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Introduction 

Political ecology is the study of the relationships 
between political, economic and social factors with 
environmental issues and changes. Political ecology 
differs from apolitical ecological studies by 
politicizing environmental issues and phenomena. 
The academic discipline offers wide-ranging studies 
integrating ecological social sciences with political 
economy in topics such as degradation and 
marginalization, environmental conflict, conservation 
and control, and environmental identities and social 
movements. 
 
Research Methedology 
 
The study analysis of the avaialable secondary 
information and literature on political ecology. 
Research Mathedology is partly descriptive, 
exploratory and partly casual. For this study, 
Information has been collected with the help of 
books, magzines, research articles and reports. 
 
Aims Of Study 
 

1- Study of the concept of political ecology in 
geographical prespective. 
2- Study of the new trends in political ecology. 
 
Origins 
 
The term "political ecology" was first coined by Frank 
Thone in an article published in 1935. It has been 
widely used since then in the context of human 
geography and human ecology, but with no 
systematic definition. Anthropologist Eric R. Wolf 
gave it a second life in 1972 in an article entitled 
"Ownership and Poltical Ecology", in which he 
discusses how local rules of ownership and 
inheritance "mediate between the pressures 
emanating from the larger society and the exigencies 
of the local ecosystem", but did not develop the 
concept further  Other origins include other early 
works of Eric R. Wolf, Hans Magnus Enzensberger 
and others in the 1970s and 1980s. 
 
The origins of the field in the 1970s and 1980s were 
a result of the development of development 
geography and cultural ecology., particularly the 
work of Piers Blaikie on the sociopolitical origins of 
soil erosion. Historically, political ecology has 
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focused on phenomena in and affecting the 
developing world; since the field's inception, 
"research has sought primarily to understand the 
political dynamics surrounding material and 
discursive struggles over the environment in the 
third world". 
 
Scholars in political ecology are drawn from a variety 
of academic disciplines, including geography, 
anthropology, development studies, political science, 
sociology, forestry, and environmental history. 
 
Overview 
 
Political ecology’s broad scope and interdisciplinary 
nature lends itself to multiple definitions and 
understandings. However, common assumptions 
across the field give the term relevance. Raymond L. 
Bryant and Sinéad Bailey developed three 
fundamental assumptions in practising political 
ecology: 
 
First, changes in the environment do not affect 
society in a homogenous way: political, social, and 
economic differences account for uneven distribution 
of costs and benefits. 
 
Second, "any change in environmental conditions 
must affect the political and economic status quo." 
Third, the unequal distribution of costs and benefits 
and the reinforcing or reducing of pre-existing 
inequalities has political implications in terms of the 
altered power relationships that then result. 
 
In addition, political ecology attempts to provide 
critiques and alternatives in the interplay of the 
environment and political, economic and social 
factors. Paul Robbins asserts that the discipline has a 
"normative understanding that there are very likely 
better, less coercive, less exploitative, and more 
sustainable ways of doing things". 
 
From these assumptions, political ecology can be 
used to inform policymakers and organizations of 
the complexities surrounding environment and 
development, thereby contributing to better 
environmental governance understand the decisions 
that communities make about the natural 
environment in the context of their political 
environment, economic pressure, and societal 
regulations look at how unequal relations in and 
among societies affect the natural environment, 
especially in context of government policy. 
 
Scope and influences 
 

Political ecology’s movement as a field since its 
inception in the 1970s has complicated its scope and 
goals. Through the discipline’s history, certain 
influences have grown more and less influential in 
determining the focus of study. Peter A. Walker 
traces the importance of the ecological sciences in 
political ecology. He points to the transition, for 
many critics, from a ‘structuralist’ approach through 
the 1970s and 1980s, in which ecology maintains a 
key position in the discipline, to a 'poststructuralist' 
approach with an emphasis on the 'politics' in 
political ecology. This turn has raised questions as to 
the differentiation with environmental politics as well 
as the field’s use of the term of 'ecology'. Political 
ecological research has shifted from investigating 
political influence on the earth's surface to the focus 
on spatial-ecological influences on politics and 
power—a scope reminiscent of environmental 
politics. 
 
Much has been drawn from cultural ecology, a form 
of analysis that showed how culture depends upon, 
and is influenced by, the material conditions of 
society (political ecology has largely eclipsed cultural 
ecology as a form of analysis according to Walker.) 
As Walker states, "whereas cultural ecology and 
systems theory emphasize[s] adaptation and 
homeostasis, political ecology emphasize[s] the role 
of political economy as a force of maladaptation and 
instability". 
 
