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GREEN PROTEST: ACTIVISM TO PROTECT THE ENVIRONMENT 
AROUND THE GLOBE 

Christof Mauch  

Workshop at Florida State University, December 1-2, 2000. Conveners: Christof Mauch 
(GHI) and Nathan Stolzfus (Florida State University). Participants: J. Christopher 
Brown (UCLA), Raymond Bye Jr. (Florida State University), Jane Carruthers 
(University of South Africa), Sandra L. Chaney (Erskine College), Peter Ho 
(Wageningen University), Dan Klooster (Florida State University), JoAnn McGregor 
(University of Reading), Mahesh Rangarajan (The Telegraph, Delhi, India), Bron 
Raymond Taylor (University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh), Douglas R. Weiner (University 
of Arizona).  

Throughout the twentieth century, environmentalists and their organizations have 
sought to transform society's interaction with nature - whatever their philosophical, 
ideological, or social orientation. Cosponsored by Florida State University, this 
workshop brought together a diverse group of environmental historians and social 
scientists to discuss the impact of scientific and political institutions as well as 
ecological belief systems on environmentalism around the globe. The conference 
focused on activism in Africa, Asia, Australia, and Europe, as well as North and South 
America and the organizational forms it took to pursue its goals. Among the many 
issues debated were the impact of ideologies and political systems on environmental 
organizations; the different forms of regional, national, and international engagement; 
and the discussion of human ecological and cultural intervention. What set this 
workshop apart from other projects in the field was its focus on the historical 
perspective of environmental activism.  

In the first session, Sandra Chaney and Nathan Stolzfus presented their views on 
environmental protection in postwar West and East Germany, respectively. Chaney 
discussed the case of a West German group of activists form the Black Forest who 
foiled the attempts of an electricity company to extract hydroelectric power from the 
Wutach River. Chaney pointed out that it was Heimatschutz and Heimatliebe - love for 
one's homeland and the desire to preserve local nature and culture - that motivated 
the Black Forest activists. Whereas the electric company represented itself as a 
progressive element, claiming that conservation and technology can solve future 
problems, the conservationists emphasized the need to preserve the "primeval" 
landscape of the Black Forest (in reality, of course, a cultural construct).  



 

Chaney showed that citizens' initiatives prevailed because conservationists used every 
possible means available within a democratic system to express their political and 
environmental concerns: The activists formed a coalition supported by various 
political parties and nature clubs, and it lobbied newspapers as well as local and state 
officials and key parliamentarians. Moreover, conservationists benefited from a new 
level of material comfort reached in West Germany by the late 1950s. Once a certain 
level of wealth had been achieved, Germans' interest in recreation and the 
conservation of nature increased.  

In East Germany the situation was very different. Stolzfus reminded the workshop 
participants of the narrow course GDR activists had to steer between auffälligem 
Verhalten (behavior that attracts attention), which would almost certainly lead to their 
arrest, and other, less provocative actions. He pointed out that East German 
environmentalists were often active in other political groups as well. Activists were as 
concerned with expanding the small public space in which they could operate as they 
were with furthering environmental policies. In this context Stolzfus stressed the role 
of the Protestant Church, which protected political activists. The church served as a 
safe space for environmental activism and not as an active agent. In the discussion it 
became clear that the environmental concerns and the political culture of 
environmentalism in the GDR had more in common with movements in other socialist 
countries than with West German activism.  

By focusing on the Soviet Union and China, respectively, Doug Weiner and Peter Ho 
contributed to a deeper understanding of the nature of resistance in socialist countries. 
Whereas Stolzfus emphasized the importance of public space for GDR 
environmentalists, Doug Weiner discussed a more private phenomenon - "coded" or 
"hidden resistance" to the regime - as the key to understanding environmentalists' 
activities in the Soviet Union. Weiner found that scientific and civic activists of the 
nature protection movements (many of them organized in the All-Russian Society for 
the Protection of Nature or VOOP) were fighting both for the restoration of nature 
reserves and for their social autonomy. He argued that the activists (or scientists) who 
led the movement felt deeply about the protection of nature for ethical and aesthetic 
reasons, but that they made sure to frame their concerns in scientific terms in order to 
provide legitimacy for their cause. They went so far as to make them appear eccentric 
and thereby harmless, within the context of a heavily policed society. This strategy 
enabled the activists to challenge the prerogatives of the secret police when, for 
example, they ordered the logging of all cypress trees on the Crimean peninsula. But 
the movement lacked mass support since the activists were merely hoping to persuade 
bureaucrats to join their ranks. It is unclear whether the regime ever realized that the 
nature protection discourse was subversive. But it seems that the activists were 
tolerated because they were assisted by mid-level bureaucrats and because they 
showed no desire to overthrow the political system.  



Peter Ho, an expert on environmentalism in the People's Republic of China, 
broadened the theme of resistance to an authoritarian regime by arguing that Chinese 
environmentalists, particularly those who are organized in voluntary organizations, 
have been successful in developing strategies that help them escape state control. Ho 
pointed out that Chinese environmentalists are generally organized into Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and often register under a name that hides their 
true nature. This tactic has allowed environmentalism to develop in a gradual way 
and has strengthened civil society in the People's Republic. The best-known example 
of environmental protest in recent years has been the opposition to the building of the 
Three Gorges Dam. The plans for this costly project (ca. $20 billion), which were first 
released in 1989, require the relocation of approximately 1.5 million people to a large 
area of land that had to be developed. Environmentalists have publicly expressed 
fears that the relocated population would far exceed the carrying capacity of the 
newly developed land and therefore bring about deforestation and soil erosion. 
Demonstrations by dissatisfied farmers in the proposed resettlement areas have since 
caused the central government to pay attention to the feared environmental 
consequences of the planned construction. As a result, a cautious academic debate on 
the effects of land reclamation has taken place. Recent historical developments seem to 
indicate that environmental organizations in China are increasingly courting 
government approval and influence in policy-making, rather than seeking the more 
dangerous confrontation with the central government.  

