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Abstract

This thesis reports on a study of disputed applications for environmental
resource consent conducted in Northland. The study was placed against the
backdrop of the Resource Management Act (1991) as a major social artefact
that has the capacity to change the social fabric of Northland through its
influence on environmental policy in the region. The purpose of the study
was to analyse the discourses that are produced in cases of disputed
application in order to show the ways that the environment is constituted in
language and to contend that the material reality of the Northland
environment increasingly results from the communication that occurs within

the legislative framework of the Resource Management Act (1991).

Data for the study were collected through archival research augmented by
semi-structured interviews and observations. The collected texts were
assembled in case studies which told the stories of the cases for disputed
applications for resource consent and analysed using the systems of critical
discourse analysis developed by Fairclough (1992; 2003) and Chouliaraki and
Fairclough (2000). The empirical work collects, considers and analyses three
district plans, elements of a regional plan and two case studies. The first case
study examines the multiple discourses in a case about noise in a quiet suburb,
and the second deals with an application to abstract water for irrigation from a

Northland river.

The heart of this study was the stories citizens tell as they deal with the impact
of proposed environmental change on their lives. The study shows the

discursive interaction between citizens and administrative organisations, and

xiii



Abstract

the way that citizens constructed themselves and others in language in bids to
influence policy and environmental decisions. In doing so, it examines the
effect of the dialectic relationships between the moment of discourse and other
moments in the social process (Harvey, 1996). Finally, the research shows the
effect in the material world of discursive shifts from “nature” to “the

environment”.

The research has contributed to knowledge by telling the stories of disputed
applications for resource consent from the points of view of the citizens who
were involved and showing the discourse resources available to them to
position themselves against the discourse of the official position. It has also
contributed to knowledge by showing that, despite the definitions of the
environment contained in the discourse of the official position, each case is the
site of citizens’ struggles for their concept of the environment and their
experience of it. In this regard, the research has examined the impact of the
specific discursive constructions used by citizens on the environment. Finally,
the research has placed the citizens’ stories against the conjuncture of social
practices (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999) connected with applications for
resource consent, and revealed instances of the working of the Resource

Management Act (1991) in the lives of citizens.
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Aotearoa
Aroha

Hui

Kaimoana

Kaitiakitanga

Kaupapa
Kaumatua

Kauri
Kia ora
Koru

Kuia

Mana

Mana whenua:

Glossary

The Maori name for New Zealand, sometimes
translated as “the land of the long white cloud”.

Love, compassion, understanding, empathy.

Meeting/s; gathering for discussion, which by custom
take as long required to reach consensus. Consensus is
not always possible these days.

Food from the sea.

The exercise of guardianship; and, in relation to a
resource, the ethic of stewardship based on the nature
of the resource itself. From: Resource Management Act
(1991) s.2.

Principles, protocol, correct procedure.

A teacher, a wise man, an elder.

A massive, slow-growing tree logged extensively to
provide straight masts for sailing ships.

A greeting commonly used for “hello”; also used as
assent to or approval of a pronouncement.

The Maori name for the unfurling frond of a native tree
fern.

A Maori woman of standing and seniority
Honour

Both the honour of the land, in the sense that land needs
to be honoured and protected from shame, and honour
from the land, in the sense that Maori derive their
essential being from the land, sense an immanent
life-force in earth, and need to participate in shared
kaitiakitanga (guardianship) of it. Maori feel deep
physical and spiritual connections to particular
localities associated with their birth and their whakapapa
(lineage).
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Manabhiri
Marae

Mauri

Mihi
Papa-tua-nuku:
Ropu

Takiwa

Tangata whenua

Taniwha

Taonga

Tapu
Te Puna Kokiri

Te reo Maori

Tikanga

Tohunga

Tuna
Turangawaewae
Waiata

Wai maori

Waimate

Waiora

Wairua

Whakapapa

Glossary

Guests; strangers.

The centre of a Maori community. It is a meeting place,
a place of honesty, learning and sharing.

Life force.
A traditional greeting.

The earth mother in Maori mythology, wife of Rangi,
the sky-father.

Group.
Area, district.

The people of the land.

A powerful spirit, usually benign, looking, perhaps,
something like the concept of the dragon in Eastern
symbolism, often designated as a kaitiaki, a guardian, of
a certain place.

A treasure; a thing of rare value.

A concept which makes places and people sacred and
sets them aside from the noa, the common and secular.

The government organisation charged specifically with
administering Maori interests.

The language of the Maori people.

Practices, customs, protocols.

Priest.

Eels.

A place to stand.

Prayer; song, prayerful poem.

Literally “common water”; from springs and rivers,
used for everyday purposes.

Literally “death water” or “dead water”.

Usually refers to rainwater caught before it touches the
earth.

Spirit.
Genealogy, history, tradition, philosophy.

xvi



Glossary

Whare hui Meeting house
Whare kai Eating house
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Chapter 1

Overview of the Research

This research is a discourse analysis of the stories people tell about nature and
the environment. Specifically, it identifies and analyses the multiple
discourses in disputed applications for environmental resource consents in
Northland. The purpose of the research is to show how the communication
processes specified in the Resource Management Act (1991) construct the'

environment as a “natural social artifact” (Robison, 1994, p. 15).

Introduction

Chapter 1 falls into three sections. The first section presents the concept of
the study recorded in this thesis, and the second explains how the research
evolved from an organisational ethnography to a critical discourse analysis of
environmental communication. The third section is a discussion of the
rationale for the research and the research questions, and the fourth section
concludes the chapter by showing how the thesis is organised, and how each

chapter contributes to the achievement of the purpose of the research.

The Resource Management Act (1991) is New Zealand’s major legislation for
controlling what happens to the country’s physical environment. Before 1991,
planning legislation permitted or forbade development, but since the
Resource Management Act (1991) has been law in New Zealand, the focus has

been to regulate effects on the environment rather than activities in it. Such a
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focus places responsibility on citizens to publicise their proposed
developments and allow their neighbours and other concerned parties to
assess the probable effects of projects like farming the sea or lowering river
levels. Some planned projects cause disagreements among citizens, and end
up in formal dispute under the multi-layered communication processes of the

Resource Management Act (1991).

Scope exists in the social fabric of New Zealand, therefore, for Northland’s
environment to be decided through argument and discourse. The contention
of this research is that the material reality of the Northland environment
increasingly results from the communication that occurs within the legislative
framework of the Resource Management Act (1991). Although the Act
specifies the processes of interaction, citizens shape the cause, content and
style of their messages according to the interwoven complexity of their social
practices and their personal beliefs about the natural environment. The focus
of the study, therefore, is the intricate exchanges of discourse that occur when

an application for resource consent is disputed.

Disputed applications were chosen as the focus of the study because they
reveal disfluencies in the environmental consent process. The disfluencies
occur when tensions about the future of the environment emerge into public
debate, stimulating argument and counter-argument among citizens and
organisations. Objective scientific information is not ignored in the decision
process, but the decisions are strongly influenced by the way that people
represent themselves and the issue through their language (Schultz, 2001).
These instances of discourse and their dialectical relationships to other
“moments in the social process” (Harvey, 1996, p. 78) shape the material

world of Northland.

The communication processes that engendered the discourse studied in this

research derive from the overarching philosophy of sustainable development.
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This philosophy, now well-established in the social and physical fabric of
New Zealand, is itself understood as a discourse and subjected to critical
analysis to show its discursive effects. The methodology is critical discourse
analysis (Fairclough, 1992; Fairclough & Chouliaraki, 1999), but the data are
presented in case studies that use “multiple sources of evidence” (Yin, 1994,
p- 90) to build rich pictures of the communication associated with disputed
applications for environmental resource consents. Techniques used to gather
data for the case studies include analysis of transcripts of meetings about
resource consents, analysis of public documents, focus groups, observations
and interviews. The participants in the research are the Northland
organisations that administer the Resource Management Act (1991), and
groups of private and corporate Northland citizens involved in applications

for resource consents.

1.1 Evolution of the research

The second section of this chapter places the researcher in the study, as a
“committed and opinionated investigator” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 5). The
section also traces the development of the research from an ethnography of
organisations to a critical discourse analysis of environmental stories. The
decision to change methodologies was major. It entailed abandoning
gathered data and even some written chapters. It also required the
acquisition of a new body of knowledge about discourse. The reasons for the

change were compelling, however, and so are recorded here in some detail.

Becoming familiar with the theory and data for a doctorate is a journey, and it
is the nature of journeys to change receptive travellers. The journey recorded
in this thesis began as a venture into the domain of organisational

communication, examining interactions between organisations and the public
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of Northland in connection with the administration of the Resource
Management Act (1991). Part of my early research involved reading files that
recorded day-to-day work: notes of meetings, letters in response to enquiries,
and so on. A sense gradually grew on me that what I found scattered through
the files were parts of stories that told the hopes and aspirations of citizens,
and two years into my doctoral journey, my destination changed. I no longer
wished to examine the cultures of the organisations that administer the
Resource Management Act (1991). Instead, what I wanted to do was focus on
the stories in the files of those organisations. The result was the change in the

methodology from organisational ethnography to discourse analysis.

At the deepest level, the change was prompted by a growing sense of the
importance of giving people their voice. Further, some recreational reading,
of Christopher Fry’s (1946) The Firstborn, by chance gave form to previously
unconscious deliberations about nature and the environment. In the play, the

character of the Pharaoh, Seti the Second, says:

Nature, you may remember,

Is lavish, and in return for being understood,
Not hoarded, gives us civilisation.

Would you have the earth never see purple
Because the murex dies? Blame, dear Moses,
The gods for their creative plan which is

Not to count the cost but enormously

To bring about.

And Moses replies:

And so they bring about

The enormity of Egypt. Is that the full

Ambition of your gods? Egypt is only

One golden eruption of time, one flying spark
Attempting the ultimate fire (Fry, 1946, pp. 42-43).

These two speeches crystallised a growing sense that “nature” and “the

environment” are not the same thing, though the two words are often used

4
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interchangeably in research and in speech. The speeches showed me that
“nature” had begun to feature in my thinking as a disinterested primary force.
The “environment”, on the other hand, came to figure as “nature altered”;
something, as Seti said to Moses, that once harvested, endows the human race
with the material trappings of civilisation. I found that some reading
(Peterson, 1997; Chaloupka & Cawley, 1993; Nash, 1982) supported this
distinction. From that point, “the environment” began to seem a fiction, a
making composed of many stories that vividly revealed how citizens saw
themselves in the world and how they wanted the world to be. The stories
seemed inextricably bound to the storytellers. At the same time, on another,
more abstract level, tying stories to the storytellers is not to deny that
language can acquire a degree of seemingly independent power to control

social outcomes. Harvey (1996) puts it this way:

Discourses can never be pure, isolated or insulated from other moments
in social life, however abstract and seemingly transcendent they become.
Nor can they be separated from those doing the discoursing. Human
beings (both individually and collectively) are the bearers of discourses.
On the other hand, discourses, though humanly produced, have the
awkward habit of assuming a certain power over how individuals think

and behave. (p. 83)

I came to see disputed applications for resource consent as an intricate
intersection of perceptions about nature, the environment, and the personal
aspirations of citizens. The language used in the applications was tied in my
thinking to the social processes which change nature from itself into “the
environment”. The focus of the research shifted to the stories, to the effects of
those stories, and perhaps even more importantly, to the reasons why people

tell those stories at those times and in such ways.
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Many scholars (Fairclough, 1989, 1992, 1995; Fairclough & Chouliaraki, 1999;
Wodak, 1996; van Dijk, 1990) have discussed the production of the social
world in language. Others (Dryzeck, 1997; Dryzeck & Schlosberg, 1998) have
shown how language used in environmental metadiscourses plays a part in
forming national environmental policy. In the cases in this thesis, the
“ordinary” citizens of Northland, variously empowered or hindered by the
Resource Management Act (1991), also engaged in the production of the
physical world through their language.

During the research, I found that citizens tell stories everywhere, in
parliament and at public meetings, in their homes and over their back fences,
in hearing rooms and in letters to administrative organisations. The words
they use are often imbued with passion and points of view that are
idiosyncratic, vivid and not easy for “the system” to cope with. It seemed that
the participants did not tell their stories frivolously, for the strictures of the
Resource Management Act (1991) often imposed high financial and emotional
costs. The first assumption on which the research is based is, therefore, that
the stories were purposeful messages directed at specific audiences. The
stories were seen as strategies in a game plan. A second assumption was that
the storytellers would use language as powerfully as they could to achieve

their ends.

The stories are also taken as expressions of the self, aspirations to particular
social identities and forms of social relations (Fairclough, 1992) and expressive
of some of the values prevailing in the micro-cultures of Northland - that is,
the neighbourhoods, families and ethnic groups. A focus on stories led to

discourse analysis as the key methodology for the research.

Each disputed application produced an archive of hundreds, and sometimes
many thousands, of separate texts. Selected texts, put together as a corpus

(Fairclough, 1992), arranged in timelines, and placed against the geographical

6
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and cultural backdrop of each application, could be handled as case studies.
The empirical work in the research, therefore, is a series of stories about

stories, analysed using Chouliaraki and Fairclough’s (1999) methodology.