Political ecologists often use political economy 
frameworks to analyze environmental issues. Early 
and prominent examples of this were The Political 
Economy of Soil Erosion in Developing Countries by 
Piers Blaikie in 1985, which traced land degradation 
in Africa to colonial policies of land appropriation, 
rather than over-exploitation by African farmers, and 
Silent Violence: Food, Famine and Peasantry in 
Northern Nigeria by Michael Watts in 1983, which 
traced the famine in northern Nigeria during the 
1970s to the effects of colonialism, rather than an 
inevitable consequence of the drought in the Sahel. 
 
Relationship to anthropology and geography 
 
Originating in the 18th and 19th centuries with 
philosophers such as Adam Smith, Karl Marx, and 
Thomas Malthus, political economy attempted to 
explain the relationships between economic 
production and political processes. It tended toward 
overly structuralist explanations, focusing on the role 
of individual economic relationships in the 
maintenance of social order.Eric Wolf used political 
economy in a neo-Marxist framework which began 
addressing the role of local cultures as a part of the 
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world capitalist system, refusing to see those cultures 
as "primitive isolates".But environmental effects on 
political and economic processes were under-
emphasised. 
 
Conversely, Julian Steward and Roy Rappaport's 
theories of cultural ecology are sometimes credited 
with shifting the functionalist-oriented anthropology 
of the 1950s and 1960s and incorporating ecology 
and environment into ethnographic study. 
 
Geographers and anthropologists worked with the 
strengths of both to form the basis of political 
ecology. PE focuses on issues of power, recognizing 
the importance of explaining environmental impacts 
on cultural processes without separating out political 
and economic contexts. 
 
The application of political ecology in the work of 
anthropologists and geographers differs. While any 
approach will take both the political/economic and 
the ecological into account,the emphasis can be 
unequal. Some, such as geographer Michael Watts, 
focus on how the assertion of power impacts on 
access to environmental resources. His approach 
tends to see environmental harm as both a cause 
and an effect of “social marginalization”.  
 
Political ecology has strengths and weaknesses. At its 
core, it contextualizes political and ecological 
explanations of human behavior. But as Walker  
points out, it has failed to offer “compelling counter-
narratives” to “widely influential and popular yet 
deeply flawed and unapologetic neo-Malthusian 
rants such as Robert Kaplan's (1994) 'The coming 
anarchy' and Jared Diamond's (2005) Collapse (385). 
Ultimately, applying political ecology to policy 
decisions – especially in the US and Western Europe 
– will remain problematic as long as there is a 
resistance to Marxist and neo-Marxist theory. 
 
Andrew Vayda and Bradley Walters (1999) criticize 
political ecologists for pre-supposing “the 
importance ... of certain kinds of political factors in 
the explanation of environmental changes” (167). 
Vayda and Walter's response to overly political 
approaches in political ecology is to encourage what 
they call “event ecology”, focusing on human 
responses to environmental events without 
presupposing the impact of political processes on 
environmental events. The critique has not been 
taken up widely. 
 
Problems of Political Ecology 
 

Political ecology as a branch of knowledge has to 
address three crucial problems: limited resources and 
their uneven distribution; the relationship between 
industrialization and pressures on the environment; 
and finally, pollution and waste. The analysis of the 
problems in this order looks most logical from the 
standpoint of the production cycle. All the three 
problems are present – in one form or another – in 
the monograph mentioned above, but the 
consistency of their analysis is not entirely clear. Their 
definition is not always acceptable, either. Hence we 
will try to offer a different look on them. 
 
Limited resources and their uneven geographical 
distribution is the most obvious problem. Discussions 
about the depletion of mineral resources and 
biosphere reserves have lasted for quite a while. 
Initially they encompassed oil and natural gas, which 
resulted in the adoption of energy saving measures, 
as well as the development of the so-called ‘new 
energy sources’ (including nuclear and renewable 
ones). It seemed that with the development of 
technologies and dematerialization of the economy 
the solution of the problem has drawn nearer. But 
the debate over hydrocarbons has given way to 
debate over rare materials and rare earth metals. 
 
