Horiz. antropol. vol.3 no.se Porto Alegre 2007

Political ecology as ethnography: a theoretical and
methodological guide

Paul Elliott Little

University of Brasilia - Brazil

ABSTRACT

Some of the most important recent transformatiomstbe ecological paradigm are the
development of transdisciplinary syntheses betwkersocial and natural sciences, the heuristic
proposal of epistemological symmetry and the matloagical dialogue with complexity studies.
These transformations form the groundwork for @ussion of the contributions of anthropology
to the new field of study of political ecology. Aftthe delimitation of the sub-field of the
"ethnography of socioenvironmental conflicts,” #eecific practices of multi-actor ethnography,
which identifies and differentiates between soarad “natural” actors, and of the use of multiple
spatial and temporal levels of analysis are delatkarhe article ends with a brief discussion of
the academic, critical and policy implications ofifical ecology research.
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Introduction

During the last twenty years, “political ecologydfiemerged as a new field of research bringing
together human ecology’s focus on the interrelatioetween human societies and their
respective biophysical environments and politicaremy’s analyses of the structural power
relations occurring between these societies (L.itt99a; Sheridan, 1988; Stonich, 1993). This
field is the result of an intensive dialogue betwé®e disciplines of biology, anthropology,
geography, history and political science, creatinquique transdisciplinary space within the
natural and social sciences. Against the grainufhof the literature on transdisciplinarity, |



posit that this space does not eliminate differsrmween the disciplines, and in fact may even
highlight them. Each of these disciplinary matrideploys its concepts and techniques within the
field of political ecology in order to shed lighter different aspects of ecological relationships
emerging from new realities.

This article seeks to map some of the conceptahzethodological contributions that
anthropology, and more specifically ethnography, teeoffer to political ecology.
Notwithstanding this emphasis on ethnography, llmagt present here any ethnographic material,
since my analysis will be limited to expressly nuetblogical and theoretical matters. For
ethnographic analyses within a political ecologyniework, | refer the reader to some of my
previous works (Little, 1992, 1999b, 2001, 2006).

Politicizing and complexifying the ecological apprach

The multiple sub-fields of the ecological paradigm

The word “ecology” was first used in 1858 by th&Unaturalist Henry David Thoreau,
and acquired a properly scientific sense from Gerhialogist Ernst Haeckel in 1866. Since
then, the concept of ecology experienced a dualdpment: one within civil society as the
ecology social movement, and the other within acadeas a scientific discipline (Bramwell,
1989). My interest in this article is limited tcethatter development.

In the early twentieth century, ecology was esshbld as a sub-discipline of biology
known as “natural ecology”. During the 1930s, “humestology” was founded, applying the
methods of natural ecology to human societies (dgw1950). At around the same time, the
anthropologist Julian Steward began to analyzetiteral dimensions of the ecological
adaptation of indigenous groups (Steward, 193&) [an codifying this line of research as
“cultural ecology” (Steward, 1955). Cultural ecojatpen branched out within anthropology,
engendering such sub-fields as ethnoecology (Conk#i54), neo-functionalist ecology
(Rappaport, 1968), human ecology (Moran, 1990)¢ssual ecology (Bennett, 1993), spiritual
ecology (Kinsley, 1995) and political ecology, whis our main interest here (Schmink; Wood,
1987)!

These multiple sub-fields of the ecological pagatireveal a constant increase in the
scope of its application, and represents ecologitiahce’s response to the new political and
environmental realities faced by contemporary simseTwo of today’s chief forces are the rapid

acceleration of globalizing processes during tbeHhalf-century and the increasing seriousness of

! Each of these sub-fields has produced an extefisvature. The few references presented hereitirer
foundational or paradigmatic texts.



the environmental crisis on a planetary scale. dilieent phase of globalization unfolds within an
expansion of the capitalist system, under the a#gigoliberal ideology and instances of
political neo-colonialism and cultural neo-impeisat. As for the environmental crisis, in
addition to planetary problems such as global wagmnihe growth of the hole in the ozone layer
and changes in oceanic currents, at a regiondl legerrent environmental crises — such as
desertification, flash floods in urban areas, rattesource depletion, air, water and soil
contamination, climate change and loss of bioditsershave emerged.

