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Editors’ Note
The NMBU Student Journal of Life Sciences began in 2011 to recognize
the excellence of serious students. Today, it stands as a star within a constellation
of opportunities at NMBU for students to develop scholastic skills for their professional careers.
Writing is not an option. We write for matters, personal and professional, now more than ever. Rewarding excellent writing fosters personal growth and
develops professional skill. If the future lies in the hands of our students, then
their writing will be our guide to solving today’s concerns, like climate change or
the refugee crisis.
Students make the Journal a source of exemplary scholarship through
research, writing, and editing. This year students submitted 54 articles and 183
photos, which span the breadth of NMBU’s social and physical sciences: biology,
ecology, natural resource management, international environmental studies, and
international relations.
As with every year, the Journal follows a rigorous peer-review process.
We would like to thank all 22 members of the Review Board who scrutinized
the potential articles for this year’s volume. The selection presented here is the
product of their professional peer-review. Equally vital to this process was the
devoted Editorial Board, whose keen eye for detail, both in structure and style,
upheld the Journal’s standard of excellence.
We would like to extend our gratitude to those whose additional contributions made this Volume possible. Thank you to Academic Advisor William S.
Warner for his guidance throughout the process, and the Learning Center for
their continued support for the Student Journal, which makes this publication
possible.
Antony Martel & Freya Egan
NMBU Student Journal of Life Sciences
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The Beauty of Being Trisexual: Gender Fitness and Reproductive System in Polymorphic Cushion Plant, Silene acaulis

Abstract
Silene acaulis shows large-scale flexibility in its polymorphic gender system, with populations of female, hermaphrodite, and male individuals. In this species, the frequencies of each gender vary over
its circumpolar distribution, an indication of gender-specific trade-offs in allocation to reproduction.
In this literature review, I investigate how these trade-offs lead to differences in gender fitness; in
terms of seed production, pollen germination, and seedling survival. Regarding these traits, female
individuals have a higher seed production, seedling survival and establishment success than hermaphrodites. This could indicate a female advantage, especially in harsh, pollinator deficient environments.

Introduction
Although hermaphrodites with both male and
female flowers are most common among the
flowering plants, a wide range of other reproductive systems are also found (Berrett, 2003).
Gynodioecy (female and hermaphrodite flowers) and dioecy (separate female and male flowers) are generally considered to have evolved
from hermaphroditism (Delph & Wolf, 2005).
For this to occur, unisexual individuals must
have a fitness advantage to compete with hermaphrodites, that are able to contribute to the
next generation by both pollen and ovules.
This fitness advantage can be defined as a trait
that increases the contribution of an individual to the gene pool. Examples of such traits are
higher pollen production, fruit set, and survival rates. Two hypotheses have been postulated
to explain this fitness advantage. One of these
hypotheses is related to resource allocation:
unisexual individuals can allocate their resources more efficiently to gamete production and/
or dispersion compared to bisexual individuals (Bawa, 1980). Another is the outcrossing
hypothesis (Sun & Ganders, 1986). This hypothesis explains the fitness advantage of unisexual individuals by the avoidance of inbreeding depression due to mandatory outcrossing.
In Arctic and Alpine tundra, plants are
faced with limited resources, a short growing
season, and relatively low pollinator activity
(Molau, 1993). It has been assumed that such
harsh environments favor self-pollination, but
recent findings have shown that a range of
breeding systems are present in tundra plants to
ensure outcrossing (Bliss, 1971; Peck & Waxman, 1998; Muller & Alsos, 2011). Outcrossing reduces the risk of inbreeding, provides
new genetic variation, and offers potential to
16

adapt to environmental changes (Glémin &
Charlesworth, 2006). In fact, breeding systems
that enforce outcrossing, such as gynodioecy
and dioecy, have been found to be common in
early flowering Arctic species (Molau, 1993).
An example of such an early flowering species
is the circumpolar cushion plant Silene acaulis,
whose breeding system is generally considered
gynodioecy (Shykoff, 1988; Såstad, 1991). However, considerable variation has been discovered
throughout its distribution, with both trioecious
(female, male and hermaphrodite flowers) and
subdioecious (female and male flowers with a
few exceptions that are hermaphrodite) species
descriptions (Alatalo & Molau, 1995; Philipp,
2009; Maurice et al., 1998; Delph, 2009). Sex
expression is controlled in the cytoplasm by male
sterility factors (Delph & Mutikainen, 2003).
These sterility factors ensure only female reproductive traits develop. For male and hermaphrodite traits, these sterility factors must be counteracted by restorer genes (Schnable & Wise,
1998). However, in S. acaulis there have also been
reports of mixed cushions of hermaphrodite and
pistillate flowers, and gender plasticity from
year to year in the same individuals (Shykoff,
1988; Alatalo & Molau, 1995; Philipp, 2009).
The considerable variation in gender frequencies between populations of S. acaulis indicates
an environmentally dependent gender fitness.
Female advantage has been shown in several
studies, by a higher capsule set, seed production,
and seedling survival compared to hermaphrodites (Shykoff, 1988; Shykoff, 1992; Hermanutz
& Innes, 1994; Delph & Carroll, 2001). Additionally, a study from Greenland noted that
female frequency tends to increase with harshness of the environment (Philipp, 2009). The
same trend of increased female frequency has

also been reported in relation to higher altitudes
in northern Sweden (Alatalo & Molau, 1995).
To investigate these gender patterns and their
drivers, I review how gender-specific trade offs in
resource allocation can lead to differences in gender fitness; in terms of pollen germination, seed
production, and seedling survival. To investigate
these traits further, I also include gender-specific pollinator activity and reports on gender plasticity. Finally, I discuss gender fitness as a driver
of large-scale variation in reproductive systems.
Materials and Methods:
Literature search
All papers with “Silene acaulis” ,“gynodioecy”,
“resource allocation”, “gender”, or “life history”
in the title, keywords or abstract from the last
20 years were identified using Oria and Google
Scholar. Information on inbreeding, pollinator
activity, and gender systems were also included.
Older papers were found in the citation lists of
these papers. To investigate gender fitness, all
statistically tested life history traits in females,
hermaphrodites, and males in S. acaulis were
noted down for each study. To further compare gender fitness, I formed a dataset on seed
production of females and hermaphrodites. To
avoid dependent observations, the largest dataset from one population was used. This dataset was from Morris & Doak (1998) with 32
records of seed production from different age
classes. The dataset met the assumptions of a

simple linear model, which was run with gender as a predictor of annual seed production.
Results:
Pollen germination and dispersal
Males have a higher pollen production per anther than hermaphrodites (Table 1b). Investigating male resource allocation, Philipp et al.
(2009) found that male individuals produce
40% more pollen grains and each anther contained 39% more well developed pollen compared to hermaphrodites. Additionally, Philipp
et al. (2009) also noted that males were 64%
smaller in size than hermaphrodites. As for female resource allocation, Shykoff (1992) found
that pollen germinates faster and better on female flowers compared to hermaphrodites.
At the end of his study in the Rocky Mountains, pollen on female flowers have germinated 65% better than hermaphrodite flowers.
Seed production and fruit set
Females have also been found to have higher seed
production and fruit set (Table 1a; Hermanutz
& Innes, 1994; Delph & Carroll, 2001). In data
from different age classes, females had an annual
seed production five times higher than hermaphrodites (Figure 1, p<0.001). In terms of resource
allocation to reproduction, female flowers were
found to have significantly larger ovules and
styles (Philipp et al., 2009). Females were also
found to have a higher number of flowers in populations in British Columbia, while this was not
significant in another population in the Rocky
Mountains (Delph & Carroll, 2001; Lortie &
Reid, 2012). In terms of allocation to growth,
Morris & Doak (1998) found no difference in
cushion size between hermaphrodites and females. However, the slope for increased seed production with larger size was steeper for females,
thus the difference in seed production between
females and hermaphrodites increase with size.
Figure 1: 95% confidence intervals (n=32.
p<0.001) of annual fruit production of females
and hermaphrodites using raw data from
Morris (1998)
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Table 1: A comparison of allocation to reproduction between a) hermaphrodites (H), females (F) and b) hermaphrodites
(H) and males (M) with results from previous studies. Differences are shown by: H=F when no significant difference
was found, H<F when hermaphrodites and H>F when females have significantly more of a specific trait. The same
symbols were used for males and hermaphrodites with H=M, H>M and M<H.
a)				
Trait			

Hermaphrodites (H) and females (F)

Resource allocation

Location			

Flower (corolla) size		
H>F			
Baffin Island, Canada
							
Rocky Mountains		
Ovule size			
H<F			
Western Greenland
Style size				
H<F			
Western Greenland
							
Baffin Island, Canada
Longer papillae
H<F			
Baffin Island, Canada
Flower number			
H=F			
Rocky Mountains		
										
				
H<F 			
British Columbia, Canada
Flower density			
H=F			
British Columbia, Canada
Capsule set of flowers		
H<F			
Baffin Island, Canada
							
Rocky Mountains 		
							
Northern Sweden		
Total seeds per plant		
H<F			
Rocky Mountains		
							
British Columbia, Canada
Seed per capsule			
H=F			
Rocky Mountain		
							
Baffin Island, Canada
Seed provisioning			
H=F			
Rocky Mountains		
Seed weight			
H=F			
Rocky Mountains
							
British Columbia, Canada

b)				

Trait			

Hermaphrodites (H) and males (M)

Resource allocation

Location			

Filament size			
H=M			
West Greenland		
Length of stigma			
H>M			
West Greenland		
										
Pollen per anther			
H<M			
West Greenland
Pollen per flower			
H=M			
French Alps		
							
Greenland		
Well developed pollen		
H<M			
West Greenland		
				
H=M			
French Alps
Size pollen grain			
H=M			
French Alps		

Seedling survival and inbreeding rates
Females produce offspring of higher quality
than hermaphrodite progeny (Table 1a). Keller
(2006) found that seeds from females germinated better and gained more biomass than seeds
from hermaphrodites. Further, female seeds
had better seedling survival rates than seeds
of selfed or outcrossed seeds from hermaphrodites of equal mass (Shykoff, 1988). Interestingly, Delph (2003) showed that pistillate
flowers on hermaphrodites also parent seeds of
significantly lower survival rates than females.
18

Reference

(Hermanutz & Innes 1994)
(Philipp 2009)
(Philipp 2009)
(Philipp 2009)
(Hermanutz & Innes 1994)
(Hermanutz & Innes 1994)
(Delph & Carroll 2001)
(Marr 1997)
(Lortie & Reid 2012)
(Lortie & Reid 2012)
(Hermanutz & Innes 1994)
(Delph & Carroll 2001)
(Alatalo & Molau 1995)
(Delph & Carroll 2001)
(Lortie & Reid 2012)
(Delph & Carroll 2001)
(Hermanutz & Innes 1994)
(Delph 1999)
(Shykoff 1988)
(Lortie & Reid 2012)

Reference

(Philipp 2009)
(Maurice et al. 1998)
(Philipp 1990)
(Philipp 2009)
(Maurice et al. 1998)
(Philipp 1990)
(Philipp 2009)
(Maurice et al. 1998)
(Maurice et al. 1998)

The percentage of selfed seeds in hermaphrodites were found to vary between
45% and 9% in a study by Marr (2006) in the
Rocky Mountains. In selfed seeds, Keller
(2006) found that inbreeding depression is
significantly different from zero, with a mean
of 0.67. In addition, Delph (2004) found that
the relative fitness of inbred seeds was significantly lower than that of outcrossed seeds.
Gender-specific pollinator activity
Investigating gender fitness in terms of polli-
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nator attraction, Lortie (2012) found that the
mean visit time of each pollinator was longer
for hermaphrodites than females. The same result was found by Sørensen (2015) in Norway,
although Shykoff (1992) found one species of
bumblebee (Bombus sylvicola) that spent more
time on female flowers. No significant difference in abundance and richness of pollinators
was found (Lortie & Reid, 2012). However,
Sørensen (2015) found that hermaphrodites
increased their mean seed production by 24%
after supplemental pollination. No increase in
mean seed production was found in females.
Gender plasticity and the anther-smut fungus
(Microbotryum violaceum)
When looking at gender fitness, gender lability,
and potential altering of sex expression must be
considered. Shykoff (1988) and Alatalo (1997)
found mixed cushions of S. acaulis in their study
areas. In addition, Alatalo (1997) and Philipp
et al. (2009) found that the sex expression of S.
acaulis changes from year to year. In northern
Sweden, 15 out of 39 marked plants had changed
genders in two years: one female and two males
became hermaphrodites, nine hermaphrodites
became males, and one male and two hermaphrodites became females. (Alatalo, 1997). In
Greenland, seven individuals had changed gender over the course of two years, with four males
becoming hermaphrodites and three hermaphrodites becoming males (Philipp et al., 2009).
However, none of these studies accounted for
the anther-smut fungus Microbotryum violaceum
that causes individuals to go sterile and females
and hermaphrodites to produce spore-filled anthers (Hermanutz & Innes, 1994; Marr, 2006).
Infection rates have been shown to be up to 38%
in the Rocky Mountains and 21.7% on Baffin
Island (Marr, 1997; Hermanutz & Innes, 1993).
Accounting for fungal activity, Morris and Doak
(1998) did not find any change of gender during
their study in their site in the Rocky Mountains.
Distribution of reproductive system
Frequencies of males, females, and hermaphrodites varied with each geographical region (Table 2). One population in the French Alps only
consisted of males and hermaphrodites, without
any females. The rest of the populations con-

tained varying frequencies of females, from 25%
to 83% and hermaphrodites. In the Alps, one
population was functionally almost dioecious,
with very low numbers of hermaphrodite individuals. The frequency of males varied with each
geographical region, from no recorded male
individuals in Alaska, Norway and Svalbard,
to up to over 30% in Greenland and the Alps.
Discussion
Pollen germination and dispersal
Males invest more in pollen production and less
in growth compared to hermaphrodites (Figure
4a; Philipp et al., 2009). Morris & Doak (1998)
found that seed production increased with size.
The relationship between size and pollen production has not been tested, but male resource allocation could indicate that size is not as strongly
correlated with gender fitness as in hermaphrodites and females. Pollen germinated better on
female than hermaphrodite flowers (Alatalo &
Molau, 1995). This could be a result of flower
morphology, where females allocate more resources to a longer style and larger ovaries than
hermaphrodites (Figure 4c; Philipp et al., 2009)
Seed production and fruit set
Females have a fitness advantage over hermaphrodites in terms of higher fruit set and
seed production (Shykoff, 1988; Morris &
Doak, 1998). Females produce more seeds,
and thus have a higher potential contribution
to the next generation. This increased seed
production does not come from more seeds in
each capsule, but a higher percentage of flowers that set fruit (Hermanutz & Innes, 1994).
This could be due to increased resource allocation to longer papillae cells on the stigma
(Hermanutz & Innes, 1994). Papillae cells are
the surface where pollen can attach on the reproductive parts of a flower. Longer papillae
cells increase this surface, therefore also potentially increasing the chance of being pollinated.
In addition, females have longer styles,
which Hermanutz and Innes (1994) correlated
with a higher fruit set. This higher fruit set could
be the result of better pollen germination on longer styles. This has been shown for species of Rhododendrons (Ericaceae), where pollen tubes grew
faster in longer styles (Williams & Rouse, 1990).
19
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Seedling survival and inbreeding rates
Seeds from females also had a fitness advantage
over seeds from hermaphrodites; in terms of
better germination, growth rate, and establishment rate than seeds of the same weight from
a hermaphrodite (Keller & Schwaegerle, 2006;
Shykoff, 1988). Two factors should be taken
into consideration here: inbreeding depression
and cytoplasmic male-sterility. Keller (2006)
found lower fitness due to inbreeding depression
in seeds from a selfed hermaphrodite. Higher
seedling fitness of outcrossed seeds have also
been found in other gynodioecious species, like
Thymus vulgaris and Silene vulgaris (Dommée &
Valdeyron, 1978; Emery & McCauley, 2002).
However, outcrossed seedlings from hermaphrodites were also found to have lower survival
rate than female seeds. This mechanism is not
due to morphology, as Delph (2003) showed that
seeds from pistillate flowers on hermaphrodites
also have a lower survival rate than seeds from
female cushions. This indicates gender-specif20

ic genetic differences between individuals. For
a cushion to portray male reproductive parts it
must counteract male-sterility by nuclear restorer genes (Emery & McCauley, 2002). One
hypothesis is that these restorer genes and alleles that ‘hitchhike’ with them are correlated
with lower reproductive quality (Delph, 2004).
Gender-specific pollinator activity
Pollinators spent more time on the flowers of
hermaphrodites than on females flowers, indicating a difference in either morphology or
nectaries (Figure 4b; Lortie & Reid, 2012).
One such difference has been found in flower morphology, with larger hermaphrodite
flowers (Hermanutz & Innes, 1994). In addition, a supplemental pollen experiment by
Sørensen (2015) indicated that hermaphrodites are pollen limited. Thus, there could be
a selection pressure amongst hermaphrodites
to increase flower size to attract pollinators.
Moreover, if hermaphrodites are more pollen

limited, this could translate to a female fitness
advantage in pollinator deficient environments.
Gender plasticity and the anther-smut fungus
(Microbotryum violaceum)
Gender plasticity would enable cushions of
S. acaulis to allocate resources to reproduction differently with fluctuating environmental changes. Outcrossing requires more energy
than self-pollination (Solbrig, 1976), which in
the short term could favour hermaphroditism
in abnormally resource limited years. In the
long term, however, outcrossing is more beneficial and could favour unisexual sex expression.
Such gender lability in the same individuals
has been found in another subdioecious species, Wurmbea dioica (Ramsey & Vaughton,
2001). However, no reports of gender changes
have taken the smut-anther fungi Microbotryum
violaceum into account. Since this fungus causes changes in sex expression (Marr, 1998), new
studies following cushions throughout consecutive growth seasons should be conducted.

