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ENVIRONMENTALISM OF THE POOR AND THE
POLITICAL ECOLOGY OF PROPHECY
A Contribution to Liberation Ecotheology
EURIG SCANDRETT
ABSTRACT

Ecological theology has too often relied on Creation, Sabbatical and other accounts
potentially of Priestly origin, or else has employed a hermeneutic of suspicion derived from
ecocentric speculative philosophy. These approaches risk the error of reflecting current or
biblical ruling class ideologies. It is argued here that a more appropriate approach to
ecological theology is the prophetic tradition read from the critical materialism of political
ecology. The relationship between society and environment is both socially constructed and
material and political ecology uses dialectical materialist methodology in interpreting this.
Such analysis emerges from, and contributes to, a preferential option for the victims of
environmental injustices, and a political praxis of environmentalism of the poor alongside
environmental justice struggles. The starting point of this theology of liberation is the
author’s context as an activist in, and action researcher with, environmental justice
movements. Three contrasting case studies are interrogated with respect to this theology:
environmental justice campaigns associated with Friends of the Earth Scotland; the Bhopal
survivors’ movement; and a working group on environmental justice within the Iona
Community. Insights are derived from this praxis which make a contribution to historic

projects which are neither reformist nor utopian but radically prophetic.



DEDICATION

In memory of the estimated 23,000 people, men women and children, who have died as a
result of the gas leak and contamination caused by the Union Carbide factory in Bhopal and
the countless others who have suffered from the same logic of pursuing profit by shifting
costs onto the environment of the poorest. This thesis is dedicated to all who struggle
against this logic in India, in Scotland and throughout the world.

Remember the Dead - Fight for the Living

Slogan painted on the wall of the Union Carbide factory, Bhopal
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT

1.1 Introduction

Destruction of the environment has reached crisis point. Ecological damage has been
increasingly recognised since the middle of the 20" century. This growing awareness has
stimulated both a worldwide environmental movement and a branch of theological analysis.
Ecological* theology (ecotheology) is a theological perspective whose point of departure
from traditional theology is threefold. First, ecotheology recognises the inter-relationship
between human society and its biological and physical environment. Second, this
perspective acknowledges the destructive impact which human society is having on the
environment. Thirdly, ecotheology includes the moral responsibility which human societies
have for the environment. Much ecotheology is derived from biblical creation narratives and

seeks to re-establish the createdness of human society with respect to the natural

" In this thesis, the term environment will refer to all aspects of the human, social and natural environment with
which human societies interact whereas ecology will refer only to those aspects which are extra-human
(although our knowledge of them is socially constructed), ie biological and physical nature, ecological cycles
etc. Ecology also refers to the scientific study of these interactions. Environmental/ism refers to the movement
which has emerged from concerns about the damage caused in the environment, Ecologism is a term used by
some to differentiate a political philosophy based on the moral primacy of ecology, whereas in this thesis
ecologism is regarded as a branch of environmentalism. Ecological theology has developed as a branch of
theology which addresses theological reflections on the interactions between the social, natural and spiritual.
This thesis follows the common practice of abbreviating ecological theology to ecotheology.



environment. Whilst this has undoubtedly led to some important theological and practical
insights, this thesis argues that creation theology is a flawed position from which to develop

ecotheology.

By contrast, this thesis will seek to develop an ecotheology of liberation?. It will argue that
ecotheology must be derived from, and consistent with, theologies of liberation and as such
requires as its starting point, engagement with the movements for environmental justice or
environmentalism of the poor. An ecotheology of liberation demands a prophetic
engagement with the world, arising from the prophetic movements represented in the bible.
It will be argued that biblical prophecy generates a response to ecological distribution
conflicts which takes the side of those who are dispossessed, and constitutes a model for

orthopraxis in ecotheology.

The thesis will follow a classical methodology of liberation theology, starting from the
author’s political engagement in environmental justice, followed by theological and social
analysis, leading to suggestions towards orthopraxis. Details of methodology are provided in
the second chapter, but here it is important to describe the three case studies of engagement
in the environmental justice movement which will provide the context for the social and
theological analysis: Friends of the Earth Scotland’s campaign for environmental justice; the
Bhopal survivors’ movement; and the Iona Community’s thematic working group on

environmental justice.

? The terms liberation theology and theology of liberation will be used interchangeably.



1.2 Friends of the Earth Scotland’s campaign for environmental justice

For eight years prior to the start of this research (1997-2005), | was employed by the
environmental campaigning organisation Friends of the Earth Scotland (FOES), primarily
responsible for developing that organisation’s practice in community action. In 1998,
deliberately coinciding with the formation of a devolved Parliament in Scotland, FOES
identified itself as a ‘campaign for environmental justice’, a decision which was to have a
significant effect on its practice, especially that of the community action team. Over the
period of my employment, the team worked with several working class and poor
communities living with high levels of environmental pollution, including Greengairs in
North Lanarkshire, surrounded by one of the largest active landfill sites in Europe; Douglas,
a peripheral housing estate in Dundee adjacent to a large, municipal waste incinerator;
Coalburn in South Lanarkshire with extensive new opencast coal mining; and Grangemouth,

the town in the shadow of Scotland’s biggest oil refinery.

The phrase ‘environmental justice’ was taken from the USA. The environmental justice
movement comprises a coalition of predominantly black communities campaigning against
‘environmental racism’, the disproportionate siting of toxic and polluting facilities in
African-American and Latino communities or Native American reservations (Bullard 1993).
The movement mobilised around the First People of Color Environmental Leadership
Summit in Washington DC in 1992, after the publication of research by the United Church
of Christ Commission on Racism demonstrated correlations between environmentally toxic
sites and racialised groups. The US environmental justice movement has its roots in the civil
rights movement rather than mainstream environmentalism, and at times found itself in

conflict with these predominately white, middle class professional organisations (such as



Friends of the Earth) whose interests and resources seemed to be more focussed on
protection of rare species and wilderness, or the science of global environmental change,

than on the environments experienced by poor and black communities.

In Scotland, whilst acknowledging that the roots of environmental justice lie in anti-racist
struggles, FOES used the term in a distinctive way, summed up by the campaigning strapline
“no less than a decent environment for all, with no more than our fair share of the earth’s
resources”. In other words FOES attempted to link the issue of global resource inequalities
on which the FoE family had been engaged through its egalitarian interpretation of
sustainable development (McLaren et al 1998), with local issues of poverty and the

environmental insults experienced by the poorest in Scotland (Dunion and Scandrett 2003).

FOES is a member of Friends of the Earth International, a confederation of independent
groups in over 70 countries, each responding to their own political context. Whilst having
core values in common, the political and ideological practice of the groups differ, crudely
characterised on a North-South spectrum, from Italy’s Amigos de Terra who have happily
entered into partnerships with commercial organisations with a view to greening capitalist
practice, through to Ecuador’s Accion Ecologica whose persistent critique and conflict with
multinational corporations is militant. At times these divisions caused tensions in the
movement, and in fact led to Accidon Ecoldgica withdrawing from the FoE International

confederation in 2002.

FOES has always played a significant role in the international movement, in some ways

disproportionate to the size of the country. During the period | worked for the organisation,



this was particularly so, due to the committed internationalism of Chief Executive Kevin
Dunion, followed in 2003 by Duncan McLaren, who also brought with him an international
reputation in FOE. FOES was regarded as one of the more politically radical groups in the
FoE international family, to the left (at the risk of oversimplifying) of most European and
North American groups, although less radical than many Southern groups. FOES’s adoption

of environmental justice was regarded within this context.

The implications of a commitment to environmental justice for FOES itself were complex.
FOES is a small non-governmental organisation (NGO) of between ten and fifteen staff with
a membership of approximately 5,000 who are, according to membership surveys,
disproportionately white, professional middle class and educated to degree level. By
contrast, the communities and action groups with whom the community action team worked
were largely working class. It was inevitable that tensions would arise around issues of

allocation of scarce resources, work priorities, political strategy and even public image.

In 1997 | was employed to devise community programmes which would connect research
work on resource consumption with relevant issues at local community level. After
conducting local training and investigations in several communities in Scotland | developed
Resources for the Future, a package of resources for community workers and activists to be
used to integrate community development with sustainable development (Friends of the
Earth Scotland 2000, Scandrett 2000). From this, FOES developed a series of projects for
communities facing local environmental problems or seeking to develop new sustainable
development work, providing training on planning issues, scientific expertise and pollution

monitoring and building links with environmental justice campaigns in the global South.



The last of these, the “Agents for Environmental Justice” project provided intensive
education to key activists in communities affected by local environmental problems. At its
peak, fifty percent of all FOES staff were employed in the community action team and | was
Head of Community Action. This development of the community action supporting capacity
within FOES corresponded with the reframing of the organisation as the campaign for

environmental justice.

The Agents for Environmental Justice project recruited individual activists in a variety of
communities affected by environmental damage and who were involved in campaigns and
community action to tackle social and environmental problems. These activists were
referred to as ‘agents’, and were supported in their campaigns. Attempts were made to link
local struggles to wider national and international campaigns and the agents studied on an
eighteen month Higher Education Certificate (HE Cert.) in Environmental Justice, validated
by Queen Margaret University (QMU) in Edinburgh. The course used popular education®,
being committed to the environmental justice struggles of the agents, and encouraging
dialogue between the knowledge and experiences of these local activists and the knowledge
and expertise of FOES’s staff and the academic community (Wilkinson and Scandrett 2003,
Scandrett, O’Leary and Martinez 2005). Participation in a local campaign, community or
trade union action on environmental justice was a condition of admission to the course. The

original agents who participated in this first project have documented their struggles in

? Popular Education in the same sense as ‘popular movement’ or ‘popular struggle’, is derived from the
Spanish education popular and Portuguese education popular of its Latin American origins. It is therefore
perhaps better translated as peoples’ education or education of the masses. It is defined by the Popular
Education Network as education which is: rooted in the real interests and struggles of people; overtly political
and critical of the status quo; committed to progressive social and political change, with the interests of a more
egalitarian and just society; its curriculum is born from the concrete experience and material interests of social
movements and communities of resistance and struggle; its pedagogy is collective and democratic, focused
mainly on group learning instead of learning processes of an individual nature; and it aims to form a
connection between education and social change. (derived from Crowther, Galloway and Martin (2005)



Voices from the Grassroots (Agents for Environmental Justice and Scandrett 2003). In 2005,
when | started work on this thesis, | had left FOES and was employed at QMU and continued

to be responsible for the HE Cert. in Environmental Justice in collaboration with FOES.

A significant achievement of FOES’ campaign for environmental justice occurred in 2002.
Jack McConnell, the Labour First Minister of Scotland announced his government’s
commitment to environmental justice. The motivation for this and the impact on policy is
analysed more fully elsewhere (Scandrett 2007a). Research was commissioned by the
Scottish Executive which identified a correlation between social deprivation in Scotland and
proximity to polluting industries, contaminated land and air and water pollution (Fairburn et

al 2005).

The environmental justice movement in Scotland is made up of: communities campaigning
in pollution hotspots; communities experiencing both multiple deprivation and
environmental damage; activists who identify with the narrative of environmental justice
through participation in the Agents programme HE Cert. in Environmental Justice; other
environmental activists who make an informed connection between environmental damage
and social justice; and Friends of the Earth Scotland itself. Whilst environmental justice is
the term most commonly used in the global North and some countries in the South, the more
general term of Environmentalism of the Poor has been adopted to include the practice of
those diverse movements of the poor, exploited and discriminated against peoples who are

resisting the destruction and pollution of their environments (Martinez-Alier 2002).



Since leaving FOES my participation in the environmental justice movement has continued,
not only through the HE Cert. in Environmental Justice, but also through sociological
research into environmental justice movements and extra-curricular environmental justice
activism. One issue on which | became active originated in an event which, over 20 years

ago, had influenced my involvement in environmental justice in the first place — Bhopal.

1.3 Bhopal: a global struggle for environmental justice

In December 1984 | was in the middle of a PhD in the department of Plant Science,
Aberdeen University. In the early hours of 3" December, a pesticide factory in Bhopal,
central India, leaked 40 tonnes of compressed Methyl Isocyanite (MIC) gas, when a tank
burst and emptied its contents into the surrounding population. Although there are no
accurate records, it is now believed that 8,000 people died from exposure to the gas in the
next three days, and the health of tens of thousands more was affected. The following
outline of the disaster and its aftermath is taken from Fortun (2001), Chouhan (2004),

Hanna, Morehouse and Sarangi (2004) and Eckerman (2005).

The factory was owned by Union Carbide India Limited (UCIL), a subsidiary of the US
multinational Union Carbide Corporation (UCC), which retained 51% controlling shares.
The factory had been established in 1969 to produce pesticides for the developing market
stimulated by the Green Revolution. New, high yielding varieties of crop plants had been
introduced to Indian agriculture which required high levels of chemical inputs of fertiliser
and pesticides. Initially established to formulate the insecticide Sevin from imported raw
materials, the Union Carbide factory was modified in 1975 to ‘integrate backwards’ and

manufacture the ingredients of Sevin on site This process required the storage of large



amounts of MIC. Under Indian law, such a facility would not normally be permitted in such
a highly populated area close to a railway station, however the City authorities were
persuaded to permit the modification, raising suspicions of corruption. The factory was
modelled on a similar facility operated by UCC in Virginia, USA, but with significant

modifications making use of cheaper materials and labour.

By the early 1980s, the market for Sevin had reached a plateau and the Union Carbide
factory was facing financial constraints. Staffing levels were reduced and the investment in
training cut back. There was a series of problems and accidents at the factory including five
separate gas leaks since 1980, one of which caused the death of a worker. Safety concerns
were raised to management and to Madhya Pradesh state government by the site trade union.
The issues were taken up by campaigning lawyer Shahawanaz Khan, and by journalist
Rajkumar Keswani who published articles in local newspapers and wrote to the Chief

Minister.