It is precisely within and against this backgrotimat the emergence of political ecology
as a field of research should be understood.nééessary to underscore that political ecology
does not aim to “correct” or to “replace” the afmentioned sub-fields of ecology. Each of them
produces its own body of knowledge and offersita insights, which can be used to understand
different dimensions of socioenvironmental readiti€he introduction of political economy
within the ecological paradigm has had, however uhique effect of revealing the clashes
amongst productive systems, thus highlighting thenections between economic changes and
the environmental crisis.

In this broader picture, anthropology is particiylaiseful for the analysis of the
culturally specific modes of ecological adaptatidmliverse social groups — the productive
systems and technologies they employ, the natesalurces they exploit and the ideologies they
use to justify their mode of adaptation and teridcclaims - as well as the dynamic and
contested interaction stemming from the clash betvieese modes of adaptation. The focus on
social groups invariably raises the issue of cotifly environmental practices in such a way that
the analysis of so-called “socioenvironmental dotd! has become a central element of political
ecology. The analysis of such conflicts is not fedito the flow and depletion of natural
resources. It seeks to answer questions such asusds these resources? when? for what

purposes? at what cost? with what impacts?

Crossing the divide between nature and culture

Ecological research works on both sides of thadibetween the biophysical world
(“nature”) and the social world (“culture™). Thiagk is especially difficult due to the large gap,
both epistemological and institutional, betweenrtatural and the social sciences. If the social
sciences face the challenge of incorporating thmauhjcs of the biophysical world within its
practice, the natural sciences face the reverdienbga: it needs to take the human world and its
political and socioeconomic structure into accanrits understanding of natural cycles. Thus,
for a truly ecological science to exist, a sustdidelogue between the social and the natural



sciences, focusing on the dynamic and interdepémditionship between the biophysical and
the social worlds, is necessary. This requiresaarefaradigmatic changes in scientific practice at
the epistemological, methodological and institutidevels.

One of the solutions to this difficulty lays iretiproposal to eliminate, once and for all,
the nature/culture distinction. Haraway (1992, 3). ebins the concept of “cyborgs”, defined as
“compounds of the organic, the technical, the noghithe textual, and the political”. Latour
(2004, p. 373) uses the concept of “the collectivdiich he defines as “a procedure for
assembling associations of humans and non-humBaginow (1992) argues that we are
entering the epoch of “biosociality” in which naguwill become artificial just as culture will
become natural. Notwithstanding the importancénisf ¢onceptual move and its implications for
research, | suggest that its radicalism presenéxesedingly strong dose of anthropocentric
hubris insofar as it postulates that human beings apos@rful, so omnipresent, that we have
already left our mark throughout the entire bioptaisworld — which is clearly an overstatement.
The Sun, the Moon, gravitational and electromagrfetices, black holes, the Milky Way, just to
mention a few, can all exist quite well without hambeings, and thus are neither cyborgs nor
collectives, and do not dwell in the epoch of bmality.

Another way out of this deadlock, which | consittiebe more fruitful, is the elaboration
of transdisciplinary syntheses. Goodman and Leather(1998), for instance, are shaping a new
“biocultural synthesis” in which the contributiohdisciplines situated on both sides of the
nature/culture divide are utilized within a unifitiboretical framework. Within ecological
theory, Holling and Sanderson (1996) acknowledgadifferential dynamics between social and
natural systems in order to build models of ecaatyinamics that emerge from the interface
between the two kinds of systems (see also Baté§agi2).

The building of an ecological paradigm capabl@obrporating these syntheses implies
a series of heuristic challenges requiring furtélicative procedures. The notion of
“epistemological symmetry” holds that the causea oértain phenomenon can originate from
both the social and the natural worlds (BarnespBI©982). In many cases, social scientists look
only for social causes and ignore biophysical caugayda and Walters (1999) are critical of
much of the political ecology literature which plagesa priori the political dimension at the
expense of other dimensions, particularly bioptglsiiynamics. When analytically implementing
such symmetry, social sciences have used the coottmatural agency”, according to which the
forces of nature are regarded as a sort of actohe sense that they “act” upon a specific reality
which is nonetheless qualitatively different frootil actors, since they lack “will” or
“intentionality”. Since both kinds of actors aredted with the potential to influence the



construction of a particular landscape in this tgpanalysis, the principle of epistemological
symmetry is applied. Law (1987, p. 114), in advisal study, asserts that in order to properly
explain the technological developments of Portuguesvigation in the sixteenth century it is
necessary to “treat the natural and social adviessar terms of a common analytical lexicon”.