Fairclough (1989, p. 5) wrote that “rather than affecting a spurious neutrality”
in relation to his research, he wished to declare which influences had shaped

his thinking and his choice of topic. He continued:

The scientific investigation of social matters is perfectly compatible with
committed and “opinionated” investigators (there are no others!), and
being committed does not excuse you from arguing rationally or

producing evidence for your statements. (Fairclough, 1989, p. 5)

To declare my presence in this research, then, I am a Northlander whose
ethnic inheritance is European, but whose family ties to the region precede
the Treaty of Waitangi! by three generations. I do not wish to give an inflated
impression of my familiarity with te reo Mdori2, but indeed, Northland is in
every sense what I understand by turangawaewae3, my place to stand. My
attitude towards environmental issues derives from a lifetime spent among
practising engineers. They taught me, probably unconsciously, their
professional ethos, which is to see whole systems and parts of systems
constructing one another in symbiotic relationships, so that the failure or
removal of one system leads inevitably to the failure of many. My instincts,

therefore, are usually to conserve rather than develop.

1 The Treaty of Waitangi was signed by the first Maori chiefs in 1840.

2 Te reo Maori - the language of the Maori people, the first human inhabitants of New
Zealand.

3 Turangawaewae - a Maori expression. Literally, “a place to stand”; also the name of a
famous marae in the Waikato.
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I take a critical view of society, in the sense that “critical” means uncovering
false consensus, the gaps between espoused and actual corporate practices,
and the hidden connections between language, power and ideology (Bullis,
1997; Deetz, 1982; Fairclough, 1989). 1 hold a critical view to be especially
important when institutions are allocating benefits to one group and
withholding them from another, as is the case in applications for
environmental resource consents. For the rest, perhaps it is important to say

that I am, by nature, a collector and teller of stories.

1.2 The rationale for the research and the research questions

The purpose of this research is to identify and analyse the multiple discourses
that make up the processes of environmental resource consents in Northland
and, ultimately, to show discursive elements in the process of influencing the
construction of the environment. The research has significance in that it may
contribute to greater social justice in Northland by revealing asymmetrical
power relationships created by language habits. That revelation may serve as
the basis of future amendment. The research has the capacity to provide
information to comparatively disadvantaged groups, and thereby give them
choices about ways to present their stories should further disputes occur. At
the very least, the research tells their stories in a new way and in a new forum,
and so may create wider awareness of the workings of the resource consent

process.

Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999, p. 93) remark that the orientation of critical
discourse analysis to social problems leads to a constant concern with power
and power struggles. Certainly, in disputed applications for resource consent,
issues of power are present, though seldom articulated. The view in this

thesis is that power is less overt domination than a series of disciplines
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imposed by the “common sense” of accepted social practice. Such research is
socially relevant because it peels away some of the practices showing that
power at work. Part of the peeling will show the colonisation or
appropriation (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999) of one discourse by another,
but more especially, the peeling will show the effects of the “technologisation
of discourse” (Fairclough, 1992, pp. 221-223), and the use of specialised and
sometimes privileged knowledge to manipulate the “discourse moment”
(Harvey, 1996, p. 78) in the social process. Perhaps the most important theme
of the research, however, is the nexus of identity and difference (Chouliaraki
& Fairclough, 1999, p. 96), and the way that people use discourse in their
interactions to construct identity, or conversely, are positioned and

represented as subjects by the multiple discourses of resource consent.

This research fused Fairclough’s (1992) and Chouliaraki and Fairclough’s
(1999) versions of critical discourse analysis. When critical discourse analysis
is the chosen methodology, it is probably more usual to frame the research
around a problem rather than around discrete questions. However, though I
began with a social problem - what happens to the environment and to
citizens’ aspirations for it - I also structured my discussion around research
questions. This approach aligns with the intent of critical discourse analysis,
which is “emancipatory change” (Fairclough, 2001, p. 209) and brings specific
aspects of the problem into a clearer focus. The questions also usefully inform

and bring consistency to the discussion of each case study.

The central problem is whether the communication processes for resource
consent have the attributes to allow the adequate participation, dialogue and
consultation needed for effective communication about the environment. The
problem relates to nature, the environment and what citizens want for

Northland, and concerns those places and times in which citizens can interact
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with administrative organisations in their attempts to influence policy and

environmental decisions.

The problem breaks down into several smaller elements. One part of the
social territory at stake is the cultural space-time construction of Northland.
This, in turn, creates a dialectical tension with social identity and difference,
especially (but not exclusively) for those citizens for whom the land is the
body of the earth-mother, Papa-tua-nuku?, and whose collective sense of self
derives very largely from mana whenua’. Another part of the problem
emerges from time to time in the discourse of the local government
organisations. Administrative discourse can extend procedural correctness
into an assumption of moral rightness. The problematic aspect of discourse
that presents everything an organisation does as correct procedure, is that
opportunities for dialogue can become monologues, or can restrict the
amount of space required for all parties to participate fairly in the
consultation process. This problem is intensified through the communication
processes specified by the Resource Management Act (1991). These processes,
though well-meaning in their intention, cannot help but provide a one-size-
fits-all solution to environmental consultation. If the communication
processes of resource consent stall because of unequal distribution of power
or differences in socio-economic resources among the parties, the exigencies
of “the system” can override opportunities for the more democratic style of
communication that can lead to social action and changes in policy

(Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; Fairclough, 2001).

4 Papa-tua-nuku: the earth mother in Maori mythology, wife of Rangi, the sky-father.

5 Mana whenua: both the honour of the land, in the sense that land needs to be honoured and
protected from shame, and honour from the land, in the sense that Maori derive their essential
being from the land, sense an immanent life-force in earth, and need to participate in shared
kaitiakitanga (guardianship) of it. Maori feel deep physical and spiritual connections to
particular localities associated with their birth and their whakapapa (lineage).

10
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Research questions

The following three questions frame the research:

1. What are the controlling discourses in the environmental resource consent

process under the Resource Management Act (1991)?

2. Why, and with what effect, do citizens and organisations use particular
discourses in the resource consent process, and how do these discourses

relate dialectically to other moments in the social process (Harvey, 1996)?

3. In what ways does the resource consent process in Northland shape
discursive shifts away from “nature” and towards “the environment”, and

does this make any material difference?

The questions follow a logical development in terms of examining the
discourses of environmental consent processes in Northland. The first
question develops discussion of the meta-discourses of the Resource
Management Act (1991) and locates the research against the conjuncture of
social practices (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999) connected with the
applications for resource consent. The second question brings the stories of
organisations and citizens into focus, and relates their discourse to a range of
elements that operate in social situations. The third question relates to the
underpinning purpose of the research, which is to examine how specific

discursive constructions impact on the environment.

1.3 The organisation of the thesis

The structure of the thesis is conventional, except, perhaps, for the handling of
the first research question, which is dealt with in two places: chapter two and
chapter six. This first chapter, which serves to ground the research in its own

history and in the philosophy of the researcher, is followed by a chapter of

11
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general background. Chapter two, which gives the geographical and legal
background to the research, provides a snapshot of the region in which the
research took place, a sketch of the framing of the Resource Management Act
(1991) and the communication processes that ignited the idea for the research,
and a review of the concepts of sustainable development, which is treated
here as a distant, but nevertheless potent, controlling discourse in the resource
consent process. Chapter two begins the answer to the first research question:
“What are the controlling discourses in the environmental resource consent
process under the Resource Management Act (1991)?” This first question was
designed as an enabling question, to allow discussion of the meta-discourse of
sustainable development, the Resource Management Act (1991), and the social
structures associated with the Act. The material is largely literature-based,

and leads into two chapters reviewing relevant literature.

The review of literature in chapters three and four deals with broader themes
than chapter two. They focus, respectively, on the discursive construction of
nature in society, and environmental justice. The two themes are organised in
separate chapters because they are so different that no sense of natural
progression and coherence was gained by combining them. The purpose of
these chapters is to provide a platform for later discussion about
environmental decisions, and to question whether due weight is given to the
spiritual needs and customary rights of the citizens involved in resource

consent applications.

Chapter five deals with the methodological foundations of the study,
exploring ideas about discourse and, in some detail, Chouliaraki and
Fairclough's (1999) system of discourse analysis. The chapter also records the
process of the research, explaining the examination of each corpus of
documents, the selection of texts for analysis, and the interviews for each case

study.

12
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Chapter six is the first chapter of empirical work. It completes the discussion
that answers research question one by analysing the discourse of regional and
district environmental plans. This analysis could have been scattered
throughout the chapters of case studies, but was gathered into a single
chapter to avoid probable repetition. The plans and policies affect resource
consents, and when the applications are disputed, the official documents take
on the status of characters in the stories citizens tell. The chapter develops
key ideas about the controlling discourses of consent that originate from the
official position. Chapter six analyses the discourse conjuncture, the
“relatively durable assemblies of people, materials, technologies and therefore
practices ... around specific social projects” (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999,
p. 22). In this research, the conjuncture is taken to be the practices associated

with the regional and district plans.

Two chapters of case study follow, each dealing with a different
environmental issue: the first, environmental noise, and the second, the
abstraction of water from the Mangakahia river. The discourse analysis of
texts in each case concentrates on the way that textual features develop the
themes of identity, difference and power (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999)
that emerge in the discourse. The last two chapters of empirical work end

with discussion of the two research questions:

1. Why, and with what effect, do citizens and organisations use particular
discourses in the resource consent process, and how do these discourses

relate dialectically to other moments in the social process (Harvey, 1996)?

2. In what ways does the resource consent process in Northland shape
discursive shifts away from “nature” and towards “the environment”, and

does this make any material difference?

13
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Introduction

The purpose of chapter two is to set the scene for the research by giving its
geographical, legal, and discursive background. By giving a brief outline of
the discourse of sustainable development, it also begins to address the first
research question, “What are the multiple discourses in the environmental

resource consent process under the Resource Management Act (1991)?”

The chapter is in three sections. The first section gives a sketch of Northland,
filling in some of the historical and demographic details of the region. The
second section draws heavily on Dryzéc_:k’s (1997) analysis of sustainable
development to develop the specific diséursive setting of the research.
Sustainable development is the environmental meta-discourse behind the
philosophy of the Resource Management Act (1991), the legislation which
mandates the communication processes #fat materially influence the
environment of Northland. The general description of sustainable
development leads logically to the third section of the chapter, which deals
with the New Zealand experience of sustainable development in particular.
In line with its narrower focus, section three is lengthy, and ranges across the
origins and communication processes of the Resource Management Act

(1991) and the discourses of the environmental consent process.

The research recorded in this thesis deals with discourse and the tool of the

research is discourse analysis. Both these concepts will be dealt with in
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greater depth in chapter five, “Methodology and Method”, but this chapter
engages with sustainable development as a discourse and also establishes
the concept of the “discourses of consent” that occur under the Resource
Management Act (1991). At this point in the thesis, for purposes of the
discussion that follows section one of this chapter, discourse is taken as
exchanges of sustained oral and written language shaped by idiosyncratic

points of view (Fairclough, 1992).

The shape of the chapter roughly follows Fairclough’s (1992) model of
society, moving inwards from the widest to the most parochial focus. In
other words, it begins with the social formation of Northland, closes in on
the social institution of the Resource Management Act (1991), and finally
focuses on the communication processes that create the environment of

Northland as a making, a “natural social artifact” (Robison, 1994, p. 15).

2.1 Northland

Northland is long and thin, about 250 kilometres long and only 80 kilometres
across at its widest point, mostly rolling hills and little flat land. It has a high
proportion of coastline to land area (see the map facing this page). The two
coasts of Northland have completely different characters. The east coast is
broken, forming pretty little bays, which have attracted families to build
baches® and holiday homes. By contrast, the west coast consists of long
unbroken stretches of wilder, bleaker beach, and deep, often dangerous

harbours. Some people find the west coast less obviously picturesque than

6 The word ‘bach’ is North Island vernacular for the type of building that would be called a
‘crib’ in the South Island. It designates a simple dwelling, several cuts above a shanty, but
still provided with only basic amenities.
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the east, and although some baches have been built, the west coast has

always been less popular and less populous.

The native forest that covered the region before the arrival of Europeans was
nearly all clear-felled for farming in the nineteenth century, leaving depleted
and unproductive soil in need of intensive treatment with trace elements and
fertilisers. Silt from land erosion caused by the felling of the bush affects the
rivers, streams and harbours of Northland today. Some areas are being
heavily planted to bring erosion under control (Statistics New Zealand,

1999.)

The 1996 census figures (Statistics New Zealand, 1996) show that Northland
is the least urbanised area in New Zealand. Of its approximately 143, 000
people, only 52% live in urban areas, compared with 85% nationally.
Although it is sparsely populated (10 people per square kilometre), it
nevertheless suffers some significant environmental problems, which are
being addressed by the Northland Regional Council and the Department of
Conservation. One of the most serious problems is that of water quality.
Statistics New Zealand (1999) reports that recreational boaters often inform
authorities about small oil spills along the coast, but the most serious
potential threat to the coast is a major spill from an oil tanker unloading

crude oil at Marsden Point refinery in the Whangarei harbour.