The leak of MIC in December 1984 was the result of a series of negligent practices carried
out by UCIL and authorised by UCC as part of their cost-cutting drive, which turned a
routine washing operation into a runaway chemical reaction in gas tank 610. Maintenance
staffing levels had been reduced and the resultant lack of maintenance led to multiple
blockages in pipes and valves. Valves were made from carbonated steel rather than the more
expensive resin required by UCC’s own safety manual. The refrigeration unit for tank 610
had been shut down and the temperature gauge was malfunctioning. A safety vent gas
scrubber, designed to neutralise any gas escaping into the piping had been switched off two

months previously and the emergency backup tank, which should have been empty, was



filled with MIC. There was nowhere for the gas to go except out into the environment.
Emergency safety features were also inadequate: a gas flare tower for burning off escaping
gas had been dismantled; the water spray system was not strong enough to reach the gas and

the manual alarm had been turned down and was audible only inside the factory.

The first thing that local people knew of the gas leak was when a smell, widely described as
like burning chillies, started to fill the air. As people realised it was coming from the factory
they starting to panic, running away in their thousands, stepping over bodies in the dark, gas
filled night. The gas reached the railway station, where many of the poor homeless sleep,
railway workers were resting and trains were continuing to arrive and leave. Passing
vehicles picked up children, the elderly and sick. Families were split up, children were lost
in the confusion. People experienced breathing difficulties, started foaming at the mouth,
their eyes and skin burned and their sight was lost. Nearby hospitals were soon overflowing

with sick, dying and dead.

In the morning light the devastation was visible. The gas cloud had dispersed. No MIC
reached the south side of the city where the rich live because it was absorbed into the Upper
Lake which separates the two halves of Bhopal. In the North of the city there were bodies
piled up in the streets. Nobody knows how many people died because bodies were quickly
disposed of, some of them dumped into the river. For those who survived, the process

started of trying to find loved ones, seeking medical help, looking for ways to survive.

Television pictures of piles of bodies, the dying, blinded and lost were broadcast throughout

the world. | remember, as many people do, where | was when | saw these pictures for the

10



first time. |1 was a doctoral scientist and was shocked that this horror was the result of
science. |1 was also volunteering a few hours a week at a radical bookshop where | had
access to some critical literature on the politics of science, and was peripherally active in the
radical science movement through the British Society for Social Responsibility in Science”.
The political nature of scientific research, in which | was starting a career, was overt in the
UK at the time, affected by Margaret Thatcher’s neoliberal reforms: rolling back the state
and making market forces the driving force of policy. Thatcher’s plan for science was that it
should be geared towards the needs of business: private funding of marketable research was
to be encouraged, and state funding reserved for research which was “near market”, but not
near enough for business to fund it. This was the start of the process, continued by New

Labour, of the commodification of academic work in the interests of private profit.

In 1984 there was an ideological battle going on in the political understanding of science.
Received assumptions had been that ‘pure’ science should be left to the uncontaminated
curiosity of the scientist detached from the world, and applied science focused on solving
the technical problems, like feeding the world. The critique from the Left was that feeding
the world is a political rather than technical problem, and that scientists in both pure and
applied fields were not neutral, but human beings socialised in an unjust world and with
collective interests which they further both materially and ideologically through their social
practice - research. The Radical Science Movement had emerged in the 1970s with attempts

to develop a ‘people’s science’ in the interests of the oppressed. Such analysis was

* BSSRS at the time was in the process of being bankrupted in a libel case by the asbestos industry when the
organisation published Asbestos Killer Dust by Alan Dalton in 1979, in which allegations were made — since
proved correct — about the industry’s role in silencing information about the health affects of asbestos. My own
participation in the radical science movement continued from that time to the present through the Hazards
campaign.

11



enthusiastically explored in theological circles such as the World Council of Churches

(WCC 1986).

However, the critique of traditional elitist science also came from the Right. In this case it
was argued that the vested interests of scientists held back the wealth creating work of
business. Moreover the wealth which was being created was being siphoned off through
taxes into an ever growing state to feed a complacent and self-serving professional class.
Scientists, along with other professionals, were to be forced to face up to the realities of

capitalism and either invent things for the market, or else not expect to receive funds.

Against this background, as the images of the dead and dying of Bhopal appeared on
television screens, the politics of science seemed to me beyond question. There was clearly a
class war going on at the heart of scientific practice. The question for me as a scientist and
as a person of faith was what path my discipleship would take. Five years later | had left
academic science, moved into a high rise block of flats in a peripheral housing estate in

Edinburgh and started studying community education.

Bhopal therefore had a significant impact on me and the discipleship choices | had made,
even though | had had no direct contact with the city, or even with India. However, in
February 2004 when | was part of the Friends of the Earth delegation at the World Social
Forum in Mumbai, | met activists from the International Campaign for Justice in Bhopal
(ICJB) and responded to their invitation to participate in a march on the Mumbai
headquarters of Dow Chemicals. Meeting Bhopal activists, hearing survivors speak and

learning about the ongoing campaigns for justice inspired me to retain contact. Initially this

12



was simply by setting up a regular standing order to the Bhopal Medical Appeal in London

and encouraging solidarity actions through FOES on the anniversary of the Bhopal disaster.

However, in 2006 | was back in India, this time as an academic on a visiting fellowship at
the University of Delhi. A potential research project in West Bengal fell through, so with
some time and a small travel budget | visited Bhopal. After bouncing some ideas around
with ICJB activist Sathyu Sarangi, | drew up plans for a research project. This involved
documenting the experiences of the campaigning survivors, using a methodology in which
survivors were participants in the research rather than subjects, and the knowledge generated

was put to the service of the campaign.

In the immediate aftermath of the gas leak, a number of environmental and health
professionals, trades unionists, social activists, Left party cadres arrived in Bhopal to help
with administration of relief, provision of health care and provide advocacy. Although there
was spontaneous protest from survivors, the vast majority of people were absorbed in the
basics of survival amongst the chaos, searching for loved ones, tending the sick, grieving the
dead, finding uncontaminated water and food, absorbing the fear of the event and the new,

terrifying illnesses and disabilities.

The subsequent history of the survivor movement and the participation of social activists is
complex and formed the focus of my research. Within three years of the disaster, most of the
principal campaign groups were formed. The first tranche of social activists who responded
to the human crisis formed themselves into the Zehreeli Gas Kand Sangarsh Morcha

(Poisonous Gas Disaster Struggle Front) (‘Zehreeli Morcha’), led by Alok Pratap Singh.

13



This group played a significant role in establishing neighbourhood committees which
enabled the effective distribution of aid, gathered information about deaths and illnesses
amongst the affected communities and provided basic levels of health care. In the absence of
reliable data on the health impact of the gas, some encouraging signs were emerging from
the use of Sodium thiosulphate injections which encouraged the body to excrete cyanide.
Zehreeli Morcha established a peoples’ clinic, in which volunteer medics administered
Sodium thiosulphate, and data were gathered regarding its affects. After less than a month of
operation, the police forcibly closed the peoples’ clinic, arrested the organisers and
volunteers and confiscated the confidential data. Crucial in the early years, Zehreeli Morcha
disintegrated less than two years after it was formed as activists disagreed over tactics and

politics and left or were expelled.

Before 1984, Balkrishna Namdeo a young activist was working in Bhopal with people who
had no source of income from their own labour. These were the old, widows, severely
disabled, all those who were destitute or would be without the meagre state pension or
below poverty line (BPL) rations. The gas leak considerably swelled the number of people
in this destitute pension-entitled category, and in 1985, Namdeo formed a separate wing of
the organisation to respond to their needs: the Gas Peedit Nerashrit Pension Bhogi Sangarsh
Morcha (Gas Affected Destitute Pension-entitled Struggle Front) (‘Pension Morcha’), which

continues to be active on issues directly relevant to these groups.

The year following the disaster, the government established workshops for the economic

rehabilitation of the gas victims. One such workshop trained women in the cutting and

sewing of cloth. After twelve months, in 1986, the workshop closed down and the women

14



were expected to seek work or set up businesses with their new skills. The women refused to
accept that this constituted adequate rehabilitation. They formed a union under the name
Bhopal Gas Peedit Mahila Udyog Sangathan (Bhopal Gas Affected Women Workers’
Union) (‘BGPMUS’) to defend their jobs and to seek improved working conditions. Under
the leadership of Abdul Jabbar Khan, an articulate, local gas-affected activist, the union
defended jobs, succeeded in extending rehabilitation and started to take on compensation
and wider issues affecting all gas affected people. At its peak the BGPMUS had a

membership of several thousand.

Also in 1986, one of the social activists, Satinath ‘Sathyu’ Sarangi, who had abandoned a
PhD in engineering to respond to the gas crisis, was expelled from the Zehreeli Morcha and
formed the Bhopal Group for Information and Action (‘BGIA’) whose function was to
provide research and support to the independently forming survivors’ groups. Sathyu was to

establish the Sambhavna Trust to provide health care for survivors in 1995.

In 1987, women employed at another government project manufacturing stationary and
paper products established the union Gas Peedit Mahila Stationery Karamchari Sangh (Gas
Affected Women Stationary Workers” Union) (‘Stationary Sangh”) under the leadership of

two articulate women Champa Devi Shukla and Rashida Bee.

Two additional solidarity groups were also established in the early years. In 1985 the
International Coalition for Justice In Bhopal (ICJIB) was formed in the USA by public
interest lawyer and academic Ward Morehouse. And in India in 1989, the Bhopal Gas

Peedit Sangharsh Sahayog Samiti (Bhopal Gas Affected Peoples’ Struggle Cooperation

15



Committee) (BGPSSS) formed, comprising an alliance of trades unions and civil society

organisations affiliated to the Communist Party.

Namdeo’s Pension Morcha, Sathyu’s BGIA, Jabbar’s BGPMUS, the BGPSSS, Champa
Devi and Rashida Bee’s Stationary Sangh continue to be the major players in the survivors’
movement. Over the years they have formed alliances with one another and with the
solidarity groups in different combinations and split over tactics and politics. The formation
of Sambhavna Trust became a focus of division in the movement due to its dependence on
foreign donations. Funding came from Greenpeace and the book royalties from Dominique
Lapierre’s popular narrative Five past midnight in Bhopal (Lapierre and Moro 2002) and
also from many British individuals who responded to advertisements in the Guardian to

donate to the Bhopal Medical Appeal (BMA).

In 2002 the International Campaign for Justice for Bhopal (ICJB) was created from an
alliance of BGIA, Stationary Sangh, Students for Bhopal (SfB) in India and USA, US based
activists from ICJIB and other individual activists from across the world. They were soon to
be joined by a small, short lived orphans’ organisation Bhopal Ki Awaaz (Voice of Bhopal).
In 2008 a group of children associated with ICJB decided to form their own organisation

known as Children Against Dow Carbide.

To complete the current picture two more events need to be mentioned. In 2005, a group of

BGPMUS supporters, unhappy with Jabbar Khan’s leadership, broke away from the union

under the leadership of Sayeed Irfan to form the Bhopal Gas Peedit Mahila Purush

16



Sangarsh Morcha (Bhopal Gas Affected Women’s and Men’s Struggle Front) (BGPMPSM)

and joined with the 1CJB.

More significantly, Champa Devi and Rashida Bee were awarded the Goldman prize for
environmental campaigning. This honour projected the activists onto the world stage, raising
international awareness for the cause and providing them with considerable financial
backing. With the award they established the Chingari Trust (Chingari = flame / glowing
ember, taken from a popular protest chant of Bhopali women gas peedit jo nari hai, phul
nahi chingari hai (gas affected women are not flowers but flames)). The Trust provides
social care to the large numbers of severely disabled children born of gas affected women,
supports economic rehabilitation and presents an annual award to a woman in India noted

for fighting corporate crime.

However, the new-found international fame and access to resources caused a division in the
Stationary Sangh with a number of the members splitting to form a rival union, the Gas
Peedit Mahila Stationary Karamchari Morcha (Gas Affected Women Stationary Workers’
Movement) (‘Stationary Morcha’). Whilst the Stationary Sangh stayed within the ICJB, the

Stationary Morcha left and focussed more exclusively on workplace terms and conditions.

In 2009, the movement largely comprises three players. The ICJB is an alliance of BGIA,
Stationary Sangh, BGPMPSM, the international activists including SfB and Greenpeace,
what remains of Bhopal ki Awaaz, and the Children Against Dow Carbide. ICJB is
internationally well connected and focussed on high level lobbying and satyagraha

campaigns, and is linked to the two non-campaigning service delivery organisations
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Sambhavna and Chingari trusts. The two main rival groups are BGPMUS and the Pension
Morcha, each of whom mobilises considerably more survivors and focuses on bread and
butter issues of compensation and basic rights, and the BGPSSS which uses its union and

Left links to provide solidarity to the survivors.

1.4 Environmental justice and the lona Community

Both the work of FOES in building an environmental movement in Scotland, and the Bhopal
survivors” movement, are struggles for environmental justice in which the victims are
significant actors. There is no explicitly religious element to these struggles, although nearly
all the Bhopali activists are practicing Hindus or Muslims and amongst the environmental
justice activists connected to FOES were Protestants and Catholics, Muslims and Jews,
Buddhists and New Age Deep Ecology adherents as well as atheists and agnostics. The third
case material of my involvement in environmental justice struggles is an ecumenical
Christian worshipping community of which 1 am a member: the lona Community. |
convened a working group around the theme of ‘Place’ between 2006 and 2008, which
focused, among other things, on the Iona Community’s response to issues of environmental

justice.