Distribution of gender frequencies:
In Greenland, Phillip (1990) noted that female
frequencies were higher in more extreme environments. In this study, extreme environments
refer to lower temperatures, less nutrients, and a
shorter growth season. These factors correlated
with latitude, where higher female frequencies
were found in higher latitudes in Greenland.
Additionally, Alatalo (1995) reported increased
female frequencies with higher altitudes. Two
hypotheses can be postulated to explain why
female frequencies could be higher in harsher
environments: one on survival and another on
pollinator dependence. Firstly, female progeny
have lower seedling mortality and higher establishment rates in harsher conditions than hermaphrodites (Sun & Ganders, 1986). The same
was found in Thymus vulgaris in terms of environmental stability, with higher female survival
rates and frequencies in unstable environments
(Dommée & Valdeyron, 1978). In stressful conditions, female individuals could have an advan21
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Table 2: Reproductive system at each location included in the literature review, with gynodioecious (female and hermaphrodite), subdioecious (male and female with some hermaphrodite) and trioecious (male, female, and hermaphrodite) descriptions of gender frequencies.

Location

Reproductive system

Subspecies		

Genders		

References

Alaska		
Gynodioecious		
-			
Female: 25-83% 		
(Klaas & Olson 2006
								Hermaphrodites: 17-75%
Alps (France)
Subdioecious		
Silene acaulis exscapa
Female: 16-24%		
(Maurice et al. 1998)
							
Hermaphrodite 1-3%
(Powolny et al. 2016)
								Male: 6-36%
					 Silene acaulis cenisia
Female: 0-31%
								Hermaphrodite: 7-29%
								Males: 1-16%
Baffin Island
Gynodioecious to		
Silene acaulis exscapa
Female: 72-80%		
(Hermanutz & Innes
		 subdioecious					Both functionally		1994)
								hermaphrodite and
								male recorded.
Greenland
Trioecious		
- 		
Females: 20-57%		
(Philipp 2009)
								Hermaphrodites: 12%
(Philipp 1990)
								Males: 31%
Finse, Norway
Gynodioecious		
-			
Females: 37-50%		
(Sørensen 2015)
								Hermaphrodites: 40-52%
Rocky Mountains Gynodioecious to
Silene acaulis 		
Females: 23%-43%		
(Shykoff 1988)
		
trioecious		
subcaulescens		
Hermaphrodites: 42%
(Marr 1997)
								Functionally male: 9%
								Mixed cushions: 35%
Svalbard		
Gynodioecious		
-			
Female: 25-73%		
(Såstad 1991)and
								Hermaphrodites: 6%-41% (Svoen 2014)
Swedish Laplands Trioecious
-			
Females: 35-66%		
(Alatalo & Molau 1995)
								Hermaphrodites: 34-64%
								Males: 0-7%
								Mixed cushions recorded

Figure 4: Potential pathways for resource allocation for males (a), hermaphrodites (b) and
females (c) with traits for gender fitness highlighted in red. Pathways that are not tested
for significance or where studies disagree are
shown with a question mark (?).
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tage by higher survival and establishment rates.
Secondly, more extreme conditions will
generally mean lower pollinator richness and
abundance (Molau, 1993). Pollinator activity could have a larger effect on hermaphrodite
seed production, since hermaphrodite flowers
have lower rates of pollen germination (Shykoff,
1992). Thus, hermaphrodites are more pollinator
dependent than females (Sørensen, 2015). This
could lead to higher rates of self-pollination in
hermaphrodites, which could lead to a decrease
in fitness due to inbreeding depression. In another species, Wurmbea dioica, high levels of
self-fertilization produced fewer hermaphrodite
offspring (Barred, 1992). The same type of sex
determination is found in S. acaulis (Delph &
Mutikainen, 2003) which could give increased
female frequencies in pollinator deficient regions.

Conclusion and Future Studies
This literature review shows that S. acaulis has
gender-specific trade-offs in resource allocation
to reproduction, which gives different fitness
advantages across its circumpolar distribution.
Female advantage has been shown by higher
seedling survival and seed production, which is
of particular importance in harsh conditions. To
gain a better understanding of the dynamics of
gender fitness in polymorphic systems, studies on
pollinator activity, growth season and temperature in relation to gender frequencies should be
pursued. Such studies will provide insight to both
the evolutionary history of reproductive systems
in angiosperms and a baseline for predictions on
how future plant populations will be composed.
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Introduction
The epic fantasy TV series Game of Thrones is at
its core a story about power, and the struggle
to acquire it. Set in a fictional medieval world
of kingdoms, barbarians, and the occasional magic; Game of Thrones is ripe for discussion
in the field of International Relations (IR). The
series is an HBO adaptation of the critically acclaimed Song of Ice and Fire book series by
author George R. R. Martin. Much of his writing is inspired by the War of the Roses, albeit
with a flair of fantastical imagery. In fact, many
scenes and characters in the show can be traced
to real events in British history. This creates a
compelling layer of depth for an IR student or
scholar to apply different forms of analysis to
a work of fiction. The struggle for power portrayed in the show, across multiple arenas, fits
particularly well within the sociological theories of Pierre Bourdieu. For this essay we have
chosen four central concepts from Bourdieu;
field, habitus, capital, and symbolic violence.
We will explain each concept before applying
them to the Game of Thrones episode “Baelor”.
Bourdieu´s Concepts: Field and Habitus
Habitus and Field are two of Bourdieu’s major
contributions to IR. They foster an emergent,
yet distinctive, understanding of the state and
the international. Habitus and field are often
referred to as “thinking tools”, because they
make it possible to integrate theory, methodology, and empiricism in a way that is otherwise impossible in other IR traditions (Bigo,
2011; Adler-Nissen, 2012). Although they are
theoretical concepts, they can be used methodologically to analyse practices. Ontologically,
these concepts are particularly interesting because human action, as shaped by interactions
between habitus and field, conjoin agency and
structure (Bigo, 201; Pouliot & Merand, 2013).
Therefore, habitus and field must be understood together. As Bigo (2011, p. 238) puts it:
“field and habitus exist only in relation to each
other and they are not polarities but ‘limits’”.
Field
A field can be defined as “a social space structured along three principal dimensions: power
relations, objects of struggle, and the rules taken
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for granted within the field” (Bourdieu, 1993, p.
72). Power relations within a field are structured
hierarchically, and are distinguished by inequalities of capital. Social, cultural, and economic positions are all major forms of capital. Because it has
evolved through history, the form of capital that
is considered important is often specific for the
field and can vary between different fields. This
different valuation of capital is one of the things
that limit a field from other fields, almost like a
magnet repelling an opposite force (Bigo, 2011).
Players are always involved in a struggle
within a field. The object of the specific struggle is part of what constitutes a field, where one
field may battle over material gains, while in
another the battle might be for status or honour (Poulion & Mérand, 2013). Each field also
has its own “rules of the game” known as doxa.
Doxa are implied rather than explicit limits, e.g.
knowledge of social interactions or the valued
form of capital. “Native players” know the doxa
intuitively but might not be consciously aware
because it is so deeply embedded in them. Doxa
benefits experienced players in the field over
newcomers because they naturally know how to
behave. Therefore, knowledge of the doxa contributes to certain players maintaining dominant power relations (Pouliot & Mérand, 2013).
Habitus
Bourdieu (2000) defines habitus as a “set of dispositions, reflexes and forms of behaviour that
people acquire through acting in society”, that is
“part of how society produces itself ” (p. 19). Habitus grounds decision-making and describes individual behaviour based upon complex interactions between habits, skills, and values that each
individual has gained from their past (Pouliot &
Mérand, 2012). Habitus is structure incorporated in the body, as an internalized, subconscious
form of knowledge. In this way, according to
Bourdieu (1990), “the body is in the social world
but the social world is also in the body”(p. 11).
This set of principles and dispositions that constitute the habitus are unique for each individual
and always influence the way they act. It is a sort
of practical sense serving as a guide on how things
should be done, giving a “hunch” of what is right
and wrong in different situations (Bigo, 2011).
This is not, however, to say that structure

predetermines agency. Rather, habitus, combined with your position in the field, will incline
an actor to behave in a certain way. In familiar
situations and environments, our habitus gives
us a “feel for the game”, which is a subconscious
understanding of the rules that makes decisions
easy (Bourdieu, 1985). Although an individual
may have only one habitus, actions are not predictable because they also depend on the field.
A person’s habitus adjusts over time according
to their position within a specific field, but habitus “resists the evolving conditions of the field,
creates tensions and is shaken by new experiences” (Bourdieu, 1997). With time, a person in a
new field will adapt their habitus to better fit the
rules of the new game. The time it takes to create
a change in habitus might result in a “delay”, e.g.
a period of time when habitus is not yet adapted
to the new field, something that is referred to as
the hysteresis effect (Pouliot & Mérand, 2013).
Field, Habitus, and Doxa in Game of Thrones
The events of the episode titled “Baelor” make
for a potent discussion of Bourdieu’s concepts
of habitus and field. In King’s Landing a beloved character is shockingly beheaded for treason, and in the camps of the far away Dothraki
Horde, a Queen in exile tries to save her dying
husband. While these two events may appear
to be very different, looking at them through
a Bordieuan lens reveals stunning similarities.
King’s Landing is the capital city of the
Seven Kingdoms, a unified realm of seven former rival kingdoms on the continent of Westeros. The top of the political hierarchy in Westeros is situated in King’s Landing, including the
King, Queen, and all the most powerful political advisors in the realm. Throughout Westeros,
duty and honour are considered sacred, but in
King’s Landing the field is played by a different set of rules. Political intrigue, backstabbing,
and Machiavellian grabs for power are rampant.
In “Baelor” we find Eddard “Ned”
Stark in prison awaiting judgement for crimes
against the crown. In previous episodes, we
follow Ned’s story as he investigates the murder of his predecessor. Ned is the Hand of the
King, and is second in command in the political hierarchy. Prior to this arrangement, he
was Warden of the North, a region with con-

servative traditions that value honor, strength,
integrity, and tradition. These are the doxa that
informed Ned’s habitus prior to his move to
the capital. When the previous Hand mysteriously dies, the King begs Ned to replace him.
Things get much more complicated
when the King himself is killed under suspicious circumstances. Ned is forced into a battle
of wits with the newly widowed Queen, whose
family he suspects is behind both murders. This
conflict is a theoretical field in which these
two players are vying to take the highest seat
of power. But they are not alone in this field,
and the player who can gain the most allies
will become the dominant actor. In a confrontation with Ned, the Queen calls this struggle
for power “the game of thrones”, a title so applicable Bourdieu could have used it himself.
Unfortunately for Ned, the Queen
has a more informed habitus and understands
the doxa of the field. Where Ned tries to be
honorable, the Queen does not privilege morality above her pursuit of power. In the end,
she wins, and Ned is betrayed because others see him as the weaker choice, and therefore take advantage of his perceived naivety.
According to Bourdieu, an individual’s habitus adapts to a new field once they
become aware of its doxa (Pouliot & Merand,
2013). We see at the end of the episode that this
is true for Ned as well. Once he is imprisoned
and it is clear that he has lost, he lies and admits guilt of treason as part of a deal to secure
his life and protect his children. Whereas earlier interactions showed that his habitus would
lead him to rather die than sacrifice his honor
by falsely admitting treason. Sadly, in another
doxa defying move, the new King beheads Ned
instead of honoring the deal. While this type
of treachery may be acceptable in King’s Landing, in the greater field of politics throughout
Westeros this beheading is unacceptable. In response, a civil war will erupt and shift the field
even further, but this occurs in later episodes.
In the episode “Baelor” while Ned is losing
his head, Daenarys Targaryen is trying to save
her dying husband on the continent of Essos.
Daenarys, or Danny for short, is the
only living descendent of the Targaryen family, the former rulers of Westeros who united the
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Seven Kingdoms until the King, whom Ned
had been serving, led a rebellion and removed
them from power. In an effort to build an army
to reclaim their ancestral seat of power, Danny’s brother Viserys offered her as a bride to the
brutal leader of the nomadic warrior Dothraki
people. Khal Drogo, leader of the Dothraki, accepted (Danny had no say in this) and offered
his army in return. But before long Viserys made
the same mistake as Ned and tried to make a
power move when he did not know the rules.
Viserys’ habitus was formed in a field
where his name and lineage alone gave him
power over all other actors in the field. However, the field of Dothraki politics only values
strength and skill as a warrior, neither of which
he had. This was difficult for him to grasp, and
he grew impatient that he was not being treated with the respect he believed he deserved.
To change this situation, he tried to wield his
perceived power to influence other actors. But
instead of getting dominion over the Dothraki,
as he expected, they killed him. Danny was just
as out of place with the Dothraki as her brother. However, she recognized the need to adapt
to this new field and her habitus adjusted as
she learned the appropriate doxa. Like Viserys,
Danny started to make moves to establish her
place of power in the field, but because she had
an informed habitus she successfully climbed
the ladder to a position of legitimate power.
But fields are always shifting, and they
shift for Danny when her husband begins to
suffer from an infected wound. Danny’s position of power in the field exists as long as her
husband is in command. She becomes desperate
to save his life (for his sake and for hers) and
when it appears that there is no way to save him,
she turns to a blood magic priestess that is imprisoned in the Dothraki camp. Blood magic is
considered evil by the Dothraki, and using it in
any way is completely forbidden. Danny’s habitus is not completely in tune with the doxa of
the Dothraki field of power, and she sacrifices
her position of power by using the priestess’s
magic. Ultimately, she fails to save her husband and she is abandoned by the Dothraki.
Ned, Viserys, and Danny each suffer from being ill-suited to their environment,
often referred to in English as the “fish out of
30
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water” experience. This is the phenomenon that
Bourdieu calls the hysteresis effect: the delay in
the change of a habitus as it transitions from
one field to the next (Pouliot, 2010). Each of
the three characters enter a new field of power and face the consequences of not having a
fully adjusted habitus. Bourdieu’s theories of
habitus and field allow us to identify how social structures can create similar challenges for these three very different characters.
Bourdieu’s Capital
Bourdieu explains how habitus can shape behaviour in an agent-structure symbiosis. Going
further, he defined the component parts of this
behaviour in terms of capital. Capital is an important concept in Bourdieu’s theoretical framework since it represents the ultimate way in which
an individual accumulates material and non-tangible resources throughout life. These resources,
settings, and volume are directly connected with
power relations. Bourdieu categorises capital in
cultural, social, economic, and symbolic forms.
Types of capital
Cultural capital is the resource that expresses cultural competence and presence in a field.
Its accumulation can reinforce class differences
since individuals have access to many sources of
knowledge (Cole, 2017). Bourdieu (1986) elaborates on the concept, recognizing cultural capital
in three different states: embodied, objectified,
and institutionalized. Firstly, individual action
is vital to develop cultural capital in an embodied state because it is an ideational asset that
“can’t be done second hand” (Bourdieu, 1986, p.
48). Consequently, this embodiment experience
builds a person’s cultural baggage. Secondly,
cultural capital translates into cultural goods in
its objectified state, such as pictures and books.
Its physical feature allows cultural accumulation
in social environments, such as art collections
or libraries. Finally, the institutionalized state,
as the term suggests, defines cultural characteristics in a field’s institutions. This state can be
present in businesses’ good practices or accepted social norms in a school, for example. Social
capital, therefore, is the material or symbolic
resources acquired through human networks.
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Social capital can be measured according to its volume, extension, and quality among
members of a network (Bourdieu, 1986). In
other words, as Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998)
suggest, social capital can be determined in a
structural dimension, such as the number of
members of a network. Or, yet, in a relational manner, through the presence of trust and
norms. Social capital can also be measured
in a cognitive perspective, via the strength of
shared goals among individuals in a network.
Ultimately, an individual can reproduce social capital through exchange, in which one
part affirms its recognition towards the other.
All types of capital hold an inherent
economic component, which allows them to
be exchanged. In this way, economic capital is
a conversion tool. Indeed, “the different capital forms can be derived from economic capital,
but only at the cost of a more or less great effort of transformation, which is needed to produce the type of power effective in the field in
question.” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 53). A way to
apply economic capital is to utilize economic
resources to “purchase” other types of capital.
Symbolic capital forms when knowledge crystallizes as a social fact. It “refers to
degree of accumulated prestige, celebrity, consecration or honor and is founded on a dialectic
of knowledge (connaissance) and recognition
(reconnaissance)” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 7). Symbolic capital does not distinguish a particular
resource, but signifies a deeper acceptance of
capital in its other forms. The transformation of
capital to its symbolic form manipulates power
relations and subsequently reproduces the inequalities it creates. It ensures that the power
legitimacy will be continuously reproduced by
those who hold it (Johnson, 1995; Lawler, 2011).
Capital in Game of Thrones
At the beginning of “Baelor” Varys shows his
cultural and symbolic capital in a dialogue with
Ned Stark. He visits Ned Stark at the King’s
Landing dungeons to offer a plea deal. But, before the negotiation starts, Varys shares his life
story. As a child, he suffered years of abuse: he
was born a slave and captured by a troupe of
actors that carried him across the Narrow Sea.