On the other hand, natural scientists, which terdkal exclusively with biophysical
causes, also need new concepts in order to incrpanthropic action as an integral element in
their analyses. In order to do so, the politicallegy researcher should map the main biophysical
forces — such as the geological configuration ofi@a, the biological evolution of the flora and
fauna and the flow of water resources — togeth#r thie chief human activities, such as
agricultural systems, industrial effluents discleargn the environment and the transportation and
communication infrastructure installed in the aasides being attentive to both sides of
causality, the researcher also seeks to identfsttioenvironmental realities emerging from the
interactions between the biophysical and the segialds that only an ecological approach is

capable of revealing.

Ecology’s transdisciplinarity

Much of political ecology research directly tagspecific problems, be they
environmental, territorial or health related. Thpsablems are manifested in multiple “spheres of
interaction,” each of which has its own rules andwms of functioning. When one thinks, for
instance, of viral interactions, one is appareafgrating within the sphere of epidemiology. But
when a world pandemic such as HIV/AIDS is at st#tkis,also necessary to understand sexual
behavior (sphere of sexuality), migration flowsrtagraphic sphere), human inter-relations
(socio-psychological sphere), market forces (ecao@phere) and immunological breakthroughs
(medical sphere), just to mention a few. Ecologsza¢nces always deal with many different
spheres of interaction, thus requiring a transpliswry approach. This is why political ecology
incorporates concepts, methods and foci from diseip as diverse as anthropology, human
ecology, geography, medicine, political economyabg and history.

There are numerous ways of conflating scientificiglines, each of which produces
diverse transdisciplinary configurations. Whatégslegy’s transdisciplinary configuration? A
basic guideline is the notion of “holism”, undersicas an approach that “ascribes priority to an
integral understanding of phenomena, as opposte: tanalytical procedure in which their
components are taken in isolation” (Houaiss Eledtr®ictionary, 2004). Given the complexity
of the phenomena under analysis, holism is extredificult (if not impossible) to accomplish.
As such, it is difficult to completely overcome uetionism, given the fact that all ecological



research requires some kind of geographical amddtie delimitation. Simultaneously, holism
should not be seen as an invitation for carryingwhat Haraway (1988) has dubbed the “God
trick”, that is, present a seemingly an omnipres&sion of reality which only God could have.

| identify three principles which are part of thasic ecological paradigm, with each
particular application of each varying accordinghe subject and site of research: 1) the central
focus of ecological research is always relationshigocial, natural or socioenvironmental — and
not substantive objects. Concepts such as troplaims, territorial conflicts, energy flows, clash
of values and homeostasis, for instance, need tmtderstood in relational terms; 2) the use of
contextualist analyses which place relationshighiwitheir respective historical and
environmental references is a second principle.cimeepts of niche and adaptation, central to
ecological analysis, are only meaningful when thectfic context in which flows and
relationships take place is known; 3) ecology ysesessual methodologies where the analysis
of flows (of energy, of people, of seeds, of idedqollen, etc.) and the identification of their
internal dynamics are an essential part of reseditwh concepts of dialectics, stochasticity,
dynamicity and evolution convey such a processima¢dsion. The use of these three principles
during the last two decades has brought the ea@bpgaradigm closer to the field of research
known as “complexity studies” (Kauffman, 1991; Walgd, 1992). | believe a dialogue between
political ecology and the complexity paradigm wosédve as a good guard against any tendency

towards reductionism in ecological theory.

The ethnography of socioenvironmental conflicts

Anthropological definition and delimitation of conflict

As stated above, the analysis of socioenvironnhent#licts is an intrinsic element of
the political ecology approach. Socioenvironmeaotailflicts refer to a complex set of struggles
amongst social groups stemming from their differantles of ecological inter-relationship.