The lona Community was established in the 1930s by George MacLeod, laird of Fuinary
turned socialist, former military officer turned pacifist, and minister of Govan Old Church of
Scotland. MacLeod was concerned not only with the poverty, suffering and wasted skills of
the working class in Govan as the shipbuilding industry collapsed, but also with the apparent
irrelevance of the Church faced with this crisis. He took a group of unemployed skilled

craftsmen from Govan and young, trainee Church of Scotland ministers to the island of lona
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to finish the rebuilding of the 13™ century Abbey. The men shared a common life on the
island, the ministers labouring for the craftsmen and then leading them in worship. Together,

work and worship were seen as integrally related.

lona had been the centre of Celtic Christianity in Scotland from the 6™ Century when St.
Columba founded his original abbey, and retained historical, spiritual and symbolic
importance to the Church at various times since. MacLeod’s purpose in the project of
rebuilding the Abbey was to develop a theological praxis in which the church might respond
to the social and political challenges of the time through engaging in the life and work of the
working class at a time of economic hardship. The ministers who were part of this
experiment, and those who joined in subsequent years, became the forefront of new forms of
ministry in industrial mission, in the slums and peripheral housing estates, in the cold war
peace movement and in colonies struggling for independence and constructing post-colonial

states.

In the period since its founding, the lona Community has undergone much change whilst
seeking to hold to its founding principles. Membership became increasingly open, initially
to ministers of other denominations, then to lay men and finally also to women. Leadership
shifted from MacLeod, the charismatic patriarch, to a 7-year appointment elected by the
membership. The first female leader; poet and liberation theologian Kathy Galloway was
elected in 2002. Increasingly, membership came from outwith Scotland and, also from 2002

was open to people from Europe outside of Britain.
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As structure and membership has changed, so has culture and practice. New members, who
undergo a two year ‘new members programme’ before joining, tend to be more or less equal
numbers of men and women, with ordained people in the minority. Approximately half of
the membership lives in England and a small but growing and influential network has
developed in Germany, Switzerland and the Netherlands. Members who are not ordained
ministers are largely in the professions, including community workers, youth workers,
academics, teachers, doctors, social workers, administrators, musicians and writers. Many
are active in issues concerned with the ‘new’ social movements, including feminism, gay
rights, anti-racism, environmentalism, disability rights and the peace movement. To some
members there is a concern that these commitments come at the expense of engagement
with the poor and issues of class and inequality, an argument which reflects concerns

elsewhere on the left.

The lona Community has established and continues to run or support a number of projects
under its auspices. Best known are the residential centres on the island of lona, at the Abbey
and MacLeod centre which provide themed and ‘open’ led weeks of shared living, reflection
and activity, largely to young people and adult Christians from the liberal and radical
traditions. The centres are staffed by employees and volunteers from throughout the world.
The costs involved in participating in these weeks (and the cultural capital required to
volunteer for a term) leads to a regular anxiety about the centres excluding the poorest,
which is partially addressed through a cost-subsidy system. Camas, another centre on
neighbouring island Mull, focuses primarily on giving socially excluded young people, and
occasionally adults, the opportunity of a week of supportive community living in very basic

conditions combined with outdoor activities such as kayaking and abseiling. In addition, the
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youth development team carries out youth work in a variety of contexts including with a
young offenders’ institution. Wild Goose resource group develops musical and other
liturgical resources for Churches and Christian gatherings, led by John Bell, and Wild Goose
Publications publishes this material, as well as books of poetry, prose, politics and

devotional reflections.

At various times there have been other projects. The Community previously employed a
justice and peace worker, and in that position Helen Steven provided and facilitated non-
violence training and support to several generations of activists. In recent years, the
Community has been invited to ‘accompany’ communities facing particular periods of social
and political stress, including in Palestine and in a community living with widespread HIV

infection in South Africa.

When | joined in 2004, membership of the lona Community involved commitment to the
following five-fold rule:

Daily prayer and Bible-reading

Sharing and accounting for our use of money

Planning and accounting for our use of time

Action for justice and peace in society

Meeting with and accounting to each other
This rule has emerged through the community’s history and is supported by a narrative
explanation in the annual membership booklet. However, the expectation is that individual
members calculate their own method of interpreting and upholding this five-fold rule and

account for how they uphold it annually within family groups of members in the same
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locality and also with the leader of the community. There is also one (or sometimes two)
week per year, community week, when many members gather on the island of lona with

their families, to meet, discuss, pray and worship together.

Since joining the lona Community | have taken an interest in the interaction between
environmental commitment and community membership. There are many other members for
whom environmental and ecological justice is a primary motivation and practical expression
of their commitment, and indeed some with considerable specialist expertise in the area. My
contribution was by no means superior or particularly insightful, although arguably it has

been distinctive.

In my first community week as a full member | was asked to devise workshops on
environmental commitment. | raised the idea that, just as members account to one another
for our use of money and time, we should also account to one another for our use of the
earth’s resources. The workshop focused on calculating the carbon dioxide emissions from
travel in a typical year, and extrapolated from that to the estimated carbon dioxide emissions
from other sources. Whilst a very crude method, it provided the opportunity for people to
consider resource consumption at a more fundamental level than simply money, and did
indeed capture the imagination of some of the members to develop this further in their
family groups. The idea that the Community might account for its use of the earth’s
resources, and if so, how it might do so, developed some momentum and found its way into

the thematic working group which I convened from 2006 to 2008.
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| also participated in running themed weeks related to environmental issues for two years
running. The first week was in collaboration with Kathy Galloway on the theme of
Covenanting for Economic and Environmental Justice, an idea which emerged from the
World Alliance of Reformed Churches. The following year I led a week alone, on the theme

of ecology and prophecy.

In 2004 under Kathy Galloway’s leadership, the community agreed that it would collectively
focus on particular themes for two years at a time. The first two years would focus on
Poverty, followed by Place for two years and following that Peace. | volunteered to
participate actively in the Place theme and convened the working group on Place from 2006-
8. My experience of reflecting on environmental justice in this context forms a detailed

component of the case study in this thesis

1.5 The theological context

A few other points need to be raised about my role in this thesis. The work constitutes my
own reflections as a disciple, an intellectual and a participant in various struggles for
environmental justice. | am not ordained, nor am | a leader, employee or even a member of
an institutional church or denomination. | have found myself working alongside people of
different faiths and none. My practice is that of a disciple in a social movement, and | make

no claim to speak of the ministry or mission of the church.

Secondly, this is a work of theology, drawing on some of the tools of social science. | am

qualified in natural sciences (Biology) and community education. | am employed to teach

Sociology by Queen Margaret University, and have been accepted as a postgraduate student
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in theology by Birmingham University. Both have required an element of risk, for which I
am grateful. However, the world of practice for environmental justice is not neatly divided
into natural science, social science, theology and pedagogy. It involves analysis and

interpretation, commitment and moral judgement across all these disciplines and others.

In the following chapter, the methodology of this research will be explained, integrating

theology of liberation with the social science of political ecology.
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGY

2.1 Theology of Liberation

This thesis follows the classical methodology of the theologies of liberation. Liberation
theology emphasises the epistemological importance of the social context. The social,
political, economic context of the theologian (or more generally of the Christian disciple)
determines, shapes or sets parameters on the nature of the theology. Theological reflection
moreover leads to an informed engagement with the social and political reality of the time,
its trajectory is towards a liberating praxis. Where the social context of the theologian is that
of a privileged class, there must be a suspicion that their theological work would tend to
reinforce that privilege. This puts a special responsibility onto the Christian disciple as
theologian to engage with a political practice in the interests of the poor, exploited or
discriminated against. For a Christian disciple such as myself - not poor, exploited or
discriminated against, with a middle class background, the privilege of education and

enjoying a chosen career - there is a particular risk of unwitting collusion with oppressive
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ideology. My responsibility is to be alongside those who experience exploitation in their
struggle for liberation. There is a responsibility to ‘become organic to’ the exploited classes
(after Gramsci 1972). Hence this thesis has started with the context of my engagement with

the struggles for environmental justice and alongside the environmentalism of the poor.

This social context makes a theology of liberation possible. As Gutierrez (1974) explains
“Theology is reflection, a critical attitude. Theology follows; it is the second step.” (page 11,
italics in original). However, the tools required for theological reflection are also drawn
from the social sciences. In order to understand and interpret the context, to identify
oppressions and discern strategies for liberation, it is necessary to use the disciplines of
sociology, economics, political science and in this thesis also political ecology. Boff
distinguishes between hermeneutic mediation and analytical mediation, the former deriving
from the theological tools of faith and the latter from the human sciences (for example Boff
1997). The final moment in classical liberation theology is action, in which the lessons of
critical analysis derived from theology and the social sciences are put into practice through
historical projects of political engagement with the poor. The objective of liberation
theology is therefore orthopraxis, in which critical reflection and political practice are

integrated in a project of human liberation.

A critique of classical liberation theology methodology has recently been developed by
Petrella (2006) who argues that by drawing a distinction between hermeneutic and analytical
mediations, theology is divorced from social sciences, with the result that political praxis
draws on only social analysis, leaving theologians with little to add, but to refine their

irrelevant theological categories. Petrella’s argument is that liberation theology lost its way
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following the collapse of ‘actually existing socialism’ in the Soviet Union, largely because
of internal flaws in the treatment of the relationship between theology and social theory.
What Petrella calls the canonical view in liberation theology, whilst originally criticised for
its overdependence on Marxism, has subsequently suffered from its underuse of any social

theory, having defined the theological task outside of the realm of social theory.

In contrast to the canonical position, Petrella describes a marginal position within Latin
American Liberation Theology which integrates the social sciences more systematically
with theology. Whilst supporting these theologians for using this integration to denounce
idolatry in the social sciences (in particular economics), Petrella criticises them for not
constructing new historical projects. Petrella argues that it is in the integration of theology
and social sciences to construct historical projects wherein lies the future of liberation
theology: in practical politics which lifts the poor out of their poverty. Without this,
liberation theology is destined to become irrelevant speculation or the idolatry of conflating

God’s kingdom with the socialist revolution.

Petrella’s alternative proposal draws on the social theory of the Brazilian Roberto Unger,
which regards “society as frozen politics” (Petrella 2006 p.97). In other words, social
institutions exist as snapshots on a process of political contestation and can continue to be
contested in the interests of the poor without unacceptable compromise of principle. What is
required of liberation theology is “institutional imagination”, to work with the social
institutions available rather than perpetually rejecting them. He advocates “revolutionary

reform: the step-by-step change of the formative context of society” (Petrella 2006 p 108)
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and challenges liberation theologians to develop historical projects from their theological

resources which will make a difference to the poor.

Petrella’s methodological critique concerning the separation of theology and social sciences
is well made, although problems remain with his alternative Ungerian approach to the
construction of historical projects. His approach fails to provide the analytical tools for
distinguishing between ‘revolutionary reform’ and mere ‘reform’. It is argued here that it is
not necessary to abandon Marxism as a core social science in liberation theology, although it
is necessary to apply a critical analysis of Marxism in the light, not only of the failure of
Marxist revolutions, but also the apparent inability of Marxism to address the ecological
crisis. Fortunately, a number of Marxist social scientists have been doing exactly this with
the result, not of abandoning Marxism, but of a critical and selective engagement with that
body of theory. Thus the methodology of this research will follow the approach of classical
liberation theology, but will also address the problem addressed by Petrella of the
integration of theology and social science with the purpose of developing ‘revolutionary

reform’ historical projects.

2.2 Materialist Social Theory & Environmentalism of the poor

The theoretical foundation of this thesis is a materialist analysis. The environment is both
socially constructed and in the last instance material. It is socially constructed because what
we know as the environment is constantly filtered through social processes and
understandings of nature, science, beauty, wilderness etc. It is material because there is a
reality behind our social construction which, in the last instance, will determine what is
possible within the context of life on earth. It is necessary to understand the social

construction of pollution — for example the socio-economic processes by which conflicting
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groups serve to define this or that substance as polluting - but at the same time it is
necessary to know the physical impact of pollution, irrespective of social context. The action
of asbestos fibres on lung tissue really does cause fatal illness (mesothelioma) irrespective of
how this is understood socially. But understanding the social meaning of mesothelioma
enables us to analyse how social differences between those who suffer and those who

diagnose the illness has served the interests of capital invested in the asbestos industry.

Segundo (1984) has pointed out that the use of materialism in theology has often led to
misinterpretation, and that ‘materialism’ might more helpfully be termed ‘realism’.
Materialism is sometimes erroneously equated with atheism, or opposed to faith. However,
the opposition to materialism is idealism. An idealist ontology is based on the understanding
that society is constructed from ideals or spirit, or that the economy is simply a product of
ideas or that material conditions are entirely independent of social processes. Marx argued
that idealists such as Hegel ignore the fundamental need of societies to produce for material
existence. Idealism leaves unanswered the question of how the social organisation of
production is manifest through continuing poverty and material want alongside wealth. The
epistemological implications are that ideas become reified, and idealist theory obscures the
material interests of the theorist. Thus, any theology of liberation must start from a material
analysis if it is to provide a corrective to the tendency for theologians loyal to ruling

interests to use theology to reproduce power relations.

The relationship between the material and social conceptions of the environment, as between

economy and society, is not deterministic but dialectical. Marx’s ‘dialectical

conceptualisation’ understands phenomena in terms of their historical relations. All
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phenomena have emerged from historical forces and contain the possibility of their future
formation. In order to understand the environment, or the economy, or society it is important
not to confuse its appearance with its essence, the latter involving the internal forces which
have brought it about in its current historical form. As Allman (2007) describes it, Marx was
particularly interested in the “dialectical contradiction (which) is an internally related unity
of opposites”. If we are to understand the relationship between the economy, society and the
environment then, it is important to explore how the internal contradictions are dialectically
related in such a way to produce the particular relations we experience in this historical

moment.