Afterwards, the troupe sold him to a witch, who
cut off his manhood and left him to die. Still,
he lived and became a thief. Some years later in
his learning process, he became the Master of
Whisperers, a sort of King’s intelligence advisor.
Varys’ learning process displays the embedded state as one way to accumulate cultural
capital. It is a long and unique relationship between the body and mind. Therefore, cultural capital accumulation must begin early in a
child’s life (Bourdieu, 1986). In Varys’ case, since
he was born a slave, he does not fit conveniently within Bourdieu’s class framework. Later in
life, Varys realized the value of his knowledge
surpassed any economic resource and translated his cultural capital to a symbolic form. Varys
exposes many cultural and symbolic struggles in
his story, from a slave to a Master of Whisperers.
The dialogue between Catelyn Stark and
Walder Frey highlights differences in their social
and economic capital. The geographical distance
of the Freys and the Starks created distinct family structures between the houses. The twins,
Walder’s castle, is located in both ends of an
important bridge in the Riverlands. In this way,
the twins’ strategic location brings wealth to the
Freys through crossing charges. Walder married
several times to younger women, and in fact, his
current wife is a fifteen-year-old girl. Ned and
Catelyn married only once and remained as such
until Ned’s death. The Starks’ spousal commitment resemble their homeland values of stoicism
and honor. Thus, even though Catelyn knew
Walder since she was a child, she and her family
kept a distance from him when their cultural capitals in their institutional state were in disarray.
Catelyn heads to King’s Landing with
her house troops to rescue her husband, Ned
Stark, and her two daughters. Since Walder Frey
controls the Riverlands crossing, Catelyn needs
his permission to go further. At first, Walder
denies Catelyn’s crossing based on cultural aspects, especially due to the low embodied capital between the houses. However, Walder is
the head of a big family, with several children
from his eight marriages. With the future of
his house in mind, he decides to set the cultural differences aside and proposes an agreement.
If both houses could merge through a series of

marriages in the future, when Ned is saved from
prison, Catelyn’s troops would have free passage
through the Riverlands and receive part of Frey’s
troops to accompany them to King’s Landing.
In this way, Walder used his economic capital to
buy social capital, ending the Starks’ long-term
exclusion. By accepting the deal, Catelyn acquired an expanded, merged cultural capital and
an economic capital surplus. This negotiation
is an illuminating case that demonstrates the
transformation of cultural and economic capital.
Symbolic Violence
As mentioned above, in Bourdieu’s sociology,
cultural capital is of great importance for creating
and reproducing power relations between groups.
Dominant classes perpetuate inequalities of cultural capital through something Bourdieu coins
as symbolic violence. Bourdieu writes about the
preferences of different lifestyles according to
their class. In this framework the higher “dominating” class lifestyle is the most desirable and
superior (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 6). Prestigious activities of privileged classes are prioritized over
the trappings of less desirable groups. In other
words, one can love listening to country music
rather than classical music, enjoy eating at fast
food chains rather than eating steak at a fancy
restaurant, but at the end you know the latter is
finer. Symbolic violence occurs at this juncture
where subordinate groups legitimize the values
of the ruling cultural class. These values institutionalize as common sense, which inclines
groups with lower status to incorporate them
into their social identities. As Bourdieu puts it,
symbolic violence is applied by subjects to others
using their symbolic capital. Symbolic violence
manifests in many forms of social and cultural
domination, but Bourdieu’s example of masculine domination describes this relationship most
aptly. In today’s world, men as the dominant
group, and women, the subordinate, agree that
women are weaker, less intelligent, less reliable,
and so forth (Bourdieu, 2001). Therefore, gender relations are a useful framework for understanding symbolic violence in Game of Thrones.
Symbolic Violence in Game of Thrones
Gender plays a significant role in Baelor. Mas-
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culine and feminine roles are conceived as binary opposites between high-low, big-little,
strong-weak, or hard-soft. The subordinate relationship normalizes male and female positions
to a point where they are taken for granted. At
the beginning of the episode we see masculinity is a virtue. Varys talks to Eddard Stark in
the dungeon and explains that he was castrated as a child, and therefore lost his manhood.
He explains his past through a lens whereby “when I was young and still a man”. Varys
implies that he is no longer a man, and does
not possess the symbolic power of his gender identity. A man is supposed to be strong,
big, brave, and virile, of which Varys has few.
Further on in the episode we see the total
subordination of women. Walder Frey, lord of his
city, marries young girls for pleasure. Moreover,
we see Catelyn Stark and Walder Frey use their
daughters as bargaining chips to cross the river
with her army. The young women in this bargain
do not have any right to object, especially since
they are not present during the negotiations.
Robb Stark was the only person that was asked
for consent since he was arranged to marry one of
Frey’s daughters. Robb Stark could have rejected the proposal, and not only that, he was also
able to pick which daughter he wanted to marry.
During Ned Stark’s execution both
Sansa Stark and Cersei Lannister advised Joffrey - the new king - to spare Ned’s life. Joffrey then utters “...but they have the soft
hearts of women”, overrules their wishes, and
fulfils the execution. Because they are women, Joffrey does not feel the need to take their
advice into consideration. Again, the field
in Baelor purveys masculine dominance.
Bourdieu mentions another form of
symbolic violence in his work through class
relations. Working and middle-class people
agree that the middle-classes are more intelligent, more capable of running the country, and
more deserving of higher pay. In the Lannister
army, there is a unit consisting of people from
the North - called Wildlings. In the series they
are portrayed as barbaric, simple people with
clubs and axes, wearing animal fur instead of
fine armour and robes. This unit, led by Tyrion
Lannister, is the front line of the army heading into battle. Their class status diminish34
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es their value to the Lannisters, which makes
their sacrifice convenient. This is assumed as
the people on the front line are most likely to
be killed, and Tyrion replies “...there are easier
ways to kill me” when he gets the order, implying again that people on the frontline will most
definitely die. The class differences are also clear
when the Lannisters are discussing strategy before the battle. There are no Wildlings present,
they are just given orders by the Lannisters.
Meanwhile, in the Dothraki camp,
Khal Drogo is dying and his queen Daenerys
Targaryen is facing threats to her crown. Despite her royal status, and bearing of the future
king, many Dothraki believe she will lose her
status, as the title of queen is only valuable when
connected to a king. One of the Dothraki soldiers pushes the queen to the ground, something
that would have been punished severely by Khal,
if he was healthy. Her bodyguard and advisor,
Ser Jorah, states that the Dothraki do not honor
blood lines and inheritance rights. After Khal
dies they will most likely fight among themselves to estzablish the new Khal and throw
Daenerys’ child to the dogs. The strongest
Dothraki will emerge from the internal fight
and take the throne. The marriage also started with Daenerys being a strategic piece when
her brother Viserys married her off to Khal
Drogo against her will in an earlier episode.

national Relations. Bourdieu shows how capital
forms – cultural, symbolic, social, and economic
– can enable or constrain the individual’s mobility
in a field, according to the doxa present in it. His
perspective also highlights how violence is not
necessarily physical, but can be executed through

far more subtle forms of domination with symbolic violence. Analyzing emblematic scenes in
“Baelor” using Bourdieu’s concepts is indeed an
interesting exercize, and reveals how sociological
approaches can provide a highly relevant framework for understanding social power dynamics.
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Conclusion
George R.R. Martin’s adventures in Westeros
were inspired by The War of Roses, which was
fought in England in the mid-1400s. During
this period, Ibn Khaldun was shaping the
study of sociology in the region today known
as Tunisia (Hassan, 2006). In a loose comparison to Game of Thrones, he would neighbour
the Free Cities, a group of trading city states
far away from the power disputes for the iron
throne. Some centuries later, in 1970’s France,
Pierre Bourdieu began to write about the central tenets that form an individual habitus.
By emphasizing agency and individual
choice, while at the same time considering how
structure influences our actions, the concepts of
habitus and field expose how everyday practices
always reflect a fusion of structure and agency
that takes place in many areas including InterPhoto: Rebekka Ween
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Abstract
Australia has faced large-scale extinction of native animals due to a combination of human modifications of natural areas and invasive species. The dingo, (Canis lupus dingo), which was introduced to
the continent by humans 3,500 years ago, may have contributed to this. However, numerous studies in
the last decades have indicated that dingoes may also be a vital conservation tool to restore ecological
structures and functions in Australian ecosystems. This paper reviews empirical evidence of how dingo predation positively affects the ecosystem through trophic cascades. Dingoes limit large herbivore
populations and increase primary production, while also contributing as apex predators by limiting and
changing the behaviour of invasive mesopredators. Throughout Australia, dingoes are persecuted due
to conflicts with human communities. This impacts both pack structures and social behaviour, limiting
their ability to regulate ecosystems. Dingoes represent a valuable conservation tool in Australia, but
their restoration must be adapted and managed according to local conditions.
Introduction
Australia has experienced the highest extinction
rate and decline of native animals on any continent since European colonization in 1788 (Burbidge & McKenzie, 1989; Johnson et al., 2007;
Wallach et al., 2009a). European colonization
introduced agricultural crops, domestic livestock, and several other invasive species, which,
together with an increase in human population,
caused a continuous decline of native species
(Burbidge & McKenzie, 1989; Kinnear et al.,
2002). The introduction of the European predators the red fox (Vulpes vulpes) and the feral cat
(Felis catus) (Denny & Dickman, 2010; Kennedy et al., 2012) have had devastating impacts on
small- and medium-sized native species (Kinnear et al., 2002; Letnic et al., 2009a).
In recent years, there has been increasing global focus on the role of large apex predators in regulating ecosystems. Through topdown control of herbivores, mesopredators, and
invasive species, they may also contribute to the
conservation of native biodiversity (Ripple et al.,
2014; Ritchie & Johnson, 2009; Ritchie et al.,
2012). Australia’s largest carnivore, the dingo
(Canis lupus dingo), has been suggested to have a
similar effect in Australian ecosystems, but this
is still highly debated (Johnson et al., 2007; Letnic et al., 2012; Ripple et al., 2014; Ritchie &
Johnson, 2009; Ritchie et al., 2012).
The History of the Dingo
The dingo is a 15-25 kg primitive dog introduced to Australia by seafaring people from Asia
between 3,500 and 12,000 years ago (Claridge
& Hunt, 2008; Johnson & Wroe, 2003; Ripple
et al., 2014). Mitochondrial DNA analysis has
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revealed that dingoes are related to a primitive
form of an East Asian semi-domestic dog that
arrived in Australia with only a few founder individuals (Savolainen et al., 2004). The dingo
gradually established throughout the Australian
mainland (Johnson & Wroe, 2003) and lived in
close association with Australian aborigines as
a semi-domesticated companion and hunting
dog (Smith & Litchfield, 2009). Today’s dingo
is a descendant of the original, which remained
isolated and partly feral in Australia for several thousand years (Savolainen et al., 2004). Its
behavior and interaction with the ecosystem is
today more similar to those of gray wolves (Canis
lupus) than domestic dogs (Canis lupus familiaris)
(Glen et al., 2007; Smith & Litchfield, 2009).
The dingo is believed to have caused the
extinctions of Australia’s largest native marsupial predators, the thylacine (Sarcophilus harrisii) and the Tasmanian devil (Gallinula mortierii). These became extinct on the mainland after
dingoes arrived in the Holocene (Johnson &
Wroe, 2003). The thylacine survived longer in
Tasmania without the presence of dingoes, and
the Tasmanian devil still remains there today
(Johnson & Wroe, 2003).
However, there is great uncertainty
about whether the dingo caused the extinction
of these species. The thylacines were much bigger than dingoes and most likely able to protect
themselves, and the Tasmanian devil coexisted with dingoes for at least 3,000 years before
becoming extinct on the mainland (Johnson &
Wroe, 2003; Letnic et al., 2012). Recent archaeological evidence suggests that these extinctions
were instead correlated with technological advances in human communities, human popula-

tion increase, and climate change (Fillios et al.,
2009; Johnson & Wroe, 2003). What is certain
is that following the extinctions of Australia’s
marsupial predators, the dingo soon took over
the role of apex predator on the continent, but
acquired a controversial identity as an invasive
pest (Hytten, 2009). In spite of being commonly
accused of causing continent-wide extinctions in
the Holocene, studies now indicate that dingoes
may be a vital part of the Australian ecosystem,
suppressing invasive species and large native
herbivores and thereby protecting vulnerable
native species (Glen & Dickman, 2005; Glen et
al., 2007; Johnson et al., 2007).
This paper explores the role of the dingo as an apex predator in Australia and whether
its presence can contribute to controlling invasive species, regulating native herbivores, and
helping conserve native biodiversity. A review of
recent literature and empirical evidence will be
used to attempt to answer these questions.
The Dingo as an Invasive Pest
Livestock production was introduced in Australia during European colonization. Dingoes
subsequently caused widespread depredation of
sheep (Ovis aries), leading Australia to officially declare them as pests in 1885. Dingoes were
persecuted by bounty hunting and poison baiting campaigns (Allen & Sparkes, 2001; Wallach
et al., 2009a). Between 1890 and 1945, a 9,660
km ‘dingo-proof fence’ was constructed to protect the sheep industry from the threat of dingo
depredation (Allen & Sparkes, 2001; Newsome
et al., 2001; Wallach et al., 2009a). Today, the
fence has been reduced to 5,631 km and effectively restricts dingoes from the entire southeastern part of Australia.
While it represents an enormous cost
to the Australian economy (Allen & Sparkes,
2001), the fence is very efficient at keeping dingoes out. The few that do continue to reside within the fence create conflicts with sheep farming,
which translates to an annual cost of $66 million AUD in depredated sheep (McLeod, 2004,
in Fleming et al., 2006). The fence also presents
an interesting natural experiment: dingoes are
excluded from a large part of the continent, but
viable populations remain outside the fence, facilitating studies of the ecological role of dingoes