A properly anthropological concept of conflict gdeeyond a focus upon political and
economic struggles to incorporate cosmologicalatjtidentitary and moral elements that are not
always clearly perceived from other disciplinarygpectives. The anthropological perspective
can detect latent conflicts that are not yet prdity manifest in the formal public sphere because
the social groups involved are politically marginatl or “invisible” to the State. Since
anthropologists work directly with many such growfadigenous peoples, maroon societies,
rubber-tappers, riverside fishing communities, $jtawn dwellers — the ethnography of

socioenvironmental conflicts reveals the latentfiations of conflicts and places such



marginalized groups in the foreground of analyisighis sense, the ethnographic method is a
significant tool which anthropology has to offergolitical ecology.

By putting conflict itself, rather than a partiaukocial group, at the center of
ethnography the anthropologist is forced to idgritie diverse social actors and environmental
resources involved in the conflict, analyze thagera as they interact with each other and with
their biophysical and social environment, as welbarvey each group’s claims and their
respective shares of formal and informal power. Miagping of these political interactions helps
the researcher to understand the particular dyrgaafieach conflict. A conflict can oscillate over
several years between the latent and manifest mtuge can be moments when the conflict is
very “hot”, then it looses its momentum and vistigjlonly to “heat up” again afterwards.

An understanding of the conflict’s internal dynamincludes identifying the polarization
of stances and the mapping of alliances and coaditialways bearing in mind that throughout the
conflict’s trajectory the position of the differegtoups may change, such that former allies
become enemies and vice-versa. The ethnographeldsileo analyze the numerous tactics and
strategies used by social groups and cataloguditbese attempts at conflict resolution. Thus
understood, the ethnography of social conflice\iell into the ecological paradigm: it focuses
on relationships; it makes use of a processual adetbgy; and it contextualizes the knowledge

produced.

Multi-actor ethnography

The ethnography of socioenvironmental conflicisedjes from traditional ethnography
in various essential aspects. First, the focushofagraphy is not the way of life of a social
group, but socioenvironmental conflicts and thetipld social and natural interactions upon
which they are grounded. Second, it deals simuttaslg with several social groups, rather than
just one. Third, the geographic scope is rarelytéichto the biophysical environment of the local
group, since it incorporates several levels ofsqdilitical articulation. Finally, while traditioha
ethnographies dedicate one chapter to the natabétiatof the group, in the ethnography of
socioenvironmental conflicts the biophysical enmiteent becomes a crucial element in almost all
subjects to be tackled.

One of the first tasks faced by the ethnographter identify and analyze the main social
actors involved in the conflict, a task that beceroemplicated when the number of such actors
is high. Besides the incorporation of marginalizedial groups, multi-actor ethnography needs to
present “phantasmagorical” social actors, who atghysically present at the site of the conflict
but nevertheless exert influence from a distanddd&hs, 1990). This type of ethnography is



never exhaustive, since the ethnographer shouldderdequal treatment” to multiple groups,
thus reducing the depth of each one of them (Bé&nt@69). Once gain, the goal is not
descriptive ethnography, but the study of specifinflicts and inter-relations by means of the
ethnographic method.

Another fundamental element of this kind of etimapdy is the identification of interests
and claims to land and natural resources, follolaed depiction of the interactions between each
of the social actors within the political spherbeTethnographer should also identify the different
discourses in conflict and the respective baséseaif political and cultural legitimacy, whether
these are explicit or not. A further step is tolgmathe differential quotas of power of each & th
social actors. In many cases, the exercise of pdaes not take place in formal arenas, forcing
the researcher to describe veiled power games theththese occur in the State’s official records
(as in the case of false land titles), or in thekdass of night in the countryside (as in murders
carried out by hit men).

These research tasks require the ethnographeirt@agcess and establish a dialogue with
all main social actors in conflict (that is, botitmthe “bad guys” and the “good guys”). In order
to do so, the ethnographer needs a minimal dosepéthy with these social actors, even those
whom one does not like personally — be thayimpeiros(wildcat gold prospectors), drug
dealers, ranchers, oil companies, clandestine hggfiiims, etc. - since it is almost impossible to
write a good ethnography about a group one disd&ims effort to establish dialogue with
members of distinct social groups and to understiagid respective points of view requires that
the ethnographer set aside his own values to segred, as well as avoid explicit support for

one side in the conflict.