Damage to the internal waterways occurs because of silting and
contaminated run-off from farmland and cowsheds. River quality in the
region is now constantly monitored because of demands for water
abstraction for farm irrigation. Along with water quality problems,
Northland also possesses its share of animal pests like possums, feral deer
and goats, all of which damage native bush and horticultural crops.

Weasels, stoats, ferrets, feral cats and other introduced pests endanger native

bird populations.
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The warm climate and seas rich in kaimoana? have traditionally attracted
Maori to Northland. Archaeological findings show that Maori settled the
area extensively and over a long period, building the biggest pre-European
population in New Zealand. At the end of the of the twentieth century,
according to Statistics New Zealand (1999), 32% of the people of Northland

identified themselves as Maori compared with the national average of 15%.

During the nineteenth century, the region was settled by Europeans who
broke the land in for farming. From a 21st century perspective, their
activities seem more remarkable for their energy rather than their wisdom.
The settlers clear-felled the kauri® and native bush to the point that scarcely
any primary forest remains in the region. Even now, it is not uncommon to
hear people say that they live in a house built from the timber of a single
kauri tree, as I did myself as a child. The people responsible for turning
Northland into arable land were mostly English-speaking settlers from the
British Isles, but two other groups have left their distinctive mark on the
region: Dalmatians, who made a hard living digging and trading kauri gum
around Dargaville and Kaitaia, and five ship loads of Gaelic-speaking

Highlanders who settled in Waipu in the early 1850s.

Destination Northland, one of the tourist organisations for the area, likes to
promote the region as the “Birthplace of a Nation”, an appellation perhaps
more romantic than accurate, for the north was too remote from the rest of
the country to survive long as the centre of political or social movement.
Except for the signing of the Treaty, the short spell of Russell as the capital

city, and Hone Heke’s notable rebellion against the British flag, the processes

7 Kaimoana means “food from the sea.”
8 Kauri is a massive, slow-growing tree logged extensively to provide straight masts for

sailing ships.
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of nationhood have invariably occurred far south of Northland, where more
land and higher populations enabled settlers to accumulate greater wealth
and influence. However, as far as birthplaces go, the Hokianga harbour on
the west coast of Northland was indeed the first landfall in New Zealand for
colonising Maori making their way south through the Pacific some eleven

hundred years ago.

One other small corroboration for Destination Northland’s claim is that
Kororareka, in the Bay of Islands, was the site of the first European settlement
in the late eighteenth century. Kororareka, which later lost its Maori name
and became Russell, was a whaling port with the reputation of being “the

hell hole of the Pacific” (www.northland.org.nz, 1999, site visited August 23,

2000). The reputation of the town prompted the European churches to send
missionaries to proselytise the Maori (and presumably the traders and
sealers as well). On Christmas day 1814 in the Bay of Islands, Samuel

Marsden preached the first Christian sermon in New Zealand in Paihia.

After the seat of government was moved to Auckland, the North became
relatively cut off from the rest of New Zealand. To this day, it is not
uncommon to hear Northlanders comment, “The rest of New Zealand thinks
the country finishes at the [Auckland] harbour bridge.” The region was, and
remains, relatively undeveloped. One reason for this is that Northland
lacked the gold that attracted huge numbers to Coromandel, the West Coast
of the South Island and Otago in the nineteenth century and provided the
impetus and wealth for creating a strong regional infra-structure of roading,

hospitals and schools.

People talking about their lives in Northland are prone to use words like
“relaxed” and “peaceful”, and then to remark unfavourably on the pace of
life in Auckland (personal observations). One new resident arriving from

overseas commented, “The people here are so laid back they’re almost
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horizontal” (personal communication, 29 May 1999). Statistics New Zealand
(1999) reports that more than 10,000 people moved to Northland from
Auckland in the period between the 1991 and 1996 censuses. A reasonable
speculation is that people are choosing to retire to a more leisurely area, or
are moving their families away from the urban sprawl of Auckland to the

simpler life of Northland.

2.2 The discourse of sustainable development

The sketch in the first section of chapter two cannot give much of a sense of
the way people live in Northland, but it does place the research in its
geographical location. In this second section, the focus of the chapter shifts
to sustainable development, which is treated as part of the setting of the
research. Certainly, the influence of sustainable development is extensive in
New Zealand, underpinning national law, local policy and the charters of
large organisations. Within this research, sustainable development is not
seen as a scientifically-proven system for achieving desirable environmental
outcomes, but rather, as a discourse. And as Dryzeck (1997, p. 123) says,
sustainable development is not just a discourse. Since the report of World
Commission on Environment and Development (1987) it has become

“arguably the dominant global discourse of ecological concern”.

Ontologically, a discourse is a framework for telling different stories from
the same angle. The main story in sustainable development appealingly
combines present gratification with moral rectitude. The storyline is

organised around three key ideas: first, that people should be permitted to
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use natural resources to achieve necessary® economic growth; second, that
development and growth must be equitably spread among all the present
peoples on earth; and third, that resources must not be consumed so
completely in satisfying the needs and wants of the present generation that
future generations are deprived of the opportunity to build wealth and

health (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987).

Sustainable development, therefore, does not tell the environment as a
horror story, though it acknowledges that horror stories are plentiful.
Rather, in the comforting manner of a fairy story, it tells of present injustice,
but better times to come. In the narrative of sustainable development, the
ugly sisters will learn, by lessons hard or easy, not to be so greedy, and all
the poor Cinderellas will go to the ball. Furthermore, not only will they go
the ball, but they will get to be on the organising committee as well. The
discourse promises growth as well as environmental health; continued
wealth for the industrialised nations as well as environmental justice;
consumption as well as a worthwhile environmental legacy for future
generations. Sustainable development, in fact, is so reassuring it has become
“a rhetorical talisman for our common present...The prospect of a
non-sustainable society is on a par with that of a non-democratic society. It

is simply not on” (Lafferty, 1998, p. 264).

Dryzeck (1997) has developed a simple method of analysing environmental
discourses using four points in a checklist. Chapter five contains a fuller
discussion of his system of discourse analysis, but in the meantime, his
checklist, given below, provides a useful way of coming closer to the

discourse of sustainable development.

9 It should be noted that ‘necessary’ is a standard very much in the eye of the beholder.
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Box 1.2. CHECKLIST OF ELEMENTS FOR THE

ANALYSIS OF DISCOURSES

1. Basic entities recognized or constructed
2. Assumptions about natural relationships
3. Agents and their motives

4. Key metaphors and other rhetorical devices

Figure 2.2: Dryzeck’s (1997, p. 18) system of analysing environmental discourses

To begin at the first point, three entities emerge in the discourse: “nested
social and ecological systems, capitalist economy and no limits [on growth]”
(Dryzeck, 1997, p. 132). The broad focus of the discourse is global, but its
immediate concern is regional. Attention is paid to the way that local issues
fit around one another in the manner of Chinese boxes, expanding the
implications of environmental and social activity from the most minutely
parochial (NIMBY - “Not In My Back Yard”) to (eventually) the widest
global interests (NOPE - “Not On Planet Earth”). In fact, the catchphrase,
“Think globally, act locally”, coined originally by a more radical
environmental movement, the green radicals, sums up the philosophy

within the sustainable development and makes sense to its proponents.

“Think globally, act locally” implies the decentralisation of power. What is
not clear in the meta-discourse of sustainable development is how existing
political structures should handle the redistribution of power to enable
problem solving at the local level. The report itself, long on suggestion and
short on systems, simply says with bland encouragement, “Sustainable
development must be supported by political resolution” (World Commission
on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 29). Notwithstanding that the
method of devolution is not specified, an assumption in the discourse is that
power will devolve from national to local level, where consultation and co-

operation will create opportunities to solve environmental problems through
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the application of local knowledge. Local knowledge could and should
encompass many sources, such as traditional science, local history and the

knowledge of taonga’® or kaitiakitangall.

Dryzeck (1997) asserts that sustainable development uncritically accepts that
capitalism is embedded in social systems. The discourse argues for the
continuation and extension of the capitalist ethos, and it is, therefore, taken
as a given that eco-systems and resources will ultimately serve the drive of
humans to create wealth. The will to wealth requires growth, but although
sustainable development acknowledges that there must be limits to growth,
it does not define where those limits lie. Indeed, it would be a contradiction
if the discourse contained stated limits, for one of the principles of
sustainable development is that the carrying capacity of resources can be
extended by increased knowledge and appropriate technology (Dryzeck,
1997).

Moving to Dryzeck’s (1997) second point, “ Assumptions about natural
relationships”, sustainable development constructs a demand-and-supply
relationship between nature and humans. That is, the discourse is essentially
anthropocentric. It resolves the conflict between environmental and
economic values by placing the needs of humans above those of eco-systems.
The sustainability and well-being of humans are the issues in sustainable
development, and the well-being of nature is instrumental in achieving that.
Nature, then, is subordinated in order to be responsibly managed. Enhanced

by technology and development, the environment will provide everyone

10 Taonga: a treasure; a thing of rare value.

11 Kaitiakitanga: the exercise of guardianship; and, in relation to a resource, the ethic of
stewardship based on the nature of the resource itself. From: Resource Management Act
(1991) s.2.
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with a slice of the cake: perhaps not such a large slice, nor such a delicious

cake as might have been hoped for, but cake nevertheless.

The human relationships envisaged in sustainable development are based on
communication built around an image in the discourse of “an increasingly
sensitive, caring and intelligent human being” (Dryzeck; 1997, p. 131)
working in equally mature political, social and economic systems. Itis .
difficult to argue against consultation and communication as desirable social
and cultural values. However, it is also equally difficult to imagine many
citizens willingly putting aside their own agenda to engage in sincerely
disinterested consultation. The assumption in sustainable development is
that the consultative relaticSnships will be managed within institutional

forms to achieve the normative values of economic growth, environmental

protection and distributive justice.

Dryzeck’s (1997) third point in the checklist, “ Agents and their motives”

(p. 131), focuses on the interlocked social and biological systems that make
up local communities. Sustainable development is a discourse for a civil
society in which environmental activism is not part of the state’s political
agenda. This implies that the agents of sustainable development are less
likely to be experts working out of government organisations, but rather, are
more likely to be citizens living locally, motivated by personal perceptions of
the public good, contributing at'many levels within “nested social and
biological systems” (Dryzeck, 1997, p. 131). However, for all its concern for
regional and local affairs, sustainable development recognises that
environmental issues do not respect national borders. As already
mentioned, the slogan “Think globally, act locally” appropriately
summarises the attitude of actors in the discourse. The website for the
International Institute for Sustainable Development

(http:/ /www.iisd.ca/wssd/ portal.html, visited 14 September, 2003)
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Figure 2.3: Excerpt from the website of the International Institute for Sustainable
Development
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illustrates the point. This website was chosen randomly from a Google
search, and shows a high degree of connection and networking among
non-government agencies. Other websites promoting sustainable

development show similar networks of organisations.

The agents of sustainable development are not only citizens concerned about
environmental issues. The discourse attracts agents in the business world
too. Welford (1995) examined the sustainability of business and found that
some aim for bare compliance with relevant laws, treating pollution control
as an added cost. Others, however, see sustainability as a point of difference
for their operations, and take responsibility for their products “from cradle

to grave” (Welford, 1995, p. 21).

Coming to Dryzeck’s (1997) fourth and last point, “Key metaphors and other
rhetorical devices” (p. 131), the language in the discourse of sustainable
development abounds with images of natural growth: societies develop
towards maturity through learning; individuals also grow through education
until they are able to be effective citizens of societies that are balanced
economically and environmentally. The discourse consistently uses rhetoric
that is reassuring. Everything is possible with sustainable development:

progress, wealth and endless environmental integrity:

It is in the hands of humanity to make development sustainable, that is
to say, seek to meet the needs and aspirations of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own. (The

World Commission for the Environment and Development, 1987, p. 29)

The idea of limitless possibilities points to problems of credibility within the
language of sustainable development. Some people take issue with the name
itself. “Sustainable development” evokes progress, one of the most powerful

images of the modern age (Dryzeck, 1997), but progress is not universally
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admired. For instance, Peterson (1997) argues that the discourse around
sustainable development has become self-legitimising, using the ecological
overtones of “sustainable” to obscure the fact that “development” has
become synonymous with “progress”. The term “sustainable development”,
therefore, uses the ecological overtones contained in “sustainability” to
sanitise and obscure the economic story of progress and its historical links
with environmental degradation. Daly (1998) maintains that the very name
“sustainable development” is misleading, and has become a synonym for the

oxymoronic idea “sustainable growth” (p. 285).

There is reason for the wide-spread acceptance of sustainable development.
It is a discourse of hope. A plethora of material reveals the ways that
industrial development depletes resources, disturbs eco-systems, deprives
indigenous peoples of traditional ways of life, and endangers and destroys
species (Cairncross, 1991; Johnson, 1993; Hawken, 1993; Lemons and Brown,
1995; Bryant, 1995; Welford, 1997). These works all make dismal reading.
Sustainable development promises to lighten the gloom. Dryzeck (1997)
summarises the promises of sustainable development by saying it teaches
that “We can have it all: economic growth, environmental conservation,

social justice; and not just for the moment, but in perpetuity” (p. 132).

