, as will be discussed in detail later, these intermediary groups were dismantled one after another in the process of national modernization.
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Figure 6.1 shows the transition of intermediary groups from the traditional pre-modern intermediary groups that were based on “closed dependency” relations (left side of Figure 6.1) to the modern era of state expansion, where state-created intermediaries are entangled with centralization (center). In the contemporary post-modern world, the ideal of self-reliance, i.e., the ability to “take care of yourself,” has become dominant and the idea of dependency is almost universally demonized. As the influence of the state expands and becomes too directly connected to various individuals, no matter how “independent” the individuals may appear to be, they are reduced to cogs in a wheel, and their livelihoods are paradoxically rendered precarious. The intermediary here is merely a pawn of the state that lacks the intrinsic incentive of its own agency and sense of purpose necessary for improving the lives of its members.[footnoteRef:8] As state power rises toward complete domination, the only way to check it is to have multiple intermediaries on which people can choose to depend (right).  [8:  Even if these individuals form a mass, they are vulnerable because their horizontal ties are weak and they must confront the state as individuals (Kornhauser 1960).] 

The initial insight that led me to investigate the importance of intermediary agencies came to me during my graduate studies on forest conservation in Thailand (Sato 2000). I learned that, from the 1960s to the 1980s, it was US government agencies and private organizations such as the Ford Foundation who most enthusiastically supported afforestation and forest conservation activities in the northeastern part of Thailand.  
However, as I continued my research, I realized that the reason why the US government and aid agencies concentrated their projects in this area was to make people who might otherwise have been taken in by communist forces feel the benefits of “development” and to give them a sense of belonging to the central government. Perhaps I was naively preoccupied with local practices and did not quite understand the background forces that induce certain activities in certain areas. Many of the “voluntary” organizations claiming to reduce poverty and conserve forests were merely government “outposts” created by the CIA and the Thai Ministry of the Interior. Their real role was to monitor and influence people to prevent them from joining the Communist Party and to attract them to the side of the government through development and aid (Puangthong 2021).[footnoteRef:9] This brings us to the conclusion that although voluntary spirit is an important requirement for intermediary groups, it is not easy to determine its presence or absence.  [9:  Documents of the Secretary of Defense of the US government state clearly that development projects are aimed at the “improvement of production, income, and standard of living of the villagers who are the targets for insurgent recruitment” and that such “improvement of the standard of living will make the population more resistant to insurgent [communist] propaganda and recruitment appeals” (Secretary of Defense 1968, 1). ] 

The remaining hope against inversion seems to belong simultaneously to multiple intermediary groups (right side of Figure 6.1). Human organizations come and go, and voluntary groups without kinship or other obligatory bonds tend to live short. Yet, if one has the choice of relying on voluntary groups and adjusting to their practices of camaraderie, it provides individuals with a more stable and resistant foundation against sudden shocks from the outside. Joining multiple groups amplifies this protection. Before we explore the significance of renewed dependencies based on multiple layers of intermediaries, we should touch upon the potential tyranny, not by the state, but by the intermediary groups themselves. 

6.4 Tyranny within the Intermediary Group
Localized conflicts that arise in neighborhoods, companies, and schools sometimes do decisively more harm than state violence. The legal philosopher Tatsuo Inoue (1954–), citing examples such as deaths due to overwork in companies, pointed out that “the reason why individual rights are not fully respected in Japanese society is not because the state power is too strong, but rather because the power exercised within the intermediary community is too dominating.” He considered the strength of social tyranny within the community to be problematic (Inoue 2001, 163, emphasis added). Durkheim was also fully aware of the potential for violence and tyranny inside intermediary groups. He was already concerned about the possibility that intermediary groups who maintained certain autonomy from the state often reproduced the very feudal relationships they tried to avoid between the state and its members (Durkheim 1957, 61–62).
On this point, Durkheim asks if the process of entrusting the state with resolving the violence of small groups scattered throughout the country “will not become more tyrannical” (Durkheim, 1974, p. 98). The state, which is in a position to govern intermediary groups from above, is expected to mitigate conflicts among and within intermediary groups when issues go beyond those that such groups can handle. Durkheim believed that the tyranny of the state would be even more intolerable than that of intermediary groups because it would be more uniform and arbitrary, with little consideration for the unique conditions of each locale. He states:
The state, in today's larger societies, is so out of touch with special local interests that it cannot take into account the particular, regional and other unique local conditions. So, when the state tries to regulate the various special interests, it can only succeed in doing so by strong-arming and twisting (Durkheim 1974, 98).