Social action retains a degree of autonomy from the economy and is able to affect change in
the economy within limits. The materialist analysis recognises that the economy sets
constraints and provides opportunities for social action and the freedom and autonomy of

social action is able dialectically to influence economic conditions.

This relationship between society and economy particularly in the dominance of capitalism
is still best understood in the original work and subsequent tradition of Marx and Marxism’.
Capitalist society is fundamentally divided between two forces representing the interests of
the accumulation of capital (bourgeois class) and the interests of humanity (working class).
This conflict occurs because the value of humanity’s creativity and productivity is

commodified in the labour market and expropriated for the purposes of capital

> It is beyond the scope of this thesis to address the issue of the destruction of the environment in economies
organised on Marxist principles. There has been considerable environmental damage in the major communist
systems of the Soviet Union before 1991, and China before its embrace of capitalism in the 1990s, mostly
worse than in capitalist countries. This may partly be explained by the speed of industrialisation in these
countries, but also, a more significant problem lies in the interpretation of Marx’s use value. Just as Capitalist
economies reduce all values to exchange value, so the former ‘actually existing” Communist economies reduce
all values to use value. Other ways of valuing the environment are incommensurable and therefore either
devalued or undervalued in both systems.
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accumulation. The extraction of surplus value is a defining feature of capitalism such that
workers are dehumanised by the logic of capital accumulation. Marx described this conflict
of interests between capital and humanity as between the forces of production (the capitalist
economic system) and the relations of production (the class structure which emerges from it

and which contains the seeds of its own destruction).

As Marx pointed out, capitalism is the most effective and productive economic system ever
developed and it has generated considerable wealth, nearly all of which is owned by a small
number of people. Capitalism also depends for its continuation on the cooperation of those
whom it exploits, partly by ensuring that sufficient groups of workers have interests in
common with capital, and that these interests exceed (or appear to exceed) their interests in
their own humanity. Cooperation is also maintained through alienation, the process in which
workers are separated from the fruits of their work and creativity, and through commodity
fetishism, in which commodities appear as if they are autonomous rather than products of
human labour and creativity. Alienation and commodity fetishism serve to reinforce one

another in a vicious cycle (Marx and Engels 1967; Marx and Engels 1969a, 1969b).

Within this system of oppression, women are doubly oppressed by the same economic
system. Women and men are both exploited as workers whose surplus value is extracted in
the interests of capital accumulation. At the same time, women disproportionately carry a
reproductive role in the economy, maintaining the homes, communities, caring and
nurturing workers and their families. These capitalist relations of oppression are in addition
to, and interact with, the patriarchal relations of oppression which maintain preferential

access to power for men. A similar form of oppression occurs against the ecological
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environment which provides resources, waste management and reproduction through
ecological cycles, and indeed the social environment, which affects the health and wellbeing
of humanity. The connection between capitalist exploitation of women and of the

environment has been an important insight of ecofeminist theologians.

Marx believed that crises in capitalism would eventually lead to a revolutionary situation in
which workers would recognise their collective interests in overcoming the system of
economic exploitation. They would then take control of capital, end the extraction of surplus
value and create a classless society in which all of humanity would enjoy the fruits of their
own creativity. Work would no longer be alienating and material conditions would be met
by the common endeavours of society. Communism would therefore be the endpoint of
history. In no society has this revolutionary situation occurred in the way Marx expected.
Revolutions, whilst having mixed success, have thus far not been able to create the classless
society of liberated humanity. Moreover, capitalism has demonstrated high levels of

adaptability in discovering or creating new ways to overcome crises.

Liberating action therefore is constantly faced with the tension between improving
conditions within the constraints of an exploitative capitalist system, and thereby reinforcing
the conditions of cooperation between the exploited and the system of exploitation, or else
working for the uncertain future of humanisation. At best this tension is dialectical and can
contribute to transforming social and economic conditions, at worst it is a compromise
which serves to obfuscate the reality of oppression. It is this tension which Petrella (2006)
hopes to overcome with his ‘revolutionary reform’, although he does so by abandoning

Marxism.
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Some of the most significant critiques of Marx lie in the failure of any proletariat to achieve
a revolution, both from Marxists and theologians of liberation. For Miranda (1980), Marx’s
early writings, regarded as his more humanistic work, come close to a theologically
compatible Marxism. Segundo (1984) seeks to integrate Marxism and theology more
thoroughly through the lens of ideology. Kee (1990) argues that the weakness in
theologians’ use of Marx lies in their unwillingness to take on Marx’s materialist critique of
religion — i.e. that religion creates God as a transcendental projection of the ideology which
has emerged from the material conditions. Thus there remain considerable resources within

Marxist theology to address Petrella’s (2006) demand for historical projects.

Whilst the economy is primary in the dialectical relationship with society in a materialist
analysis, there is a more fundamental factor which constrains, shapes and gives
opportunities to the economy: ecology. Ecology constitutes the material and energy
resources, the natural cycles and interactions between components of the earth including
humanity. The primary connection with ecology is via the economy — the use of natural
resources for materials and energy, of natural cycles for energy and waste absorption (There
are clearly also other, non material relations between society and ecology, in particular
aesthetic, ethical and spiritual). Thus the material base should properly be understood in
ecological terms, as a throughflow of materials and energy within thermodynamic

limitations (Martinez-Alier 2002).

A model for measuring the ecological limitations for different resources used by Friends of

the Earth is the ‘environmental space’. The environmental space for any resources represents
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a globally equitable per capita use of a particular resource, within the limits set by the stock
or flow rate of the resource, the ecological damage in extraction and the absorption rate of
the waste stream (Friends of the Earth Scotland 1997, McLaren et al 1998, Carley and

Spappens 1997).

These ecological limitations are also social, since they are valued by groups in society, often
in ways which are incommensurable with the financial accounting process through which
economic values are normally established. Thus, environmental limits to the economy are
set by material ecological conditions, for example stock scarcity or waste toxicity, and also
socio-environmental conditions, as deterioration in the environmental quality of locations is
resisted in ecological distribution conflicts such as environmental justice movements

(Martinez-Alier 2002).

The capitalist economy tends to treat the ecological environment as a means to the
accumulation of capital. This has a similar effect on the environment as it does on humanity.
First the environment is treated as a site for the extraction of surplus value through
externalising costs. Capital accumulation i1s maximised by shifting costs off the economic
balance sheet onto ecological factors — through the exploitation of nature or the dumping of
wastes or intervention in natural cycles. Second, ecological features are commodified. Raw
materials are allocated an exchange value on the basis of a crude version of the capitalist
supply/demand equation. An ecological object or service which has the appearance of a

commodity attains a ‘second nature’ (O’Connor 1998).
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Economics has recognised the unintentional damaging effect on the environment and
humanity caused by the economic activities of firms, and these are referred to as negative
externalities. An externality is an impact, the costs or benefits of which are not costed,
therefore do not appear in the balance sheet of an economic actor (a firm, a state, a
consumer), have no impact on prices of products and therefore provide no feedback to the
behaviour of economic actors. In ironic reference to Adam Smith’s invisible hand of the
market, Jacobs (1991) has called this the ‘invisible elbow’, unintentionally knocking things

over and causing havoc.

The relationship between the economy and the environment can be understood as a
contradiction in capitalism of equal moment as the contradiction between capital and labour.
This ‘second contradiction’ is between on the one hand the forces and relations of
production, and on the other the conditions of production, which include ecology, the
environmental conditions of humanity, the community role in reproduction (J. O’Connor
1998). According to James O’Connor, just as the contradiction between capital and labour
leads to crises of overproduction and the emergence of labour movements, so the second
contradiction leads to crises of underproduction and the emergence of so called ‘new’ social
movements, including the environmental movement, urban community action movements

and the women’s movement.

The concept of value has been challenged by the understanding of the relationship between
the economy, society and ecology. Marx’s concept of value was based on the distinction
between use-value — the value to workers for the use of the product — and the exchange-

value — the price which may be obtained for a commodity in capitalist trade. Surplus value
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constitutes the difference between the two. Exchange-value has been used by some
environmental economists to allocate a price for nature in a capitalist economy, thereby
internalising externalities and linking the interests of capital to the interests of ecology (See

for example Pearce et al 1989).

Ecological economists such as Joan Martinez-Alier (2002) have problematised the concept
of value since neither use-value nor exchange-value adequately expresses the values
embedded in ecology. On the contrary, values are multiple, diverse and incommensurable
and cannot be reduced to price or any other single measure. Value emerges from and is

expressed by social conditions.

The value of a forest may be expressed by a lumber company as the price which would be
obtained from the wood, minus the costs associated with extracting it. An environmental
economist might want to add the costs of replanting with native trees and rehabilitating the
land, thereby making the price of the commodity higher. They might also ascertain from
local residents or conservation organisations how much they would be prepared to pay to
protect the forest, which could be compared with the net price of the wood — so called
‘contingent valuation’. But it would still be expressed in price. Contingent valuation
methods are particularly crude mechanisms for assessing the aesthetic value of the forest,
and there is no acceptable mechanism for assessing the value of the livelihood and culture of
the forest dwellers, the spiritual value to their shamans or the intrinsic value of biodiversity
(M. O’Connor 1999). Value must be understood as a multiple and complex phenomenon
which may be expressed in price but may also be expressed in other forms and defended

with social action.
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Joan Martinez-Alier (2002) has developed a theoretical analysis of environmentalism of the
poor, rooted in the incommensurable valuations recognised in ecological economics.
Ecological distribution conflicts occur where there are negative environmental externalities
throughout the material cycle of economy. There are community campaigns adjacent to
extractive, manufacturing and waste disposal industries, and along the infrastructure of
distribution (eg action against quarries, factory pollution, toxic dumps and incinerators, road
networks and supermarket developments), against the external effects causing damage to the
locality. Similarly, there are conflicts over the displacement of externalities onto the
workforce in these industries, through trade union campaigns over health and safety and the
workplace environment. These conflicts are not spatially restricted, since extraction of raw
materials, manufacturing of commodities, consumption and waste disposal can all occur in
different parts of the globe — and indeed the impact of externalities on the global commons
and resource base is increasingly recognised. There is also a temporal dimension, an
ecological debt, as the legacy of past externalities continues to impact negatively on
communities throughout the world (Southern Peoples Ecological Debt Creditors Alliance

2003, Simms 2005).

Ecological distribution conflicts therefore occur where there are economic externalities
which test the ecological and environmental limitations of the economy. Martinez-Alier
(2002) argues that environmentalism of the poor is a distinctive strand of the environmental
movement which emerges when the value of the environment is expressed in terms
incommensurable with cost-benefit measurements and protest movements resist. Whilst the

rich might be able to demand a high price for the protection of their environment, the poor
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lack such leverage, so refuse to engage in an exercise which is stacked against them. Other
excluded groups, such as people of colour in the USA, or indigenous people the world over,
lack the power to use price to protect the values of civil rights, culture or the sacred, which
often leads to social conflict. In a market, the poor can only sell cheap, so sometimes refuse
to sell at all and fight back instead. Environmentalism of the poor concerns ecological

distribution conflicts involving environmental valuation incommensurable with finance.

There is an epistemological and therefore pedagogical implication to this analysis. Gelpi
(1985) has argued that social conflicts are important sources of curricula in lifelong
education, since they expose contradictions in the underlying political economy (See also
Griffin 1983). Hence the theoretical justification for the ‘agents for environmental justice’
project using popular education. Popular education is based on the pedagogical theories of
Paulo Freire, the Brazilian educator who was strongly influenced by, and influenced in turn,

liberation theologians.

Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1972) was designed in the context of literacy education
for poor peasants in Brazil in the 1960s. For Freire, traditional educational methods, what he
called ‘banking education’, defined these learners solely in terms of deficit — they were
illiterate. The ‘banking educator’ simply had to fill up the empty vault with the skills of
reading and writing. But as Freire pointed out, the illiteracy of these peasants is socially
produced, along with their poverty, disenfranchisement, lack of access to resources, and
internalisation of inferiority in the context of an unequal social structure. Education in this
context is highly political: by ignoring the context, ‘banking education’ implies that

illiteracy is merely a skills deficit, that the social injustice has nothing to do with it. The
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‘banking educator’ therefore implicitly reinforces the unjust status quo. By contrast,
pedagogy of the oppressed starts from the recognition that learning and political context are
intrinsically inter-related and that the educator’s political sympathy should be with the

oppressed.

Although designed for literacy education, the methodology in Pedagogy of the Oppressed
has been widely adapted for other contexts of learning. The methodology starts from the
assumption that learning is a two-way interaction between teacher and learner, that
education occurs through a dialogue between the two. The learners have something to
contribute to the learning context. They have skills, knowledge, experience and context
which they can contribute, whilst at the same time the educator has other skills and
knowledge, including their literacy skills which the learners want to gain. Together, the
educator and learner must engage, not just in a process of transfer of skills from one to the

other, but a dialogue about what skills are useful for the learners in their context.

Environmentalism of the poor may therefore be understood as an environmental ‘cry of the
poor’ and hence provide a rich source for liberation theological reflection. Environmental
justice, or more generally, environmentalism of the poor, constitutes a significant context

from which to interpret political economy and ecology and wider aspects of social justice.

3.3 Petrella’s critique and historical projects

Ivan Petrella’s (2006) critique of classical of liberation theology methodology is based on
the segregation of theology from social theory, the latter usually drawn from Marxism,
which leads liberation theologians into the idolatry of utopianism or irrelevance. According

to Petrella, liberation theologians treat capitalism as a unified and all embracing evil which
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allows no space for institutional action for the poor, but only wholesale overthrow and
replacement with the alternative unified and all embracing good of socialism. In the absence
of historical projects, this analysis becomes paralysing because no project becomes adequate

to such a revolutionary task.