2.3 Sustainable development in New Zealand

The preceding section of this chapter was a largely uncritical examination of
the main features of sustainable development as a discourse, using Dryzeck’s
(1997) four-point checklist as a framework for the discussion. The appeal of
having one’s cake and eating it is proverbial, and the section showed how
sustainable development offers hope that it is possible to consume and

preserve environmental resources simultaneously. The next section moves
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the generalised discussion into a specific context, showing how sustainable
development was incorporated into New Zealand law through the medium
of the Resource Management Act (1991). The section contains a history of

the Act, and then concentrates on the communication processes it specifies.

In Once and Future King, T. H. White’s (1958) allegory of the human
condition, the future King Arthur visits an ant colony, where he learns
“EVERYTHING NOT FORBIDDEN IS COMPULSORY” (p. 120, capitals in
the original). The Resource Management Act (1991) is not as despotic as
White’s eschatological vision, but it is true that it prohibits most uses!2 of
land, air and water unless they are permitted by a resource consent. A
resource consent is permission to do something that would otherwise be
forbidden, and the starting point in understanding resource consents is to
know that every use not specifically allowed is forbidden. For instance, a
resource consent is necessary for any business development that affects the
environment. Any plan for regional economic development can be
implemented only through the consent process. A resource consent may be
necessary before a landowner can fell trees on privately owned land. The
consent measures follow the general intention of the Act to regulate effects
on the environment rather than activities in it, and they also fit the concept of
sustainable development that underpins the espoused purpose of the Act for

New Zealand society.

In 1992, with some excitement and a sense of triumph, the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) at Rio de Janeiro
adopted sustainable development as the official objective for the future of the

earth. By the time UNCED announced its official policy on the environment,

12 The word “uses” here refers to development or alteration, such as subdivision,
discharging industrial waste into the air or water, not recreational activities like fishing,
swimming, and tramping in the environment.
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however, New Zealand had already codified the concept in legislation
(Palmer, 1995). As Minister for the Environment from 1987 until 1990,
Geoffrey Palmer drove the necessary law reviews and reforms that produced
the new legislation. The long process unified the provisions of more than 50
existing statutes and drafted comprehensive environmental legislation that
finally passed into law as the Resource Management Act (1991). Palmer
believed that New Zealand was the ideal country to test sustainable
development, because the philosophy was being introduced into a
(comparatively) clean and green environment, in a country that is
under-populated and also, relatively un-industrialised. Palmer’s (1995)
image of New Zealand working with sustainable development was that of a
canary in a mine: “If the canary dies, sustainable development as a practical

international normative standard will not flourish” (p. 147).

During its Bill phase, the proposed new environmental law evoked a
massive intellectual and emotional response from New Zealanders (see
Palmer, 1995). Reaction was as diverse as it was intense. At one extreme, it
was welcomed as fitting New Zealand’s emerging public persona as a “clean
green” country by providing a comprehensive framework for assessing,
permitting and monitoring the impact of any use of the environment. At the
other extreme, detractors opposed the Bill because they believed it would
restrict customary freedoms, impose burdensome compliance costs, and fail

to prevent rampant misuse of irreplaceable natural resources.

Section 5 of the Act sets out its purpose:

5. Purpose—

(1) The purpose of this Act is to promote the sustainable

management of natural and physical resources.
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() In this Act, “sustainable management” means managing the
use, development, and protection of natural and physical
resources in a way, or at a rate, which enables people and

communities to provide for their social, economic, and cultural

well-being and for their health and safety while—

(@) Sustaining the potential of natural and physical resources
(excluding minerals) to meet the reasonably forseeable
needs of future generations; and

(b) Safeguarding the life-supporting capacity of air, soil and
ecosystems; and

(c) Avoiding, remedying or mitigating any adverse

effects of activities on the environment.

In accordance with the principles of sustainable development, which
incorporate many points of view, the writers of the Resource Management
Act (1991) tried to be richly inclusive of the traditional values and
environmental knowledge of Maori. The writers wanted the Act to embody
the view that the “people should live in harmony with nature and that the
world should be seen as a whole” (Palmer, 1995, p. 31). The Act respects and
incorporates the principles of mana whenua'3, and kaitiakitanga and also
provides for recognition of the taonga of the local people. A recent case in
which the Act worked for the tangata whenua was the widening of State

Highway One between Auckland and Hamilton. Local Maori reported that

13 Mana whenua: the customary authority exercised by an iwi or hapu in an identified area.
From: Resource Management Act (1991) s.2. Also, the honour, dignity and standing that
land rights bestow on the people, connected also with the honour of the land itself as an
entity.
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the new road would disturb a taniwhal4 that guarded the area and cared for
ailing souls. Although many New Zealanders scoffed at the thought of such
a spirit, its existence was real and important to the local people, and after
due consultation, compromise was reached that allowed the roading project

to continue while preserving the habitat of the taniwha.

Not everyone values the inclusiveness and consultation opportunities the
Resource Management Act (1991) provides. As Palmer (1995) retrospectively
noted in a rather dispirited tone, “While it is one thing to write law, it is
quite another to get people to change their behaviour” (p. 147). Five years
after the Resource Management Act (1991) passed into law, Palmer (1996)
perceived that some local authorities and judges did not administer the Act
according to its spirit. Despite the over-arching philosophy established in

s. 5 of the Act and its “open-textured” (Palmer, 1996, p. 146) communication
processes, people often seem more comfortable with restrictions and

prescriptions such as those in the old Town and Country Planning Act

(1977).

As well as provision for recognising and using the traditional knowledge of
New Zealand’s indigenous people, the Resource Management Act (1991)
incorporated all the features of the meta-discourse of sustainable
development: local solving of environmental problems and community
consultation. The interface of the people of New Zealand and the Act is most
commonly at the point of an application for resource consent. If an
application for resource consent is contested, the philosophy of the Act is to
allow consultation among disputing parties so that sound environmental

outcomes can be negotiated. The Act provides for pre-hearings (s. 99),

14 Taniwha: a powerful spirit, usually benign, looking, perhaps, something like the concept of
the dragon in Eastern symbolism, often designated as a kaitiaki, a guardian, of a certain
place.
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conferences (s. 267), joint hearings and multiple consent processing (s. 102

and s. 103), and dispute resolution (s. 268).

The negative aspect of the elaborate communication process specified in the
Act is the potential cost to applicants in time and money, and consequently,
stress, in going about what they see as their lawful occasions. On the other
hand, consultation and communication make any management system seem
both reasonable and reasoning, and the intention of the Act is certainly to
mitigate what Fairclough (1992) calls “inequalities and asymmetries in

discursive rights” (p. 201) among groups of people.

The process of obtaining resource consents under the Resource Management

Act (1991) entails some or all of the communication events listed in Table 2.1:

Steps in the consent process

Stage Activity

1. Applicant prepares resource consent proposal.

5. The consent authority receives the proposal. Proposals for restricted
° coastal activities go to the Minister of Conservation and regional councils.

3. The consent authority notifies all potentially interested parties.

1 The Minister of the Environment may “call in” proposals of national
' significance, beginning a parallel but separate process.

5. Interested parties may submit their views on the proposal.

6. Parties may arrange pre-hearing consultations.

7. Consent authorities hold hearings.

8. The consent authorities determine and publish their decision.

9. Any appeal takes place before the Planning Tribunal.

10. The resource consent begins, with monitoring and reviews.

Table 2.1: Communication events in the resource consent processs

1> For further elaboration of each stage of the communication process, please turn to
Appendix 1 on page 261.
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Communication in General Public
Disputes

Communication under the Resource
Management Act (1991)

. Open communication process settled
by negotiation.

. Complex web of interests, open to all
organisations and citizens.

. Negotiations may uncover new
issues and add new parties.

. Motivation for involvement is
strongly held values and beliefs.

. Ad hoc negotiating group; often
hostile communication.

. Internal differences in groups may
create difficulties.

. Unspecified delays caused by parties
seeking commitment to decisions
from their groups.

. Different forms of power obvious in
the parties, especially in terms of
resources such as money and
information.

. Lack of clarity about which official
agency is responsible for dealing
with particular issues.

Controlled adversarial-style
communication processes.

Submissions received; emphasis is on
people “directly affected” by resource
consent application.

Date exists at which no further
submissions may be made.

Same.

Submissions rather than negotiations;
controlled communication climate.

Processes within groups become
immaterial in the hearing. '

Controlled delays caused by due

process of law.

Same.

Great clarity.

10. Lack of protocols for convening
interested parties.

Resource Management Act (1991)
specifies process.

11. Lack of protocols for enforcing the
decision.

Clear lines of responsibility exist under
the Act.

Table 2.2: Comparison of communication in general disputes and under the Resource Management
Act (1991).
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The Act’s orderly procession of specified communication events creates
opportunities at law that are nominally equal for all parties. Such open
access means that any citizen can contest an application for resource consent.
The consultation structure in the Resource Management Act (1991) allows
layers of discourses to be built. These layers seep into one another so
thoroughly that the experience of changing the material environment is
inseparable from the communication processes. This means that any
application could conceivably be tried and ultimately, validated by, a
discourse of nature, a discourse of mana whenua'é, a discourse of business, a
discourse of “household gods”, or a discourse of pure science (the list is

notional, not exhaustive), or all of these.

The communication philosophy of the Resource Management Act (1991) is
democratic: the whole point is to let every discourse have its day, and by
doing so, to bestow at least a temporary equality and validity on every
submission, regardless of its intrinsic merit. The environmental decisions, on
the other hand, are not democratic. The decisions in disputed applications
for resource consent are seldom reached by consensus in mediation,
although that is the ideal of sustainable development. Ultimately, the Act
compels the parties to accede to an expert decision, whether or not the
tensions in the situation have been resolved, as the table facing page this

page shows.

The communication process in the Resource Management Act (1991)
interlaces the communication relationships of central with local government,
local government with citizens, and citizens with one another. To use
Dryzeck’s (1997) word, the relationships are “nested” (p. 129). The

communication role of central government has been to promulgate the Act,

16 See footnote on page 29.
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along with its cascade of policies and procedures, and to set up the regional
and local organisational structures for administration. The role of council
staff is to guard and facilitate the local communication process. The role of
citizens is to involve themselves and their specialised knowledge in the
consent process, proposing change and critiquing proposals. For example,
out of their personal passions and concerns, citizens cultivate their own mini
discourses around a single feature such as a proposed building, a river, a
tract of bush or a sacred site. The aggregate of the mini-discourses forms
part of the discourse of consent. The other part is the discourse of the official
position, determined at parliamentary level and promulgated as regional
and district plans. Within the consent process, the discourse of the official
position calls the other discourses into being and allows them their modes of

expression.

The environment of Northland is the product of a discourse, or more
accurately, of many discourses operating within the discourse of the
environmental consent process, which has become a social institution in
New Zealand. Environmental activity must now occur within the
framework of the discourse of consent, and to that extent, the discourse
makes action possible. However, it also restricts activity to the possibilities
that exist within that framework. Fairclough (1995) is relevant on this point:
“ A social institution is (amongst other things) an apparatus of social
interaction, or an ‘order of discourse’....Each institution has its own set of
speech events, its own differentiated settings and scenes, its cast of
participants, and its own norms for their combination” (p. 38). The practice
of the discourse of consent has generated, and will continue to generate,
social norms of interaction that constitute a particular way of seeing the
process of resource consent. There is a sense in which each of what I call
citizens’ “mini-discourses” is an attempt to affect the larger discourse of

consent, a bid to influence and obtain a slice of the action. To use Fairclough
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(1995) again, the institutional frame of the Act produces multiple sets of
ideological representations, each of which has the potential to decide the

outcome of an environmental dispute.

Fairclough (1995) speaks of social institutions as a pivot between the widest
concept of society, “the social formation” (p. 37) and the most parochial
experience of community, particular social events. In the terms of this
discussion New Zealand (or more specifically, Northland) society at the
beginning of the third millennium may be taken as a social formation. The
social institution of the discourse of consent looks, Janus-like, towards the
social formation that is the whole of New Zealand, and towards the small
communication events that bring about the local environment. Robison’s
(1994) concept of the “natural social artifact” (p. 15) is helpful in thinking

about the outcome of the communication events.

A natural social artefact might best be described as the recognisable result of
behaviour and decisions so seldom questioned that they become almost
instinctive. The following anecdote (personal communication, 6th October,
1999) illustrates the idea of natural social artefacts. A retired farmer owned
some land in an area that slowly moved from agricultural to horticultural
use. The farmer retired and sold most of his land, but kept enough acres run
four steers at a time “for the freezer”. The land included a few acres of
primary native bush, which was unfenced. The cattle could wander through
the bush to reach other grazing, and in the process trampled regenerating
nikau, kohekohe and rewarewa,’’. The farmer found that the cattle had
effectively cleared a large area of bush floor which he and his family called

“the cathedral” because of the height and beauty of the trees that surrounded

17 Nikau, kohekohe and rewarewa are native trees. The kohekohe is rare in Northland now.
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the open space. The farmer’s visiting grandchildren played in the cathedral,
and the openness of the bush floor became one of the desirable features of
the property to the owner (and, presumably, the grandchildren.) The
cathedral was what Robison (1994, p. 15) would call a “natural social

artifact”, something that seemed the pleasing outcome of logical action.