The ethnography of “natural agency”

The biophysical forces involved in conflicts, paniarly those related to natural
resources, represent much more than the mere ¢amtwkich social forces act. Biophysical
forces operate according to their own internal dyica, which constantly modify the ecological
relations in dispute. In recent works, environmehistorians propose that phenomena such as
the depletion of natural resources, prolonged dntsjgxtensive forest fires, desertification and
pandemics could be comprehended as kinds of “ageftlie biophysical world, radically
different from “social agency” (Merchant, 1989; \tar, 1993; Dean, 1995).

In socioenvironmental conflicts, the interactidm$ween human and natural agencies
must be analyzed in order to clarify the dynamiicthe conflict. This interaction does not operate
according to a type of environmental determinissee Roosevelt (1991) and Diamond (1997)



for opposing perspectives — but points to a recigkdwo-way relationship between natural and
social agencies (Levins; Lewontin, 1985). When himical forces are understood as a type of
non-social agency, social concepts such as sowtyedgd autonomy, for instance, need to be
reformulated (Kuehls, 1996). If a social group kglower (or knowledge) to “restrain” or
“control” the action of biophysical forces withintexritory, the sovereignty and the autonomy of
this group are compromised.

Natural agency must be understood as inherentliipi®y that is, as a variety of agencies
related to many natural agents, and not as a hamogs agency stemming from a generic
“nature.” A gorilla’s agency, which might be begptined by a primatologist, is radically
different from a volcano’s agency, better underdtbyp a volcanologist. Recent ethnographical
analyses have incorporated such natural agentedd Nifio ocean current (Meltzoff;
Lichtensztajn, 1999) and hurricanes (Emanuel; Grery) 1999) as integral parts of the

socioenvironmental dynamics.

Fractal spatial scaling

During its first century of existence as an acadedigcipline, anthropology became
specialized in the study of local phenomena, priodudch and dense ethnographical works
amongst small-scale societies. With the progressiension of anthropological scope to the
study of rural societies, metropolitan neighborteadd, later on, globalization processes, the
ethnographic method had to face (and is still fgcthe challenge of elaborating new analytical
tools. The study of contemporary planetary strugife environmental resources, which political
ecology proposes to undertake, urgently demandsitiogporation of other levels of articulation
and analysis (Bennett, 1976) with the purpose tiebenderstanding the so-called “biosphere
people” (Dasmann, 1988) and their unprecedentedesngronmental impacts.

A social actor might operate on local, regionatjanal or global levels of articulation. In
general, each social actor has a specific levéMbeks as its main level of operation, aiming to
maximize its political efficacy. A transnationalrporation, for instance, might be very effective
at a global level, but be unable to meet its prtidogyoals at a local level. An indigenous
community, to take another example, might haveaifitant political presence in a regional
ethnic federation, but might have little impactatational level.

The main level of articulation thus functions agference for the description of further
relations that social actors maintain with groupsstitutions functioning at higher or lower
levels. When strategically approached, these “thavel relations” can be a source of power to
social actors. Local groups might find support freocial aactors operating at regional, national



or international levels in order to promote th@iegific interests by actions such as applying
political pressure, a mass-media campaign or bhgclie construction of a large-scale
development project.

The mobilization of social actors located at oflegels rarely functions in a mechanical
way, tending to be volatile and irregular, sincéepends on the political and social context, on
the proximity and intensity of relations and on fgasticular issues addressed (Ribeiro; Little,
1998). Local social actors may be able to “skipels by contacting social actors operating on an
international level that have common interests asyof circumventing hostile regional and
national social actors. The analysis of this weletdtionships goes far beyond a
“contextualization”, aiming to expose how thesasrevel connections are established,
cultivated and activated during the different moteeaf a conflict. Similar multi-level dynamics
occur with natural agents, but instead of locajiaral, national or global articulations, they are
articulated through distinctive scales of organipopulation, habitat, ecosystem, biomes,
continent and planet, also portraying inter-scalations such as intercontinental migration,
climatic catastrophes and rapid landscape changes.

