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“Time and again throughout history, it was precisely the state’s protection of the forest that turned locals into enemies of the woodlands” (Radkau 2012: 426). This was the conclusion reached by Joachim Radkau, a prominent environmental historian who researched the relationship between the power of the state and the natural environment, i.e. soil, forests, water, and climate.
Most people would be surprised by this statement. After all, most people like us, who are interested in protecting the environment, feel that the issue is insufficient government involvement rather than excessive involvement, be it ratification of international treaties on climate change, the introduction of a carbon tax, or subsidies for renewable energy. Most people think their country should devote more personnel and more of the budget to preserve natural resources and the environment. However, if we were to take a moment to ruminate on Radkau’s insight, we’ll realize that we haven’t fully ascertained whether this state policy thrown into the natural environment has had any knock-on effects on local society. While it’s essential to deal with pressing environmental issues, what may be even more dire is the condition of the society that creates these issues in this specific manner, and the changes to human society prompted by these solutions. This is because it is human society that decides what problems should be solved in the first place and accepts the consequences of these interpretations.
Government policy to solve these issues can take many forms: conservation through designated nature reserves and switching to renewable energy; subsidies or taxation to fund the development of various technologies which popularize chemical fertilizers with lower environmental impact and curb pollution; and nationalization or privatization of shared resources. When calling for such measures, our interests are biased towards their effectiveness in preserving the natural environment, and rarely extends far enough to ask how this movement towards nature is connected with alterations in human society.3 This is because we’re forgetting the basic fact that all environmental policy is enforced via human society.
In this book, the term ‘inverted’, as mentioned in the preface, refers to the phenomenon in which government policy that ought to be enforced to preserve the natural environment makes light of the local people who mediate this policy, and as a result the natural environment forfeits its sustainability. In this, particular attention needs to be given to how the impact of this inversion falls disproportionately on people in the country in question. The people most swept up in this inversion are the local residents who assume responsibility for operations which protect the environment. This specifically includes people living near strictly protected forests, people working at factories caught up in pollution-related regulations, and people living in areas prone to natural disasters in which policies to adapt to climate change are enforced.
Here it may be necessary to make a few comments on the usage of the word ‘inverted’. If the environmental policy backfires and induces environmental destruction, this is literally called an ‘inversion’, but it takes takes time to observe this causal nature of this process. The first issue this book will raise is the possibility that state-led environmental policies are pioneering attempts to manage the natural environment, and continue to transform human society without certainty of what the future will hold. These transformations can amplify disparities and inequalities, degrade locals’ desire to preserve the environment, and be the trigger to increase environmental degradation.
For example, when seen from the perspective of locals, a movement attempting to protect biodiversity, which maintains and extends intellectual property rights to the agricultural community, is a typical catalyst for this inversion. Due to drug manufacturers discovering useful genes, biotechnology and seeds to improve agricultural production and these discoveries being ‘protected’ through ownership, sovereignty over these resources is taken out of the hands of those who had access to them and into the hands of the government and mega-corporations (Shiva 2015). There have also been reports of cases where leadership of a successful business, formed through a policy that provides an opportunity to market Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFP) taken from the forest and which should capitalize on the traditional expertise of local residents, is snatched up by a non-local corporation (Dove 1993). Needless to say, with its leadership moved further away, the incentive to protect local residents’ resources decreases. This state-led maintenance of intellectual property rights could encourage the concentration of power through the medium of the natural environment, in the sense that it has the effect of protecting holders of rights created through this process, rather than preserving biodiversity in the local area. It’s imperative to keep a watchful eye on fundamental rights in these interventions, rather than economic benefits.
The conflict between the environment and people in the context of climate change and desertification is a familiar understanding of this issue. However, as a result of human society acting on the environment based on the framing of these issues, we have been too indifferent to the new relationship pitting people against other people (i.e., the unintended inversion) brought forth as a reaction to this. If this were a simple story, in which the activities of corporations polluting the environment were temporarily constrained through regulations, this wouldn’t give rise to this new expression of the environmental state being inverted. Some people’s freedom being constrained for the public good is to be expected and in a democratic state, an opportunity is presented to hear objections to these regulations. However, few people in the developed world seem to take issue when the livelihood of people living in the interior of a developing country is significantly constrained under the guise of environmental protection, and little opportunity is given to those affected by it to raise any objections.
Environmental protection and economic development are two sides of the same coin. Countries that adopt an ideology of developmentalism and attempt to develop state-sponsored systems that refocus all organizational structures aiming at industrialization and the production of wealth-- which assumes mass consumption of resources-- are called developmental states  (Suehiro 1998). Arguments about the developmental state have developed distinctly from neoliberalism, which advocates for minimal government intervention and the expansion of the free market (Wade 2018). As seen in Chapter 3, Japan and Thailand took their first steps towards being developmental states in periods of modernization at the end of the 19th century. In the case of Japan, they had completely donned the guise of a developmental state in the 1950s and in the case of Thailand, it was in the 1960s that the National Development Policy was put in place.4
What has appeared 20 years after their emergence as developmental states is the environmental state. This idea of the environmental state is not original to this author. The term ‘environmental state’, as used in academe of developed countries, is defined as a nation with established ministries or governmental offices to synthesize environmental fields, where an essential legal framework is in place to integrate a variety of environment-related laws, and which is able to ratify international treaties for the environment and train specialists (Duit et al, 2015; Meadowcroft 2011).