However, the cathedral was not everyone’s idea of perfection. The land was
sold and the next owners declared that that they wanted “neither to grow
nor graze”. Trees were more important than stock or play spaces to the new
owners. The cathedral floor disappeared as ferns and nikau took over the
area, followed by the seedlings of bigger trees. At first the new owners spent
time weeding out the more common and vigorous species like taraire and
karaka so that the rarer kohekohe had living space, but soon this activity lost its
appeal. The owners reverted to an essentially urban life style, and
concentrated on their jobs, leaving the battle between kohekohe and karaka to
the bush itself. The new bush is another “natural social artifact” (Robison,
1994, p. 15) in the same location as the cathedral, but of an entirely opposite
kind. To an outsider, both the cathedral and the bush may seem reasonable
uses of the land, yet both sets of owners criticised the decisions of the other

owners.

Although the bush grows naturally, in the terms of Robison’s (1994)
argument it is also a “made” object produced by the actions and inactions of
these two sets of owners. The essence of Robison’s concept of natural social
artefacts is that their formation emanates from almost pre-conscious
processes in the human psyche. These processes embrace modes of thought
and decision whose “rightness” makes any other system of thought or
decision seems senseless. The reasons behind actions that spring from the

pre-conscious may be not be transparent to the people who are involved in
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making natural social artefacts. The ideological origins of the activities may

be lost altogether (Fairclough, 1992).

Robison (1994) maintains that natural social artefacts stand out from other
created items in two ways: “On the one hand, they bear no clear relation to
any specific intention or set of intentions, and on the other there is a sense in
which they must come into existence as a natural evolutionary response to
certain natural needs” (p. 16). If the farmer in the anecdote above did not
think sequentially through every possible effect of allowing stock into the
bush, the creation of the “cathedral” was a serendipitous outcome bearing no
relation to “any specific intention or set of intentions” (Robison, 1994, p. 16).
However, in another sense, from the moment that the farmer decided both to
keep cattle and not to fence the bush, the cathedral could do no other than
come into existence as “a natural evolutionary response” (Robison, 1994,

p. 16) to the needs of the cattle to eat the new growth on saplings and

trample seedlings.

Perhaps the environment (as opposed to nature) may appear to exist in
response to a specific set of intentions, but there is a sense in which the
mini-discourses connected with proposing or opposing environmental
change are pre-conscious. Robison’s (1994) argument distinguishes between
a single intentional action, such as logging a stretch of native bush, and the
creation of the environment as a whole through innumerable “acts and
omissions” (p. 17) whose collective outcomes may produce results altogether
unrelated to the intention behind any of the isolated actions. An example of
this last point is the action of a farmer who, in fertilising his land to improve
grass growth, inadvertently pollutes a stream when rain washes the nitrates
into the waterway. The act of using the fertiliser and the omission of
protection for the stream, have, in this instance, resulted in a situation far

removed from the original simple intention, which concerned the well-being
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of the farmer’s land. A critical approach to discourse analysis will
“denaturalize” (Fairclough, 1995, p. 36) such unquestioning thought
patterns, especially in the domain of the social institution where the multiple

discourses of the resource consent process occur.

In beginning to answer the first research question, “What are the multiple
discourses in the environmental resource consent process under the
Resource Management Act (1991)?”, I have not so much “nested” ideas - to
use Dryzeck’s (1997) term again - within the meta-discourse of sustainable
development as unpacked ideas out of it. The focus of the chapter has been
wide, capturing a sense of Northland, the global discourse of sustainable
development, and New Zealand’s use of the discourse in framing the
Resource Management Act (1991). The next chapter begins the literature

survey, examining ideas about the construction of nature in language.
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Chapter 3

Influences on the Construction of Nature

Introduction

At no point in human history has the concept of nature ever been fixed and
single. In all eras, it has been a complex aggregate of ideas drawn from
science, myth, moral philosophy, economics and poetry (Harvey, 1996). The
purpose of this chapter is to discuss a range of concepts that have enabled
discursive shifts from “nature” to “the environment” in public discourse.
The principle that underpins the discussion is that both “nature” and “the
environment” are cultural constructions, not objective identifications of the
material world. With this principle in mind, in this chapter of the literature
review, I have traced some of the influences on the construction of “nature”
in western thinking, and traced a discursive evolution of “nature” into “the

environment”.

The question that guided the reading for this chapter was “What were the
cultural influences that affected the construction of nature in Aoteora New
Zealand in the late twentieth century”? The answer to this question was
found by readings that covered a range of ideas which are organised into six
sections of discussion under the single main heading “The nature of nature”.
The chapter opens by considering the attributes assigned to nature
throughout western history. The following section locates the source of
these attributes in human relationships with various deities. That discussion
leads to a consideration of spirituality in different concepts of nature,

followed by a section which deals with the post-Enlightenment western
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alienation from nature, and the resultant loss of spirituality from nature. The
second to last section is an examination of modern attempts to re-connect
with nature. The last section of the chapter traces discursive shifts from

“nature” to “the environment”.

I used the reading aggregated in this chapter to show me the stratifications
of meaning in the word “nature”, which I believe enabled me to reach a
greater identification with the participants in this research who struggled for
their sense of “nature” in discourse that was largely “environmental”. This
reading was carried out relatively early after the move to environmental
discourse from organisational ethnography. The ideas that are contained in
chapters three and four are the ideas that I took with me into the field work,
and I decided to let them stand in the thesis without major alteration. The
linear process of putting a thesis together may suggest that I did no further
reading, but this is not so: rather, I read in different fields, paying particular

attention to discourse in general and critical discourse analysis in particular.

3.1 The nature of nature

“Natureis ...” — what? Red in tooth and claw; a ruthlessly
competitive struggle for existence; an extraordinary interlocking system
of mutual advantage; a paradigm of interdependence and co-operation.

(Williams, 1980, p. 70)

In western thinking, nature has simultaneously been all of the processes of
co-operation and destruction described above, and the “truth” of a view of
nature depends on where commentators stand and what they examine. The
conflict, if it is one, resides much less in the material world than in the

value-laden descriptions that people assign to the processes they examine.
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Some people, for instance, see nature as a conscious energy that generates
and sustains life. This view of the world promotes a vision of nature as a
nurturing mother (Lovelock, 1979; Sheldrake, 1991). Other people perceive
nature as a hostile entity separate from human activity. This view shows
nature as the sometimes violent antagonist in a battle which humans must
win in order to conduct a civilised life (Arnold, 1996). Still other people
conceive of nature as a set of immutable universal laws. This outlook on

nature concentrates on the regulatory phenomena that create and sustain life

(Ruby, 1995).

Nature and the gods

Whatever the view that prevails, it seems that all concepts of nature begin in
the human propensity to explain the material world in terms of the
intervention and instrumentality of divine forces who, for unselfish but
inscrutable reasons, brought the material world into being and set it in order.
Creation stories help people find a purpose for life and a place for
themselves in the immensity of the world (Glacken, 1967). Some early
civilisations patterned their societies on the activities of the gods. For
instance, the word “husbanding” has to be a valid image for the cosmology
of the Sumerian civilisation (c. 3,700 — 1,600 BC). Sumerian history tells of
stories of gods engaged in mundanely agricultural activities such as filling
rivers with water and fish and creating plant foods, and then beginning
programmes of neighbourhood improvement: building houses and public
spaces and designing canal systems. The gods created nature, and then
occupied their time in the same ways as their adherents (Glacken, 1967), all

of which, one way or another, were transformations of nature.
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Not all creation stories were so focused on agriculture and domestic life. In
the harsher environment of the north, the Norse peoples saw the work of the
gods quite differently. The Norse rather gruesomely believed that Odin and
his brothers built the earth from the remains of the slain giant Ymir. The
Norse gods possessed many realistically human characteristics: they lied,
cheated, murdered, and fought fierce internecine battles. These gods of the
frozen winters created a precarious world threatened by destructive forces

which people had to struggle to keep at bay during their short lives.

These ways of explaining the origins of the material world eventually
produced “rational speculation” (Glacken, 1967, p. 5) about its operation and
evolved into various teleological theories, such as the version of the ancient
Greeks. Epimetheus gave all the animals their own places in the earth: air to
the birds, burrows to some, water to others, so that each would have an
uncontested refuge; then he provided weapons against attack and protection
against the elements; and finally, he fitted them into a world of finite
resources by ensuring that each would eat different foods from its
neighbour. After the successful design of the animal world, human beings
were compensated for their lack of natural defences and habitats with the

fire and tools that Prometheus stole from the gods.

In the Judeo-Christian tradition, the book of Job is one which interprets the
complex relationship of the human race to nature. Essentially, Job learns
that his inability to comprehend the entirety of creation does not alter its
balance or significance, for his God has no obligation to reveal His rational
purpose to humans. God is not part of His creation. He may have caused
the various natural laws to operate, but He is outside the material world.
The part of the human being in this divinely-ordered universe is to fit into it,
along with the other created beings, each of which has its own place, power

and purpose on the universe. The message from the suffering inflicted so
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arbitrarily on Job was that God remains in charge of the design and running
of the material world, and that Job (aka, all people) should remember it and

be humble alongside the rest of creation.

Theories which rationalised data gathered from everyday observations, such
as the Epimethean explanation of animal habits, or which speak with the
voice of God, produced beliefs that the material world is organic, diverse
and vital, and above all, an ordered sum of parts working in harmony. But
they also rationalised the part the earth should play in human
self-realisation. Prometheus, for instance, empowered people to build and
burn, and indeed, his filching of fire and tools from the gods was significant
for the human race, for it enabled the steady (and steadily accelerating)
process of “humanizing” (Simmons, 1995, p. 64) the planet. And the
humanising, to use Simmons’s (1995) word, of the planet is the heart of the
issue: so much of what is a discussion of “nature” is really a discussion of
people and their societies (Williams, 1980; Arnold, 1996). What is called
“environmentalism”, and what I am struggling for in my distinction between
“nature” and “the environment”, is the question of how human societies
relate not only to the material world, but also to other human societies. It is,
I think, “a relationship of actual or incipient power between one set of
human beings and another”, (Arnold, 1996, p. 12). Even before nation states
existed, an element of nationalism was always present in the politics of
nature, for nationhood is partly formed by a feeling for the land, and a sense
of the land is nearly always present in nationalistic imagery (Harvey, 1996).
The politics of place, then, are not always as simple as who controls a
hunting ground or where a border is set: they can also deal with conflicts

centred on the conservation of the concept (Tuan, 1977) of a place.
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The spiritual in nature

Contests for desirable territory in the material world are an obvious part of
human history, but the territory of the material world is also, less obviously,
contested in language. To understand the concept of nature is to grapple at
some point with the dense layers of meaning in the word itself.
Fundamental ideologies are obscured in catchall words like “nature” and

“the environment”:

The contemporary battleground over words like “nature” and
“environment” is a leading edge of political conflict, precisely because
of the “incompletely explicit assumptions, or more or less unconscious

mental habits,” which surround them. (Harvey, 1996, p. 118)

The concept of nature once existed in western thought as natura rerum, the
nature of things — a collection of understandings of what Williams (1980)
calls “the inherent and essential quality of any particular thing” (p. 68). At
some point, however, natura rerum became Nature, an entity containing not
only natura rerum, but the whole of life. The fusion of the natures of many
things into a single unifying principle was a process of synthesising,
abstracting, and personifying that ultimately brought forth the goddess
“Nature”, the universal mother (Williams, 1980).

One of the struggles over the meaning of the word “nature” has been its long
association with femininity. The root of the word is “natura”, the Latin word
for “birth”. In modern Italian, French, and Spanish, the word for “nature”
still takes the feminine gender, and even a non-gendered language like
English retains the feminine symbolism of nurturing in common phrases like
“Mother Earth”, “Mother Nature” “nature’s bounty” (see Sheldrake, 1991).
The linguistic connection may be part of the enduring feminine symbolism

that attaches to nature, but nature was also one of the many faces of the
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“Great Mother” in the cosmologies of ancient peoples. For instance, the
ancient Greeks acknowledged Gaia as “mother earth”, who brought forth life
from her eternal womb (Sheldrake, 1991) and in one version of the Viking
pantheon, J6rd was also seen as a female, giving birth to land and gods
(Magnusson, 1976). Although the Jewish and Christian faiths do not
subscribe to the concept of a great mother, their creation story nevertheless
presents the earth in a feminine aspect, “[bringing] forth vegetation, plants
yielding seed according to their own kinds, and trees bearing fruit in which

is their seed, each according to its kind” (Genesis 1: 12).