(Letnic & Koch, 2010; Newsome et al., 2001;
Pople et al., 2000).
Herbivore Regulation
One of the most widely cited studies of the dingo’s effect on large herbivores in Australia is
Caughley et al. (1980), which attempted to explain the abrupt increase in populations of red
kangaroo (Macropus rufus) and emu (Dromaius
novaehollandiae) inside the dingo-proof fence,
compared to the outside. Several explanations of
this difference were investigated in the study, including vegetation differences and different livestock production patterns, which were eventually discarded in support of the hypothesis that
dingo predation reduced the population of both
red kangaroos and emus (Caughley et al., 1980).
This theory was challenged by Newsome et al.
(2001), who, through a new empirical study of
the same area, described the two sides of the
dingo-proof fence as two separate ecological
universes. The areas within and outside the fence
are geologically very different, which affects watersheds as well as habitat quality, causing varying population densities of red kangaroos and
emus.
Since these two founding studies, the
ability of the dingo to regulate the populations
of large herbivores has been highly debated and
tested in numerous experimental studies (Choquenot & Forsyth, 2013; Letnic et al., 2012).
Pople et al. (2000) conducted a large-scale survey of red kangaroo and emu populations over
several years in three areas representing different
climatic zones and habitats. The study found a
significantly lower density of red kangaroo and
emu outside the fence and concluded that dingo
predation was the most likely cause. The populations outside the fence appeared to be regulated by dingoes switching between rabbits and
kangaroos as their main prey, thereby stabilizing
the fluctuations of the red kangaroo populations
(Pople et al., 2000).
A modeling study by Choquenot and
Forsyth (2013) illustrated that culling of dingoes in New South Wales would lead to a subsequent population increase of red kangaroos,
with a subsequent reduction in pasture biomass
due to overgrazing. They further suggested that
ceasing dingo-culling efforts would control the
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kangaroo population and increase plant biomass,
which would benefit a large variety of other herbivores (Choquenot & Forsyth, 2013). Letnic
et al. (2012) reviewed several studies describing mass deaths of red kangaroos due to food
shortage, and suggested that regulation of red
kangaroos through dingo predation could prevent such catastrophic events. The same review
also noted that across Australia, species of feral livestock such as goats (Capra hircus) and pigs
(Sus scrofa) are rarely found in regions with high
dingo density, which indicates that these herbivores are also limited by dingoes (Letnic et al.,
2012). Other larger feral animals such as horses
(Equus caballus), camels (Camelus dromedarius),
cattle (Bos taurus), and donkeys (Equus asinus)
are probably too large for dingoes to predate on
(Letnic et al., 2012), and dietary analyses confirm that these animals are only eaten as carrion
(Corbett & Newsome, 1987). Despite having a
limited role in regulating these larger introduced
herbivores, then, dingoes contribute to stabilizing populations of mid-size herbivores such as
red kangaroos and preventing mass death events
through predation.
Suppression of Invasive Mesopredators
Dingoes are also known to predate on introduced mesopredators, creating even more important trophic cascades. Introduced mesopredators, such as the feral cat and the red fox, are
major culprits behind continent-wide extinctions of native animals in Australia (Kennedy
et al., 2012; Kinnear et al.. 2002; Letnic et al.,
2012). Globally, the introduction of opportunistic mesopredators has caused depletion of native
animals and changes to the whole structure and
function of ecosystems (Wallach et al., 2010). A
meta-analysis of eight different studies by Letnic
et al. (2011a) illustrated that in seven of eight reviewed studies, mesopredators suppressed small
native marsupials, especially during periods
with abundant food availability.
As the largest apex predator in Australia, the dingo controls the population of both red
foxes and feral cats, which can have a positive
impact on the populations of native marsupials
(Cupples et al., 2011; Glen & Dickman, 2005;
Glen et al., 2007; Johnson & VanDerWal, 2009;
Kennedy et al., 2012; Letnic et al., 2011c). This
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illustrates the mesopredator release hypothesis,
which suggests that when mesopredators escape
predation from a larger apex predator, the function of top-down control is lost and the mesopredators may increase exponentially and deplete
prey populations (Brashares et al., 2010; Crooks
& Soulé, 1999; Letnic et al., 2009a; Soulé et al.,
1988; Woodroffe & Ginsberg, 2005).
Cupples et al. (2011) suggested that
dingoes and red fox may compete for prey and
carcasses as they have a dietary overlap of more
than 85%, dominated by introduced rabbits
(Oryctolagus cuniculus). Dingoes can affect red
fox populations either directly through interspecific aggression, where they kill red foxes, or indirectly through scent marking, where they exclude red foxes from their territory (Glen et al.,
2007). Several studies also report observations
of dingo predation on foxes, and fox remains
have been found in dingo scats (Cupples et al.,
2011; Glen et al., 2007).
It is still highly debated whether dingoes are able to control red fox populations, and
what consequences this may have for the larger
ecosystem and vulnerable native animals (Glen
& Dickman, 2005; Glen et al., 2007; Letnic et
al., 2012). Letnic et al. (2011c) applied both field
and bounty data from 1940-1950 and 2006-2008
to compile continent-wide evidence that dingoes
suppressed red foxes, and found a significant
negative relationship between dingo and red fox
abundance. A similar negative relationship was
found by Johnson and VanDerWal (2009) in a
forested area in eastern Australia, where red foxes were either absent or rare in areas with a high
density of dingoes. Newsome et al. (2001) also
found that foxes were 7-20 times more common
inside the dingo-proof fence than outside, which
they related to the absence of dingoes. While
the suppression of red foxes by dingoes has been
demonstrated in several studies, their effect on
feral cats is more uncertain.
Several studies have explored if dingoes
negatively affect feral cats in Australian ecosystems (Glen & Dickman, 2005; Kennedy et al.,
2012; Letnic et al., 2012). Dingoes can kill cats
when they come into contact with them, and cat
remains have even been found in dingo dietary
analyses (Corbett & Newsome, 1987; Letnic et
al., 2012). Dingoes can also influence the be-
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haviour of cats by excluding them from certain
areas, from food resources, or by forcing them
to increase nocturnal behavior to avoid dingo
encounters (Glen & Dickman, 2005; Letnic et
al., 2012). Studies by Newsome et al. (2001) and
Letnic et al. (2009a) contrasted the cat population on either side of the dingo-proof fence, but
dingoes did not seem to have a significant impact
on the population of cats. Another study from
northern Australia did, however, find a significant difference in cat numbers between different
properties where dingoes were controlled or not
controlled, which could be due to cats adapting their behaviour to avoid dingoes (Kennedy
et al., 2012). Reviews of studies by Letnic et al.

(2012) and Glen & Dickman (2005) revealed
that dingoes had varying and often highly different impacts on cats, indicating that such effects could be site-specific. Several studies have
found that dingo recovery in an area generally
reduces the density of cats, but that the strength
of such an effect will be mediated by the structure of the habitat, as dense vegetation provides
cats with refuge from dingo persecution (Glen
& Dickman, 2005; Glen et al., 2007; Letnic et
al., 2012). Cats could also be limited by red fox
predation and thereby released from this when
the dingoes are reintroduced (Letnic & Koch,
2010). In places where both red fox and cat populations are reduced by dingoes, however, it is
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likely to positively impact native biodiversity.
The Dingo as a Conservation Tool
Apex predators may have a positive effect on
smaller prey species through the suppression of
mesopredators, and therefore contribute to the
conservation of biodiversity (Ripple et al., 2012;
Ripple et al., 2014; Ritchie & Johnson, 2009).
The dingo facilitates the recovery of several
threatened and endangered species in Australia by controlling invasive mesopredators (Glen
et al., 2007; Letnic et al., 2012; Wallach et al.,
2010). Pest control to reduce the populations of
red fox and feral cats in Australia has been intensive, but its effect has often been limited or
backfired when the reduction of one mesopredator caused the rise of another, with devastating
effects on native biodiversity (Wallach et al.,
2010).
A cross-continental study by Letnic et
al. (2009a) indicated that the absence of dingoes
had a negative effect on the abundance of small
native animals such as native rodents and dasyurid marsupials, whose declines were related to
both overgrazing by red kangaroo and red fox
predation. This study concluded that 16 threatened native mammal species would benefit from
dingo presence in 82.6% of the land area, while
three would be negatively affected by the presence of dingoes in 2.4% of the land area (Letnic et al., 2009a). Meanwhile, a geographical
analysis of continent-wide distribution showed
a significant overlap between dingoes and native
marsupials (Johnson et al., 2007). On either side
of the dingo-proof fence in Strzelecki Desert,
the abundance of the small endangered native
rodent, the dusky hopping mouse (Notomys fuscus), was higher outside the fence where dingoes
were common, compared to within the fence
that had a higher density of foxes (Letnic et al.,
2009b). This led to the conclusion that the dingo may have offered this native rodent a refuge
from red fox predation (Letnic et al., 2009b).
Despite the demonstrated positive effects of dingoes on native biodiversity, one common argument is the fact that several threatened
species have survived inside the dingo-proof
fence, where dingoes are absent or found in
low densities. This was explored by Wallach et
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al. (2009a) through a survey of 12 colonies of
two native threatened species, the yellow-footed rock-wallaby (Petrogale xanthopus) and malleefowl (Leipoa ocellata), which thrive within the
dingo-proof fence. Dingo presence was conspicuous, but confirmed in high densities throughout
these colonies. Their presence correlated with a
low density of red foxes, supporting the hypothesis that dingoes offer protection to threatened
native species, even within the dingo-proof fence
(Wallach et al., 2009a). However, this effect is
not only dependent on the presence of dingoes,
but on the stability of their social structures.
Dingo Persecution
In spite of increasing evidence suggesting that
dingoes have a vital role in supporting native
biodiversity in Australia, they are still heavily
persecuted by bounty hunting and poison baiting
both inside and outside the dingo-proof fence
(Allen & Sparkes, 2001; Wallach et al., 2009b).
Since 1885, 1.5 million dingoes have been killed
by bounty hunting in Queensland alone, and
millions of strychnine and sodium fluoroacetate
baits have been distributed throughout dingo
habitats with unknown numbers of dingo casualties (Allen & Sparkes, 2001). Dingoes have
been resilient against these eradication efforts,
but how these control efforts affect their social
structure as well as their functional role in the
ecosystem lacks sufficient research attention
(Wallach et al., 2009b).
Studies indicate that the social stability
of dingo packs is a better determinant of their
ability to act as apex predators and support native
biodiversity than their abundance alone (Ripple
et al., 2014; Ritchie et al., 2012; Wallach et al.,
2009b; Wallach et al., 2010). Signs of social stability of dingo packs, such as howling and scent
marking, have been correlated with increases in
smaller native marsupials and reductions of large
herbivores and mesopredators. Dingo control,
meanwhile, causes less social stability and reverses these positive ecological effects (Wallach
et al., 2009a; Wallach et al., 2010). When packs
of dingoes are left undisturbed, social learning
and cooperation are encouraged, and the dingo’s
functional role in the ecosystem can be retained
even at low densities (Wallach et al., 2009b).
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Decreasing social stability through control efforts can cause a breakdown of pack structure,
increased reproduction of subordinate individuals, and a higher proportion of juveniles in the
population, which can result in increases of livestock depredation, predation on smaller native
species, and hybridization with domestic dogs
(Glen et al. 2007; Wallach et al., 2009b; Wallach et al., 2010). The practical implications of
this is that current pest control efforts in Australia that attempt to eradicate dingoes, foxes, and
feral cats through baiting campaigns often result
in loss of ecological function, as reductions in
dingo populations cause increases in mesopredators and depletion of vulnerable native species
(Wallach et al., 2009a; Wallach et al., 2010).
The Dingo Debate
The functional role of the dingo is controversial
in Australia due to the high level of conflict with
human communities and livestock production
(Claridge & Hunt, 2008). Still, several studies
indicate that the dingo has a vital role in structuring ecosystems and supporting biodiversity
(Glen et al., 2007; Letnic et al., 2012). Previous studies have been criticized due to methodological flaws by lacking control of seasonal and
habitual differences, as well as inadequate sam-

pling of density indicators over such large areas
(Allen, Engeman, & Allen, 2011; Allen et al.,
2013). Allen et al. (2011) suggested that studies
could be improved through dingo removal experiments to better control all variables and better assess the impacts of the dingo on fox and
cat populations, as well as on native biodiversity.
Meanwhile, Glen et al. (2007) and Newsome et
al. (2015) argued that dingo reintroduction programs may be more ethically and ecologically
sound approaches to further exploring the use of
dingoes as a tool for conservation.
A cautionary approach has been recommended before using the dingo as a conservation
tool, especially in relation to the high degree
of conflict with humans. Positive effects may
be site-specific, and there is always a degree of
uncertainty related to predator interactions (Allen et al., 2011; Sergio et al., 2008). Letnic et
al. (2011b) has argued against these criticisms,
stating that even though the natural experiment
offered by the dingo-proof fence is not as certain as controlled manipulative experiments, the
strong consistency of findings across the continent provides strong support to the vital functional role of the dingo. Based on this and the
ongoing loss of biodiversity and degradation of
Australian ecosystems, a continent-wide exper43
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iment of reintroducing both dingo and Tasmanian devils has been suggested to restore ecosystem functions (Johnson & Wroe, 2003; Ritchie
et al., 2012).
In spite of the many documented positive effects of dingoes in Australian ecosystems,
however, extinction rates of native biodiversity
have remained high throughout the last century in areas of high dingo density (Letnic et
al., 2009b). This means that dingo reintroduction will not be a silver bullet to stop all extinctions. There is also little doubt that dingoes pose
a considerable threat to livestock production in
Australia (Allen & Sparkes, 2001; Claridge &
Hunt, 2008; Fleming et al., 2006; Letnic et al.,
2012), but future research and management efforts could attempt to mitigate this by implementing livestock protection initiatives (Letnic
et al., 2012; Ritchie et al., 2012).
Conclusion
Numerous studies indicate that dingoes function as apex predators throughout Australian
ecosystems. Dingoes limit the density of large
herbivores and feral domestic livestock, reduce
overgrazing, and cause increases in vegetation
biomass. Dingoes also limit populations of mesopredators and exclude them from certain areas
or change their behaviour, which create refuges for smaller native marsupials. The presence
of dingoes is positively related to the survival
of several endangered native species, facilitated by the trophic cascades of limiting herbivore
and mesopredator populations. This implies that
dingoes could be an important conservation tool
to ensure the restoration of Australian ecosystems and reduce the current high extinction rate
of native animals. Considerations should still be
made in terms of conflicts with human communities, livestock production, and other possible
negative effects of dingo reintroductions. Future
research and restoration of dingoes, as well as
mitigations of potential negative effects, should
be attempted at the local level, which could present a major contribution to conservation and restoration of Australian ecosystems.
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Introduction
On June 1st, 2017 U.S. President Donald Trump
announced that the United States would withdraw from the 2015 Paris Agreement on climate
change mitigation. In the wake of this shocking
announcement, journalists and politicians began
to declare China as the new global leader on
climate issues. “China Poised to Take Lead on
Climate After Trump’s Move to Undo Policies”
ran a New York Times headline (Wong, 2017).
This was likely an attempt to shame President
Trump into remaining in the Paris Agreement,
but it also reflected recognition that China was
becoming a serious player on climate issues.
On one hand this seems appropriate,
as China is currently the world’s largest producer of renewable energy technology, and the
Chinese government has ambitious goals to
reduce pollution in its major cities and address
the problems of climate change (IEEFA, 2018).
On the other hand, this could be considered a
surprising turn of character. China is also the
greatest emitter of CO2 annually and has some
of the most polluted cities in the world (Campbell, 2017). Recent Chinese history, primarily
under Chairman Mao’s leadership, suggests that
Chinese culture has viewed nature as an enemy
to be defeated. This is certainly not the view of
nature that one would hope a leader on climate
change possesses. Either way it is impossible to
argue that China will not be a key player in efforts to mitigate climate change in the future.
This paper will explore the idea of Chinese leadership on climate issues and what that really
means. If the international community requires
the increased presence of new leadership with
the absence of reliable American participation,
then it is important to know what China will do.
In order to get a better understanding of
this issue, this paper will explore China’s attitude
toward both the environment and the international community. This will require investigating the Mao era of recent Chinese history to understand the complex situation that the Chinese
people face today. China’s current environmental problems will be briefly examined, as well as
domestic efforts to mitigate them. The Chinese
government’s current disposition toward the
international community will then be touched
upon to get an idea of what Chinese leadership
48
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might be like. This paper will conclude with
thoughts on the type of leadership to expect from
China and how the international community
should behave towards this unexpected leader.
Mao Versus The Sparrow
“‘Make the high mountain bow its head;
make the river yield the way.’ It is an excellent
sentence.”
– Mao’s first speech at the second session of the
eighth party congress on May 8th, 1958.
On October 1st, 1949 Mao Zedong announced
the founding of the People’s Republic of China.
Establishing himself as Chairman of the Communist Party of China, Mao began a nearly
30-year era that would completely change the
face of China. In China, he has a mixed legacy,
with feelings ranging between great and terrible (Tatlow, 2011). He is credited with giving
the country to the people and for liberating the
nation from monarchies and foreign empires.
His face is still emblazoned on all paper currency and on the entrance to the Forbidden City
in Tiananmen Square. He is also considered responsible for the deaths of millions of Chinese
citizens, and for setting up some of China’s most
troubling modern issues. Mao had incredible
ambitions for what he believed he could turn
his country into through revolutionary change,
but he put little to no value on science or history (Shapiro, 2001). Much has changed since
the reign of Chairman Mao, but so much of
his legacy remains today that it is necessary
to look closely at this period of time in order
to understand modern China’s environmental thinking and its environmental problems.
In terms of environmental history
there are few events quite as tragic as the Great
Leap Forward, which saw the Chinese government effectively declare war on nature and
cause one of the most deadly famines in world
history (Shapiro, 2001). Such a dramatic period of industrialization and land redistribution
would have been hard for any nation to recover from environmentally. Unfortunately, these
environmental impacts were exacerbated by
the long lasting societal damage of the Cultural Revolution that immediately followed.