In an effort to deal with these complex trans-leeddhtions produced by social actors, by
natural agents and between each other, | makefulke oconcept of fractal scales, where these
relations reveal self-similar, but irregular, coati@ns, as in geometrical objects (Briggs, 1992).
The use of the fractal analogy helps the ethnognatghrefine systemic analyses, in which each
level is hierarchically and functionally dependepbn each other, and neo-Marxist approaches,
where higher levels control and determine the fonatg of lower levels, in order to account for
thesui generismanner in which contingent factors combine witaural ones. The
ethnographer of socioenvironmental conflicts hasréisponsibility of indentifying and mapping
these multiple fractal connections. Although tliskt carries some affinities with what Marcus
(1995) calls “multi-sited ethnography”, where thikregrapher follows a social group through
its cultural manifestations in different parts loé tworld, there is a basic difference: the
delimitation of multi-sited ethnography is providegthe social group under study, whereas in
multi-actor ethnography this delimitation is estsiiéd by the dynamics of the conflict. In
summary, the challenges for political ecology cstisi identifying the distinct levels in which
social actors and natural agents operate and twideshe way in which they interact

transversally in the complex process of sociopmitand environmental struggle.



The strategic level of the region

While acknowledging that multiple social and natators operate at distinct levels, the
ethnographic analysis of a socioenvironmental octrgtill demands some type of
biogeographical delimitation. The ethnographer majoose any level for this delimitation —
local, regional, national, global — and from thisgpective map out the higher and lower trans-
level fractal connections engendered by the ackansour purposes, | would like to stress the
intermediary level of “region” as a strategic detation to explore these relations, since it offers
insights not necessarily revealed in studies theud on other levels.

Environmental historians have successfully usetnad delimitations based in biomes,
as in the case of the Brazilian Atlantic Forestgb&995) or the Great Plains of the US and
Canada (Worster, 1979). Research on Amazonia legistiie biogeographical delimitation of
hydrographic basins, which also display fractalesdgnamics (Little, 2001). A hydrographic
basin is simultaneously a geographical entity toatains multiple ecosystems; an area where
diverse social groups, with their respective samo®mic organizations, construct a particular
way of life; and the locus for political and enviroental mobilization around the
socioenvironmental conflict. Still another formlmbgeographical delimitation is found in
Bennett's (1969) concept of “socionatural regiaiéfined as: “a system in which diverse human
groups have adapted in patterned ways to planfaraénd environmental resources, to one
another, to hierarchical market and administrafiivees, and to pressure groups and other forms

of quasi-organized social and political intere8irth, Reeves, 1989, p. 14).

Multiple temporal scales

A political ecology perspective entails the enlangat of the temporal reference of the
research in order to encompass geological (exmtésdallions of years), biological (expressed
in millions of years) and social (expressed in #ands of years) temporalities. As part of this
endeavor, the concept of landscape is of gredyusince it includes both human and
biophysical dimensions and registers climatic, t&enal, faunal and oceanic changes, which
only become be visible after an extended peridihad. The dialectical combination of natural
and social processes produces a unique historroalndic, systematically approached by the field
of research of historical ecology (Crumley, 1994|é2, 1998).

Aiming to understand landscape transformatiores pttiitical ecologist might employ the
historiography of “long duration”, developed by feé historians of the 1920s and later
expanded upon by Fernand Braudel (1976). The éittdsearch of environmental history
represents a recent attempt to incorporate tenipesabf the biophysical world into the analysis



of human history. Under this new framework, histos formerly restricted to social history, and
geologists and biologists, who reconstructed tharahhistory of a place, combine their
perspectives within an ecological paradigm withghegpose of understanding the landscape’s
long term transformations, based on the analysiistihct waves of human occupation and their

respective socioenvironmental impacts.