Many cultures have envisaged the earth as the body of their mother. Maori
believed (many still believe) that the goddess Papa-tua-nuku is the bountiful
earth mother, whose body is spread out below the skies to nourish and
support her human children (Metge, 1967; Orbell, 1995). The Wanapum tribe
in North America resisted any change to their hunter-gatherer way of life
because every agricultural activity would in some way defile the earth, their
mother’s body (Sheldrake, 1991). In yet another variation on the theme of
the earth as a maternal body, some cultures hold that caves are sacred
because they are entrances to the mother’s body (Sheldrake, 1991), and in
many cultures, such as those of the Maori and the ancient Judaic societies
(Orbell, 1995; Ecclesiastes, 12:7), the dead must “return” to the earth in

graves, which are simulacra of caves.

Although many pre-industrial societies conceived of nature as feminine,
Suzuki and Knudtson (1992) show that in the traditional relationship of
many indigenous peoples to nature, the most common world view is
animism. That is to say, indigenous peoples have a sense of a spirit — soul,

life - in all things, with a consequent respect for every part of the material
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world, sentient or not. When a society believes that the material world has
spirit, wairua’®, or life force, then the people of that society are less likely,
perhaps, to form an anthropocentric world view. The burden of Sheldrake’s
(1991) argument, the whole point of Suzuki and Knudtson’s (1992) book, and
the polemic of many eco-scholars (Lovelock, 1975; Nelson, 1993; Senanayake,
1993; Shengji, 1993; Levidow, 1996) appears to be that regardless of
variations in local expressions of the theme, societies with an animistic vision

of nature are neither anthropocentric nor ecocentric.

Awareness of the environment appears to be so embedded in the thinking of
these societies that it seems to be natural for the people to express their
spirituality as they go about the daily tasks that mean survival. However,
their sense of connectedness to nature does not forbid them use it, for like
tish or deer or brown bears or trees or water, the people too are part of
nature and have a right to life. Their world view seems to be formed by a
sense of fitness: an instinctive isomorphism that all things in life have a right
place and a right form (Nelson, 1993; Suzuki & Knudtson, 1992; Sheldrake,
1991). Accordingly, they move through the world carefully, observing

certain ceremonies that ensure their right to use the earth and the animals.

The mark of an individual’s maturity in animistic societies, as well as the
basis of much religious belief, seems to centre on acquiring the necessary
understanding of the relationships between all living things (Welford, 1997).
But no single value for nature exists in the religions of the world. Faiths like
the Japanese and Chinese traditional religions teach that people must find
their point of balance in the whole of life, of which nature is one part. In the
second loose grouping, the dogma of Judaism, Christianity and Islam

instruct that nature is the work of a creator God, whom people must love

18 Wairua refers to the Maori perception that spirit is immanent in all things.
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and obey. A third group consisting of Sikhism, Hinduism and Buddhism,
warns that nature could trap people in the illusion of the material world, and

prevent them from attaining true spiritual insight (Davies, 1994).

Among the religions of the world, Christianity generally gets a bad press in
terms of valuing nature. Some commentaries on religion and nature severely
criticise Christianity (and by extension, Judaism) for teaching that humans
have the right to control and consume nature (Sheldrake, 1991; Merchant,
1980). The critique of anthropocentric power tends to begin with that first
exercise in taxonomy, Adam’s naming of the animals in Genesis 2, verses 19 -
20, and continues with examples like Moses striking the rock for water,
building up an argument that the early Judaic and later, the Christian
scriptures, showed humans continually dominating nature. In a further
example from the Judeo-Christian tradition, Psalm 8 is used to justify the
changes that humans have wrought in the material world: “What is man that
thou art mindful of him ... Yet thou hast made him a little less than God and
hast crowned him with glory and honour. Thou hast given him dominion
over the works of thy hands ...” (Ps. 8: 5 - 6). A long tradition interprets this
passage as the licence for the human race to behave without regard for
environmental consequences, but another reading is possible. The
alternative interpretation is that dominion over creation was an unearned
gift, for the stewardship of which humans will have to account on the basis
that “Everyone to whom much is given, of him will much be required” (Luke
12: 48). Perhaps it is easier to criticise Psalm 8, however, than to remember
the richly poetic celebration of the material world in Psalm 104, or to see the
story of Noah as “the first Endangered Species Project” (Rolston, 1994, p. 43).
Overall, the picture of nature that emerges from the Judaic and Christian
writings is one of order under an omnipresent and omniscient mind:
“Everything . . . created according to its own kind and . . . related to all

other things in an orderly way” (Davies, 1994b, p. 31). The secularisation of
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nature that marks the developed world today did not necessarily originate in

the early Judeo-Christian teachings.

Taking the spiritual out of nature...

In mediaeval Europe, as in most civilisations, people experienced the
material world “organically” (Capra, 1983, p. 37) as a place full of life and
spiritual meaning. Thus, science found its purpose not in predicting and
controlling natural phenomena, but rather in interpreting their significance
and relating them to “God, the human soul and ethics” (Capra, 1983, p. 38).
Until the Renaissance, orthodox thinking placed a personified, monotheistic
Creator God alongside a personified, singular creative Nature in a cosmos
that was a closed, organic system (Sheldrake, 1991). As much as God was
ruler and redeemer of the world, Nature was His first minister (Williams,
1980). Society operated on the basis of religious certainty which was
occasionally disrupted and changed by new convictions that began as
heresies (Berger, 1980). This enduring orthodoxy began to break down in
western thinking only when Copernicus blew apart the theory of an organic
cosmos with the earth at its centre, replacing it with an infinite universe, a
machine which obeyed immutable mathematical laws. The semi-divine
status of “Nature” disappeared, absorbed into a more mundane “nature”
which was a composition of measurable and observable matter. By the end
of the seventeenth century, what had been mystical had become “inanimate
matter in motion” (Sheldrake, 1991, p. 44). The new knowledge coming out
of the Renaissance had wrought a detachment from nature that persists into

the present day (Sheldrake, 1991).

A comparison of attitudes towards nature throughout many different

cultures seems to reveal a great divide in philosophy, though not necessarily
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in practice, which places “western” on one side, and all other views —
usually the beliefs of peoples labelled “indigenous” —on the opposite side.
Interestingly, while the other attitudes to nature always derive from a
specific place (Suzuki and Knudtson, 1992), and are peculiar to it, “western”
attitudes do not appear to be situated in any particular geographical location.
That is, the adjective “western” appears to apply to a class of beliefs and
practices rather than to a source of beliefs and practices. This use of the
word “western” gives rise to the reflection that western culture is an

impetus, not a place.

One feature that distinguishes western thought from other world views is
that since the sixteenth century, western people have observed the natural
world through a lens polished ever more finely by a scientific approach to
ways of knowing. Western scientific method began with the
“Enlightenment”, (White, 1967; Merchant, 1980; Capra, 1983; Sheldrake
1991), a period of revelation and revolution in mathematics and physics
accompanied by the development of a rigorous methodology designed to
capture the secrets of nature. A popular view of the Enlightenment suggests
that western science grew independently in response to technological and
medical needs of European cultures. However, it is equally likely that a
period of vigorous European expansion and contact with other cultures in
the New World and the Arab world (White, 1967) stimulated interest in the

new sciences (Arnold, 1996).

The Enlightenment changed western outlooks forever by overwriting the
root metaphor of the universe as a living organism with one of the universe
as a machine (Merchant, 1980; Williams, 1980; Capra, 1983; Sheldrake, 1991.)
Francis Bacon played a large part in the “mechanisation” of the material
world by creating the method and the imagery that turned magic into

science. History is ambivalent about what it thinks of Bacon’s achievement.
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White (1967) inclines toward giving Bacon glory: “[A]cceptance [of the
Baconian creed] as a normal pattern of action may mark the greatest event in
human history since the invention of agriculture, and perhaps in nonhuman
terrestrial history as well” (p. 1203). Others, like Sheldrake (1991), Merchant
(1980) and Capra (1983) tend to a negative view of Bacon’s discourse. The
essence of the argument against Bacon’s achievement lies in his use of
images from torture and slavery to describe methods of inquiring into and
altering nature, coupled with language that reduced “female nature to a
resource for economic production” (Merchant, 1980, p. 165). In Novum
Organum, Bacon clearly constructs scientific investigation as male and nature

as the female subject of the investigation:

If any man there be, who, not content to rest in and use the knowledge
that has already been discovered, aspires to penetrate further ... to
seek certain . . . and demonstrable knowledge, I invite all such to join
themselves, as true sons of knowledge with me, that passing by the
outer courts of nature ... we may find a way at length into her inner

chambers. (Bacon, 1620, p. 82)

For Bacon, nature existed in three states — at liberty, in error, or in bondage
— and two of these were inferior to humans. The object of the educated
person must be to use skill and strength to force nature into a shape in which

it served and did not control human societies.

Sheldrake (1991) and Merchant (1980) believe that the vigour of Bacon’s
writing, combined with his influential social position, significantly affected
current western attitudes towards nature. Bacon wrote anthropocentric —
perhaps a truer word, if it existed, would be anthrosupremist — prose, and
he certainly drew the powerful metaphor for his methodology from the

inquisition into witchcraft. Whatever his motives, the effect of his writing is
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obvious. The scientific method that Bacon helped to establish concentrated

on studying facets of nature in isolation from their environments.

According to Sheldrake (1991), that produced “a model universe that is
soundless, colourless, tasteless, odourless, and of course lifeless. ... it is
inaccessible to the senses and knowable only through mathematical reason”
(p- 56). Scientific method deliberately promulgated a belief that the
principles of the “real world” — that is, the world that science could
measure, describe, analyse and ultimately alter — could be grasped in a
purely intellectual exercise in contrast to the worlds of myth and magic (see
Lévi-Strauss, 1978). The consequence of this belief is that western scientists
approach nature, first to find causes for effects, and second, to find ways of
altering the cause to produce different, more desirable effects. Compared
with the holistic, spiritual and traditional ways that indigenous peoples

know nature, the scientific approach is accurately described as unemotional

(Sheldrake, 1991) fragmented and unspiritual.

Success in applying scientific method demystified nature for western people
(Williams, 1980). The word “demystified” means two things here: first, it
means that investigations into the functions of the material world created
knowledge that replaced ignorance; second, and much more deeply, it
means that knowledge gradually abraded the qualities of mystique that
nature had previously owned by virtue of being mysterious. Science
gradually secularised nature. In early western cultures, “To know nature
was to know God” (Williams, 1980, p. 71). The most significant change
wrought by the Enlightenment was a shift of focus from God as the lawgiver

to the laws themselves (Williams, 1980).

Separating nature from God separated humans from the spiritual in nature
as well. Nature became something that no longer included people, which

allowed its division into unrelated component parts (Williams, 1980) so that
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“gold country” is separated from “native bush country” and “coastal
development” from “shore”. Perhaps as a result of this fragmentation and
separation into parts, a sense of developed “nature” is held in expressions
like “natural resources” and “products of nature”. These expressions
suggest a series of disparate landscapes full of goods on which people
operate in various ways — whether as industrialists or as landscape
gardeners - to achieve benefits for themselves (Williams, 1980). This is not
to say that altering the landscape, of course, is purely a post-Enlightenment
phenomenon. Humankind has always (or very nearly always) burned and

cleared and grazed and grown, thereby effecting major ecological changes.

The western scientific attitude has ill-prepared westerners to accept views of
nature other than their own (Sheldrake, 1991; White, Jr., 1967; Arnold, 1996).
After all, a westerner might say, natural laws exist and they function
everywhere in the same ways and for the same reasons (Weinert, 1995): that
is, scientists can demonstrate the universality of the second law of
thermodynamics or Newton’s theory of gravity. Impelled, perhaps, by the
way in which western scientific principles can be generalised over the whole
planet, White (1967) claims, “Today, all around the globe, all significant
science is western in style and method, whatever the pigmentation or
language of the scientists” (p. 1204). White’s words “significant science”
wipe out in one ethnocentric sweep all the ways of knowing — the science,

in fact — that non-western peoples have evolved.

The discourses of western science have largely crumbled the mystique that
once adhered to “mother Nature”, but a critical perspective on nature as
feminine — whether as virgin or mother — still invites the social
construction of a devalued nature awaiting subjugation to a masculine
rationality. There is now much resistance to the “natural” woman-nature

codings that occur in the difference cultures of the world. In the discourse of
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eco-feminism, the “natural” presentation of “nature” as a feminine entity is
unacceptable because it works as “the legitimation for the domestication of
women and their confinement to the nurturing role” (Soper, 1996, p .29). The
“natural order”, of which feminine nature is part, is an aspect of what
Jagtenberg (1994, p. 23) calls “the patriarchal stock-in-trade”. The symbolic
association of women with a nature continually exploited and altered by
men may sustain the repressive normative values towards the ownership of

land and the division of labour (Soper, 1996, Merchant, 1980).

... and putting the spiritual back again.

The discursive attack on the feminine nature of the material world may have
been a major contributor to its secularisation and commodification in
western thinking, but the spiritual nature of nature is again, in this age of
scientific knowledge, an issue of serious political debate. Opposing
post-Enlightenment secularised nature is the Nature of indigenous peoples,
who know the material world differently. Academics and activists (Arnold,
1996; Suzuki & Knudtson, 1992; Sheldrake, 1991; Williams, 1980) are
debating whether “nature” is more properly “Nature”, and whether it (or

she) includes the human race within it, and, if it does not, whether it should.