Photo: Svitlana Kudrenko
The understanding of Mao’s impact on the
Chinese relationship with nature presented in
this paper is heavily inspired by Judith Shapiro’s (2001) critically acclaimed analysis presented in her book “Mao’s War against Nature”.
The purpose of the Great Leap Forward
was to rapidly change China’s economy into
that of a modern industrial nation. Millions of
people were forcibly relocated throughout the
country. Property ownership was abolished, and
land owners were forced to give up their lands.
Forests were cleared to make way for industrialization and to fuel the fires of poorly designed
local smelting furnaces intended to help China
match Britain’s annual steel output (Li & Tao
Yang, 2005). Agricultural areas that produced
“non-essential” crops were dug up and lakes
partially filled in to be replaced by staple grain
farming. Even if the local environment was
ill-suited to grain crops, planting in these areas

was deemed necessary to feed the growing industrial workforce. Entire “armies” of workers were
sent throughout the vast reaches of China’s rural
areas in order to bring Mao’s dreams to reality,
through massive land reformation projects and by
encouraging cultural singularity (Shapiro, 2001).
Mao encouraged a great population
boom, declaring it the imperative for the Chinese people to build up their population to
overwhelm potential imperial forces with sheer
numbers. At a conference in 1958, Secretary of
the Communist Youth League, Hu Yaobang,
declared, “The force of 600 million liberated people is tens of thousands of times stronger than a nuclear explosion” (Fitzpatrick, 2009). Renowned
professor and demographer Ma Yinchu warned
that this policy was going to create terrible
problems through overpopulation. Despite his
strong communist credentials, these criticisms
were met with a shaming campaign and decla49
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ration that Yinchu was a “rightist”, or capitalist
sympathizer, forcing him to give up all public
service and professorship for the remainder of
his life. Mao argued that overpopulation could
only negatively affect capitalist countries cursed
with inherent inequality. Communist countries
could only benefit from more bodies contributing to a highly organized labor system, or so
he thought. Shapiro (2001) muses that if Yinchu had been heeded, perhaps the burden of
over-population today could have been limited.
Perhaps the most ill-informed decision
made by Mao during this period was the campaign to exterminate sparrows. The Four Pests
Campaign was a campaign designed to improve
hygiene and limit the spread of disease by eradicating rats, flies, and mosquitos, and to eliminate
the sparrow in order to prevent it from stealing grain. The logic was clear. Sparrows eat X
amount of grain, so if you kill a million sparrows
then you have enough grain to feed Y amount of
people. This prompted Mao to declare war on the
sparrow, and the campaign spread throughout
the country (Shapiro, 2001). Chinese newspapers
praised city-wide events where citizens would
bang pots and place scarecrows around town
to prevent sparrows from landing, killing them
via exhaustion. Articles described young boys as
heroes for climbing up into trees and strangling
thousands of sparrows with their bare hands. In
the end, the Chinese sparrow was driven nearly
to extinction (Dikötter, 2010). As gruesome as
this campaign was on its own, the consequences would be swift and devastating. The sparrows had played an important ecological role by
keeping down grain-eating insect populations.
Without sparrows to eat them, plagues of locusts decimated important grain crops, with rice
being hit especially hard (Shapiro, 2001). This
campaign is recognized as the key mistake in a
series of mistakes with disastrous consequences.
Shortly after the start of the Great Leap
Forward, China was hit by a series of droughts.
When combined with the loss of grain due to
pests, failure to store grain, and poor distribution mechanisms, crisis was inevitable. Grain
shortages spread rapidly throughout the country
and people began to starve. Mao was forced to
send out enforcers to protect grain storage facilities and to scare people out of hiding away
50
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any extra grain for their families. Official Chinese estimates say that approximately 15 million people died during the famine. However,
many scholars estimate the death-toll was anywhere from 30 million to upwards of 50 million,
making it one of the worst famines in recorded world history (Shapiro, 2001). The Chinese
government at the time blamed the famine on
natural events and Mao blamed “rightists” who
were corrupt and wanted to undermine the communist dream. In the years immediately after
Mao’s death the Chinese government kept to
the story that drought was primarily responsible
for the famine. Under reformer Deng Xiaoping, however, the government adjusted its message by putting 70% of the blame on bad policy,
and 30% on natural causes (Dikötter, 2010).
The Great Leap Forward had done great
and long-lasting damage to the country, both societally and environmentally. In the aftermath of
the famine, a power struggle temporarily loosened Mao’s grip on the direction of the country
(MacFarquhar & Schoenhals, 2006). The people were aware that the government was leading
the country astray and unrest was spreading. In
order to return to power and maintain the path
that he had set out for his country, Mao turned
the blame he placed on corrupt capitalist sympathizers into a purge of undesirable members of
the government and society through the Great
Proletarian Cultural Revolution (Shapiro, 2001).
The Fall and Rise of Traditional Thinking
The Cultural Revolution began in 1966 with the
goal of removing not only capitalist elements
from society, but also traditional ideologies including Buddhist and Confucianist teachings.
Millions of Chinese youth mobilized around the
country to purge the bourgeois influence of capitalists and to cleanse society of “the four olds”.
The four olds were pre-marxist ideology, culture,
habits, and customs (X. Lu, 2004). Known as
Red Guards, these youth were essentially given
permission to beat “bad people” to death or to
harass them until they committed suicide. These
bad people included teachers, highly educated
people, and public officials. They were on a mission to free the country from all the influences
that held China back from becoming a communist utopia. Ancient temples were ransacked,

graves were vandalized, books were burned, and
Buddhism was branded as a backwards superstition (MacFarquhar & Schoenhals, 2006). In
the upper levels of government Chairman Mao
forced out many of his rivals, including the future reformist leader of China, Deng Xiaoping.
Through the Cultural Revolution, Mao was
able to maintain power until his death in 1976.
This period is important because of the
dramatic impact it has had on China’s current
trajectory both in leadership and in culture. The
Great Leap Forward tried to radically change
China’s environment and its economic structure.
The Cultural Revolution radically changed Chinese beliefs and society. Shapiro (2001) argues
that the environmental damage caused by the
Great Leap Forward was left unchallenged and
unaddressed due to the Cultural Revolution.
Traditional cultural perspectives that would
have encouraged more environmentally friendly behavior were eradicated and educated critics
within the communist party were silenced. The
entire attitude toward nature had been changed
dramatically in China during this period. In her
book, Shapiro (2001) presents this excerpt from
an interview with a scientist asked to reflect on
the consequences of the Great Leap Forward:
“In our country, the language of struggle against
nature has become a habit… It is said that in
traditional China, people waited for the Heavens
to decide their fate. Ren Ding Sheng Tian [Man
Must Conquer Nature] was Chairman Mao’s
idea… Chinese tradition has great respect for nature… But during the Mao years, our great culture
was so turned upside down you could no longer
recognize it.”
(p. 90)
The hardship experienced during this
period necessitated a period of reform. Shortly
after Mao’s death the Communist Party released
a document coming to terms with some of questionable elements of the Party’s 30-year history.
In it, the Party declared that the cultural revolution “was responsible for the most severe setback and
the heaviest losses suffered by the Party, the state and
the people since the founding of the People’s Republic” (CPC, 1981). Since then, China has opened
up to the outside world and is re-embracing its

rich history. Confucianism and other traditional ideologies are returning as China is trying to
come to terms with its past in order to determine
what it will be in the future (Shapiro, 2001). This
is significant because cultural ideology can play a
significant role in defining people’s relationships
with nature, and thus influence commitment toward responsible environmental management.
Shapiro (2001) identifies three main
traditional Chinese perspectives on the human relationship with nature: the Daoist perspective, which advocates for adjusting one’s
own life to accommodate changes in nature;
the Buddhist traditional perspective, considering all life to be sacred; and the Confucian traditional view that recognizes a need
for harmony and balance between nature and
mankind. She points out that there are several
Confucian principles that demand people use
nature responsibly, but that what is “responsible” is highly anthropocentric and advocates
for the “ordering” of nature (Shapiro, 2001).
Of the three, Confucianism is making the strongest comeback since Mao’s time
and is being embraced by the government as a
national heritage (Page, 2015). Shapiro (2001)
argues that the Confucian perspective is quite
similar to the traditional Judeo-Christian view
of man above nature that informs much of
Western thinking. This may not inspire much
excitement for environmental activists hoping for a new ecocentric hero. However, when
one looks at how “out of balance” China is
with its environment, a perspective that demands a return to balance can only be positive.
Additionally, Shapiro (2001) points out
that if the Daoist and Buddhist perspectives can
be fostered, they can perhaps help China become
more environmentally positive at the grassroots
level. Daoism perceives nature as a system that
humanity depends on and fits within, a perspective with which many climate experts would
agree. Buddhism advocates for reverence toward
all life, and a philosophy promoting a vegetarian diet could be helpful for a nation of over one
billion people who are dramatically increasing
their meat consumption (ChinaPower, 2017a).
It is important to recognize that a resurgence of
these traditional ideologies will not cause an entire nation to suddenly change its behavior over51
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night, but they can help justify environmentally
positive changes in people’s daily lives and inform Chinese citizens who are trying to address
their many environmental issues (Shapiro, 2001).
The Struggles of Today
Regularly making international headlines, China’s most infamous modern environmental challenge is air pollution. In Beijing, the nation’s
capital, there are days where the smog is so severe that people are advised to remain indoors
and to not breath any outside air. It is easy to see
that air pollution has become a part of daily life
in China (ChinaPower, 2016). In the shopping
52

corridors of Beijing’s subway system it is hard
to miss promotions for fashionably designed air
purifiers for those who want clean air but want
to entertain as well. Air quality is even worse
in distant industrial cities where the smog from
coal power plants is not being well regulated due
to the energy demands of local factories. According to a 2016 World Health Organization analysis, over one million people died in China in
2012 alone due to air pollution (Vaughan, 2016).
The severity of the issue is not lost on
the Chinese government, and mounting pressure from regional civil society protests makes
sure of that. The government has introduced

heavy fines for companies that emit over regulatory limits and has created systems of incentives and punishments designed to make local
government officials accountable for regional
pollution (Shambaugh, 2014). However, new
studies show that climate change is exacerbating air pollution in China and hindering
efforts by the government to reduce smog levels (Hernandez, 2017). The pressure from civil society to address this issue combined with
the mounting urgency of modern climate research is heavily contributing to the Chinese
government’s rapid turnaround on discussions of climate responsibility (Shepard, 2015).
It may not make it into the headlines
as much as air pollution, but the issue of water
pollution is just as, if not more, severe. Rapid
industrialization, during both the Mao era and
the recent era of embracing globalization, has
increased pollution in a large portion of China’s
surface water, and even more of China’s groundwater (Fu et al., 2008). Polluted drinking water
is causing health issues so severe in some areas
that the Chinese government has acknowledged
the presence of “cancer villages”, or communities
where a majority of the population has cancer
caused by water pollution (BBC, 2013). Chinese agriculture requires a lot of water to feed
the country’s massive population. China has
had the goal of becoming food self-sufficient
for many years, but has struggled (ChinaPower, 2017a). No easy task considering this means
that China must feed 22% of the world’s population with only 7% of the world’s arable land
(Fu et al., 2008). Efforts to increase agricultural yields are hindered by huge areas of unusable potential farmland caused by unmanageable levels of water pollution (Lu et al., 2015).
Making the issue worse, China is also
dealing with regional water shortages and increasing desertification caused both by climate
change and its long history of deforestation. Regional water tables are steadily decreasing and
fears of losing a valuable source of freshwater
due to melting Himalayan glaciers are prompting warnings of a potential water crisis (Fu et al.,
2008). These challenges are compounded by the
Chinese government’s inability to implement
central policy across the country due to bureaucracy, corruption, and poorly designed economic

incentives (Shambaugh, 2014). Even the most
effective solutions are useless if they are never
implemented in the first place. The scale of these
issues has forced the government to place climate and environmental issues at the center of
Chinese policy development and to consider giving up on being food self-sufficient in the future.
The challenges that China faces due to
its rapid growth and troubling past are so severe, that in order to maintain current progress,
creative and ambitious solutions will have to be
utilized to combat them. The silver lining here
is that when considering what it means to have
China as a global leader on climate change, the
concerns of environmental irresponsibility and
climate change are as internal as much as they
are external. While people in many countries
will not directly experience the consequences
of their pollution, Chinese people are already
experiencing them. The Chinese government
maintains its impressive growth by keeping the
population it serves satisfied, and this is a population that is becoming more affluent and vocal
about demands for a cleaner China (Shepard,
2015). Civil society and the climate conscious
international community are putting immense
pressure on the Chinese government, and it appears that they are taking that quite seriously.
Early indications suggest that the Chinese government is tackling its Paris Agreement
commitments full heartedly. According to recent
figures compiled by the Climate Action Tracker,
Chinese CO2 emissions have peaked over a decade ahead of its Paris commitment (CAT, 2017).
In early 2017, it was announced that China was
canceling 103 coal-fired power plant projects
that were either under development or in proposal stages (Forsythe, 2017). Furthermore, various
government ministries have put forth ambitious
goals of reducing underground water pollution,
developing sustainable “eco-cities”, and creating
a more environmentally sound agriculture sector
(ChinaPower, 2017a). Many of these plans will
require technology not yet developed in China.
The Chinese government continues to
open up to the outside world and appears to be
very willing to learn from other countries. Many
experimental programs to create eco-cities and
more environmentally friendly infrastructure
are being contracted out to foreign firms in Eu53
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rope and elsewhere. In academic papers being
published by Chinese authors it is not hard to
see a desire to open up more and blend Chinese
knowledge with that of the outside world (Maohong, 2004). This would never occur if Mao’s
ideological influence was still strong today.
Enter The Dragon
In opening up to the world, the Chinese government is working on regaining the great power
status that China once held in centuries past.
However, it is an uphill battle for China to regain
a position of respect and admiration on the world
stage. Aside from an often-criticized environmental history, China has a geopolitical history
that does not grant it a well-favored reputation.
China is engaged in territorial conflicts with almost every single one of its neighboring countries (Shambaugh, 2014). Furthermore, Beijing
is attempting a careful balancing act of expanding its influence abroad while not causing a backlash by overly antagonizing the United States
(Wang, 2006). The current government must be
keenly aware that becoming a leader on climate
change is a safe and powerful avenue for them
to gain favor from the international community.
In this regard, China is playing a significant role internationally by bringing major
infrastructure and technology to developing
countries. China’s “Belt and Road Initiative” is
a massive infrastructure project that intends to
create a major global trade network across Asia
and Africa, with China at the center. The project promises to increase economic capacity for
over 60% of the world’s population by investing
in new trade routes and energy production (ChinaPower, 2017b). China has already become the
largest producer of renewable energy technology, and through the Belt and Road Initiative it
has also become the largest exporter of pollution
mitigating goods and services (IEEFA, 2018).
Chinese companies are aiming to become the
top global producers of a variety of green technologies, including electric vehicles, solar panels,
and wind turbines. These companies, with lower
labor costs, can bring advanced technology to
developing countries at lower prices than their
Western competitors (Sanderson et al., 2017).
That being said, while China is investing heavily in exporting green technology, it is
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investing just as heavily in exporting polluting
industries. According to Saha and Lou (2017),
as the Chinese government announced its
plans to cancel 103 coal-fired power plant projects, they had plans to develop 140 coal plants
abroad. Worryingly, they further explain that
many recipient countries, such as Egypt and Pakistan, do not yet rely on coal, are perfect candidates for renewable energy, and are at major
risk of exacerbating environmental problems
they already face. However, the coal industry is
large in China and the government in Beijing
feels the pressure to protect it (Saha & Lou,
2017). This reality raises questions about China’s commitment to, and ability to maintain, a
leadership role in addressing climate change.
There is much speculation however, that
China wants to appear to be a leader, but without
the responsibility of being the leader. Chinese
state-media has responded to the idea of replacing U.S. leadership by saying that China must do
its part, but that as a developing country China
cannot reasonably approach an issue as big as climate change alone (Haas, 2017). These pundits
propose instead that China must work in collaboration with other responsible members of the
international community, with hopes that the
United States will remain engaged despite current trends. However, this resistance to accepting
the responsibility of leadership may be changing.
Toward the end of 2017, the Chinese
government began to release State propaganda
showing how President Xi Jinping has successfully opened China to the world and brought
tremendous growth and prestige to the country
as a result. The videos explain that China has
earned “great-power” status and that this comes
with responsibility. What this responsibility will
be remains to be seen, however, this is a message
that has not really been seen before coming from
the Chinese government (Economist, 2017). So
perhaps China will start to feel more confident
about becoming a more assertive leader on climate issues. Recently unveiled plans to establish
the world’s largest carbon trading market in China suggest that this is possible (Worland, 2017).
This all begs the question: how should
the rest of us react to China as a leader on climate
issues? It appears that the best stance would be
to maintain a balance of skepticism and support.