The uses of political ecology

Having presented the theoretical and methodologitallenges of the ethnographic
variant of political ecology, a brief reflection @s practices and uses in relation to society in
general is in order. Aiming to clarify the ethngginer’s position vis-a-vis the understanding of
the conflict, | assume that he or she is a socitairavho “participates” in the conflict, though
playing a differential role with regard to the atlsecial actors. For the ethnographer, there is no
place outside the conflict where one is able tgdantially” observe it. On the contrary, the
ethnographer is intentionally situates him/herakihg the interstices of the conflict, so as to
investigate the nature of the connections betweemtoups in conflict and constructing his/her
own place in order to produce knowledge about tmdlict.

The ethnographic goal is, therefore, to carry ouéeological analysis of the conflict
which: 1) identifies and differentiates the variefysocioenvironmental actors involved; 2)
incorporates their multiple points of view and net&ts; 3) maps their trans-level relations; and 4)
documents ethnographically the history of the donfivith itsad hocpolitical alliances, its
mutual accommodations, its negotiations and itiipal ruptures. When conducting research
equipped with this refined set of analytical anchowunicative tools, the ethnographer generates
strategic knowledge, one that incorporates mulfyoiats of view. In some cases, the
ethnographer possesses information that no otle@l swtor has access to, which endows him
with a specific quota of power within the conflepolitical arena.

The very option of conducting ethnography of dipalar conflict represents a political
decision and, in the process, transforms a sogidll@m into an object of scientific scrutiny.
With regard to the conceptual consequences ofdtialsanalysis, political ecology research not
only contributes to our understanding of the caiglibut also gives visibility to marginalized
socioenvironmental actors, revealing oft-ignoredre@xtions and relations of power. This
knowledge, therefore, contains the potential fangp@ppropriated by the very social actors
involved, and may even promote the questioningkistiag public policies and the proposal of

new forms of action and public control.



When presenting diverse social groups, the etlapbgr emphasizes their respective
claims as well as the internal and external badiiseir legitimacy. In many cases, this provides
particular attention to marginalized or phantasmiaggroups. The identification of the rights in
conflict has the capacity of enlarging the scopthefpolitical debate in order to encompass
cultural or social rights previously ignored by tBiate and by hegemonic actors. As such, both
hegemonic and the counter-hegemonic discoursethairdelations are brought to the fore.

The ethnography of socioenvironmental conflicisea a series of ethical questions about
scientific research in itself. The ethnographermdsde be careful that the information published
by him/her is not directly used against the intesre$ the person or group from which he/she
gained the information based upon relations of mlutespect and confidence. While recognizing
that the researcher never fully controls the kndgéehe/she produces once it enters in public
sphere, awareness of the conflict's power settimjigs historical dynamic serves to orient the
management of the knowledge produced. Moreoveretimographical attempt to deal with
multiple groups needs to ensure that it presesetattnibutes and claims as well as the failures
and maneuvers of all the groups involved, eludimgteéndency of hiding “unfavorable” data
related to one’s “preferred” group. That is theyorwhy for a researcher to be an honest and open
knowledge broker.

The description and analysis of cases of socioenriental change, along with their
respective social and environmental impacts, @i of expanding the debate beyond strictly
political considerations. In many cases, the ethmulier needs to support his/her analyses with
guantitative and qualitative data produced by ratsrientists with the original aim of dealing
with phenomena such as the depletion of petrolegposits, changes in the pluvial regime, soil
erosion and air, water and soil contamination. ifkegration of anthropologists into
transdisciplinary groups helps to incorporate ®gtudy the sociocultural impacts of biophysical
changes and, thus, to enlarge our understanditigg afonflict.

Knowledge generated by research in political egplmight also serves as inputs for the
reformulation and implementation of public policteat deal with the claims of the social groups
in conflict. By exposing hidden or latent aspedtthe conflict at stake and giving visibility to
marginalized groups, the anthropologist might es@mtribute to an eventual resolution of the
conflict. And, in so far as he earns the trushefinain agents involved in the conflict, the
researcher occupies a privileged position in thdiatien between the actors involved.

The academic, critical and public treatment oftti@mes present in socioenvironmental

conflicts opens the possibility for the politicalatogists to elaborate their own agenda, which



privileges the production and dissemination ofttkasthy, holistic and strategic knowledge

about these conflicts. These are the “politicaéneénts of political ecology’s practice.
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