Petrella’s historical project analysis draws on the social theory of Roberto Unger, who
argues for an ‘alternative pluralism’. Unger argues that there are no fixed structural forms or
historical epochs but rather a wide range of different institutional arrangements which are
constantly shifting in response to the power struggles of social actors. Society constitutes a
snapshot of political struggles which appear fixed and unchangeable, as “frozen politics”. In
other words, social institutions exist as snapshots of a process of political contestation and
can continue to be contested in the interests of the poor. The task is to map the existing
institutions and imagine how they can better meet our ideals in practice. Once mapped, a
process of criticism can reveal contradictions which serve to ‘unfreeze’ the politics and lead

to the ‘revolutionary reformist’ historical projects.

The first problem with Petrella’s analysis is how to differentiate between his ‘revolutionary
reform’ and mere reform, the “humanisation of the existing structure” (Petrella 2006 page
108). How is it possible to know whether any historical project is one or the other, whether it
is moving politics in the direction of the interests of the poor, or else accommodating the
interests of the poor whilst reinforcing the privilege of the rich, or both. European social
democracy, and the political theology which it has generated, has often been criticised by
liberation theologians for that reason. Petrella does not provide tools for differentiation, even

though such potential tools exist, as described below.
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The second major critique of Petrella is his adoption of Unger in favour of Marxism as a
social theory on which to base liberation theology’s historical project. His rejection of Marx,
or liberation theology’s use of Marx, seems to be based on the mainstream liberation
theologians’ response to the collapse of actually existing communism rather than any
systematic critique of Marx. Petrella suggests that Segundo’s work “can be seen as
providing the closest historical analogy to the position developed in [Petrella’s] book™ (page
35). However, he criticises Segundo, not because of his use of Marxism but for his inability
to use that Marxism for constructing historical projects. Segundo (1984) argues for
dialectical materialism as an appropriate method for a theology of liberation.
From what we have seen so far about dialectic, the key to Marxist orthodoxy, God
can be judged only as an integral element of historical projects or processes, as
qualifying them in one way or another. (Segundo 1984 page 211)
and again
... there is an open-ended spectrum of possibilities where we find a process of
antagonism between two opposed intentions or tendencies ... Now it is precisely
this fact which makes dialectic, not the contemplation of the mechanical and
necessary succession of historical events, but rather an orientation towards praxis,
towards changing the world. (Segundo 1984 page 213)
Interestingly, Cornel West, who in the 1980s was already predicting the kind of critique
which Petrella has developed, warned that “the fading of the zenith of liberation theology
reflection” would lead to “a new kind of theological evasion, a refusal to take seriously the
difficult task of specifying Christian identity in a pluralistic world” (West 1984 page 394).
West is an advocate of ‘prophetic pragmatism’, with certain resonances with Petrella’s
revolutionary reformism. West criticises Segundo for essentially abandoning praxis for

philosophy, and argues that Segundo’s Faith and Ideologies (1984) is “caught between neo-

Kantianism and Mannheimian sociology of knowledge”. Nonetheless, despite this allegation
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of epistemological inconsistency, West embraces Segundo’s defence of dialectics. Indeed,
West claims that dialectical methodologies are not so much borrowed from Marxism by
theologians, but rather are inherent in and emergent from Christian theology. For example
Martin Luther King’s methods are
rooted in the dialectical mediation of the dualistic character of the self
(sprit/nature) and world (history/eternity) — a mediation both King (in an Afro-
American context) and Hegel (in a German Lutheran context) inherit from
Christian thought. (West 1984 page 430)
The fertile debate between Christian theology and Marxism is well established and already
touched on. Arguably it is not necessary to abandon Marxism in order to be able to
recognise pluralism within capitalism (and indeed socialism) and to engage in struggle
within capitalism, or “revolutionary reform”, on historical projects which do not simply
reproduce but contribute to the transformation of capitalism into socialism. The work of
Gramsci allows us to recognise the relative autonomy of the social-political sphere and the
diversity of struggles within it, without abandoning altogether its dependence on the
economic structure of capitalism®. Gramsci’s (1972) understanding of hegemony allows for
society to be understood as ‘frozen politics’ whilst retaining the significance of the
economic base. Raymond Williams (1973) coined the term the Long Revolution to describe
the struggle for hegemony throughout the cultural and political sphere. However, for

Williams, as a Marxist, this takes place in the dialectical relationship between culture /

politics and the economic base.

6 Petrella does draw on Laclau and Mouffe’s postMarxist political theory in support of his Ungerian approach,
which is based on Gramscian analysis but goes further in disconnecting the sphere of political struggle from
the materialist dialectic of Gramsci.
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Petrella’s complaint is that Marxist inspired liberation theologians cannot recognise the
diversity within capitalism which would allow them to acknowledge elements which can be
reformed.
For Unger, the abstract concept of capitalism is merely a blanket term that gets in
the way of detailing and understanding the particularities of each social order. He
argues that the very concept ‘capitalism’ is either too general or too specific, too
inclusive or too exclusive, to possess descriptive or explanatory power. (Petrella
2006 page 100).

He then illustrates the diversity which exists within capitalism and the strengths and

weaknesses of their outcomes.

In fact Marx himself acknowledged variation within capitalism. However, all forms of
capitalism have as their unique attribute the tendency to commodification of production and
labour. In the 21% century we could also add the commodification of social services,
education, indigenous knowledge, natural goods and services and even the atmosphere. In
addition, all forms of capitalism extract surplus value from commodified labour. So long as
capitalism continues to seek new frontiers for commodification and to extract surplus value,

it will continue to be idolatrous and exploitative.

Moreover, many Marxists and others who draw on Marx have proposed ‘historical projects’
arising from the conditions of actually existing capitalism and democracy in the west,
ranging from William’s Long Revolution, through Marcuse’s shift to sexual liberation as a
mechanism for undermining capitalism, to Habermas’ exploration of discursive democracy
(eg. McLellan 1979). Marxist feminists have looked to alternative historical projects which
take into account the weaknesses of classical Marxism and alternatives from feminism and

other radical social theory (eg. Mitchell 1966).
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Amongst theorists who draw on Marx to address the ecological context, we should include
Andre Gorz (1989) and Pat Devine (1988) who might be regarded as presenting historical
projects. Goldblatt (1996) regards Gorz as the most systematic incorporation of ecological
limitations into social theory. Gorz’s project lies in workers achieving control of work,
which he analyses as comprising autonomous and heteronomous work. Heteronomous work
is that which is required for society to meet collective needs and over which workers have
little control. Autonomous work is carried out through creativity or love or inquisitiveness,
and over which the worker has a high level of control (this may include, for non
professionals, horticulture, craft, the arts, childcare, care of vulnerable adults or animals,

study and intellectual debate).

Gorz argues that prior to the development of capitalism, heteronomous work was organised
around the home, field or workshop and times spent on this work was determined by
material need — in productive times, it was not necessary for workers to work longer than the
time needed to earn a living. As wage labour developed under capitalism it was necessary
for capitalists to make a surplus from the work of workers who thereby lost control of the
amount of time spent in work, hence the regulation of time at the factory. Capitalism has
also led to a highly skewed distribution of heteronomous work, in which, broadly, the less
control a worker has over their work, the lower is their pay and the longer hours they work.
Meanwhile, an elite is paid well for work over which they enjoy high control, and many
unemployed are unable to spend time in autonomous work through lack of income. In the
transition from post-capitalism to socialism, Gorz argues for worker action to shorten the

working week and redistribute heteronomous work amongst the population, shifting
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workplace conditions towards liberating time for autonomous work, and separating work

from income, the latter which should be seen as a citizen’s right.

Pat Devine’s historical project lies in democratising the economy at the level of the
enterprise. Writing at a time when public ownership of the means of production was at its
peak, largely through the nationalised industries and utilities and municipal socialism, and
before it was sent into reverse through the privatising reforms of Thatcher and Blair, he
sought a form of economic democracy in which companies would become institutionally
accountable to their key stakeholders, in particular the workforce, neighbourhood, suppliers
and customers, as well as to wider social good (examples which privilege each of these
stakeholders might include worker cooperatives, community businesses, provider and
consumer cooperatives). Devine argued that the mechanisms of regional economic
development be used to stimulate the development of diverse forms of social ownership and
accountability and prevent the regression into accountability solely to capital-owners. I have
explored how these and other forms of historical projects may be applied in community-

based sustainable development in Scandrett (1999)

Whatever critique may be levelled at Petrella, he is correct in requiring an integration of
theology and social theory which can provide a practical way forward for liberation by
creating historical projects. However, it seems that by abandoning Marxism and dialectical
materialism, he is ignoring the most powerful tool in the social sciences for developing

historical projects whilst also moving towards the overthrow of capitalism.
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The objective of Petrella’s work is the integration of theology and social science in the
construction of historical projects. He says that of the classics of liberation theology,
Segundo goes furthest in this in his analysis that all faith depends on ideology, in the sense
of the process and practice of carrying out faith. Petrella adds that social sciences are
necessary for the practical implementation of theology in historical projects. However,
despite volumes of literature on the relationship between Marxism and theology — not least
Segundo’s own approach — Petrella opts for Ricardo Unger, a non-Marxist social theorist for
the development of historical projects. The reasons for his rejection of Marxism as a tool for
generating historical projects is not as well established as his critique of liberation

theology’s use of Marxism not to generate them.

Since the liberation theologians were not attempting to replicate the Soviet Union before the
Berlin Wall, nor China before Tianamen Square, nor even Cuba’s continuing Latin
American socialism, then it is unclear why Marxism should be rejected as a generator of
historical projects appropriate to the contexts of the liberation theologians. Petrella’s
rejection of Marxism and embrace of Unger seems to be based on the criterion of usefulness
in constructing a historical project for liberation theology. It is surprising that he does not
devote more space to the reasons for his rejection of Marxism, which is the social science

which most liberation theologians use, at least in Latin America.

The methodology used in this thesis is based on classical liberation theology, in which the
starting point is the material context of engagement in struggle alongside the oppressed. The
second stage of theological and social analysis is derived from dialectical materialism,

especially as adapted by ecological Marxists. Taking on elements of Petrella’s critique of
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liberation theology, efforts will be made to integrate theological and social analysis, and to
put these to work to identify historical projects which are neither utopian-idolatrous, nor

reformist-incorporated, but rather ‘revolutionary-reformist’.

This analysis allows us to generate criteria which can be applied to an ecotheology of
liberation. First ecotheology must be materialist, in the sense of starting from the material
reality of the productive forces and their impact on the distribution of power in society, and
in the sense of rooting this social and economic reality in the ecological materials and
processes from which it derives. Second it must be dialectical. The relationships between
social, economic and ecological conditions are complex and dynamic, inter-related to one
another and hold together contradictory tensions which propel them through history. Third,
ecotheology must be centred on the environmentalism of the poor and environmental justice,
i.e. those struggles and conflicts over the distribution of ecological resources and destruction
which follow social inequalities and are often articulated in languages incommensurable
with financial measures of value. Fourth, the integration of theology and social sciences

must lead to historical projects which are revolutionary-reformist.

The next stage in the thesis is to analyse where other scholars have attempted to integrate

ecotheology with liberation theology.
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CHAPTER THREE:
ECOTHEOLOGY AND LIBERATION THEOLOGIES

3.1 Introduction

This thesis is a contribution to an ecotheology of liberation. My starting point is my social
location as a Christian disciple active in the environmental justice movement, which was
described in chapter one and followed, in chapter two, with an elaboration and justification
of the methodologies of liberation theology and political ecology. Chapter two ended with
the argument that environmentalism of the poor and the struggle for environmental justice
should be seen as central to an ecotheology of liberation because such social movements are

socio-political expressions of resistance to capitalist exploitation of the environment.
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A theological approach to environmental orthopraxis should involve: a critical response to
my social location in struggles for environmental justice; a dialectical materialist analysis of
these struggles which locates them with respect to contradictions in the relations and
conditions of production; and therefore the centrality of environmentalism of the poor /
environmental justice struggles in theological reflection. This chapter assesses some

theological approaches from the literature which incorporate these components.

The classical methodology of liberation theology was outlined in chapter 2. It is summarised
in one of the texts of theology of liberation of the environment which will be addressed in
this chapter:

Liberation theology’s starting point is the anti-reality, the cry of the oppressed, the
open wounds that have been bleeding for centuries. Its first step is to honour
reality in its more stark and problematic side... This is the moment of seeing, of
feeling and suffering the impact of human passion, both personal and social. This
is an overall experience of compassion, of protest, of mercy and of a will to
liberating action. This entails direct contact with the anti-reality, an experience of
existential shock. Without this first step, it is difficult to set in motion any
liberation process intended to change society.

The second moment is the analytical judging in a twofold sense, in the sense of
critical knowledge (analytical meditation (sic)) and the sense of illumination on the
basis of the contents of faith (hermeneutic mediation) ... The third moment is
transformative action, the most important moment, for that is where everything
should culminate ... Finally, there is the moment of celebrating. (Boff 1997 page
109-10, original emphasis)

The presentation of the methodology in this form highlights the epistemological difficulty
presented by an ecotheology of liberation. If the essential first step is to see the oppression,
feel the suffering and hear the cry of the oppressed, in what sense is it possible to do so
when the object of oppression is the environment? Whilst it may be recognised that the

oppressive relations which act against ecological systems have the same source as those

oppressive relations against the poor, it is impossible for the environment to ‘do theology’
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whereas the poor can. How is it possible to take the next step of liberation theology from the
perspective of the oppressed, when the oppressed is not human, does not have social
agency? This is not an ethical question of the legitimacy of the environment to theology, a
subject which has exercised many theologians. This is an epistemological question
concerning the methodology of the theology of liberation. If theology is to be done by

human beings, in what sense is it an ecological theology.