Photo: Nikoline Hambro Dybsand
China still has a wide variety of governance issues and carries the burden of a troublesome past
that it will have to continue to address. China
will probably continue to highlight its strengths
and hide its weaknesses, which one could expect
from any other country. There are still many elements within China that will encourage it to
favor economic and political gains over climate
change concerns. Because of this, it is important for the international community to remain
critical in order to balance out the pressure from
these elements, and to encourage China to prioritize environmental considerations as it develops.
Conversely, it will also be important
to give credit where credit is due. Positive reinforcement on positive cooperative behavior is
good, especially considering that China’s place
as a super power is not yet cemented and the type
of super power it will be is not yet determined.
There are more outlets for conflict than there
are for cooperation, so cooperation should be
fostered on climate change as it is truly an issue
that impacts everyone. In the end, perhaps people should be grateful for any nation that steps
forward and wants to lead on climate issues.
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Introduksjon
Den norske oppdrettsnæringen har hatt en eventyrlig utvikling de siste 50 årene, men langt fra
problemfri. I dag er det rømming, lakselus og
fremtidig fôrgrunnlag som forårsaker de største
bekymringene, både for næringen og for miljøforkjemperne (Svåsand m.fl., 2017). Regelverket
og nye forvaltningstiltak er ment å begrense produksjonen til et økologisk bærekraftig nivå, men
nyere undersøkelser har vist at dette ikke er tilfellet (Nystøyl m.fl., 2013; Thorsdad & Forseth,
2017). Det kan argumenteres for at det fortsatt er
ønsket om maksimal avkastning som veier tyngst.
Produksjonskostnadene i lukkede anlegg er snart
på konkurransedyktig nivå med åpne merder i sjø,
men næringen holder fast ved sistnevnte (Iversen m.fl., 2015). Hvor store økologiske ulemper
kan godtas til fordel for å holde på det komparative fortrinnet norskekysten gir i markedet?
Hvor økonomisk lønnsomt må det miljøvennlige alternativet være før næringen endrer kurs?
Den Eventyrlige Utviklingen
De første norske klekkeriene ble bygget i
1850-årene med formål om å styrke bestandene tilknyttet ferskvannsfiskeriene (Hallenstvedt,
2015). Fra omkring år 1900 ble det importert
regnbueørret (Oncorhynchus mykiss), og i begynnelsen av 1960-årene fant brødrene Vik fra
Sykkulven ut at denne gradvis kunne vennes til
sjøvann. Med dette kunne oppdrettsaktiviteten
flyttes fra lands til vanns, og nye driftsteknikker i sjø viste seg å både være sikrere og rimeligere enn driftsformer på land. Gode temperatur- og strømforhold langs norskekysten åpnet
for et enormt ekspansjonsrom (Hovland m.fl.,
2014). I 1969 satte brødrene Grøntvedt ut smolt
av atlantisk laks (Salmo salar) i merder utenfor Hitra, og oppnådde gode resultater allerede
første år (Hallenstvedt, 2015). Oppdrett av laks
og ørret har siden hatt en eventyrlig utvikling,
fra spredt småskala distriktsnæring til en stor
samorganisert industrinæring. Laksen ble tidlig
favorisert grunnet kommersielt attraktive kriterier som rask vekst og godt immunforsvar. Den
var lett å markedsføre og gav god pris. Norge er
nå verdens største eksportør av oppdrettslaks
(Miljødirektoratet, 2015a), og i 2016 ble det
solgt over 1,2 millioner tonn fisk (SSB, 2017).
Produksjonen stammer fra 1100 oppdretts60
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anlegg mellom Stavanger i sør og Nordkapp i
nord, de fleste mellom Stavanger og Ålesund.
Oppdrettsloven blir Født og Bærekraftbegrepet Introduseres
Med et slikt vekstpotensial ble det raskt mange
om beinet. De første versjonene av oppdrettsloven ble derav utarbeidet med hensikt om å tilpasse produksjonen til markedssituasjonen (Iversen
m.fl., 2015). Den første oppdrettsloven i 1973
gjorde anleggsetablering konsesjonspliktig, men
tildelingen av konsesjoner var lite restriktiv de
første årene ( Jakobsen m.fl., 2003). Etter loven i
flere omganger ble liberalisert utover 1980-tallet,
resulterte nye konsesjoner og økt tillatt merdvolum i betydelig økt lakseproduksjon. Produktiviteten per årsverk ble mer enn firedoblet på
1990-tallet, og produksjonskostnadene per kilo
fisk gikk ned. Tross ustabil markedssituasjon
og lave laksepriser både på 1990- og tidlig på
2000-tallet, økte produksjons- og salgsvolumet
kraftig (Hovland m.fl., 2015). Når produksjonsvolumet passerte 1 million tonn rundt 2010 gav
næringen grunnlag for over 20 000 arbeidsplasser.
I et høykostland som Norge er stadig
produktivitetsøkning en forutsetning for næringens lønnsomhet og konkurransekraft (Hovland
m.fl., 2015). Da oppdrettsloven i 2005 ble avløst
av gjeldende lov om akvakultur, lød den nye formålsparagrafen at «Loven skal fremme akvakulturnæringens lønnsomhet og konkurransekraft
innenfor rammene av en bærekraftig utvikling,
og bidra til verdiskaping på kysten» (Akvakulturloven, 2005, § 1). Lønnsomhet og konkurransekraft var altså fortsatt sentrale mål. I dette ligger
også en implisitt forståelse av at lønnsomhet i
næringen er forutsetning for at andre hensyn kan
ivaretas – eksempelvis bærekraft (Iversen m.fl.,
2015). Lovens tiende paragraf stadfester at akvakultur skal etableres, drives og avvikles på en miljømessig forsvarlig måte. Alle videre detaljer og
krav er imidlertid henvist til forskrifter gjennom
formuleringen «Departementet kan gi forskrift
om (…)» (Akvakulturloven, 2005). Til Næringsog fiskeridepartementets forsvar er det faktisk
utarbeidet en rekke forskrifter som regulerer
oppdrettsaktiviteten med hensyn til miljø. Det er
dessuten en rekke forskrifter hjemlet i matloven
og forurensningsloven som direkte og indirekte
angår og regulerer miljøpåvirkningen og drif-

ten av en oppdrettslokalitet, samt bestemmelser
i havne- og farvannsloven, lakse- og innlandsfiskloven og dyrevelferdsloven. Grunnlaget disse
gir for eventuelle sanksjoner, ved overtråkk av lite
spesifiserte grenser, er imidlertid relativt svakt.
Veksten Reguleres, men Gir Tiltakene Ønsket
Effekt?
Både Fiskeridirektoratet, Mattilsynet, Kystverket, Fylkesmannen og Norges vassdrags- og
energidirektorat har tilsynsoppgaver tilknyttet
miljøpåvirkningene fra en oppdrettslokalitet. I
tillegg er næringen selv gjennom internkontrollforskriften pålagt å gjennomføre egne risikovurderinger (Laksefakta, 2016). Havforskningsinstituttet utarbeider derav en årlig risikovurdering av
havbrukets effekt på ville fiskebestander. I hvilken
grad det kreves at resultatene hensyntas er ukjent.
Fylkesmannen skal behandle konsesjonssøknader etter bestemmelsene i forurensningsloven og
prinsippene i naturmangfoldloven. Altså gjelder
føre-var-prinsippet og økosystemtilnærming
også her. Dersom det er risiko for alvorlig eller
irreversibel skade på naturmangfoldet skal tiltak
settes inn for å unngå dette, selv om kunnskapen
på området er mangelfull (Naturmangfoldloven,
2009, § 9). Den samlede miljømessige belastningen på hele økosystemet skal vurderes, ikke kun
virkningene av individuelle oppdrettsanlegg (§
10). Ifølge forurensningslovens formålsparagraf
skal denne sikre en forsvarlig miljøkvalitet, slik at
forurensning og avfall ikke skader naturens evne
til produksjon og selvfornyelse (Forurensningsloven, 1981, § 1). «Alvorlig skade», «nok kunnskap»
og «forsvarlig miljøkvalitet» er imidlertid krav
som er vanskelige å kvantifisere og derav vurdere.
«Den grønne konsesjonsrunden» i 2013
medførte strengere krav til lokalitetsundersøkelser, teknologi og maksimal lusemengde (Iversen
m.fl., 2015). Følgelig økte selskapenes produksjonsutgifter, og næringen ble presset til å utvikle
bedre løsninger for å opprettholde lønnsomhet og
konkurransekraft. Det globale laksemarkedet er
fortsatt i kraftig vekst, men stor variasjon i tilbud
og etterspørsel bidrar til ustabile priser. Samtidig
øker produksjonskostnadene stabilt, hovedsakelig grunnet dyrere fôr og lusebehandling. Per dags
dato har næringen godt grunnlag for å takle denne kostnadsøkningen (Iversen m.fl., 2015), men
det kan bli nødvendig med større og mer kostbare

endringer på sikt for å få bukt med de negative
miljøeffektene oppdrettsaktiviteten medfører.
Næringen Medfører en Rekke Negative Miljøeffekter
Det generelle trusselbildet kan grovt deles inn i
effekter på økosystemtjenester, genetiske effekter,
sykdomsspredning, forurensning og ressursbruk.
Oppdrettsnæringen er selv avhengig av en rekke økosystemtjenester, slik som genetiske ressurser, grunnlag for fôrproduksjon, vannrensing
og avfallsbehandling (van der Meeren, 2013).
Oppdrettslaks er avlet frem av mennesker og har
ingen naturlig rolle i økosystemet. Selv om påvirkningen per individ er lav, finnes den i så høyt
produksjonsvolum og så høy lokal konsentrasjon
at den samlede effekten potensielt er meget høy.
Oppdrettsaktiviteten truer også økosystemtjenester gitt av ville bestander av laks og sjøørret,
slik som grunnlaget for fritids- og næringsfiske
og genetiske ressurser. Tidligere var vassdragsreguleringer, sur nedbør og spredning av ferskvannsparasitten gyro (Gyrodactylus salaris) de mest
alvorlige truslene for villaksen (Svåsand m.fl.,
2017). De senere årene har imidlertid påvirkningene fra fiskeoppdrett økt i omfang, og i dag regnes rømt oppdrettsfisk og lakselus (Lepeophtheirus salmonis) som de største miljøutfordringene.
Store utslipp av slam, næringssalter og
kjemikalier fra anleggene kan påvirke ville bestander når vannmassene rundt oppnår skadelige konsentrasjoner (van der Meeren, 2013).
Undersøkelser har vist at akvakultur er kilden
til henholdsvis 60 og 25 prosent av tilført fosfor
og nitrogen til vannmassene nordover fra Lindesnes (Bærum, 2017). Mengden næringssalter
som slippes ut per tonn fisk har blitt halvert de
senere årene, men samtidig har produksjonen
økt så kraftig at totalmengden ikke er vesentlig
redusert (Miljødirektoratet, 2015a). Et lite anlegg kan ha et utslippsnivå tilsvarende en by på
5000-7500 innbyggere (Bærum, 2017), og det er
hevdet at næringens totale utslipp tilsvarer nivået fra en befolkning på rundt 20 millioner mennesker (Egeland, 2015). I lukkede fjordområder
med lite vannutskiftning kan dette medføre økt
algevekst, oksygenmangel og dårligere levevilkår
for marine organismer. Gjennomsnittlig fôrspill
fra merdene ligger ifølge Miljødirektoratet på
rundt 7 prosent, noe som tilsvarer 100 000 tonn
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pellets (Bærum, 2017). Villfisken som tiltrekkes
av dette blir både utilgjengelig for nærings- og
fritidsfiske samt kan få vesentlig redusert kjøttkvalitet. I tillegg er det estimert at over 80 prosent av kobberet fra notimpregneringen lekker
ut sjøen, og konsentrasjoner over grenseverdiene
har blitt funnet i flere store lakseførende vassdrag (Skarbøvik m.fl., 2016). Dette er neppe i
tråd med forurensningslovens formålsparagraf.
Rømt Oppdrettslaks og Lakselus er Verstingene
Rømt oppdrettslaks kan medføre både genetiske
og økologiske effekter på ville fiskebestander, i
tillegg til å spre sykdom og parasitter. I 2016 ble
det rapportert om 128 000 rømninger, og hittil i 2018 antas det å være over 60 000 allerede
(Fiskeridirektoratet, 2017a). Her kan det i tillegg
antas å være betydelige mørketall, siden selskapene kan bøtelegges basert på rømt mengde. I
snitt blir knappe 10 prosent gjenfanget. Dette
kan delvis skyldes at selskapets gjenfangstplikt
kun gjelder opp mot 500 meter fra anlegget
(Akvakulturdriftsforskriften, 2008, § 39). Genetisk innblanding har vist seg å over tid kunne
redusere den genetiske diversiteten i ville laksebestander (Bærum, 2017), og tap av variasjon
innen populasjonene og mellom populasjoner
kan i neste rekke medføre redusert reproduksjon,
fitness og overlevelse. Ifølge Havforskningsinstituttets risikorapport fra 2017 forekommer genetisk innblanding i rundt 2/3 av norske vassdrag,
og i en tilhørende rapport ble det påvist moderate til store genetiske endringer i over 1/3 av
de undersøkte bestandene (Diserud m.fl., 2017).
I elvene kan rømt oppdrettslaks fortrenge villaks i konkurransen om gyteplasser og
næringstilgang i tidlige livsstadier, og den er en
betydelig næringskonkurrent og predator i sjøen (Bærum, 2017). På sikt kan dette medføre
endringer i villaksstammenes livshistoriestrategi,
eksempelvis med hensyn på vekstrate og alder
ved smoltifisering og modning. Som nevnt regnes i dag spredningen av lakselus som en av de
største negative effektene på ville fiskebestander.
Antall lakselus øker med økt produksjonsintensitet (Nes m.fl., 2011), og enkelte villaksbestander i områder med mye lus er allerede truet av
utryddelse (Miljødirektoratet, 2015b). I tillegg er
de mindre motstandsdyktige sjøørretbestandene
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redusert til bare noen få prosent av 1980-tallets
nivå. De negative effektene er spesielt store på
strekningen mellom Rogaland og Nordland,
men lusenivået er økende også i Troms og Finnmark (Miljødirektoratet, 2015c). Høyere sjøtemperatur som følge av klimaendringene vil gi lusa
stadig bedre levevilkår på nordlige breddegrader.
I tillegg til nevnte genetiske og økologiske effekter er næringens ressurs- og arealbruk
mye omdiskutert. Selv med økt produktivitet
og fôrutnyttelse går det med minst 2 kg marint råstoff for å produsere 1 kg oppdrettsfisk
(Bærum, 2017). Dette er hevdet å ha stor påvirkning på de ville fiskebestandene som angivelig overbeskattes, og har reist etiske spørsmål
(Grønli, 2004). Videre hevdes det at overfisket
truer en rekke marine økosystemer og bestander som avhenger av samme næringsressurs, eksempelvis sjøfugl (Touminen & Esmark, 2003).
Næringens arealbruk har avtatt siden tusenårsskiftet grunnet konsentrasjonstendenser og en
mer restriktiv konsesjonstildeling. Konsesjoner
som ble gitt før innstramningene har imidlertid medført at anlegg er plassert i sårbare områder (Gullestad m.fl., 2011). Sammen setter
disse negative effektene rammen for hva som
kan regnes for bærekraftig nivå av oppdrettsaktivitet. Det har vist seg vanskelig å forholde
seg til uttrykk som «moderat risiko» og «høy
innblanding», særlig når det ikke er satt konkrete grenser for hva som kan kalles bærekraftig.
Myndighetene Forsøker å Få Has på Lakselusa
For å gi de viktigste laksebestandene særskilt
beskyttelse utnevnte Stortinget i 2007 en rekke
nasjonale laksevassdrag og -fjorder (Regjeringen,
2007). Ordningen omfatter rundt 75 prosent av
den norske villaksressursen. I disse områdene
skal det ikke etableres nye oppdrettsanlegg, og
eksisterende anlegg skal underlegges strengere
krav til rømningssikring og bekjempelse av lakselus. Et raskt søk i Fiskeridirektoratets Yggdrasil viser imidlertid at flere steder har blitt gitt dispensasjon. Som nevnt skal fylkesmannen vurdere
konsesjonssøknader og utslippstillatelser opp
mot naturmangfoldloven og forurensningsloven.
I 2015 skapte Fylkesmannen i Finnmark medieoverskrifter da det ble vurdert forsvarlig at et
anlegg nær en nasjonal laksefjord kun samlet og

renset 70 prosent av avfallsmengden (Schanche,
2015). Resultater fra overvåkning av lokal påvirkning hevdes å vise at de fleste anleggene i dag
drives innenfor rammene av miljømål og tillatelser satt for virksomheten (Sandberg, 2016), men
dette hjelper lite dersom rammene er satt for vidt.
De siste års produksjon har som nevnt
vært preget av strengere krav fra myndighetene,
særlig med hensyn til lusebehandling. Utviklingen av gode botemidler har i stor grad vært
preget av prøving og feiling, men med en gradvis overgang fra brannslukking til forebyggende
arbeid. Næringens totale avlusningskostnader er
nå i størrelsesorden 3-4 milliarder kroner per år
(Iversen m.fl., 2015). Noen oppdrettere hevder
at nivået på både kontroll, forebygging og behandling ligger mye høyere enn det oppdretterne selv ville valgt ut fra et fiskehelseperspektiv.
Med dagens salgspriser på laks har næringen god
evne til å bære kostnadsøkningen, men på sikt
kan konkurransekraften svekkes ovenfor andre
land med svakere regulering. Tidligere undersøkelser har vist at åpne merder i sjø vil være det
mest kostnadseffektive alternativet i overskuelig
fremtid (Iversen m.fl., 2013). Men med nevnte
kostnadsøkning har kostnadsulempen ved andre
konsepter, som landbaserte anlegg og lukkede
anlegg i sjø, blitt mindre (Iversen m.fl., 2015).
Forvaltningen Glemmer Virkemidlene i Naturmangfoldloven
Naturmangfoldlovens § 12 kan tolkes slik at
oppdrettsnæringen har en lovpålagt plikt til
å fase ut gammel teknologi dersom ny og mer
miljøforsvarlig teknologi er tilgjengelig. Spesifikt står det at for å unngå eller begrense skader på naturmangfoldet, skal det tas utgangspunkt i de driftsmetoder som ut fra en samlet
vurdering av mangfold og økonomiske forhold,
gir det beste samfunnsmessige resultatet (Naturmangfoldloven, 2009). Det er ingen tvil om
at lukkede anlegg er eneste vei å gå for å ta
hensyn til mangfoldet på lang sikt, men når det
samtidig skal tas hensyn til økonomiske forhold og samfunnsmessige resultater blir dette
et politisk spørsmål. Næringen kan ikke pålegges store økonomiske ulemper med hjemmel i
denne paragrafen, og det kan lett argumenteres
for at høy lønnsomhet veier tungt i vurderingen
av hva som er det beste samfunnsmessige rePhoto: Helene Rød
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sultatet. Akvakulturlovens mål om at næringen
skal bidra til verdiskaping på kysten sikter neppe til annen verdiskaping enn den økonomiske.
Naturmangfoldlovens § 5 stadfester et
forvaltningsmål om at arter og deres genetiske mangfold ivaretas på lang sikt, og at artene
forekommer i levedyktige bestander i sine naturlige utbredelsesområder. Så langt det er nødvendig skal også artenes økologiske funksjonsområde samt øvrige økologiske betingelser de
er avhengige av ivaretas. Loven trådte i kraft i
2009 – iverksetting av tiltak med betydelig effekt for villaks og sjøørret er langt på overtid.

stene i Rogaland og Hordaland etter tusenårsskiftet (Bærum, 2017). Generelt er bestandene
i Midt- og Vest-Norge mest redusert, og lav
overlevelse i sjøen samt genetisk innblanding
og lakselus antas å være de viktigste årsakene
(Thorsdad & Forseth, 2017). Ifølge VRL er det
fangstrestriksjonene i elv og sjø som er årsaken
til at man på tross av dette har klart å opprettholde tilstrekkelige gytebestander (Thorsdad
& Forseth, 2017). Det er altså liten tvil om at
oppdrettets negative miljøeffekter er for store til å oppnå en bærekraftig situasjon over tid.
Dette visste man egentlig allerede i 2010.