Durkheim’s view is that intermediary groups can indeed harbor the seeds of feudal domination within them. However, even with those risks, they are still necessary in providing an antagonistic force against the state, which tends to twist the “special interests” of the region and thus invites inversion. One promising avenue is to increase the range of intermediary groups on which one can choose to depend. 
Even if intermediary groups proliferate, they may create unequal relationships with each other based on their political and financial power. For each group to maintain a certain degree of autonomy, without one group dominating another, it will be necessary for the state to act as a coordinator and monitor the relations between intermediary groups. The autonomy of the intermediary groups will play a major role in ensuring that this monitoring does not become excessive. The relationship between the state and the intermediatory groups—and between intermediary groups—determines whether inversion occurs or not. Intermediate groups function best as spontaneous organizations. Rather than providing further support, what is needed most is for restraint in state (or market) domination of these groups. 

6.5 Three Functions of Intermediary Groups
As the state and the market increasingly expand their respective spheres, the idea of either “leave it to the state” or “leave it to the market” has become a standard institutional solution to address public issues. Under such circumstances, the remaining domain for the intermediaries in which self-motivation can be exercised appears to be narrowing. The state, while wielding norms and regulations, speaks of “politics that is close to the people,” while the market influences people’s economic behavior by whispering “you can make money.” Between the two, what role is left for the intermediary groups?
Three functions differentiate intermediary groups from those of the state-market nexus. First, by creating a sense of camaraderie and a “code” among its members, intermediary groups can proactively nip conflicts in the bud. When individuals, freed from the old community, begin to pursue their private interests without restraint, an atmosphere of competition and individualism prevails, and the community becomes uncomfortable due to the deterioration of trust and the increase in deviance. Without internal regulations, “loopholes” may become rampant, sparking strife within the intermediary group.
To prevent this from happening, some types of coordination can be grounded in the locality. For example, in popular tourist spots in Japan, intermediary groups called tourist associations are often created to coordinate individual hotels and guest houses in the region. Such associations have the function of preventing “land liquidation,” in which the most successful hotel buys up the land of the least successful, consolidating the ownership of land (Kurumizawa 2004, 151–53). The association acts as a bulwark to prevent highly capitalized companies that have no connection to the area from coming to dominate the economic activities of the region. This is a modern-day version of the local association (Gemeinschaft), in which locals faced with the threat of private ownership by strangers collaborated to protect their forests. The tourism association is a simple example of a functional organization (Gesellschaft) established by those with specific interests and purposes. Nonetheless, it creates a strong code among its members in reference to the locality.
Second, as non-profit organizations, intermediary groups provide goods and services not supplied by the government or the market. In doing so, they appeal to society for recognition of the legitimacy of their contributions. The scope of their activities is diverse, including physical and medical care, educational opportunities, and community safety activities. People with solid foundations and stability in their lives are more likely to be resilient to external pressures and upheavals. However, the intermediary groups are not democratic governments and do not necessarily need to be accountable for the way resources are allocated among citizens. This is why it makes sense for the various intermediary groups to establish their own norms, clarify who should be included and what the order of priority should be, and determine the targets of their efforts.
Third, intermediary groups can pursue global ideals such as environmental conservation and democracy while positioning themselves outside the state. This allows participants and members to reflect on existing local perspectives critically. One example is the Regional Environment Center for Central and Eastern Europe (REC), an international NGO in which I participated for several years as a board member. This international NGO, established in 1990 in Hungary, aims to enhance the environmental response capacity of Eastern European countries to the serious environmental pollution that became evident after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. It was established with support from Japan and the United States to collect and provide a variety of information, conduct training and capacity building, and make policy recommendations. Unlike the forest conservation groups that we saw in Thailand, this organization negotiates with each nation-state while continuing to work directly with people within those states to promote their environmental capacity for advocacy. 