The argument circles around the “new” knowledge that nature, in the form
of inanimate matter, is only part of what may be known about the world,
and that other ways of knowing nature, that are not privileged by scientific
method, are equally valid (Lovelock, 1979; Sheldrake, 1991; Smith 1996).
Other opinions than those of western scientists are finding voice. It was, for
instance, a very non-western knowledge of nature that gave rise to the first
principle of environmental justice affirmed by the First People of Color

Environmental Leadership Summit (Dryzeck & Schlosberg, 1998):

52



Influences on the construction of nature

“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” (p. 291).

Many theorists have recorded the different ways in which indigenous
peoples use nature and feel about it (Lovelock, 1979; Suzuki & Knudtson,
1992; Nabhan & St. Antoine, 1993; Nelson, 1993). The theme which emerges
in the literature is that indigenous peoples seem to connect to nature in more
ways than using it to obtain food and other resources, although that, of
course, is an important part of the relationship. Another part of the
relationship is a deep knowledge of the plants, animals, climate and
environmental history of a relatively small territory, preserved in oral
tradition to ensure the continuity of the group in its unique locality.
Anecdotes show that western scientists have “discovered” information that
had long been known to the people of the area and accurately passed down
in story, song and oral teaching (Suzuki & Knudtson, 1992; Nelson, 1993;
Nabhan & St. Antoine, 1993). Traditional ways of learning are disappearing,
however, because of the pervasive nature of western teaching methods and
teaching technologies, and as traditional knowledge of the environment
becomes increasingly irrelevant in the face of species loss and irreversible

changes to the landscape (Nabhan & St. Antoine, 1993).

As the western world returns to nature, though, it becomes a culture that has
begun to realise some of the negative effects of industrialisation and seeks
the wilderness for relief (Soper, 1996). The psychological separation of
humans from nature has been “a function of an increasing real interaction”
(Williams, 1980, p. 83). Gerard Manley Hopkins, writing God’s Grandeur in
1877, (Hopkins, Gardner edition, 1953, p. 27) criticised the ruthless

industrialisation of his time:
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And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;
And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil

Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.

Hopkins’ picture of the sullied earth depicts the effect of industrialisation, or,
to use Simmons’ (1995) word, the “humanization” (p. 64) of the natural
world. The ugliness and pollution that Hopkins saw more than a hundred
years ago is the latter-day impetus behind the search for nature as a
sanctuary from the things people do to nature. The problem for the
industrial world is that there is nowhere left that can accommodate the
dream of a pure Nature, undefiled by — in fact, untouched by — human
activity, waiting to succour the casualties of modern western lifestyle (Soper,
1996; Smith, 1996; Williams, 1980). What is left of nature is a commodity that

can be used for recuperation and restoration:

The consumer wants only the intended product; all other products and
by-products he must get away from, if he can. But get away — it can’t
really be overlooked — to treat leftover nature in much the same spirit:

to consume it as scenery, landscape, image, fresh air. (Williams, 1980,

p. 81)

Nature has become, to quote Smith (1996) “a social sanitarium” (p. 43). For
instance, in the hands of the multi-national retail chain, The Nature
Company, nature has become a commodity that promises recuperation to
urbanised consumers. In Nature Company stores, nature is selected for good

taste and shelf appeal:

to the extent that particular fauna are considered exotic, charismatic,
dangerous or otherwise fascinating, The Nature Company sells cutified
plastic replicas: snakes and spiders, smiling killer whales, furry five-

inch tigers, crocodile eggs (faux of course). An audio series offers the
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sounds of the ‘The Last Places on Earth’, while Virtual Nature — the
video — takes to the limits this genre of nature as psychic soporific.
With appropriate New Age instrumental accompaniment, cascading
waterfalls in verdant forests and soaring vistas of crystal white

snowfields wash over the pacified viewer. (Smith, 1996, p. 37)

Perhaps what western society forfeited by separating itself so resolutely from
Nature, and what it is trying equally resolutely to recapture, is the biophilia
response (Wilson, 1984; Kellert & Wilson, 1993). Wilson (1993) defines
biophilia as “the innately emotional affiliation of human beings to other
living organisms” (p. 31). Unsubstantiated in pure science, the biophilia
hypothesis widens the discussion of nature as part of human self-realisation
by introducing a biological imperative into the source of human responses

nature (Ulrich, 1979; Lockwood, 1983).

If its tenets were validated, biophilia would provide a biological explanation
for the strong reaction evident around the world to over-industrialisation
and consequent loss of bio-diversity. Biophilia, for instance, would
rationalise the conservation movement “not just in terms of its material and
commodity benefits but, far more significantly, for the increased likelihood
of fulfilling a variety of emotional, cognitive, and spiritual needs in the

human animal” (Kellert, 1993, p. 60).

The biophilia hypothesis appears to continue the tendency in western science
to ignore or deprecate the ways that non-western societies experience nature
(Nabhan & St. Antoine, 1993). If biophilia is a “phenotypic expression of
gene/environment interaction” (Nabhan & St. Antoine, 1993, p. 246), then it
is a universal human characteristic that expresses itself in social practice. In
that case, non-western societies may have knowledge and resource
management “that encode an ethic compatible with our genes for biophilia”

(Nabhan & St. Antoine, 1993, p. 246).
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Accounting for the human response to nature in terms of a genetic
determinism takes the spiritual out of nature again. In the secularised
culture of the western world (Schaeffer, 1968), modern people who might
reject or devalue their positive reactions to nature if they suspected the
source of those feelings was God or god/s, might be more able to accept and
even valorise those reactions if they result from the inescapability of genetic
hard-wiring. The biophilia hypothesis seems a self-conscious way to
account, in the scientific discourses of nature, for what was once taken for

granted in the mediaeval western world and still is in indigenous societies.

The discourses of nature v. the discourses of the environment

People express their opinions using metaphors to make their speech
powerful and memorable. Because metaphor is a statement of one thing that
requires understanding of another, it functions in discourse as the process by
which meaning moves around, because the clues for interpreting the
statement are given in the metaphor rather than any evidence offered
(Harvey, 1996). In the discourses of nature, value-laden metaphors are
frequently used to define their referents. Common expressions like “majestic
mountains”, “laughing waters”, “lazy river” and “raging storm” may be
relatively innocuous, but embedded values in the descriptions nevertheless
guide readers towards particular points of view. Even in the writing of
“pure” science, as Martin (1991) has shown, vivid metaphors attach to the
reproductive systems of the human body, and present the egg as variously, a
passive object at the mercy of the brave and adventurous sperm, or as a
brazen femme fatale luring the hapless sperm into its clutches. Likewise

Harvey (1996) shows that cell biology speaks in images that refer to

“command and control systems” and “intelligence networks” p. 163).
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The danger in routine use of metaphors is that they become so common in
everyday language that their effects are unquestioned. Metaphors therefore
warrant critical examination for their consequences in human experience,
especially since their meaning is not unchanging either in time or culture
(Simmons, 1993). The word “nature” is complex because it is a conductor of
cultural meanings embedded in personal experiences of nature. The
commonality of experiencing nature breeds brands of “particularist politics”
(Harvey, 1996, p. 118), each with its own set of value-laden metaphors and
no marked appreciation that all values in all metaphors reside in all users of

metaphors, not in the subjects of the metaphors.

There is no single discourse of nature, but rather, intersections of sometimes
contradictory and conflicting values. What constitutes “nature” at the
beginning of the twenty-first century? Some of what is presented as
“nature” in the western world is an urge to preserve what Soper (1996) calls
“the encapsulation of a more harmonious order in time” (p. 24) and is a
product of particular social, racial and gender relations. The various
discourses of environmentalism (Dryzeck, 1997) are to some extent
expressions of “the politics of apocalypticism” (Smith, 1996, p. 39) which,
with their rallying cries about the death of nature, perpetuate feelings of the
“otherness” of nature. Discourses that inherit their reasoning from a direct
line back to Bacon encourage a view that a “mature and civilised” (Arnold,
1996, p. 10) society is one that has risen above the constraints imposed by its
environment by modifications to the material world. In the discourses of
deep ecology there is agreement (though for different reasons) that John
Donne had it right: “No man is an Iland, intire of it selfe” (Donne, 1624, in
Warnke, 1967, p. 339). In the same way that John Donne understood himself
involved in mankind, human beings are involved in nature, because they are
organisms, and to be an organism is necessarily to interact with

surroundings and to be a nexus in an infinite network of relations.
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The struggle in the discourses of nature is the struggle to construe the
relationship of humans with that important but vaguely-defined concept we
call “nature” (Harvey, 1996). What is at stake in these disparate discourses is
an ethic of nature, but at the same time, there seems to have been a
discursive shift away from the word “nature”. Neither the business sector
nor the conservation movement seem to argue and labour over “nature”.
Their attention, instead, is on “the environment”, a word which once
expressed the totality of the physical surroundings in a specified location,
but in common speech and media reports, has acquired a latter-day function
as a substitute, but not quite as a synonym, for “nature”. The extended
meaning of “the environment” is now oxymoronic: some people now think
of “the environment” as everywhere except where they live (Jamieson, 1984).
“The environment” has become a metonymic substitution for “nature” and
at the same time, a slippage in discourse has lost its sense of the “environs”
of a neighbourhood. The result of this discursive shift is that local changes in
natural resources (so long as they do not incur perceptibly unpleasant
consequences) do not count as environmental damage because “the
environment”, illogically, is somewhere far distant. This terminological
disorientation presumably produces an effect exactly opposite to the one

environmentalists desire.

The word “environment” has not so far acquired a personality in the sense
that “nature” has one. “Environment” is genderless and emotionless: huge,
because it is everywhere, yet fragmented into (for example) “coastal”,
“urban”, “rural” sections. It has an overlay of non-specific eco-nuances that
allow people to place the word at random on a long continuum of political
thought. Reports show people abusing or protecting not “nature” but “the
environment”: it is a political word in a way that “nature” is not. This is not

to say that there should be a single homogeneous discourse of nature, even if

it were feasible. Such a discourse would have to encompass a worldview
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that subordinated the requirements of nature and human self-realisation to
some higher end-value (Goulet, 1993). That sounds very like a return to the

orthodox pairing of God-Nature of mediaeval Europe.

Whether the physical world is called “nature” or “the environment”, the
circling arguments boil down to how the world is used by human beings. At
the furthest extreme, the arguments over environmental ethics oppose
primarily anthropocentric and ecocentric viewpoints Dryzeck (1997). On the
other hand, proponents of sustainable development aver that human
progress can be built on the use of natural resources, and that an ethic of the
environment can include the intrinsic value of every part of the physical

world.

Environmental discourse grows up in, and out of the concerns of,
industrialised societies, and is much influenced by comparisons between
industrial and non-industrial societies. Environmental discourse is often
pervaded by a romanticised image of the noble savage at one with nature.

However, as Harvey (1996) says:

Indigenous or pre-capitalist practices are not, therefore, necessarily
superior or inferior to our own just because such groups possess
discourses that avow respect for nature rather than the modern

“Promethean” attitude of domination or mastery. (p. 189)

Cultural values are sometimes more spoken of than acted on, and when they
are offered as an environmental ideal, their “plausibility and power”
(Robison, 1994, p. 3) are difficult to argue against. All societies, however,
have their share of environmental problems (Harvey, 1996) even those with a
traditional discourse of organic interrelationships with nature. For instance,

despite the teachings of Taoism, Buddhism and Confucianism, the historical

59



Influences on the construction of nature

geography of China shows “deforestation, land degradation, river erosion,

and flooding” (Harvey, 1996, p. 188).

The image of non-industrial communities that have achieved balance in their
relationships with their local ecologies is widely promulgated in
environmental discourses, “not least by non-industrial peoples themselves”
(Milton, 1996, p. 31). In environmental discourse, this belief in the ecological
wisdom of non-industrial societies is so powerful as to be a dogma that has
no need of substantiating data, and one, moreover, which is not easily

rebutted.

Environmental discourse perpetuates an idealised image of hunter-gatherer
societies “as the archetypal primitive environmentalists” (Milton, 1996,

p. 110), on the assumption that such societies leave the environment closer to
its original state than any other societies do. Hunter-gatherers, however,
often practise forms of environmental modification, like burning vegetation,
that have profound effects'®. Some environments have more discursive
appeal than others in the making of environmental discourse. Rain forests
receive much attention in environmental discourses. The lower profile of
tropical grasslands means that the plight of human communities who use

these eco-systems has been largely ignored (Milton, 1996).