Så, Oppfyller Næringen Kravet om Bærekraft?
Regjeringens mål for utviklingen av norsk havbruk ble presentert med Bærekraftstrategien
i 2009. Fiskeri- og kystdepartementet (2009)
stadfestet her at veksten i næringen må skje
innenfor rammene av hva miljøet tåler. Det ble
satt mål om at havbruk ikke skal bidra til varige endringer i villfiskbestandenes genetiske
egenskaper, og at sykdomstilfeller i oppdrettet
ikke skal ha bestandsregulerende effekt på villfisk. Havforskningsinstituttet utarbeidet sin risikovurdering for 2010-2011 med utgangspunkt
i disse målene, altså med vekt på indikatorene
smittespredning og genetisk påvirkning, samt
utslipp av næringssalter, organisk materiale og
legemidler (Taranger m.fl., 2011). Sannsynligheten for å være utenfor bærekraftig tilstand, altså
at de negative miljøeffektene var i strid med målene i bærekraftstrategien, ble vurdert til moderat
til høy i de mest produksjonstunge områdene. I
de fleste regionene var risikoen høyere enn ved
forrige vurdering. På tross av dette har det siden
blitt tillatt å øke produksjonen med ytterligere
200 000 tonn og nær 80 nye konsesjoner er gitt.
Dette tilsvarer imidlertid en lav vekstrate sammenlignet med tidligere perioder (SSB, 2017).
Vitenskapelig råd for lakseforvaltning
(VRL) utarbeider årlig en rapport på bestandsstatus for norsk villaks. Ifølge 2017-versjonen er
innsiget av laks fra havet mer enn halvert over
de siste 40 årene (Thorsdad & Forseth, 2017).
Tapet av villaks på grunn av lakselus ble estimert til 50 000 per år i perioden 2010-2014,
tilsvarende hele 10 prosent av bestanden. Det
er også påvist betydelig nedgang i sjøørretfang-

Allikevel, Regjeringen Vil ha Ytterligere Vekst
i Næringen
I 2015 leverte regjeringen stortingsmelding om
«Forutsigbar og miljømessig bærekraftig vekst i
norsk lakse- og ørretoppdrett». Daværende fiskeriminister hadde ved flere anledninger uttalt at
målet er en seksdobling av produksjonen (Egeland, 2015), og stortingsmeldingen legger opp
til kraftig vekst (Regjeringen, 2015). Allerede i
innledningen påpekes det at norsk økonomi er
kommet til et vendepunkt der oljen ikke lenger vil være motor i vår økonomiske vekst, og
at oppdrettsnæringen skal være del av Norges
fremtid for å sikre kommende generasjoners velferd. «Det er det vi skal leve av etter olja», eller
«Norge trenger flere bein å stå på» som nåværende fiskeriminister Per Sandberg sier (Sandberg, 2016). Det kan ved første øyesyn virke som
økonomisk gevinst igjen blir hovedfokus. I meldingen presenteres flere forskjellige vekststrategier, og regjeringen legger eksplisitt til grunn at
det er miljøhensyn og ikke markedshensyn som
skal være det klart viktigste reguleringskriteriet
(Regjeringen, 2015). En grunnlagsrapport hadde imidlertid vist at det kunne bli utfordrende
å oppnå vekst med dagens miljøstatus, såfremt
det forutsettes at veksten skal være miljømessig
bærekraftig (Nystøyl m.fl., 2013). Regjeringen
konkluderte allikevel med å åpne for en kapasitetsjustering tilsvarende «en moderat risikoprofil». Med samme melding ble det bestemt at
kysten skulle deles inn i produksjonsområder,
med områdets miljøstatus som avgjørende faktor for om kapasiteten kan justeres (Regjeringen, 2015). Det ble også åpnet for konsesjonsfri tildeling av tillatelser til landbasert oppdrett.

Produksjonsområdene ble opprettet
først mot slutten av 2017. Påvirkningen av lakselus på villaks ble valgt til regulerende bærekraftindikator, og det ble innført et trafikklyssystem
for å visualisere risikonivået (Fiskeridirektoratet,
2017b). Basert på Havforskningsinstituttets nyeste risikovurdering ble 5 av 13 produksjonsområder farget gule og røde (Midt- og Vest-Norge),
altså vurdert til å ha moderat eller høy risiko (Regjeringen, 2017). De resterende 8 produksjonsområdene ble farget grønne (Sør- og Nord-Norge). Tilbud om økt produksjonskapasitet vil
primært tildeles i de grønne områdene, men ikke
utelukkende. Kapasiteten i de røde områdene vil
ikke reduseres før tidligst i 2019. Dette legger
til rette for en kortsiktig vekst på 40 000 tonn
fisk, som adderes til dagens 1 235 000 tonn. Per
Sandberg mener fargeleggingen av kysten er en
forsvarlig tilnærming til kapasitetsjustering av
næringen (Regjeringen, 2017). For å sette det
litt på spissen kan det vel knapt kalles en justering, når det hittil kun er tale om en økning.
Økt produksjonskapasitet vil medføre økt fôrbehov, men som nevnt kan dette ha
uheldige konsekvenser for marine økosystemer.
Næringen har mål om å redusere forbruket av
marint råstoff ytterligere, men i større grad med
hensikt om å redusere produksjonskostnadene enn å bevare naturressursene (Iversen m.fl.,
2015). Det arbeides blant annet med å utvikle
rent plantebaserte fôrtyper for å redusere forbruket av marine råstoffer. Soya er brukt særlig
hyppig, da dette er den største og billigste proteinkilden på verdensmarkedet (Brodin, 2014).
Grunnet avskogingsproblematikken tilknyttet
soyaproduksjon forskes det imidlertid på alternativer, men for at næringen skal vurdere ny
fôrblanding må den også være energi- og kostnadseffektiv. Igjen kan det virke som den økologiske effekten blir tilsidesatt for den økonomiske.
Hvordan kan Videre Vekst Være Bærekraftig?
Utfordringene i tiden fremover dreier seg i særlig
grad om å hindre rømninger og begrense mengden lakselus fra oppdrettsanleggene. Det er viktig å stille spørsmål ved om dagens regelverk og
strategi er utformet på en måte som leder næringens utviklingsarbeid og innovasjonsinnsats i
riktig retning. I dag rettes hovedsakelig innsatsen mot økt produktivitet og mer effektive lu-

sebehandlinger (Iversen m.fl., 2015), mens den
kanskje heller skulle vært rettet mot alternative
produksjonsmetoder. Som nevnt koster kampen
mot lusa oppdrettsnæringen rundt 3-4 milliarder
kroner årlig. Et norsk-skotsk selskap har nylig
utviklet en landbasert tank for lakseoppdrett som
er kommersielt lønnsom i Skottland (E24, 2016).
Det er noe usikkert hvordan profittmarginen ville vært på norsk jord. Landbasert oppdrett er nå
konsesjonsfritt, men nye anlegg utgjør likevel en
betydelig investeringskostnad. Uten ekstraordinære tilskudd vil trolig få oppdrettsselskaper
utnytte muligheten. Det er også allerede stor
kamp om arealene langs kysten, og lukkede anlegg i sjø ville sannsynligvis vært den minst konfliktfylte utviklingen. Kanskje har forvaltningsmyndighetene hengt guleroten foran feil hest.
Det er verdt å nevne at dersom landbaserte oppdrettsanlegg blir lønnsomme vil fiskeproduksjonen ikke lenger begrenses av geografiske
faktorer. Dette kan medføre tapt markedsfortrinn for norsk oppdrettsnæring samt redusert
konkurransekraft dersom flere lavkostland velger
å satse på fisk. Finansdirektøren i Marine Harvest, som nå er verdens største oppdrettsselskap,
har utvist bekymring for at landbasert oppdrettsaktivitet kan flyttes nærmere markedene – «vi vil
da rett og slett ha mistet vårt komparative fortrinn» (Egeland, 2015). At forvaltningen basert
på akvakulturlovens bestemmelser skal fremme
næringens konkurransekraft, innebærer også
at næringens konkurransekraft på det internasjonale markedet skal hensyntas (Iversen m.fl.,
2015). Imidlertid er dette juridisk likestilt med
forurensningslovens bestemmelser om å sikre
at naturens evne til produksjon og selvfornyelse ikke skades. Flere undersøkelser har vist at
oppdrettsnæringen skader naturens evne til produksjon av villaks og sjøørret. Teoretisk sett gir
dette myndighetene grunnlag til å, med hjemmel i loven, sette en tidsramme for når nye produksjonsteknikker bør og skal implementeres.
Norges jeger- og fiskerforbund har
sammen med en rekke andre organisasjoner nylig bedt om å få møte regjeringen for å diskutere nødvendige grep for å sikre en fremtidsrettet
ressursforvaltning (Veberg, 2017). Sports- og fritidsfiskere har lagt merke til villfiskbestandenes
nedgang i elver og fjorder. Mange organisasjoner
har gått sammen i aksjon for lukkede anlegg. Det
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har skapt reaksjoner i mange leirer at regjeringen åpner for produksjonsøkning, på tross av at
mange områder allerede ligger over bærekraftig
nivå. I en tordentale publisert i Dagbladet i 2015
hevdes det at kombinasjonen av økonomisk
tyngde og politisk beskyttelse har gjort næringen mektig og kontrollerende (Egeland, 2015).
Forfatteren mente den politiske uviljen til å ta
miljøkonsekvensene på alvor var påfallende, og
kritiserte hvordan mangelen på kunnskap om
langsiktige konsekvenser brukes som grønt lys
for videre vekst, på tross av at det nå finnes et
lovfestet føre-var-prinsipp. Videre skrev han at
det mest oppsiktsvekkende likevel var næringens
egen uvilje til å ta truslene på alvor, og hevdet at
det bare var et spørsmål om tid før miljøregnskapet vil påvirke priser og etterspørsel. Det var
kritikkverdig at de store oppdretterne ikke er villige til å gå bort fra åpne merder, selv om det
nå har kommet alternativer på banen (Egeland,
2015). At markedet på sikt kan preges av en
motvilje til å akseptere negativ miljøpåvirkning
er ikke utenkelig. Næringen har her en gylden
mulighet til å være nettopp føre var. I en uttalelse
til kyst.no i oktober 2016 fremhevet Per Sandberg at det er snakk om en næring som er svært
viktig for arbeidsplasser og verdiskaping langs
kysten, og en næring som har enormt potensiale
til å bli enda viktigere (Sandberg, 2016). Videre
påpekte han at dette selvsagt ikke betyr at man
skal lukke øynene for de miljøutfordringene næringen har. Det er stor forskjell på å ikke lukke øynene for noe, og å aktivt ta hensyn til det.
Myndighetene og Næringen Må Ta Ansvar
Myndighetenes nye forvaltningstiltak er både
på etterskudd og for svake. Kapasitetsjustering,
mer lusebehandling og effektivisering er ikke tilstrekkelig. At næringen ikke er bærekraftig har
særlig utviklingen hos ville bestander av laks og
sjøørret vist. Hvor store økologiske ulemper kan
godtas til fordel for å holde på det komparative fortrinnet norskekysten gir i markedet? Hvor
økonomisk lønnsomt må det miljøvennlige alternativet være før næringen endrer kurs? Det
kan kun næringen svare på, og de burde i det
minste ta stilling til det. En så stor og mektig
næring har et samfunnsansvar de bør være seg
bevisst. Det er næringen selv som sitter på nøkkelen til en utvikling som fremmer bærekraft på
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sikt. Spesielt når forvaltningsmyndighetene vegrer seg for å ta i bruk virkemidlene gitt nettopp med denne hensikt i miljølovene. Sandberg
har stor tro på at de skal klare å løse dette, og at
de er på god vei med dagens forvaltningspraksis. Man kan være skeptisk, særlig når økonomisk lønnsomhet tilsynelatende vektes tyngre
enn økologisk bærekraft i spørsmålet om hva
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Introduction
In a world constructed from history and social
relations, ‘I’ is a difficult concept to grasp. Identity formation, the study of how group and individual identity is made, has been mostly a study
in social theory (Neumann, 1999). While its introduction to International Relations (IR) came
later, in the 1980s (Neumann, 1999), it offered
IR scholars a new lens through which state relations could be studied. By analyzing identity in
IR, one could gain a better understanding as to
why some interactions are as they are. Identity
formation has focused on how identity is shaped
in a social world. It focuses on the concept of
the ‘other’ – where the self is created to situate
itself against an other (Neumann, 1999). Such a
process fits IR analysis, where collective identity
could be formed in a similar way, by juxtaposing
one group to another.
Bahrain’s population consists of a majority of Shia Muslim citizens. Because of this,
the Shia religious holiday of Muharram, which
commemorates the martyrdom of a major figure,
is a significant event. This holiday is a month
of mourning, where the Shia lament the martyrdom of Muhammad’s grandson, Hussain.
Despite being a religious holiday, the rhetoric
during Muharram is often political in Bahrain,
and is a beneficial platform to study the construction of identity in Bahrain. Through the lens of
identity formation, this paper will study how the
Shia identity in Bahrain is formed through this
groups’ conception of the other, the Sunni Bahraini government. It will use one of the rituals of
Muharram as a case for identity formation. I will
illustrate how the Shia construct the identity of
the government by linking ‘negative’ traits to it,
and thus form their own identity by juxtaposing themselves to the government. I will employ
discourse analysis to study how poem recitation,
one of the rituals of Muharram, helps form collective identity. I will begin with a short discussion of the self and other, then provide historical
context to some political and historical aspects
within Islam and discuss the poems picked for
study. I will follow with an analysis of how the
poems form the Shia self and other in the Bahraini society.
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Me, Myself, and You
Humans form their identity, the ‘self ’, in a process that forms the very world they live in. To
some post-structural scholars, the world is not
an objective reality that exists outside of the person’s understanding, but is subjective and predicated on the person’s worldview.
This worldview directs all matter of interaction, including one’s perception of others.
Thus, one’s identity is formed through knowing
the other in a broader, subjective context (Neumann, 1999). When knowing the other, Hall
(1999) argues that the ‘difference’ is crucial, as it
forms meaning – what Neumann refers to as the
‘slash’ in the self/other. One knows ‘black’ because it can be contrasted with something familiar, ‘white’ (Hall, 1997). Situating one’s identity
through reflection from an other is a dynamic
process that is constantly evolving, and reacting
to the context of reality at any given time. For
example, identity formation can be influenced by
the rise of a new cultural power in the region,
or from the introduction to a new group that is
introduced into a system (Wendt, 1994; Hansen,
2006). This forms the basis of identity formation
through the self and other – the self is created by
differentiating with the other.
The process of identity formation was
referred to as linking and differentiating by
Hansen (2006), and this terminology will be
adopted for this paper as well. She applies this
terminology to analyze European discourse surrounding the Balkan War. The Balkans were
linked to violence, barbarism, and underdevelopment and then differentiated with Europe,
which was controlled, civilized, and developed.
Linking and differentiating could be observed in
Colonial North America as well, where Natives
were portrayed as uncivilized and irrational,
giving the founding Americans something to
define themselves in opposition (Fonseca, 2012).
Through this, not only is the other’s identity
formed by however one describes it, but the description’s opposite is then enforced onto who is
drawing the narrative. This differentiation does
not inevitably lead to demonization, nor does it
lead to violence, but it could lead to otherness.
Otherness allows the formation of identities that
are historically contingent (Campbell, 1992).