This chapter will address this question from the perspective of four contrasting attempts to
resolve this dilemma. The first is the non-liberation theology perspective of deriving
theology from traditional (elite) sources and applying it to the environment. In recognition
of the significance of the environmental justice movement, this will be illustrated by an
analysis of environmental justice by one of the foremost ecotheologians writing in the
English language from a non-liberation theology perspective: Celia Deanne-Drummond.
The second approach to this dilemma is to recognise the common source of oppression of
the poor and the environment, then adopt a liberation theology approach to the oppression of
the poor and project a parallel, speculative theology from the perspective of the
environment. This is the approach of Leonardo Boff whose Cry of the Poor, Cry of the
Earth adds a cosmological ecotheology to his classical liberation theology. The third
approach to the dilemma is to identify a social group who have an epistemological
advantage by being oppressed not only by a common source but through a similar
mechanism as is the environment. This is the approach of ecofeminism which is based on
the analysis of patriarchal exploitation of both the environment and of women, thereby
giving women a unique position from which to do theology from an environmental

perspective. In particular this allows for an ecocentric hermeneutic of suspicion from which
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to read the bible. This chapter will illustrate this through the ecofeminist liberation
theologies of Mary Grey and Rosemary Radford Ruether, which apply such an ecocentric
hermeneutic of suspicion in different ways. A final approach to the dilemma is presented in
which the ecological perspective is used as a corrective to an anthropocentric liberation
theology through an integration of liberation theology with process theology. This approach
is employed by George Matthew Nalunnakkal who uses the book of the Covenant to correct
the dominant anthropocentrism of Exodus. It is argued that, despite their insights, none of

these fully fulfil the criteria above.

3.2 Non-liberation ecotheology - Deanne-Drummond

Before exploring literature which seeks to integrate ecotheology and liberation theology, it is
useful to demonstrate the value of adopting a liberation theological approach to ecotheology.
This thesis has argued that environmentalism of the poor, or environmental justice, forms
the basis for an ecotheology of liberation. Environmental justice has recently been treated
theologically from a decontextualised and ahistorical theological perspective by Celia
Deane-Drummond, the former editor of the journal Ecotheology. Whilst acknowledging the
origins of environmental justice discourses in the movement of that name, Deanne-
Drummond does not position herself with respect to this movement and her exposition is
rooted in the policy-based discourse on environmental justice of the US Environmental
Protection Agency, the classical theology of virtue and the liberal contractarian political

philosophy of John Rawls.

Deanne-Drummond has proposed a Christian theologian’s view of Environmental Justice

and the Economy (Deanne-Drummond 2006, see also Diefenbacher 2006). Her approach is

to start from the general, universal, classical approaches to justice and seek to apply these
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both to the environmental problematic, and also to the specific case of the environmental
justice movement. A distinctively Christian theological approach, she argues, augments
liberal secular arguments of justice with classical theological understandings of virtue.
Particularly in relation to the economy, she argues that
a theological critique of market economics also needs to recover a virtue ethic
approach that includes justice considered as a virtue together with temperance and
prudence ... both a critical appraisal of the principles of justice and its broadening
base [to include an ecological dimension] alongside attention to the correlated
habits of mind, or virtues, are needed in constructing an adequate Christian
approach to an inclusive vision of justice. (page 294-5. emphasis in original)
Her understanding of virtue draws on both secular philosophy and Christian sources. In
particular, justice as a virtue is a “quality of mind that permits justice as principle to be
expressed in different ways.” (page 297) Justice as a virtue is something which is discerned
through the corresponding virtues of prudence - “taking counsel, judging and acting

according to the common good” (page 300) and temperance - differentiating between needs

and wants, and prioritising the former.

Deanne-Drummond’s point of departure is the secular liberal philosopher John Rawls
(1972). Her critique of Rawls’ difference principle is derived from its inability adequately to
include ecological (including global and intergenerational) concerns. This is not the place to
assess Rawls’ philosophy and its application to theological or ecological analysis, suffice to
acknowledge that his approach to intergenerational justice has been critiqued by Barry

(1978), who extended Rawls’ difference principle to far future generations.

Deane-Drummond’s principal critique of market economics is based on the attempts to price

environmental goods and services. This is argued on several bases: the quasi-religious nature
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of the market economy and its blasphemous usurping of spiritual values; the attempt to
reduce human and ecological values to financial exchange values in cost benefit analyses;
the selling of ‘indulgences’ for which there is no ownership in compensation-based
valuations; the presumption of relativism in costing as opposed to proscribing destructive
practices etc. She then considers economic systems which might be adopted as alternatives
to the market, which include self-sufficient small regions (such as bioregionalism), and
‘intermediate mediating strategies’ which are designed to move pragmatically from a market
based system to a radical alternative. She specifically argues that this pragmatism does not
constitute reformism because it is not committed to remaining within the market system, but
provides no indication as to how this distinction can be maintained, beyond recourse to the

virtues of justice, prudence and temperance of those who make the decisions.

Having developed an argument from universal arguments concerning justice, she addresses
the environmental justice movement and claims to environmental injustice in policy — in
particular policy makers who are wedded to market solutions. The implication, which is
undeveloped in her argument, is that addressing environmental injustices within the
framework of liberalism and the market economy will inevitably undermine the latter. |
would suggest that market-led economics has shown considerably more resilience to
attempts to undermine it than Deanne-Drummond implies. Moreover, drawing on the
movement which emerges as a primary point of resistance to environmental injustice at such
a late point in her argument constrains its role to an adjustment to liberal, market dominated
solutions which she has already comprehensively and rightly critiqued. For Deanne-
Drummond:

The environmental justice movement is also important to consider [in addition to
virtues in economic decision making] not only because it raises important practical
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issues related to Christian humanitarian concern for the poor, but also as a case
study in offering a more intermediate practical strategy towards more idealistic
ecological sustainable economics. (page 307)
For Deanne-Drummond therefore, the role of the environmental justice movement is to
resolve practical issues once the theoretical principles of justice have been discerned from

philosophical principles. | suggest that this betrays a methodological flaw which undermines

her argument.

First, Christianity does not merely adopt a humanitarian concern for the poor, but, as she
argues elsewhere, a rather stronger “option for the poor and excluded embedded in the
teaching of Jesus” (page 307). The environmental justice movement is a collective
expression of the environmentally poor and excluded, and therefore central to the Christian

analysis, not a mere case study of a universal principle.

Second, again as Deanne-Drummond points out “The central Christian belief in the
incarnation of Christ demonstrates God’s affirmation of material existence”. However, the
incarnation also demonstrates the primary engagement of God in the material, the particular,
the historical. An analysis from Christian theology therefore, | would argue, should start
from the experience of the environmentally poor and their material conditions and historical
struggles. Materialist analyses which start with the environmental justice movement, and its
resistance to economic externalities and the logic of the market include Martinez-Alier’s
(2002) environmentalism of the poor, James O’Connor’s (1998) ecological Marxism and

Andrew Dobson’s (2003) ecological citizenship.
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Moreover, not only should analysis start from the experience of the environmental justice
movement, so also must practice. Christian orthopraxis requires the assessment of general
and universal claims to theory from the perspective of the poor and their struggles for
justice. We are not left with a sense of Deanne-Drummond’s own social position or
participation in a world of injustice. It may well be that she is engaged in environmental
justice struggles — she does not tell us, despite the bearing it has on her theology. However
her theology emanates from the assumption of universalism which is the hallmark of the

defenders of privilege.

If we return to Deanne-Drummond’s advocacy of justice as a virtue to be exercised
alongside the cardinal virtues of prudence and temperance, we can learn from Dobson’s
(2003) analysis of ‘citizenship virtue’ which is derived not from common territoriality (as
traditional civic republican and liberal notions of citizenship have been), nor from a
Christian ethic, but from the “relations of actual harm” which link us all together through a
global system of exploitation. This means that citizenly virtue is an asymmetrical and non-
reciprocal relation of rights and responsibilities. Virtue is a responsibility of citizenship for
those who cause harm to others simply through their lifestyle, which is most people in the
western world. On the contrary, those who have been harmed through this relation express
their citizenship through rights demands. Deanne-Drummond draws on moral philosophy
rather than political philosophy for her understanding of virtue which, according to Dobson,
makes it weaker: moral choices are admired rather than required. Deanne-Drummond’s
virtue of justice is a chosen state of mind, something which is admired when it is practiced

or in those who practice it consistently, rather than something which is emergent from the
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experience of humanity in a conjuncture of exploitative global markets’. Whilst Deanne-
Drummond distinguishes between distributors and recipients of justice, in order to include in
her discussion of justice non-humans and future humans without the complication of
contractual reciprocity, she does not extend this distinction to contemporary human
inequality. Her argument for justice seeks to include the poor and excluded, without
recognising that their poverty and exclusion is itself a denial of justice resulting from the

same economic system which delivers a privileged everyday lifestyle for the rich minority.

Deane-Drummond’s is not a theology of liberation. Although her paper contains a useful
critique of the capitalist exploitation of the environment, it is difficult to identify the voice of
the poor or oppressed whose struggle makes up this movement; there is no sense of where
the author stands in this material struggle, and what political engagement she has; thus the
context one is left with is one which is determined by the politics of pragmatic policy, rather

than prophetic liberation.

Herein lies a tension. As described in chapter 1, Petrella (2006) critiques liberation theology
because it abandons the task of generating historical projects. However, Deanne-Drummond
adopts a theology which leaves aside the material conditions of its production, but advocates
a pragmatic politics of ‘intermediate mediating strategies’ (Deane-Drummond 2006 page
302). Both aspire to a politics which is practical but not reformist, and radical but not
utopian. A liberation theology of environmental justice needs to address this tension if it is
to generate historic projects which are not merely pragmatic, and a theology which is

materially grounded without collapsing into social science. This requires a dialectical

7 Rather confusingly, Dobson refers to this moral approach as the ‘Good Samaritan’ approach although the
purpose of this parable almost certainly emphasises that the protagonist is a Samaritan — and therefore a
stigmatised outsider - rather than that he is good (Scandrett 2008, 2009a).
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theology. Environmental justice is a contested discourse borne of struggle, and the position
of the narrative with respect to the wider political struggle will determine the ideology
embedded within (Harvey 2006, Scandrett 2007). In the absence of such contextualisation,
an activist in environmental justice struggles requires alternative theological resources, not

least in the literature of liberation theology.

The relationship between liberation theology and ecotheology has been addressed in three
ways: by attempting to graft ecological thinking onto ‘classical’ liberation theology (eg Boff
1997); by an ecofeminist hermeneutic of suspicion; and by correcting the biblical centrality

of the anthropocentric Exodus with the Book of the Covenant.

3.3 Grafting ecotheology onto liberation theology — Boff

Of the ‘classical’ Latin American liberation theologians, the writer who has taken the
environment most seriously is Leonardo Boff (Boff 1997). Judith Ress (2006) describes a
defining moment in Latin American Liberation theology when, at a theological congress in
Brazil in July 2000 (Sociedad de Teologia y Ciencias de la Religion), a dispute emerged
over Leonardo Boff’s expansion of the theological category of ‘the poor’ to include the
earth. Boff’s views are expounded in English in Cry of the Earth Cry of the Poor in which
he attempts to marry liberation theology with what he calls the emerging paradigm of a ‘new

cosmology’.

He draws for this new vision on writers of the Deep Ecology movement and complexity
theory, which challenges the reductionist Enlightenment view about the earth as inanimate
physical matter which can be adequately described, and therefore fixed, by the application of

scientific rationality. On the contrary, the earth is understood as a complex, harmonious,
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interacting, living and spiritual being — referred to, originally by Lovelock (1979), as Gaia,
the earth-goddess of ancient Greece. The earth - its material substructure, oceans,
atmosphere, natural cycles, living ecosystems, human social systems, spirituality and
‘noosphere’ (the system of human creativity and imagination) — tends towards homeostasis

as it maintains a dynamic and self correcting process of integration.

Boff draws on Teilhard de Chardin’s (1959) theology to ascribe purpose to this developing
system. Gaia’s emergent complexity is progressive, creating life as self-organising matter
(autopoiesis) and then creating human life as Gaia’s own self-reflective mind.
“Consciousness... becomes co-creator of the universe. The more consciousness there is, the
more creation there is, the more evolution accelerates, and the higher order develops. That
has been the case since the great initial explosive expansion.”(page 57) It is this higher order
which we are being drawn towards which is union with what Christians call God, although
for Boff’s cosmogenesis, this also encompasses the transcendental of other religions:

Sophia, wisdom, Krishna, nirvana.

It is the immature rebelliousness of Gaia’s consciousness — her human co-creators — that is
causing a threat to the homeostasis and the destruction to the earth’s ecology — including and
especially that part of the ecology which is the poor. However, Gaia in her wisdom is
bringing forth a new, emergent paradigm (Capra 1982) which is the birth of a new
ecological order emerging from the creativity and spiritual enlightenment of humanity. Boff
calls this process cosmogenesis — the emergence of a new cosmology which includes our
harmonious place in it — and he identifies this cosmogenesis as an article of theological

obedience, a new covenant with God.
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This theology is rich and beautiful, but its contradiction lies in its essentially speculative
nature and idealist implications. Although Boff clearly articulates a materialist theology of
liberation epistemology starting with the material conditions of the poor, it is hard to escape
the speculative idealism of Boff’s cosmogenesis. His ecotheology draws heavily on the
Deep Ecologists, for whom “...the equal right to live and blossom is an intuitively clear and
obvious value axiom” (Naess 1973 page 96) and therefore difficult to engage with in
rational critique. The Deep Ecology principles of self-realisation and biocentric
egalitarianism are “ultimate norms or intuitions which are themselves not derivable from
other principles or intuitions” (Devall & Sessions 1985 page 66, original emphasis). Deep
Ecology demands an article of faith which, it seems, contradicts the methodology of

liberation theology.