REC’s mission was not only to disclose environmental information and make policy recommendations but also to foster a healthy civil society in the Eastern European region through the environment and to promote democratization. In other words, rather than directly solving environmental problems, the REC aimed to nurture organizations and people who could solve problems on their own according to the context of each country. The environment turned out to be a platform where people could engage in critical conversations about existing modes of economic production and political decision-making. In the former Soviet region, where things had been decided top-down, newly created civil society organizations gathered the know-how to make decisions bottom-up and worked to further diffuse that how-know (O`Brian 2010).
The REC has long functioned as a nexus for environmental experts in central and Eastern Europe and, in the process, has contributed to building camaraderie among those working on environmental issues in the region. This international intermediary group worked with the unique mission of “orienting” state policies in the field of environmental protection rather than advocating specific rules.
International voluntary associations such as the International Red Cross and Doctors Without Borders can be positioned similarly as intermediary groups whose activities are guided by various global principles. These organizations operate “between individuals and nations” across borders and are different in nature from organizations such as the United Nations, where norms and operations need collective agreement among the member states. Expectations for these intermediary groups, which enjoy their autonomy outside the logic of any particular state, are growing as conflicts arise from global issues such as climate change.

6.6 Intermediaries in Power: The Example of Two Local Organizations
What are the conditions under which intermediary groups can exert influence? Let us return to the national level and look at some examples. Here, we are particularly interested in cases where workers in otherwise subordinate positions have leveraged groups to successfully “speak” to the ruling class.
Political scientist Timothy Mitchell (1959-), in his book Carbon Democracy, explored the reasons why coal miners’ strikes were effective in improving working conditions in Europe from the end of the 19th century to the beginning of the 20th century (Mitchell 2011).
The workers involved in the highly hazardous task of coal mining were those who constituted the bottom layer of society. Yet, despite their dependence on the mines for their livelihoods, they were able to unionize and conduct effective strikes to win negotiations with corporate management. Mitchell analyzed the background to the development of this bargaining power as the coincidence of two conditions. Firstly, the isolated working environment of the coal mines, which is difficult to monitor, allows workers to control their work, giving them a great deal of freedom to launch strikes and sabotage. Secondly, industrial society at that time was critically dependent on the workers at the end of the coal supply line (Mitchell 2011, 19–20). When a part of the social infrastructure that supports an entire industry, such as electricity and transportation, is dependent on coal, the miners, who have substantial influence over its mining and distribution, must be listened to. The fact that coal mining and distribution had a nodal point in a particular place gave the poor miners who gathered there an intense political voice.
· It was not the existence of legal procedures for protests and objections that gave this intermediary group the power to resist the state. It is helpful to organize groups, but it was the critical leverage these workers had for sabotage, through which, “With two pennies-worth of a certain substance, used in the right way, we can make a locomotive unable to work” (Mitchell 2011, 21). The dependency on energy, the isolation of workers and the geographical concentration of its production made it possible to connect the demands of miners to those of others and give their arguments a technical force that could not easily be ignored. 
· The dependency between actors that make up a society provides them with the capacity to forge multilayered relationships that enhance each other's vitality and, at times, push their demands through to others. The coal mining example above is not an exceptional or unique case for a society in which coal serves as the “blood” of the whole industry. There are other areas where broad-based cooperation is possible. Attwood’s study of the sugar industry in Maharashtra, India, is also instructive (Attwood 1988). Cooperatives of sugarcane producers provided loans, technical training, seed and compost support, and other services to their members, regardless of the economic size of the members. Despite the existence of large growers and the despotic leaders of the sugar factories in Maharashtra, cooperatives functioned to ensure broad cooperation across different classes involved in sugarcane production—including everything from production to distribution—even among the weaker sections of the population, such as smallholders. 
According to Attwood, this cooperation among people across social classes was not due to their traditional village culture but to a shared interest in the goods and activities necessary to continue production. Cooperation is vital because sugarcane is perishable, and if not distributed steadily and quickly, its value will plummet to zero. The perishable nature of certain agricultural products effectively “forced” people wanting to maintain a profit from sugar production to cooperate with both small and large farmers. However, in areas that continue to be dominated by certain large landowners, there is no incentive for such cooperation in the first place. Cooperation that transcended differences in position was necessary for the system to function because one association was not strong enough to outperform the others.