It is noteworthy, for example, that on June 17, 2010, 
the European Union had a presentation of the results 
of two-year’s research into the stability of natural 
resource supply. In that study, 14 materials (mainly, 
rare earth minerals) were classified as critically 
important for modern high-precision instruments 
and energy-saving technologies. Accordingly, the 
question arises: What are the guarantees of their 
stable supply? For example, in September, China 
imposed an embargo on the supply of rare metals to 
Japan in response to the arrest of a trawler for fishing 
in disputed waters of the East China Sea. China 
controls the production of many important raw 
materials (antimony, fluorspar, gallium, germanium, 
graphite, indium, magnesium, rare earth metals, 
tungsten, etc.). Since 2005 Beijing has been 
tightening export policies, and by 2015 it plans to 
outlaw the sale of dysprosium, terbium, thulium, 
lutetium and yttrium abroad. The aim is to attract 
companies to produce advanced technologies in its 
territory. As a result, EU companies may sustain 
losses. 
 
Besides theoretical research, the European Union 
joined the United States’ suit in the WTO regarding 
the export of rare earth materials from China. The 
U.S. Congress and the European Parliament intend to 
present a common front on this issue to gain most 
resonance with the debate on these minerals and 
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thus exert pressures on Beijing. In fact, theory has 
been translated into action. This example proves that 
the problem of limited natural resources will not 
disappear with the improvement of technology, but 
rather gain new dimensions. 
 
Limited are not just mineral resources, but also water, 
timber, oxygen and land. For example, the 
production of the very same biofuels, which, we are 
told, will eventually replace crude oil and oil 
products, will require vast arable territories; in the 
meantime, the European Union, which has set itself a 
goal of producing 10 percent of the fuel from 
biological materials by 2020, does not have enough 
land for that. This will encourage it to seek new 
patterns of cooperation with countries in Africa and 
Latin America (first and foremost Brazil). 
 
Forests are another example. They are spread 
unevenly over the surface of the planet, but they 
greatly contribute to the production of oxygen and 
the reduction of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere of 
the Earth. Should this be taken into account at 
negotiations on a new regime of cutting the 
greenhouse gas emissions into the atmosphere? 
Does this enable Russia, as Nikolai Klyuyev puts it, to 
lay claim to the title of “the leading environmental 
power”? And how to convert this into political and 
legal terms, and what possibilities does it open up 
for cooperation and coalitions with another forest 
giant – Brazil? 
 
The second problem of political ecology is related to 
the level of industrial development, to economic 
growth and the corresponding growth of load on the 
environment. Any new industries contribute to the 
increase of this load. Dematerialization of 
industrialized Western economies means, as is 
known, the transfer of production, including dirty 
technologies, to the developing world. It turns out 
that pollution occurs in some countries, while all the 
benefits from using the goods produced there are 
enjoyed by the people of others, representatives of 
the so-called golden billion. 
 
On the other hand, placing high-tech production 
facilities close to the natural resources (as in the 
above example with China) changes the current 
economic balance in the world (and eventually, 
perhaps, the political one as well), creates new jobs, 
and boosts prosperity in the developing and newly 
industrialized countries. As a result, they get an 
impetus for development, even though they do not 
(yet) account for the bulk of consumption. The 
strategy of hosting the production of advanced 

technologies can serve as an alternative to the 
concept of the golden billion. 
 
In this regard it makes sense for Russia to export not 
raw materials, but value-added products and finished 
products – all the more so as this country not only 
holds a leading position in terms of oil and natural 
gas reserves, but also controls the production of 
platinum group metals (platinum, palladium, iridium, 
rhodium, ruthenium and osmium) that are critical to 
modern technologies. 
 
Finally, there is a third problem – pollution. Most 
debatable is the problem of reducing the emissions 
of gases causing the greenhouse effect, including 
calls for an international regime that would regulate 
emissions after 2012, when the Kyoto Protocol 
expires. Today the main emissions are from China 
and the U.S. These two countries are spending not 
only their own biosphere resources, but also other 
nations’ assets. However, as we know, the issue has a 
historical side to it: for several centuries most of the 
carbon dioxide emissions occurred in the West, while 
China and the newly industrialized countries are 
merely trying to catch up with the golden billion 
countries in terms of industrial development and, 
consequently, emissions. 
 