Although Boff regards the poor as ‘the most threatened beings in creation’ and the cry of the
earth and cry of the poor as “two interconnected cries ... [with] ... the same root cause”
(pagell0), it is hard to escape the tension between these two cries when they are based on
different epistemological principles. This concern seems to be shared by liberation
theologians. Ress has described Leonardo Boft’s reception in Brazil in 2000, which

caused a major altercation between him and his brother Clodovis Boff at one of the
plenary sessions. Clodovis Boff represents those liberation theologians who find
Leonardo Boff’s embracing of the new cosmology dangerous to liberation
theology’s traditional commitment to poor and downtrodden people. ... There is a
growing fear among some liberation theologians that the concrete lives of the poor
will no longer be the locus of their theology and that the issue of the poor seems to
be losing its theological and ethical prominence. There is also fear that the
traditional concerns of liberation theology will be watered down by new
paradigms, such as the new cosmology. (Ress 2006 page 34)
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Boff treats ecotheology and liberation theology as parallel, mutually reinforcing projects.
This is then not a liberation theology of ecology, but a grafting together of two theologies —
one materialist and the other speculative. This may be a valuable project, but it inevitably
relies on the kind of theology which liberation theology rejects: spiritualised, speculative,

idealist theology, reified from its material conditions.

Boff attempts to resolve this contradiction by advocating a paradigm in which the
conventional categories of material and spiritual are themselves integrated. The universe is
spirit and matter since its beginnings, and conscious spirituality (eg religion) emerges from
the universe through the evolving autopoiesis. Christ, as the original Logos, as the person of
Jesus and as the eschatological omega point, is the incarnational event which resolves the
material/spiritual contradiction. Christian faith therefore has a crucial place in the universe’s
evolution: “... the spearhead of cosmic consciousness. Faith sees in the omega point of
evolution the Christ of faith, he who is believed and announced as head of the cosmos and of
the church, the meeting point of all beings.” (Boff 1997 page 178). In support, Boff quotes
Teilhard de Chardin “Doubtless I should never have ventured to ... formulate the hypothesis
rationally if, in my consciousness as a believer, | had not found not only its speculative

model but also its living reality.” (Boff page 178, from Teilhard de Chardin 1959 page 294).

However it is hard to escape the conclusion that this theology is essentially idealist. The
clearest evidence in Boff’s work for the charge of idealism is in his call to action. The
mechanism for changing the world for Boff comes through a change in consciousness,
which is given ontological priority over material conditions. Boff’s integral religion is

attractive for critiquing the hegemony of monotheism, but despite its apparent inclusiveness
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it becomes a religion of proselytism and conversion to a superior ‘insight’. In a telling
section, Boff’s ‘pedagogy for globalisation’ turns out to be teleological rather than
dialogical. Despite the wealth of pedagogical materials associated with liberation theology,
not least Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed 1972, Boff prefers a process of persuasion.
“Having a new cosmology is not enough. How are we to spread it and bring people to
internalise it so as to inspire new behaviours, nourish new dreams, and bolster a new
kindness toward the Earth? That is certainly a pedagogical challenge.” (page 119). This can
be contrasted with Freire’s pedagogy:
It is not our role to speak to the people about our own view of the world, nor to
attempt to impose that view on them, but rather to dialogue with the people about
their view and ours. We must realise that their view of the world, manifested
variously in their action, reflects their situation in the world. Educational and
political action which is not critically aware of this situation runs the risk either of
‘banking’ or of preaching in the desert. (Freire 1972 page 68, original emphasis).
Boff’s ‘creation-centred theology’ raises critical questions in liberation ecotheology,
between ecocentrism (or cosmocentrism) and anthropocentrism. The usual meaning of
ecocentrism is to view and judge the world from the perspective of the whole of its ecology,
rather than from the perspective of humanity alone, which is anthropocentrism (O’Riordan
1976, Pepper 1996). One of the fundamental claims of liberation theology is that theology
reflects the ideology of the socio-economic position in which it is produced. Most traditional
theology is produced by the academic or ecclesial elite, whose interests (and the interests of
the ruling class in society) are reflected in the theology produced. An authentic theology
however should reflect God’s preferential option for the poor, and should therefore be

produced by the poor in their struggle for liberation, and those Christian disciples who stand

alongside them. It is this materialism which is distinctive to liberation theology.
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When this epistemological assumption is applied to ecotheology it becomes problematic.
Modern ecocentric philosophy, such as Deep Ecology and Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis, is
highly speculative and the product of an intellectual elite. A case needs to be made that these
philosophies do not reflect the interests of powerful groups in society. It is difficult to regard
them as materialist, as the theological reflections of the poor, of ecology, or even of those

who stand alongside ecology in its struggle.

3.4.1 Hermeneutic of suspicion 1. Ecofeminism

Leonardo Boff’s theology is unusual amongst the ‘classical’ liberation theologians in taking
seriously the environmental threat. Aruna Gnanadson (2005) points out however that these
classical liberation theologians are predominantly male, whereas those female and especially
feminist liberation theologians, such as Ivone Gebara, Judith Ress, Anne Primavesi and
Gnanadson herself, have been more sensitive to the integration of ecological concerns with
those of the poor. Indeed, it is in ecofeminism that arguably this integration has been most
thorough. Judith Ress (2006) for example describes the emergence of ecofeminism in Latin
America in the context of the realisation by women that traditional liberation theology
retained an androcentric and patriarchal substructure. Ecofeminist theology attempts to
derive a liberation theology of ecology from the common experience of oppression of
women, the poor and nature. On the basis of this ‘epistemological advantage” which women
experience, the bible, and theology more generally, is read with an ecocentric hermeneutic

of suspicion.

Rosemary Radford Ruether (2005) argues that ecofeminism derives from the

“interconnection between the domination of women and the domination of nature” which

occurs on an
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ideological-cultural level [in which] women are said to be ‘closer to nature’ than
men, more aligned with body, matter, emotions, and the animal world [and on] the
socio-economic level, women are located in the spheres of reproduction, child
raising, food preparation, spinning and weaving, cleaning of clothes and houses,
that are devalued in relation to the public sphere of male power and culture.” (page
91).

Radford Ruether summarises a range of theological traditions which may be included in this

category of ecofeminist, including those drawing on neo-pagan, African traditional religion,

Hindu as well as Christian and post-Christian resources.

Mary Grey (2003) has gone further than many ecofeminists by arguing that scripture was
originally ecocentric but has been “read in a way that stimulates and condones
anthropocentrism” (page 12). In that sense she makes a case for what Horrell, Hunt and
Southgate (2009) call a ‘Recovery’ reading of the bible, to rediscover the original ecological
meaning. She argues there was what Thomas Berry calls a ‘turn from the earth’ “when
Greek humanism combined with the biblical traditions to create a pervasive anthropocentric

view of the universe.” For example, in her commentary on Psalm 8 vs 5-8 she argues

from the context of poor farming communities in Palestine, struggling to make a
living from difficult terrain, but with a life-style which treads lightly on the earth
(sic), this text can be read as encouragement. It can be seen as dignifying the life of
the poor farmer, inviting him to take a wider view of creation and his own part in
it, glorifying God as creator.

But when the same text is read from contemporary western and northern contexts,
given our overwhelming and exploitative ecological footprint, it can both justify
and encourage continuing domination of nature (Grey 2003 page 13)

Despite this view of an ‘original’ ecocentric scripture, she does not attempt to recover that
original text but rather, like Radford Ruether, reads the text through a hermeneutic of

suspicion, “an invitation to reread the Bible from within the context of endangered species,
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the disappearance of the rain forest, our over-consumption of meat and loss of biodiversity

in agriculture.” (page 200).

Grey’s liberation theology arises from her engagement with political practice in the UK and
in Rajasthan, India, especially through the NGO ‘Wells for India’ and their Gandhian Indian
partners GRAVIS. This organisation combines an empowering approach to the most
vulnerable in this desert environment, especially women whose role it is to provide water,
with a non-violent resistance to the dominant approaches of the state and private provision

of water.

Grey’s thesis is that the current social and ecological crisis is essentially a spiritual crisis
caused by the ‘turn from the earth’ and resulting in epistemological dualism; the unbalanced
masculine emphasis on the rationality of the Enlightenment and science; the separation of
Eros and Psyche so that sexual desire and emotional longing are disjointed; and a
replacement of longing with addiction to repeated, immediate and superficial gratification as
provided by the market. For this spiritual crisis she advocates a solution which is also
spiritual, starting from a ‘return to the earth’, recognising ourselves as integral with the
ecosystem, and living life accordingly. This leads to a joyful and simple lifestyle undamaged

by the demands of the market for consumption and addictive behaviour.

The political implications are strongly, although not uncritically, Gandhian, requiring a
return to the simple village community and adopting satyagraha (life-force) in non-violent
resistance to the forces of globalisation. The political practice which emerges from such

ecological spirituality involves “the deliberate, willing adoption of a simpler lifestyle that
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does not depend on exploiting poor communities” (page 178). In the western context this
takes the forms of ‘ecological lifestyle and creation spirituality groups’. In her concluding
focus on the emergence of prophetic communities, Grey highlights the following:
First must be the extraordinary consciousness-raising and campaigning of the
Jubilee 2000 movement ... Secondly, there are many specifically Christian
religious groups embodying the prophetic dimension today. The Taize and Iona ...
communities ... explicitly seeing community as ecological community.(page 178)
It is difficult to fault the thrust of this argument, although in chapter 5, the prophetic practice

of the lona Community in particular will be scrutinised in more detail. The resources of

Gandhi and satyagraha are certainly valuable practices of resistance.

However, the question is not whether these activities are good in themselves, but rather how
they contribute to the liberating work of God in history, transforming the destructiveness of
capitalism. If, as is argued in this thesis, the spiritual, emotional, epistemological crisis
which Grey argues lies at the root of social and environmental destruction is not in fact the
root problem, but an ideological reflection of the needs of capitalism — the culture-ideology
of consumerism as Sklair (2003) refers to it — then the root problem lies elsewhere, in the
economy. Ecological lifestyle and creation spirituality tend to reinforce the individualism of
capitalism and become either incorporated or bypassed by the forces of capitalism, rather
than forming part of a movement for resistance. Do these movements, through force of will
and spiritual conversion, have the capacity to form the radical transformative historical
project which is required? The interesting question is this latter one, analysing what has this
potential, and how it might be realised. For this it is necessary to ask why these movements

emerge at this point in capitalist development.
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Grey’s ecofeminist liberation theology, despite drawing on her own political practice,
remains dependent on idealism in identifying roots of the social and ecological crisis and in
therefore proposing transformation. The same critique as was applied to Gandhi by Marxists
might be applied to Grey, which is that of romanticism. Chatterjee (1999) points out that
Gandhianism relies on a contradiction between the utopian ideal and the practical politics.
Whilst satyagraha remains the moral ideal of soul-force, none the less the practical politics
of organising a mass movement against colonial rule required something a little more
pragmatic and experimental, ahimsa, which can be engaged in without sullying the
perfection of satyagraha.
At once there is a recognition of the disjuncture, the failure of politics to reach
Utopia could be attributed to the loftiness of the ideal, noble, truthful and
inherently unreachable, or else, equally credibly, to the imperfections of the human
agency.” (Chatterjee 1999 page 109).
The true satyagrahi when faced with the dilemma would always follow the path of the
unreachable utopia. Embracing the contradiction between moral ideal and practical
politics is indeed a prophetic strategy, a theme which Grey explores elsewhere (2000).

However she remains committed to the idealist diagnosis of the spiritual disease at the

core of environmental destruction.

What if we were to turn this analysis around and apply a Gandhian response to the
material causes of environmental destruction, to turn Gandhi on his head? Thus instead
of seeking a practical politics out of a moral ideal, to what extent can satyagraha act as
an antithesis to the ecological contradictions in the economy? Thus ‘ecological lifestyle’
may emerge from engagement alongside the struggles for environmental justice, rather
than being a self-chosen driver of socio-spiritual transformation. For Gandhi, the Truth

emerges from God and then we have the difficult task of translating it into practical
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politics, wherein lay Gandhi’s genius. However, a materialist interpretation would
accept that truth emerges from history and our task is to expose the contradictions
inherent in it. The logic of environmental injustice in economic cost shifting is

confronted by a morality of incommensurable valuation.

Grey’s use of scripture is metaphorical, poetic and mystical rather than analytical. Much as
Gandhi regarded the debates on history and authenticity of the Gita as interesting but of no
consequence to the self-evident Truth revealed in those scriptures, Grey’s use of the bible
implies a self-evident ecocentric truth which pre-figures the ‘turn from the earth’. In this
respect, Grey encounters the same problem as the Deep Ecologists, that their ecocentrism is

axiomatic.

The tension between materialism and idealism which ecofeminism apparently resolves
through the identification of women with nature through their common exploitation by
patriarchal economic and social systems, also leads to a problem for ecofeminism itself. The
extent to which women’s closeness to nature is material or culturally constructed is itself
controversial amongst ecofeminists. If ecofeminism is to be a theology of liberation, it must
presumably reside on a materialist interpretation of the interconnections of women and
nature, which leaves it open to the charge of essentialism. On the other hand, if the
association between women and nature is socially constructed through their common
experience of being ‘othered’ by patriarchal structures of thought, then the claim to
grounding theology in material struggle is challenged. Women engaged in struggles against
patriarchy legitimate their theology in the material conditions of that struggle. However the

claim to any epistemological advantage to speak on behalf of non-human nature is
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weakened, becomes nothing more than an analogy, scarcely more justifiable than the

speculation of the Deep Ecology movement.