What these two examples illustrate is the importance of interdependencies that give voice and power to the actions of intermediary groups. Dependencies founded on vested interests and entrenched class structures are difficult to transform. However, no matter how rigid the structure is, the state and the managers of large corporations must draw on the power of those on the ground who are executing the jobs the power holders need. The only reason the intermediary group of unions in the two cases above was able to move the state and company owners was because the people in power were critically dependent on the people who supplied the resources on the ground.
Climate and environment are typical fields where everyone from business executives to farmers has a role to play. When dependencies are successfully assembled, even those lower in the hierarchy have room to negotiate, attracting freedoms that were previously unattainable. The function of intermediary groups is conditioned not only by the size of the organization and its solidity or sense of belonging but also by the reason for which it was created: in the cases above, the timely production and distribution of agricultural products or the assurance of workers’ jobs and security.
Intermediary groups are thus protected by an autonomous sense of direction that allows them to approach state power when necessary and to keep the state at bay when threatened. Many groups—even those established spontaneously from the bottom up— are currently effectively incorporated into the state. Conversely, there may be groups that were created under the direction of the state but eventually took their own path and continued to operate spontaneously. Intermediary groups can change their nature. In the case of the aforementioned REC, the organization has gradually drifted away from its original mission of “democratization through the environment.” [footnoteRef:10] [10:  Financial difficulties brought the REC, which was supposed to be an NGO, closer to the government, and its autonomous function as an intermediary group was stripped from its operations, leading to the organization’s dissolution in 2019.] 

It is not easy to create and nurture intermediary groups that can autonomously maneuver while maintaining influence and a safe distance from the state. The size of a group also matters: if it is too small, it may lose its organizational strength, while if it becomes too large, the members may lose their sense of belonging. The balance between the forces of belonging (which are stronger in smaller groups) and the forces of fragmentation (which increase with group size) has been a central dilemma of traditional intermediary groups such as religious congregations (Dunbar 2022, 97). To revive intermediary groups in the modern global era—where one can simultaneously belong to many groups—it is essential to create a structure without having to rely on state subsidies.  
The nature of intermediaries dictates not just how resources are used locally but also how their access to such resources is regulated relative to state power. Herein lies the seed for “inversion.” If inversion is derived from a basic conflict of interests typically between local communities and larger organizations such as private companies and the state bureaucracy, we can identify this conflict as situated between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft—communities of kinship and those of function.[footnoteRef:11] While the former can compel the sacrifice of its members, the scale of conflict is often much larger when the sacrifice is imposed on the members for the sake of the organization. This is especially the case since, in most cases, there is nowhere to escape. Instead, members must endure the sacrifices imposed by the state.  [11:  A prominent German sociologist, Ferdinand Tönnies, distinguished between two different types of a community, Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft: the first is a traditional type of community organization based on family, kinship, and local village. The second comprises the more functional organizations, such as schools and companies established for specific purposes (Tönnies  English source). The main difference between the two is that the former is characterized by a strong sense of common identity, shared norms, and close personal relationships, while the latter is characterized by impersonal relations and formal organization, often with the absence of common, binding norms.] 


6.7 Preventing Isolation, Promoting Unity
National states are too large a unit for people to express their individual will and expect to introduce changes in their societies. Tocqueville (1800–59), who came to the United States from France in the first half of the 19th century, was impressed by the way local groups called “townships” were organized, where residents voluntarily tackled local issues (Tocqueville 1863). Townships and local governments in the US deserve to be called intermediary groups in that they have much independent authority, including the power to oppose federal policies if necessary. The abundance of land afforded to the migrants from Europe also helped to secure material means for each local unit to rely on themselves.
The vibrant local groups impressed Tocqueville enough to comment that “municipal institutions constitute the strength of free nations. Town meetings are to liberty what primary schools are to science; they bring it within the people’s reach” (Tocqueville 1863, 76).  What kind of society should be able to prevent individual freedom from being entangled in the power of the state while at the same time encouraging appropriate state intervention in issues that cannot be resolved locally? Tocqueville saw the potential for democracy in the grassroots groups found in townships as the connecting hub for weak individuals to assimilate one another to gain strength; a similar observation was made in a completely different context in modern Japan.  
Masao Maruyama (1914–96), one of the leading political scientists of postwar Japan, used the term “atomization” to describe the danger posed by isolation. He responded to the question, “Why do the masses enthusiastically support dictatorships?”