In his survey of wildlife conservation in India, Mahesh Rangarajan emphasized the 
importance of colonial policies in the country's environmental history. By 1900 the 
vast preserves of the Forest Department covered no less than one-fifth of British India. 
Although the prime objective of the reserves was to generate forestry products, 
including timber, they also became a major refuge for large fauna. Although 
contemporary critics pointed out that a nature park like the Kruger National Park in 
South Africa was impossible, since the Indian taxpayer would never stand for it, and 
although the great conferences of imperial powers to protect African fauna in the 
1930s showed that India was lagging behind Africa, conservation moved to center-
stage during and after the 1960s. At that time the idea of "ecological patriotism" was 
gathering force and the movement to protect the tiger (which replaced the lion as the 
new "national animal") ushered in a new era of conservation. Protected areas of 
various categories were expanded and restrictions on extracting resources from the 
National Parks were tightened. Initially, grassroots activism in India often came from 
communities that questioned the concept of conservation rather than from 
environmentalists. At the root of such controversies lay the question of the extent to 
which nature should and could be protected from human intrusion. But 
environmental awareness has strengthened over time: Decisions are now more widely 
scrutinized and discussed in public, and some of the older institutions that are an 
outgrowth of imperialism (Reserved Forests, National Parks, etc.) are undergoing a 
slow process of democratization.  



 

JoAnn McGregor, who discussed environmental protection in Zimbabwe, confirmed 
some of Rangarajan's theses. Much like in India, state conservation in Zimbabwe had 
its origins in the colonial era. Consequently, popular activism and demands have 
focused primarily on rights of access to land rather than the protection of the land. 
Although the idea of conservation has played a part in rural protest movements and 
although peoples' mounting hardship has been channeled into syncretistic, 
environmentally inspired belief systems, the underlying green concerns have not been 
central to the claims on land and its resources.  

In the course of the workshop it became clear that "place" mattered as much as 
political and institutional factors. In her comparison of environmental activism in 
South Africa and Australia, Jane Carruthers pointed out that the need to develop 
structures for public participation in local communities had an impact on the character 
of individual sites. She argued that sites of environmental contest often promote the 
transformation of notions of "land" (as resource or commodity) into "place" (as 
constructions of cultural values). Her argument was based on the comparison of 
environmental activism in Magaliesberg (Transvaal, South Africa), and Cooper's 
Creek (Western Queensland, Australia). Although the two regions are quite different 
in topography and history, the dynamics of local and national environmentalism show 
many similarities. Both campaigns consisted of diverse, inchoate groups who began 
with a limited strategic goal. Eventually, however, they coalesced around the original 
objective and around larger concerns that change attitudes toward the environment, 
even on a national level. The success of environmental campaigns depends, as 
Carruthers argues, on the transformation of land into place. That is to say, on the 
predominance of cultural or environmental values as opposed to purely economic 
ones.  

Carruthers's fundamental insight - that green initiative is taken at the local level - was 
also emphasized by J. Christopher Brown whose research focuses on the mindset and 
the activities of Amazonian colonist farmers, particularly in Rondonia, Brazil. At the 
same time, Brown highlighted the eminent role of global environmental networks (in 
particular World Bank policy) and their influence on local communities. According to 
Brown, local groups have been shown to resist the development practices of 
multilateral banks - in particular, against the political, economic, and ecological 
structures that caused conflict with indigenous peoples and a subsequent 
deforestation in Rondonia. Brown stressed that the goals of local protest movements 
surrounding social and environmental issues always changed when these groups 
communicated with groups that operated on an international level. In such cases, 
colonist farmer production and markets received primary attention, whereas direct 
action and protest evaporated.  

In Brazil, but also in Mexico, as discussed by Dan Klooster, the primary goal of local 
environmental action has always concentrated on creating an environment able to 



support livelihood - family and village life - and not the conservation of nature per se. 
Klooster, whose research focuses on forest survival and forest policies, pointed out 
that activists in Mexico have traditionally resisted concessions, logging bans or 
repressive forest bureaucracies whenever the policies implied that the villages might 
loose control over their forest authority. Klooster added to our understanding of 
environmentalism in Mexico in that he defined environmental issues basically in 
terms of distribution. On both the national and village level Mexican villagers 
demanded justice in the distribution of benefits, such as logging revenues, and in the 
distribution of costs, such as watershed changes and woodcutting restrictions. In a 
broader sense, rural environmental actions in Mexico are, as Klooster emphasized, 
closely linked to issues of social justice.  

Finally, Bron Tayler gave a public lecture that was also attended by students of Florida 
State University on various radical resistance movements, their origins, ideas, and 
activities in the United States. He distinguished between radical environmentalists 
who promote direct action, and so-called deep ecology groups that hope to return the 
earth to a sacred place by means of (re-)inventing a "green religion." Those latter 
groups have rejected Western, anthropocentric, and monotheistic belief-systems in 
order to reestablish harmony with nonhuman nature.  

The diversity of the topics introduced at this workshop demonstrates that 
environmentalism around the globe is not - nor has it ever been - a universal or 
unified movement. It springs from different motives, histories, and traditions, and it is 
shaped - strengthened, weakened, or suppressed - by different local, national, and 
international concerns, politics, and social realities. 
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