3.4.2 Hermeneutic of Suspicion 2: The Earth Bible Project
Finally, an attempt at developing a hermeneutic of suspicion directly from the perspective of

the environment has been developed by the Earth Bible project. This is strictly an approach
to reading the bible, rather than a theology, although it does seek to contribute to
ecotheology through this methodology. This project, which has resulted in a series of
publications since 2000 (Habel 2000), recognises the anthropocentric nature of the bible and
attempts to read the text from the perspective of an ecojustice hermeneutic. The approach
treats ‘Earth’ as a subject in the text, rather than an object which the text may be about. As
such the bible readers seek to identify the ideology underpinning the relationship between

the writers and their environment, and judge this on the basis of justice.

The Earth Bible team which has been responsible for developing this approach have clearly
positioned themselves in the tradition of liberation theology. “Liberationists stand with the
oppressed poor as they read; feminists stand with oppressed women as they read; we stand
with oppressed Earth in our dialogue with the text.” (Habel 2000 page 34). The ontological
problem of not being the Earth is apparently addressed through a set of ‘ecojustice
principles’” which guide ecojustice hermeneutic readings (Earth Bible Team 2000). These six
principles are: intrinsic worth; interconnectedness; voice; purpose; mutual custodianship;
and resistance. Conradie has described these principles as a heuristic key, in the sense that
they are not biblical in their derivation but are “the product of previous attempts to construct

a relationship between text, tradition and context” (Conradie 2006 page 308). In their
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discussion of the principle of voice the Earth Bible Team comes closest to addressing the
ontological problem:

There is a growing consciousness among many biologists, ecologists, feminists
and theologians that Earth is a living entity, both biologically and spiritually. Deep
Ecologists argue that Earth functions more like a living organism than a machine
governed by rigid laws. According to James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis, Earth is
itself alive, sustaining and regulating its own environment. Sallie McFague (1993)
uses the metaphor of the body of God to describe Earth as a living entity ...
Whether or not one opts for a particular view of earth as a living entity, our
growing consciousness of earth as a subject can no longer be dismissed. Those
who have experienced earth in this way are committed to hearing the voices of
Earth... Just as humans may communicate through body language, the various
components of Earth may communicate their presence and intent through
alternative forms of language we might call ‘Earth language’... Earth-sensitive
humans may mediate the voices of earth to the rest of humanity. Ecologists like
David Suzuki, who claims to be in tune with Earth, echo the cries of the denuded
forests and the polluted seas in our hearing.” (Earth Bible Team 2000 page 46-8)

As is clear from this quotation, the ontological and related epistemological problem of
reading from the perspective of Earth is not resolved but addressed through unsubstantiated

99 ¢c

assertion (“There is a growing consciousness ...” “our growing consciousness ... can no
longer be dismissed”), falling back onto other speculative philosophies (Deep Ecology,
Gaia), using metaphorical theology in non-metaphorical ways, or recourse to an esoteric
elite of ‘Earth-sensitive humans’. Some of these pluralistic philosophical positions are useful
heuristics for a hermeneutic of suspicion based on Earth as subject in the text (as discussed
in chapter 4), and the achievements of the group in progressing a biblical critical
methodology appropriate to the ecological crisis are considerable. However it must remain a

heuristic device whilst the ontological problem of not being Earth is not resolved. To claim

that this method reads the bible from the perspective of Earth is over-stating their case.

It is therefore also questionable whether ecojustice hermeneutic constitutes a liberation

theology methodology. In an interesting comment, Habel (2000) explains that the Earth
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Bible team seeks “to stand with the oppressed Earth community as our kin in this crisis. The
degree to which any one of us as members of the Earth community have personally
experienced the ‘lived reality’ of Earth’s domination and suffering may vary.” (Habel 2000
page 32). Such a vague positioning leaves the suspicion that the team has not prioritised

identification with victims of environmental injustice.

3.5 Integral Ecotheology — Nalunnakkal

A distinctive approach to liberation theology of ecology comes from George Matthew
Nalunnakkal (1999), who in his Green Liberation: Towards an Integral Ecotheology has
attempted to integrate liberation theology with process theology. He argues that the over-
dependence of Latin American theologians on Marxism has led to an anthropocentric
approach. In Nalunnakkal’s India, this dependence on Marxism has already been challenged
by Dalit theology whose experience of caste oppression has questioned the Marxist
emphasis on class. Nalunnakkal’s response is to attempt an ecocentric liberation theology
which uses process theology, which moreover is justified with reference to the Sabbatical

tradition in scripture.

Nalunnakkal’s view is that the Latin American liberation theologians have, through their
dependence on Marxism, located their theology disproportionately on the Exodus story. This
Exodus story then becomes the paradigmatic vehicle for the liberation of the poor in history,
the central message of God’s salvation. But, Nalunnakkal argues, there is another salvation
story represented by the book of the Covenant and the Sabbatical tradition. A detailed
assessment of the potential role of the book of the Covenant and the claims of the Sabbatical
tradition is given in chapter four. What is interesting about Nalunnakkal’s theology is that it

seeks a biblical grounding in a way which generates the beginnings of a dialectic between
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the different scriptural traditions. Covenant is understood as a corrective for Exodus.
Without undoing the insights of the Latin American liberation theologians, the particular
context of the struggles for liberation in India are used as the material basis for integrating

the ecological analysis into the liberation analysis.

The context of Nalunnakkal’s theology is modern India, characterised by capitalist
development in the midst of widespread ecological devastation and poverty, especially of
Dalit and tribal people. The model of development in India is described as damaging to the
poor and the environment which is experienced by the poor as dispropriation of land to the
extent that “a theology of creation should also be a theology of land” (page 255). In his
project for an integral ecotheology relevant to India he draws on liberation theology, Dalit
theology and ecofeminist theology, and seeks to integrate these with Process theology.
Process theology resonates well with Hinduism in India, especially its emphasis on
panentheism (God in creation) and kenotic anthropocentrism (human self-emptying). What
Process theology introduces is the notion of God in process, so that God is within the
materiality of nature, emancipates and constrains human action through natural limitations,
is changed by human action as nature is changed by culture, and, moreover, God suffers in

damaged nature.

Nalunnakkal’s theology can be critiqued however on several fronts. The first is the
inconsistent use of the term ecocentric. The second critique lies in the rather superficial
dismissal of Marxism on the basis of a narrow reading of Marx, without recognition of the
contributions which recent Marxist scholars have made to feminism, Dalit liberation and

ecology. And the final critique lies in the use of process theology.
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For Nalunnakkal, the most sustained critique of Latin American liberation theology is that it
is anthropocentric and is therefore unconcerned about the destruction of nature.
One of the major drawbacks of almost all liberation theologies is their
anthropocentrism — the human-centredness — in their theological reflections ...
While the focus on the poor and the oppressed in the Third World is a step in the
right direction, the failure to see nature and animals as ‘fellow oppressed’ or as the
‘new poor’ is to be deemed a serious flaw in liberation theology ... no serious
efforts have been made to liberate the theology of liberation from
anthropocentrism ...one of the reasons for this neglect is the use of Marxist tools
of social analysis. (page 90)
Despite the emphasis of this critique, Nalunnakkal does not explore the concept of
anthropocentrism in any detail, nor is the case for ecocentrism justified. Indeed the terms are
used by Nalunnakkal inconsistently: at times ecocentrism refers to theological reflection
from the perspective of threatened nature, and at other times the suggestion that human
beings should be more concerned about nature. In particular, his tendency is to conflate
epistemological anthropocentrism/ecocentrism with normative or moral
anthropocentrism/ecocentrism. Epistemological ecocentrism, to see the world from the
perspective of ecology, has no convincing justification. Any attempt to understand the world
from the perspective of non-human actors must necessarily be filtered through human
knowledge of nature. The closer we get to a materialist analysis of nature, the more we need
to recognise that our knowledge of nature is socially constructed. We can not know the
world from the perspective of nature in the way that poor and oppressed humans can know

the world. So we rely on what we do know about nature and project what such knowledge

might be as if it were from the perspective of nature.
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But whose version of what we know about nature do we use? Scientists? If so, which
scientists? It is the nature of science that knowledge is constantly contingent and contested.
Gaianists? Deep ecologists? Romantics? Intelligent-design-fundamentalists? On what
grounds do we select from these ways of knowing nature? It is clear that some forms of
knowledge are preferable to others, but the criteria for selection are as much social as they

are scientific, and so subject to the usual socially embedded interests.

A strong version of normative ecocentrism is potentially worse since it would hold, as
Wilfred Beckerman (1994) has argued, the marginal position that the interests of non-human
nature may in certain contexts come before the interests of human beings. In a conflict, say,
between access to clean water for a human community and survival of a rare beetle, it would
be difficult to justify the latter, unless of course you are the one who voluntarily denies
yourself clean water! Normative ecocentrism is possibly more justifiable in a weaker
version, which is to act in a way that recognises the intrinsic value of nature. Even so, it is
not possible to ascribe intrinsic value to nature except through social categories — high levels
of biodiversity, sacred mountain, rarity of subspecies, beauty of landscape. There is more
integrity in arguing for an ecologically enlightened anthropocentrism than an ecocentrism,

and this is what Nalunnakkal ends up doing.

From the perspective of an ecotheology of liberation however, there is always a problem to
add nature into the same category as the poor. Environmentalism of the poor is itself not
consistent on the eco/anthropocentrism debate. The ‘Principles of Environmental Justice’,

published by the US environmental justice movement at the First People of Color
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Environmental Leadership Summit include both approaches in its first two affirmations
(People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, 1991):
1) Environmental Justice affirms the sacredness of Mother Earth, ecological unity
and the interdependence of all species, and the right to be free from ecological
destruction.
2) Environmental Justice demands that public policy be based on mutual respect
and justice for all peoples, free from any form of discrimination or bias.

This presumably reflects the diverse views even within the North American movement, not

least between Native Americans and urban African Americans.

Whilst there are ecocentric views amongst the environmentally dispossessed, so there are
also anthropocentric, and both perspectives are also present amongst the ruling classes.
Indeed, following Martinez-Alier (2002) it can be argued that ecocentrism may in some
circumstances be used as a language of resistance articulating incommensurability to
financial cost-benefit analysis. However, so might anthropocentric languages be used in

different circumstances.

Despite advocating ecocentrism throughout his thesis, Nalunnakkal’s concluding proposals
for systematic theology appear to advocate ‘kenotic anthropocentrism’, the human vocation
to ‘have dominion’ over creation through becoming its servant, just as Jesus demonstrated
Lordship through service and sacrifice.

Jesus self-emptied his power and dominion and became a servant for the sake of
both human as well as non-human creation. It was on the cross that Jesus’
‘kenosis’ reached its culmination. This follows that our self-divestiture of
dominion should lead us to ‘cross bearing” (‘necrosis’), to an identification both
with the suffering humanity and the groaning creation. In other words, a ‘kenosis’
for the sake of the endangered nature and a ‘necrosis’ (sharing in the struggles) for
the exploited should go together in India where ecological destruction and
victimisation of the poor go hand in hand. (page 265)
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This theology, derived from Process thought is important and is more consistent with
liberation theology than is his imprecise advocacy of ecocentrism. Where he comes closest
to defining ecocentrism in his description of Process theology, it actually turns out to be
closer to a form of environmentally sympathetic anthropocentrism such as kenotic
anthropocentrism since “process theology, while affirming the intrinsic worth of nature, also
employs a ‘positive discrimination’ of values when choice is to be made in terms of social

justice.” (page 238)

Liberation Theology’s anthropocentrism is blamed by Nalunnakkal on their insistence on
Marxism which, he argues also weakens their usefulness to feminists, Dalits and tribal
people as well as ecologists. He is, however, premature in rejecting Marxism in Liberation
Theology on the grounds of its inability to address gender, caste and the environment. As we
have seen, Marxist methodology has proved to be more adaptable than Nalunnakkal gives
credit, as would be expected of a dialogical theory. Feminism has in fact critically engaged
in and contributed to Marxism (Mitchell 1966, Rowbotham, Segal and Wainwright 1979)
Writers associated with the subaltern studies group in India have adopted Marxist
approaches to the study of low caste and tribal movements (Guha 1997), and Gadgil and
Guha in India (2000), as well as European and North American writers such as Ted Benton
(1989), Andre Gorz (1989), David Pepper (1993) and James O’Connor (1998), have in
many ways sought to enrich Marxism with critiques drawn from political ecology (see for

example Lange and Strange 2000).

Nalunnakkal’s embrace of Process theology does contribute insights to his theology of

liberation. Process theology emphasises the interdependent and dynamic nature of human-
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creation-creator relationships and affirms God’s imminence without negating God’s
transcendence. This is also a materialist theology in the sense that God is material,
embedded in the interactions and interdependencies of the stuff of matter. However it is also
a speculative theology in the sense that God is conceptual and “supplies all entities with the
basic conceptual aim” (page 231, after A.N. Whitechead) and therefore idealist. As such it
runs the risk of overlooking the material interests of the theologian in the production of
theology, despite his legitimate claim that “in the Third World countries, the ecological
concerns can only be discussed and approached from the perspective of the oppressed and

the victims.” (page 273)

Here is not the place for a critique of Process theology but rather to comment that
Nalannukkal’s use of this theology does bring important insights to an ecotheology of
liberation. His understanding of ecocentrism appears to be corrected by Process theology
whereas his commitment to the epistemological primacy of the oppressed appears to be
despite his embrace of Process theology. Moreover, Nalunnakkal draws on Process theology
to
correct one of the serious anomalies of ideologies like Marxism, committed to the
classless society. Once ‘revolution’