The atomized individual is usually apathetic to public affairs, but sometimes this very apathy will turn abruptly into fanatic participation in politics. Just because he is concerned with escaping from loneliness and insecurity, he is inclined to identify himself totally with authoritarian leadership or to submerge himself into the mystical ‘whole’ expressed in such ideas as national community, eternal racial culture, and so on (Maruyama 1968, 496) 
The creation of atomized individuals who lack horizontal connections must be avoided to keep the state in the hands of individuals. The creation of a bastion of fellowship in the mind can serve as a brake on the loss of a sense of direction. The meaning of association is not simply to unite and strengthen one’s political voice but to serve as a compass to orient the self toward desirable goals in society.

6.8 Preparing to Confront a Proactive State
From the point of view of the state, “risk” is a concept representing something that has a certain probability of occurring. Let us consider air pollution. The magnitude of the risk posed by this problem and those who might be affected depends on numerous factors that need to be considered: the health, age and other characteristics of the people breathing the polluted air, their living environment, etc. The state converts risks into abstract problems divorced from real people’s experiences. The hypotheses adopted by the state are usually based on advice from experts, models, and simulations that are in turn based on earlier underlying assumptions. This is how a state tries to anticipate risks, ranging from wars to disasters, and to proactively plan for uncertain emergencies. Soon, we can expect a multitude of state interventions based on the need to prepare for increasingly frequent extreme weather events and the longer-term effects of climate change.
Broadly speaking, there are two ways to handle environmental risks. The first is to mitigate the risk via technological innovations generated by economic growth. The second is the acceptance that there are limits to what development can solve and instead to focus on pursuing an economic system that allows people to live fulfilling lives based on their current level of comfort. The latter option accepts and lives with risk. Current policy debates, however, strongly advocate technology as the ideal option for an obvious reason: it makes no demands for immediate sacrifice, making it an attractive platform for politicians who need to garner votes for their re-election. Even when the government moves away from developmentalism and adopts conservation as its mainstream policy, it will still prefer to advance policies with very “visible” results that represent “advancement” rather than “slowing down.” Building new infrastructure is the most obvious, but not the only way, for governments to demonstrate such results. That is why states continue to pursue developmental solutions, including technological means, that do not contradict the ideology of perpetual economic growth (Suehiro 2000, 118).
An environmental state becomes a reality when the negative impact of development on nature is acknowledged on a societal level, and people begin to assume that the risks of development can be mitigated with cleverly designed systems and technologies. German sociologist Ulrich Beck, a leading expert on risk, called this “colonizing the future” (Beck 1998). To go back to the overall theme of this book, environmental states are among the most eager to colonize the future through their choice of risk mitigation measures.
Disputes over the control of the commons are essentially problems that require the anticipation of future events. In an emergency, the nation becomes the ultimate authority that determines the right of certain people to live on specific lands, and its mechanisms and habits are founded on a logic of exclusion. But when conservation-oriented policies are front and center, people are made aware of the fate of forests, lands, and other elements of nature. The inversion of individuals who are excluded as a result of those policies is much less noticeable. Projections about rising sea levels predict that climate change will hit island nations, such as Indonesia and the Philippines, particularly hard (Hernandez 2010). The United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change warns that the almost inevitable sea level rise of two meters could displace 180 million people, many of them in Asia (IPCC 2014, 770). Such dire predictions are likely to result in states being given mandates to take further action with no limit but the discretion of their governments.
“Preparing for the future” sounds like it could not possibly be a bad thing. However, this implies that decisions about the future can and should be taken by the government and experts, despite their particular orientations and patterns of approaching problems. This is dangerous because it allows those in power to hide behind a curtain of “uncertainty,” appropriating the concept of risk, and taking actions that prioritize their own interests, all in the name of “preparing.” No nation is more aware of the dangers of unquestioning faith in governments and experts than Japan, where the government floundered in response to the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster, a secondary effect of an earthquake and tsunami. The Japanese learned not to place too much trust in the “foresight” authorities claim to exhibit.
How can a state ensure that its populations, including the most vulnerable rural populations, have the ability to recover from devastating disasters? One option is to incorporate these communities into the national framework and proclaim individual members of the communities as legal citizens. An alternative is to grant these people sufficient autonomy so that they can help themselves, regardless of their current status. Either of these can be a viable choice. There are many examples of people keeping state power at arm’s length by finding increasingly narrow gaps in an ever-expanding system.