At the UN climate summit in Copenhagen in 
December 2009, the major players failed to come to 
an agreement what principle should underlie the 
distribution of the burden of greenhouse gas 
emissions cuts for the period of 2013-2020 (2050). If 
the advocates of historical responsibility get the 
upper hand, then the West will have to undertake 
most of the required efforts, including making 
mandatory tangible appropriations and providing 
programs for assistance to the developing countries. 
Conversely, if the current level of pollution is chosen 
as the reference point, then the bulk of the expenses 
for emission reductions will have to be taken by the 
developing countries. It is also important to see in 
what way the commitments to reducing emissions 
will be calculated: in absolute terms in relation to 
1990, the way proposed by the Western capitals, or 
in amounts of GHG per unit of the gross domestic 
product, in line with Beijing's demands. 
 
The yet-to-be made decisions will directly affect the 
economic development of the whole world: greater 
production costs and the ability to create new eco-
friendly technologies and conquer markets for them. 
But the outcome of the negotiations will also (if not 
primarily) raise a political question: Which of the 
participants will succeed in pushing through their 
vision of the new regime and including aspects that 
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will ensure a higher political and economic status for 
them in the global hierarchy. The scenario of the 
Copenhagen conference demonstrated only too well 
how environmental issues proper might give way to 
purely political bargaining by the leading contenders 
for the wanted status. The European Union, which 
regards itself as the main crusader for a better 
climate, and not without a reason, was simply 
pushed aside from decision-making by Washington 
and Beijing. No decisions were taken, though. 
 
The problem of pollution has other dimensions, too. 
For instance, the costs associated with the pollution 
of soil often affect not only the territory of the 
country where it has occurred, but also neighboring 
countries. Similar effects follow violations of 
ecosystems in bodies of water. It is common 
knowledge, for example, that the greatest 
responsibility for the pollution of the Baltic Sea is 
born not by the littoral states, but Britain. The waste 
it produces drifts there with the ocean and sea 
currents. A similar situation is observed in the 
growing conflict between Moscow and Beijing over 
border waterways. The Celestial Empire is the main 
polluter, while Russia is at the receiving end of its 
neighbor’s economic activity across the border, 
confronted with all of its negative effects. 
 
Finally, one cannot but mention the problem of 
storage or processing of wastes, including 
radioactive ones. Closely intertwined with it is the 
issue of Russia’s import of spent nuclear fuel, which 
is sometimes mistakenly classified as waste. 
Meanwhile, as the world’s uranium reserves are 
depleted, that fuel may become at some future date 
a way of overcoming the shortage of resources. It is 
unclear, though, to what degree such a possibility 
justifies the risk of keeping irradiated materials in 
stock. 
Thus, political ecology has to address three problems 
that can be linked with the production chain: the 
distribution of resources over the Earth’s surface and 
their finiteness, the development of national 
economies and the resulting load on the 
environment, and finally, the problem of pollution 
and waste. All three are closely interrelated and often 
cause each other. (The above example of spent 
nuclear fuel is a convincing illustration.) 
The political conflict over the biosphere resources 
may occur due to failure to address any of these 
issues. And there is a real threat of its escalation into 
open confrontation, hostility or rivalry for the right to 
determine the political, legal and economic regimen 
in a particular area. 
 
Relationship to conservation 

There is a divergence of ideas between conservation 
science and political ecology. With conservationists 
establishing protected areas to conserve biodiversity, 
"political ecologists have devoted some energy to 
the study of protected areas, which is unsurprising 
given political ecology's overall interest in forms of 
access to, and control over resources". The 
arguments against enclosure of land for conservation 
is that it harms local people and their livelihood 
systems, by denying them access. As Dove and 
Carpenter state, "indigenous people have important 
environmental knowledge which could contribute to 
conservation".The objection by political ecologists is 
that land use regulations are made by NGOs and the 
government, denying access, denying the ability of 
local people to conserve species and areas 
themselves, and rendering them more vulnerable 
through dispossession. 
 
In a few cases, perhaps especially tragic local groups 
have been displaced to create national parks and 
reserves to ‘conserve’ the forest. Fortunately, most 
conservation bodies are now aware that, if a group 
has been using and managing a forest for several 
thousand years, throwing it off the land is more apt 
to destroy the forest ecosystem than to preserve it.  
 
Conclusion  
 
Political ecology is a main concept in geography.It is 
an extremely interesting and promising area of 
research – both theoretical and applied. The just-
started debate has identified the subject of research. 
However, further technology required, that would 
make it possible to move on from the accumulation 
of empirical data to the required level of theorizing, 
and also to devise a comprehensive strategy for the 
state to follow in practice. The concept of political 
ecology is developing with time. 
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