However, this definition, focused on an institutional context, is not applicable to developing nations in which the realities of these institutions are strikingly divergent from those described. Therefore, this book defines an environmental state as a nation in which the effects of the intervention, aimed at protecting the environment and guaranteeing the sustainability of resources, extends to all the people living in the area, not just the natural environment (particularly when viewed by locals). That is to say, this is a nation that expands its scope of influence over human society by intervening in the soil, woodland, water, and climate. It is safe to say that in Asia’s developing nations, where a majority of the population are farmers and there exists a direct link with the natural environment, most regions receive some sort of intervention from the environmental state.
This being said, unlike the developmental state in which a country’s direction can be assessed from policy slogans, there are no standards to objectively indicate whether a nation is an environmental state. It is, therefore, only natural that no one fixed definition of the environmental state exists, and the stance of this book is to focus on the viewpoint of local residents who are significantly impacted. The impact of the environmental state is in no way extended uniformly and it varies according to the area people live within that country and their occupation. If we were to overlook the individual distinctions in the natural environment and regional contexts in this debate, these ideas wouldn’t ring true in the case of any specific area, even as we proclaimed the over-arching theories of the environmental state. Yet as a general trend, the more dependent a developing nation is on their natural resources, the larger the impact of top-down environmental protections will be on areas subject to development, and the greater the likelihood of an inversion occurring and endangering local residents.
In the debate about developing nations, a nation’s intentional emphasis (i.e. developmentalism) expressed in slogans regarding industrialization and nationalism has become the sole subject of researchers’ considerations (Nem Singh and Ovadia, eds. 2019). However, the theory of the environmental state, as advocated in this book, is not one that pursues a form of government-led environmentalism that considers human society as a part of the ecosystem and recommends ecological campaigning. Rather, this theory takes note of how a nation reorganizes human society as a result of this sort of environmentalism5. There’s a significant distinction between focusing on results and focusing on intention.
There are two reasons for the absence of such a viewpoint in prior research that addresses the political and social circumstances in which the environmental state was born, despite the fact that the nation expanded the unidirectional scope of its proactive involvement into the woodlands, water, soil, atmosphere, climate, energy, and biodiversity.
One is specialization in academic fields that address the natural environment. In particular, the division between natural science and social science obscures the complete picture of the interlocking relationship between nature and human beings. Consequently, research on the natural environment has unfortunately allowed the biased notion of this research being the province of natural sciences to take root. Most of the people called environmentalists specialize in ascertaining environmental conditions and changes within these. For this reason, even if environmentalists are called to assist developmental projects led by expert social scientists and conduct an environmental impact assessment, the necessity to assess the impact of environmental protection led by environmentalists on the lives of human beings is hardly recognized.
The second is the pertinent idea unique to modern society that there is inadequate time to ascertain whether there are any effects that exceed the intention of a given action. The French philosopher, Michel Foucault (1926-1984) pointed out that even if people perfectly understand the reason an action was performed, they don’t understand the consequences begotten from the performance of this action (Dreyfus and Rainbow 1982; 187). This is precisely what has occurred in this case. This author is of the opinion that the nature of state behavior, much like human action, is found in the consequences that surpassed the intention, rather than the aim or the intention itself.
The effects of the environmental state encompass our daily lives, extending from institutions, technology, the development of infrastructure, and into the realms of values including those for education. An example of the process in which the state infiltrates human society through the natural environment is that the state develops and popularizes renewable energy, then establishes disaster response infrastructure, introduces an environmental tax, systems for using the soil, regulations on emissions, and scientific knowledge to monitor ecology and climate change, and finally gets international support for this technology.
Operations under the pretense of preserving resources and protecting the natural environment have expanded throughout the world, whether in a developed or developing nation, or in an urban or rural area, and have now seeped into individual human consciousness. Pressing environmental issues like climate change and disasters continue to normalize the deployment of the military and the self-defense force.
The core of these issues we should be grappling with is not just what we often hear about the depletion of fossil fuels, environmental pollution, or the illegal dumping of garbage. Surely the dangers to the continuation of civilization in the short-term is the reorganization of power formed through state administration for these problems and its social repercussions, rather than the degradation of the natural environment. For example, this obsession of how resources might be depleted may lead a country to war to make people preserve these resources, and extreme pollution may make the politics surrounding the polluted area unstable, encouraging large-scale migration. In this way resource- and environment-related issues cannot be conceivably detached from the societies and cultures that interpret them. This is because it’s society that determines whether or not the changes to the natural environment are becoming an issue, regardless of whether the degradation exists and to what extent.