Environmental arguments that couch issues in terms of the debasement of
Mother Nature impose a single rationality based on “an intense moral
rectitude” (Harvey, 1996, p. 389) that denies any discourses drawn from

science, the law, or even economic rationality. Environmental discourses

19 For instance, Simmons (1996) says that burning in New Zealand between 1000 and 1400
AD destroyed most of the original podocarp forests of the eastern half of the south island,
producing grassland and scrub. The same hunter-gatherer activity killed off “six genera
containing twenty species of moa within 500 years of the arrival of the first people in New
Zealand” (p. 78).
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need to illuminate the “real deal”: the environmental justice that people are
struggling for is often not just the survival of an eco-system, or unpolluted
water, or air that does not carry a burden of chemicals from local industry.
There is also an economic factor: they want customary rights of access to
resources that allow them a livelihood. They want places to live, and
reasonable health. Nature, then, is “intrinsically valuable to the same extent
that the self is valuable” (Simmons 1993, p. 121). And this “leads straight
back to the connection between environmental and social justice” (Harvey,
1996, p. 391), which brings the discussion conveniently round to the next

chapter, an examination of environmental justice.
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Chapter 4

Ethics and Environmental Justice

Introduction

The last chapter considred influences on the construction of nature as a
culture artefact and the new role of the word “environment” as a substitute,
but not a synonym, for “nature”. Any consideration of “environment” leads
to debate about the ethical use of the material world, and connects directly to
arguments about justice and injustice: justice for those whose living is
affected; justice for people yet unborn, who are denied the resources now
being consumed; and justice, under an ethic of the environment, even for the

planet.

Chapter 4 reviews key ideas about the intercultural and inter-generational
injustice that results from decisions made on the basis of what some
commentators label broadly as “environmental racism” (Cooper & Palmer,
1995; Simmons, 1995; Westra & Wenz, 1995; Bryant, 1995). The first section
begins with a broad definition of justice as a part of culture, and moves from
there to some consideration of where to set the margins of community. The
discussion continues by fitting environmental justice into the framework
already established and closes with reference to the difficulty of just

environmental action when the concept of community is unclear.
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Environmental justice

4.1 Concepts connected with environmental justice

Rachel Carson’s book (1962) The Silent Spring probably marks the beginning
of widespread awareness that the earth was sustaining serious, continuing
environmental damage. Since then, campaigners and scholars (United
Nations, 1972; Finnis, 1980; Gaylord & Bell, 1995; Greenpeace, 1992; Bryant,
1995; Goldtooth, 1995; Mahuta, 1991; Almond, 1995; Wenz, 1995) have
included ethical use of the environment in definitions of social justice. The
cause of the debates and campaigns is a growing sense of the injustice of the
single, instrumental, financially-driven rationality that dominates decisions

about the environment.

The broad concept of western justice is a complex mesh of ideas such as an
embedded notion of fundamental personal rights, natural justice, due
punishment, and the consent of the governed. The active expressions of
these principles are the formalised procedures of law, which aim for equity
and social harmony (Finnis, 1980). Formal justice is a potent indicator of the
mores that a society finds acceptable at any time, setting limits on citizens’
interaction with one another (Almond, 1995), in an attempt to align the
concept of “the good man” with that of “the just man” (Parry, 1978, p. 38).
The qualities that make a good person are conceived to be “universal and
constant” (Parry, 1978, p. 38), but the qualities of the just person, or good

citizen, depend on the requirements of particular societies.

Within the broad concept of justice, personal and professional ethics provide
a coherent framework for assessing moral duty in many situations (Brown &
Quiblier, 1994; Emmanuel, 1991). An environmental decision that is just
(and that may be different from a legal one) needs to be based on a strong
communication ethic, so that the decisions are an intersection of morality
and the law. Whose voices are heard in the decision-making process is

therefore an issue of ethics. Moreno (1995) found a bias frequently occurs
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towards selecting “technical experts” (p. 66) whose technical command is
expected, without logical support for the expectation, to elevate their
morality. According to Harvey (1996), environmental justice also breeds a
suspicion of experts and professional opinion, because of the frequency with
which the “dominant discourse of political-economic power” (p. 386) has

used them to reject, challenge or diminish community anxieties.

Communication ethics is one aspect of environmental justice that figures in
the discourse of sustainable development (Dryzeck, 1997). Another is the
focus on the degree of protection against environmental hazards offered to
poor communities compared with richer communities (Peterson, 1997).
Environmental justice focuses on safe, sustainable environments (Dann,
1988) and policies that support sustainable communities (Bryant, 1995). The
achievement of environmental justice would require that communities are
guaranteed environmental protection and the prevention of harm.
Associated with protection for communities is the idea that the burden of
proof should lie with the organisations or individuals causing pollution

rather than on the public purse (Bullard, 1995).

Just environmental decisions should be free of racial and class discrimination
and redress inequitable situations that already exist (Bullard, 1995). The idea
that the rich industrialised countries can dump their toxic waste on poorer
countries is the sort of reasoning that leads to unjust environments. An
example of “toxic colonialism” (Harvey, 1996, p. 367) is found in the
economic reasoning behind a leaked internal memorandum from the World
Bank, published in The Economist on September 8, 1992: “Just between you
and me, shouldn’t the World Bank be encouraging more migration of the
dirty industries to the LDC’s [less developed countries?]” (Lawrence

Summers, chief economist at the World Bank, cited in Harvey, 1996, p. 367).
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Specific instructions on environmental stewardship contained in the world’s
religions once ensured that environmental justice was the customary legacy
from one generation to the next (Bryant, 1995; Goulet, 1993; Brown &
Quiblier, 1994; Holm, 1994). The secularisation of society has left the human
race without a sound ethic of environmental justice that regulates human
activities in nature (Callicott, 1994). To replace what was lost with the
decline of the world’s religions, Callicott proposes for the twenty-first
century an international environmental ethic that would be grounded in
many scientific disciplines and yet would resonate with the traditional

environmental ethics of local cultures.

The environmental ethic proposed by Callicott (1994) sounds rather like the
concepts embodied in the Resource Management Act (1991) in New Zealand,
which provided the “first glimmers of justice” (Blackford & Matunga, 1995,
p. 187) for Maori. New Zealand law had never before recognised traditional
Maori environmental practices as being of national importance, and the
codification into law of waahi tapu and other concepts represented a tentative

but real step toward justice.

Environmental justice and community

One of the qualities of good citizenship is acting out of knowledge of, and in
accordance with, the needs of the community. In abstract, good citizens will
accept majority decisions, subjugating personal interests to the greater good:
in practice, dominant factions of good citizens, or good people, and
sometimes both, assert their convictions and interests as the common good
(Nash, 1989). An extensive depoliticisation of western populations has
developed a “consensus through apathy” (Birnbaum, 1978, p. 173) that has
replaced the traditional idea of consent. Public apathy tends to beget
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“professionalised” elected representatives, which strengthens existing power
structures (Birnbaum, 1978) and makes justice, as an output of a moral
community, more problematic than theory suggests. The problem does not
occur because of theoretical inadequacies in the conceptualisation of
“justice”, but because of active differences in the conceptualisation of
“community” (Cooper & Palmer, 1995; Simmons, 1996; Westra & Wenz,
1995; Bryant, 1995).

The idea of a moral community lies at the heart of arguments about
environmental justice. Neighbourhood boundaries obviously cannot contain
environmental issues, but for many people, community seems to be a short
term, anthropocentric and parochial experience that breeds the “NIMBY” -
“Not-In-My-Back-Yard” (Wenz, 1995, p. 62) phenomenon. For supporters of
the ethic of the environment, NIMBYism is the antithesis of environmentally
just communities (Simmons, 1993). It usually refers to the refusal of a rich
community to accept a “LULU” (locally undesirable land use) in its
neighbourhood (Wenz, 1995, p. 67; Sachs, 1995), but the principle does not
apply only to the rejection of unpleasant consequences of consumerism such
as refuse dumps or the toxic wastes from industrial development. The
expression equally describes willingness to ignore environmental
degradation if it is happening to other people and other species in other
places with effects that time has yet to expose. NIMBYism raises the issues
of where and when communities should begin and end, and by

extrapolation, how to apply justice over peoples, time, species and territory.

Time is the new community boundary in the debate over environmental
justice. Environmental justice depends on whether communities can re-align
their concept of time to include the distant future (de-Shalit, 1995). While
most people who operate on the western linear concept of time can conceive

of trans-generational responsibility as far out as their grandchildren or even
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great-grandchildren, in environmental ethics, there is no logical temporal
stopping point. Linear time gives the western world a sense of progress, and
a concomitant feeling of having “enough time for the perfectibility of the
world” (Simmons, 1993, p. 11). Non-linear time, the feeling that all times are
now, makes it much harder to justify the drive to improve the living

standards of contemporaries at the cost of future people (de Shalit, 1995).

4.2 Multiple rationalities and environmental justice

Two major themes emerge from the literature defining environmental justice:
the first, that community needs to be defined in broader terms than those of
place; the second, that decision-makers seem to permit a disproportionate
amount of potentially damaging development in and near the communities
of the socially disempowered. Moving towards environmental justice for all
communities means a communication process that can draw on multiple
rationalities to ensure that decisions are based on broadly representative

values (Goulet, 1993).

Three distinct rationalities inform decisions: “technological rationality”,
“political rationality” and “ethical or humane rationality” (Goulet, 1993,

pp. 20 - 21). Technological rationality is purely instrumental, and focuses on
the most efficient way to modify the environment, or to obtain resources
from it. Political rationality aims to maintain social institutions and power
positions within those institutions. Ethical and humane rationality deals
with human rights and “the defence of values considered precious for their
own sake” (Goulet, 1993, p. 21). Bad decision-making occurs when
proponents of these different rationalities approach the others in a
“reductionist, triumphal” (Goulet, 1993, p. 24) way, assuming they alone

have complete knowledge of an issue. The dominance of one of these
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rationalities can lead to the paradoxical situation in which decisions based on
incomplete information are made for environmental use, followed by
demands for full information to prevent such use: “The paradigm that
requires full information is only invoked after decisions about to use the
earth’s resources have been made on other grounds - such as the freedom of

individuals to do what they wish with their own land” (Robison, 1994, p. 37).

The way to achieve ethical development of the environment is to create a
“mutuality” (Goulet, 1993, p. 25) of discourse among the divergent and
competing rationalities. Fractured rationality leads to unjust decisions.
However, it seems that a single rationality dominates in many situations
where environmental justice is decided. For instance, political rationality in
action gives rise to the situations described in this reflection on the
relationship between “big players” and “small voices” in environmental

cases:

The Resource Management Bill will not prevent a developer, such as
Electricorp, stacking the processes of decision-making so as to bankrupt
the objectors (as in the Whanganui River Low Flow hearings), or
deterring parties from the proceedings as in the Hawkes Bay Coastal

Waters Classification case. (Mahuta, 1991, p. 168)

Ethical rationality is ignored when Native American struggle to have their
voices and their environmental values heard in decisions affecting their
lands (Gaylord & Bell, 1995, p. 30). Technological rationality is ignored
when the New Zealand government does not provide the resources the
Maori communities need to do the job asked of them in monitoring
environmental decisions (Mahuta, 1991, p. 167). The entirely well-meaning
Universal Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (in Suzuki &
Knudtson, 1992, p. 253) describes a model of dignified and valued living for

the indigenous peoples of the world, but offers no plan for achieving this
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ideal, which is so different from the reality that most indigenes face. The
Declaration registers a triumph of ethical rationality; it ignores political and

technical rationalities.

Even when an environmental philosophy such as sustainable development
advocates grass-roots consultation and finding local solutions to local
problems, the discourse can be high-jacked and distorted by a political and
technological rationalities. The “enthusiastic bureaucratic appropriation”
(Smith, 1996, p. 41) of sustainable development means that it is not defined
in environmental terms, but instead in such economic terms as will sustain
profit and the private market. The effect of this is to vitiate
environmentalism and perpetuate the view that the environment is a

commodity:

Whereas the environmental consciousness that emerged out of the
1960s and 1970s has been selectively strained into the cultural economy
of the fin de siecle , absorbed, upended, pulped and re-represented by
the cultural and economic apparatuses of production and consumption
- such that George Bush could promote himself as the “environmental”
President and Dow Chemical could advertise themselves as the
“environmental people” - the ruthless objectification of nature remains
a central tenet of capitalist production, and one that will significantly
circumscribe the intellectual and ideological reconnection of the social

and natural worlds that is now afoot. (Smith, 1996, p. 41)

Goulet’s (1993) idea of genuine dialogue, in which all three rationalities are
present and accorded equal rights in environmental decisions, seems rare
indeed. But if genuine dialogue is the key to true environmental justice, the
question remains: how is it to happen? An anecdote in Carpenter and
Kennedy (1988) tells of a scientist who stood up and waved a thick

document at citizens who had gathered for a meeting about monitoring
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procedures at a nuclear power plant. “This is my master’s thesis,” the
scientist said. “There is no way you can possibly understand all the complex
issues associated with radiation monitoring in this book” (p. 6). The citizens
resented the arrogance that produced such behaviour, but admitted the truth
of the scientist’s claim. The anecdote emphasises how disadvantaged private
citizens can be in terms not only of having access to information, but of

understanding it when they obtain it.

On the other hand, access to all relevant information appears to help in
achieving genuine dialogue: “Information is power, and, in general terms,
information is valued highly by those who control, or believe that they
should control, or at least participate in the control of resources” (Livesey,
1988, p. 138). Information is the antidote to uncertainty, and the value of
informatio