Unfortunately, these alternatives are often incompatible. The state’s jurisdiction to prepare for the future can easily interfere with the efforts of locals to do the same. It is in these cases that inversion is most likely. The confiscation of local commons into government-owned forests is a prime example. The state may prioritize the protection of future biodiversity, but at the day-to-day level, local people may have a stake in obtaining fuelwood from those same forests. When the state draws up plans to make the future more predictable through increased standardization of rules and people, those at the receiving end of these policies often end up subverting them because they are content to make their own preparations based on their own understandings of the most pressing problems in their lives. When complicated development plans trigger inversion—creating an effect opposite to the state’s intentions—state actions are often coupled with grave failures to account for the multifaceted powers of preparation that local communities hold. As long as the state continues to conceptualize and leverage risk to colonize the future for its own purposes in the name of public interest, the seeds of inversion will continue to be nourished.
　
6.9 Despite Less Splendor
As we have seen in this chapter, intermediary groups can be useful pawns for state power, but they can also function as spearheads of resistance and deterrence. Local people often have good reasons to resist since the resources they rely on daily are the forests, pastures, ponds, and other forms of local assets they have lived with for generations. While highly sophisticated ways of dividing labor are oriented toward deepening human dependence only through competition for individual advantages, intermediary groups are important entities that can function to embrace human weaknesses and provide safety nets. With such multifaceted potential, intermediary groups should not be regarded as mere volunteer organizations or NGO/NPOs but as bulwarks that mediate between the state and individuals, maintaining the delicate balance of mutual dependency between the local community and external powers.
Climate and the environment will increasingly become crucial sources of conflict between states and also within each state. As conflicts escalate, more opportunities will arise for the state to intervene and take over problems that would otherwise remain local in nature. Inversion and natural resources are closely connected since conflict-ridden resources are the main attention point of the state, which may not be concerned so much about the sustainability of the resources themselves but more attentive to controlling the people who may turn rebellious to state order. 
Intermediary groups are critical in mitigating state-society relations, decreasing the likelihood of inversion, which can lead to violence against each other and the environment. The aforementioned Tocqueville wrote the following description of people’s behavior in a society where the interests of the community converge with the interests of the individual. In a democratic state, according to Tocqueville: 
[…] if there be less splendor than in the halls of an aristocracy, the contrast of misery will be less frequent also; the pleasures of enjoyment may be less excessive, but those of comfort will be more general; the sciences may be less perfectly cultivated, but ignorance will be less common; the impetuosity of the feelings will be repressed, and the habits of the nation softened; there will be more vices and fewer crimes. […] each individual will feel the same necessity for uniting with his fellow-citizens to protect his own weakness; and as he knows that if they are to assist he must co-operate, he will readily perceive that his personal interest is identified with the interest of the community (Tocqueville 1863, 10).
Thus, intermediary groups that mitigate against inversion are within the framework of the state but not subordinated to it; they are within the market system, but not dominated by it. In essence, they are groups that work for their constituent peers on the principle of reciprocity, as Tocqueville says, and they both free and constrain people. But in the face of the exercise of great state power, they can and should be a bulwark of people’s freedom, in my view.
It has been a long time since people lived in closed dependencies without possessing any choice regarding the need to depend on other groups. In past times, people had to live with the group they were born into. Today, with the increased freedom to move, people have a wide range of choices. However, whether they can exercise such choices depends on the socio-political status of the person as well as the general acceptance of such moves in society.
The reason why human dependency matters in the analysis of the environment and sustainability is that human dependency on nature is very much governed by our mutual dependency within human society. Widening the choices of intermediary groups formed through voluntary associations and enriching their activities will make individuals more resistant to confrontation with external powers that might otherwise invite inversion. However, as long as these groups exist legitimately in a democratic state, we cannot judge the social contribution of each. It is more important to provide options for people to become members of intermediary groups than to devote our energy to assessing the legitimacy of individual groups.
Tocqueville emphasized that while there may be “less splendor,” freedom will be more accessible as such intermediary groups become more empowered. Enriching intermediary groups means reorganizing human relationships so that personal interests are identified along with those of the community. There is therefore a strong reason to restore the virtue of dependency, even though it has long been demonized in the era of ever-expanding markets and the state.
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