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Theory and Practice in Ecology

Jayanta Bandyopadhyay

The author sets the tone of this 
book early on by making a state-
ment that, “We are constantly 

avoiding an elementary question. What 
will be the impact on our ecosystem 
earth of the growing population of the 
relatively poor and exponentially grow-
ing consumption of the relatively rich? A 
reminder: we do not have endlessly 
stretchable resources in nature. We are 
trying to avoid the consequence of this 
profl igacy by being silent or positioning 
ourselves in some feeble hideouts” (p 6).

In the body of the book, the author 
has taken a clear position that knowl-
edge of “ecology” has been a constant 
factor in advancing diverse societies and 
cultures, particularly in their manage-
ment and use of natural resources for 
survival and livelihoods. This includes 

the knowledge of indigenous communi-
ties whom the author likes to identify 
as “proto-ecologists” (p 122). The book 
 offers a push towards a meeting of the 
knowledge of “proto-ecologists” in the 
various indigenous communities and of 
ecologists who are generating trans- 
disciplinary knowledge on the natural 
environment within the paradigm of 
modern science. Indeed, the author de-
scribes the ecologists as scientists with a 
broader knowledge base, not limited to 
the traditional limits of life sciences 
alone. In India, the author  points out, 
“most people, don’t know the meaning 
of the terms ‘ecology,’ ‘ecosystem 

 approach’ or ‘ecosystem management.’ 
These terms have been translated from 
English into regional languages, but not 
many use them. But well-known histori-
ans have recorded outstanding instanc-
es of managing forests, water resources, 
urban space and landscapes” (p 9).

In the fi rst chapter of the book, “Eco-
systems and Ecology: Old Theories and 
New Frontiers,” the meaning of ecology 
has been articulated in the words that 
“the ideological status of ecology is that 
of a resistance movement” (p 26). Justi-
fi cation for this position is taken from a 
report in Nature (31 May 2012) that doc-
umented the fact that the agro-chemical 
industry spent hundreds of thousands of 
dollars against the message of the mega-
lethality of pesticides, as written by 
Rachel Carson in Silent Spring. In the 
third chapter, “Improvisation and Eligi-
bility in Ecosystem Management,” the 
book addresses the complex task of 
 describing the origin of ecology and eco-
system management. Identifying hunter-
gatherer societies as the fi rst generation 
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ecosystem managers, the author enlists 
the complexities of ecosystem manage-
ment today against the background of 
rapid changes in the know ledge base and 
the organisation of human societies. The 
need to study ecological history is seen 
alongside the need of the humans of 
keeping the natural environment in a 
good ecological status.

Western and Non-Western Roots

The concluding chapter of the book is on 
“Reassembling the Pedagogy: Practice-
Theory-Practice.” Making a distinction 
between knowledge of ecology and that 
of physics or mathematics, the author 
fi nds a smaller role for such extensive 
theorisation in ecosystem management. 
Such a position at the interface of the tra-
ditional or indigenous technical kno w-
ledge (ITK) and that of modern science 
rooted in the European tradition is not 
easy to handle. With either knowledge 
systems, one can formulate independent 
strategies for ecosystem management. 
The process of making theory and prac-
tice of Western and non-Western roots 
meet, however, is a diffi cult one, and 

 creates an area that is without clarity. 
The meeting of theory and practice of eco-
system management from all traditions 
does not constitute a win-win situation. 
While non-Western knowledge sys tems 
can gain a few functional advantages, 
like traditional fi shermen getting a better 
location of fi sh shoals in the ocean by the 
use of remote sensing data, the greater 
ability of the Western scientifi c paradigm 
to absorb practice and  enrich theory has 
always gone against non-Western tradi-
tions. In addition, recent developments in 
ecological sciences have drawn them clos-
er to modern physics and mathematics, 
for which global warming and climate 
change can be cited as good examples. 

As environmental stress increases in 
future years, the ability of modern sci-
ence of European roots to theorise will 
fi nd more direct application than indig-
enous knowledge systems due to their 
limited theorising ability. There is little 
doubt, in spite of some research interest 
in non-Western ideas of ecology, that the 
world is very rapidly accepting modern 
science of European roots as the tool for 
understanding Nature. This is where, as 

the title of the book mentions, the merg-
ing of theory and practice will be a mee-
ting of unequal gains. There is a need for 
impartial assessment of modern scientifi c 
knowledge in ecology and of future stra-
tegies for ecosystem management from 
the point of information assymetry. 

The book under review is a product of 
deep-rooted and long-standing commit-
ment of the author to ecology as an evolv-
ing knowledge base on the natural envi-
ronment. In some places the writing gets 
to be emotionally coloured. Nevertheless, 
unlike many other writings on the subject 
of the environment, this book does not 
trigger sensationalism but draws the 
reader towards serious analysis of the 
root causes of our environmental predic-
ament. It is a book for those who like to 
enhance their individual knowledge base 
on human  futures. In addition to environ-
mental studies, this book is also a good 
resource for students and researchers in 
history, philosophy, anthropology, socio-
logy,  political science, administration, etc.

Jayanta Bandyopadhyay ( jayantab113@gmail.
com) is a well-known environmentalist and 
environmental policy analyst.

www.sagepub. in Los Angeles   London   New Delhi   Singapore   Washington DC   Boston

New f rom SAGE!

Order now and GET 20% OFF! To avail discount write to marketing@sagepub.in with code EPWMAY0115!

Revisiting Nuclear India
Strategic Culture and (In)
Security Imaginary
Runa Das
Interrogating the socially 
constructed nature of a nation’s 
strategic culture to explain its 
nuclear security policies is not a 
common practice in the mainstream 
scholarships of strategic culture 
studies and International Relations. 
This book is an effort to reorient 
strategic culture and international 
security studies in this direction. 

2015  0 pages  ardbac  ` 1 1 5 515 0122 0

Achieving Universal  
Energy Access in India
Challenges and the Way Forward
P C Maithani and Deepa  Gupta
45% of India’s rural population is without 
electricity and over 85% is dependent 
on biomass to meet its cooking needs. 
Projections suggest that if the present 
trends continue, a large section of India’s 
rural population will remain without 
access to modern energy services even 
in 2030. The book takes a critical look at 
the present energy policy and addresses 
ways to improve energy penetration. It 
encourages the use of renewable energy 

as an alternate medium, challenging the traditional power proponents.
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