The otherness that is born out of the differentiating in Bahrain, however, breeds violence from
both groups.
Crucial to this process of identity formation is categorizing who the self and other are
in the analysis. The self and other are dynamic,
capable of representing Europe in its entirety,
which crosses several borders, or simply Russia,
a single sovereign state (Neumann, 1999). It may
also refer to a group within a state, as illustrated
by George W. Bush describing Saddam Hussain
as evil, and the Iraqi people as oppressed (Hansen, 2006), which suggests two others, within
one state. For the case of Bahrain, the self and
the other both come from within and they are
constructed in the Muharram poems.
History and Context
A 2009 Gallup poll shows that 94% of Bahrainis considered religion important in their everyday lives (Gallup, 2010). Thus, a discussion of
Islamic history is necessary to understand the
context in which the annual ritual of Muharram
developed. This allows the exploration of the
role of Muharram in forming identities. This
section will provide a historical account of the
events that led to the schism in Islam, as well as
some Bahraini historical context. As this is not
a theological paper, the Islamic schism is briefly
discussed, but not analyzed in depth.
During the spread of Islam in the Arabian Peninsula in the 600s AD, Muslims were
united by Muhammad, their prophet and leader
(Aghaie, 2011). His death in 632 AD gave birth
to the beginnings of the schism in Islam. The
Muslim community he left behind struggled to
agree upon a successor. Muhammad’s disciples
developed the “Caliph” as an institution to take
the political and spiritual leadership role in the
Muslim community to fill this power vacuum.
(Aghaie, 2011). The schism in the community
emerged when deciding who the Caliph should
be. Part of the Muslim community, the Shia, believed that the successor should have been someone from Muhammed’s direct family, specifically Ali. The Shia opposed the first Sunna Caliphs
who took the position of power, and were mostly
Muhammed’s close allies and friends - Sunna.
Ultimately, the first Caliphs came from the Sun-

ni side. It is interesting to note that, based on
this succession crisis, the root of the schism was
inherently political.
The Shia, Ali supporters, did not accept
the first Caliphs and thus were perceived as rejecting and revolting against the Islamic leader, and labelled apostates by the Sunna (Doud,
2016). This schism culminated in a battle that
took place in Karbala, Iraq. The Battle of Karbala took place between Muhammed’s grandson
Hussain, and the current Caliph, Yazid. Yazid’s
army laid siege on Hussain and his followers for
ten days, culminating in Hussain’s assassination
on the last day. His death is considered a tragedy to Shia Muslims, who view Hussain’s actions
as a sacrifice and a struggle for justice (Doud,
2016).
Hussain’s death led to Muharram’s
month of mourning. It is a religious holiday
which commemorates Hussain’s martyrdom
for a month, with the ten siege days coinciding
with the first ten mourning days. Muharram
includes, among several rituals, some mourning practices, which are common throughout
various Shia communities globally. These rituals include a reenactment of the battle’s details,
along with a mourning ritual, in which poetry
is recited with the battles of Karbala as the central theme. These recitals involve men of all ages
standing together and thumping their hands to
their chest rhythmically. Other, more evocative
rituals are performed, but this paper will focus
solely on the poems, their recital, and how they
form the Shia’s identity by juxtaposing it with
the Sunni government.
While extensive, it is imperative to establish the historical context and the beginnings
of the self/other dichotomy between Sunna and
Shia to fully understand the othering process
that takes place in Bahrain. To analyze Muharram poems, it is crucial to study what stands
between the self/other – the ‘slash’ (Neumann,
1999). In Bahrain’s case, the Islamic schism and
the effects it caused on both groups’ identities
constitute part of the slash, among other social,
economic, and political factors.
Bahrain’s history is rife with political
turbulence. This Kingdom is home to a majority
Shia population. In 1783, the Al Khalifa, a Sun-
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ni tribe, invaded and seized control of Bahrain,
ruling to this day (Gengler, 2011). Most recent
in Bahrain’s turbulent history are the 2011 Arab
Spring uprisings that swept the region demanding democratic reforms (BBC, 2013). Bahrainis
sought to improve human rights conditions, as
protestors accused the government of the systemic arrest of dissidents, torture (Law, 2013a),
as well as civil suppression (Law, 2013b) that
spans several decades (BBC, 2014). The push for
democratic reforms left over 50 dead, hundreds
arrested, and the main opposition political party banned by the government (BBC, 2017). The
protests led to an increase in media attention,
which covered the island’s Shia population, and
the U.S. Navy’s Fifth Fleet that is stationed on
the island (Katzman, 2010), an integral part of
the United States’ security measure against Iran.
Bahrain’s proximity to Iran, its naval base for the
aforementioned fleet, and the uprising have put
Bahrain in the spotlight; but the Sunni-Shia divide received much less attention, and thus, less
academic focus.
During this time, most of the analysis
on Bahrain focused on the country’s geopolitical importance, studying the island as a centerpiece in Saudi Arabia and Iran’s battle for influence, and Bahrain’s role in U.S.-Middle Eastern
policy. An unfortunate result of this is that IR
seems to have neglected the real effects that the
conflict within Bahrain has had on its citizens.
Families have been torn apart and lives have
been destroyed because of the arrests, deaths,
and violence that has taken place. This paper endeavors to refocus IR’s gaze on the essence of the
Bahraini conflict – its people.
Sources
In this section, I will discuss the sources that
will be analyzed to understand the self/other
paradigm that is taking place in the Muharram
rituals. For this, I have identified several notable poems that have been recited during the
mourning ritual. Before analyzing the poems, it
is important to highlight that they represent one
of only a few ways that such discourse can proliferate in the country. The Bahraini government
has maintained a tight leash on information, in
the spirit of autocratic regimes (Edmond, 2011).
This has made the creation and diffusion of
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written political texts extremely difficult and potentially dangerous. Therefore, these poems offer
some of the most prominent pieces of political
rhetoric from Bahrainis.
The poems have an extremely informal
nature. Since they are not recorded and produced in a studio, as other religious poems are,
but on the streets with minimal editing, amateur videographers often shoot raw footage of
the recitals. They can only be found on YouTube
or other audio playback websites, as there is no
‘official release’ of politically-charged religious
poems. It is challenging to estimate how many
Muharram political poems are written and recited across Bahrain because they are proliferated in an informal manner. For this reason, I
have handpicked some of the most relevant and
famous pieces. The authors of these poems are
traditionally orators, notable clerics, or religious
figures in the Bahraini Shia community. For example, two of the texts are from Sheikh Hussain Al-Akraf, a cleric who was politically active
during the 1990s (Gengler, 2015). Two of his
most notable poems, “Oh, How Oppressive You
Have Been” and “Liar, O’ Law”, are specifically
political in nature, as their titles indicate. Another poem by a different orator, “Until When
Do You Oppress Us, Oh Governments?”, will
also be used.
The informal way that these poems are
recorded and distributed and the difficulty of
finding these poems in written form explains
why they are often overlooked when studying
Bahrain. This is the rationale for their use in this
paper: they are a novel source to observe dynamics of identity formation and othering. However,
the use of these poems does not come without a
price. Their informal nature also means that it is
impossible to find official translations. To tackle this issue, I have performed the translations
personally. Unfortunately, this means that the
translation is conducted by a non-specialist, and
part of the original texts’ essence may be misinterpreted.
Furthermore, it is important to consider
that by focusing on Muharram poetry to differentiate from traditional, Western IR analysis,
this paper avoids the wider political debate pertaining to Bahrain (Hansen, 2006). I will shed
less light on official channels of communication,

Oppressed
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Morally Unjust

Morally Just

Shia of Bahrain

Justified Violence

Bahraini Government

Terrorist/Terroristic Violence
Other Sunni Bahrainis

Historical Shia(Muhammad’s family)

Historical Sunnis(Saddam Hussain, Yazid)

Supposed to Rule
Wronged

Not Supposed to Rule
Performed Wrongdoing

Evil

Differentiation
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Figure 1: This mapping exercise describes how a complete identity is formed for the government and juxtaposed to form the Shia. It
displays numerous identities being formed and the historical narratives they are drawn from. Starting from the top of the figure, the
Bahraini government is constructed as a ruler that oppresses its people, the Shia; who by juxtaposition, are oppressed. The government’s
unjust nature, which overuses its legal authority, is juxtaposed with the Shia of Bahrain. The Shia are portrayed as morally just, and
thus, the best for the country. Another identity enforced on the government is a terroristic nature, which is enforced through a poetry
style: repetition. The government is viewed as terroristic, as it abuses its power through unjustified use of violence. On the other hand,
any Shia violence becomes justified, as it is done to combat the oppressive ruler. The poems draw from historical events and figures, such
as the Battle of Karbala. The succession crisis in Islamic antiquity, with the Sunna seen as illegitimate rulers, connects to Bahrain as
well. More recent historical narratives, such as the identities of Saddam Hussain, a Sunna, are also connected to the Bahraini government.

such as political statements, as the aim of the
paper is to focus on the Bahraini people. While
Bahrainis also conduct the official discourse,
they may be influenced by regional or international powers, such as Saudi Arabia, or the United States, returning to the global focus that has
dominated Bahrain. The political poems, however, tend to stray away from this influence.
Forming Identities From the Poems
Muharram’s political poems play a role in identity formation through the construction of the
other and self. This section briefly summarizes
the linking and differentiation in these poems.
Several subjective accounts are illustrated in the
poems – the government is oppressive, the historical Sunni rulers are morally unjust, or the
government actions are considered a form of
terrorism. With many identities being linked
and differentiated, and many historical references being drawn upon, a visual representation of
how these identities are formed is beneficial.

Creating the ‘Other’ – The Oppressive Ruler
To understand the self/other nexus between the
Shia in Bahrain and the Bahraini regime, one
must explore the qualities that create the differences between the two groups (Neumann,
1999). As Hogg and Abrams (1988) assert, the
in-group categorises itself not only by highlighting the similarities amongst themselves,
but also through differentiation between themselves from the out-group. Thus, for the Shia’s
collective identity in Bahrain to be realized, an
out-group needs to be realized, formed, and juxtaposed with themselves. For this section, I explore how, through Muharram poems, the Shia
juxtapose themselves with the Bahraini government.
Since the historical events that led to
the Sunni/Shia othering were political in nature (Doud, 2016), political poetry is recurrently
present during Muharram, which is a religious
event. One case of othering takes place in AlAkraf ’s (2008) “Oh, How You Oppressed Us”.
This poem addresses the government directly,
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labelling it as oppressive:
“…And how oppressive you have been!
And after all this oppression/injustice,
how can we ever forgive, oh Government?”
Oppression is one of the most consistent labels given to the regime throughout these
poems. In fact, it is among the most repeated
words in Muharram poems written by different authors. The poems portray the government
as oppressive, beyond redemption, and unfit to
rule. In another poem, “Until When Do You
Oppress Us, Oh Governments” (Al-Derazi,
2011) the orator recites similar traits:
“Injustices bestowed upon us based on sectarianism.
Massacres and crimes [committed] based on
identity. Serve justice, then you rule!
Oppress, then you regret!”
This discursive articulation is a repeated
occurrence in Muharram’s political poems. It is
important to note that the above poem does not
74
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address the Bahraini regime directly, with the
orator even referring to governments in plural
form. However, any doubts regarding the poem’s
subject are dispelled in the lines that discuss the
“purchase of a new nation-for-hire” (Al-Derazi,
2011). This quote refers to the Bahraini government’s use of political naturalization, the issuing
of citizenship to foreigners to suit the government’s needs (Gengler, 2015). This may diverge
from Hansen’s criteria of using explicit traits for
linking and differentiating, however, it is justified within the context of this situation. The
orators could link and differentiate implicitly to
avoid possible retaliation from the government.
Al-Akraf ’s poems seem more explicit as he is a
prominent figure in the country, thus, he may
rely on his popularity to protect himself.
The Shia’s other is constructed in detail
in Al-Akraf ’s (2007) poem, “Liar, O Law”. The
poem takes the perspective of the other by ‘introducing’ the government and one of its forms
of oppression, law:

“I am [government] poverty, and these [law] are
my fangs. I am the worst terrorist.
I am that which is sour; [I am that] whom the most
vulnerable have tasted the disasters from.
Those of millions [of wealth] have come to rule from
my doorstep…”
…
“I am terrorism, my people,
I am the excuse of the rule.
Today, you live free,
Tomorrow, you die in my name.
I am oppression/suppression and
my law will crush you,
despite no crimes [committed].”
The narrative here is relatively unchanged. The government is constructed as oppressive by causing harm to its citizens. It does
this through laws aimed to fight terrorism, while
the poem labels the government as the ‘worst’
terrorist. The government is portrayed as unfit
to rule because of its overuse of power, and the
citizens’ inability to live safe lives because of it.

These poems exhibit interdiscursivity by maintaining the story of the oppressive ruler in Bahrain that should not be accepted. Furthermore,
these poems illuminate the possible benefits of
creating the other through poetic discourse, as
opposed to more traditional forms used historically. Through poetry, the Shia can employ vivid
and theatrical constructions of the other. The
descriptions depict similar narratives contained
in a political statement or speech, but the use of
poems is unique in allowing more exaggerated
constructions.
Trait linking is only effective when it
is differentiated (Hansen, 2006). The Bahraini
Shia could link the government to oppression
and misrule every Muharram, but it would not
be beneficial to creating the self if there is no
differentiation, this is conducted subtly in AlAkraf ’s poems. After several references to oppression and persecution conducted by the government, Al-Akraf (2008) then suggests the
need for a ‘better’ alternative:
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“Lessen it, O leader. Lessen it.
For how we’ve experienced with it all forms of
persecution.
If it [government] is evil, destroy it,
And replace it that which is best for the country”
Differences between the self and other do not have to be explicitly articulated, as it
makes the discourse redundant (Hansen, 2006),
and this can be observed in this stanza of the
poem. The orator refrains from identifying the
Shia Bahrain as the “best for the country”. The
government’s oppressiveness is simply enunciated, and the juxtaposition is assumed and enforced (Hansen, 2006).
Crucial to the Shia’s identity formation
is the deliberate use of ‘oppressive’ over other descriptions and narratives. Oppression suggests a
group that is ‘wronged’ and a group that is the
wrong-doer. A group that must fight oppression,
and a group that must be stopped from oppressing. Despite the disproportionate balance of
material power between the ‘oppressive ruler’
and the Shia, the identities constructed do not
enforce this dynamic. The poems never reference the government’s material power, instead,
they focus on the misuse of whatever power it
possesses. Basing the other’s identity on power,
even if it is the power the self will overcome,
would make room for the self to be juxtaposed
as ‘weak’, or lacking power, a trait the collective
self should avoid for ensuring its survival (Neumann, 1999). Being labelled as oppressed, however, gives room for growth: the Shia can become so much more powerful if they overcome
the oppressive ruler. The label of “oppressed”
in this context could foster revolutionary sentiments. By using the “oppressed” label, the Shia
in Bahrain avoid the unbeneficial binary power structures that may exist in such linking and
othering (Hall, 1997). Also deliberate in the poems is the splitting of the oppressive ruler from
the average Sunni Bahraini citizen. By highlighting the government, either explicitly or implicitly, the other is split into two – Sunni government and Sunni citizen. While the Bahraini
Shia’s struggle is no different than Hussain’s, the
oppressive other is solely the government, and
thus, they exclude the Sunni population from
their ‘battles’. The splitting of the government
and the Sunni people in the discourse preserves
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the audience’s patriotic sentiments. The poems
maintain the Shia’s identities as Bahrainis along
with their Sunni compatriots, while reinforcing
that an unjust ruler should not be in power.
To illustrate that creating the self/other
through poems is a deliberate action conducted by these orators, other Muharram political
poems of their authorship should also be compared. The following political poem is written by
Al-Akraf (2012) as well but recited in the Eastern Provinces in Saudi Arabia. The othering that
takes place is significantly less observable here:
“If they come to us, if they torture us,
They will not divert us one foot from your path,
Oh Father, every time they fight us,
They know that we will die in your love/name!”
While it maintains an ‘us vs. them’ narrative, it seems that Al-Akraf refrains from constructing the other for the Saudi Shia. The poem
seems to encourage the Shia to maintain their
religious traditions despite difficulties they may
face from the Sunni Saudi government. What is
lacking is the self/other dynamic that is prominent in political poems targeted towards the
Bahraini Shia, where the other is constructed
through clearer descriptions in the poems.
Let History Do the Work
History can also be employed when constructing identities (Hansen, 2006). By linking past
self/other conflicts to those of the present, a parallel can be drawn, which allows the historical
events to form a narrative that one wishes today
(de Buitrago, 2012). This can be seen in the case
of the Shia in Bahrain as well, especially in the
recital of poetry.
Using Muharram rituals to form a collective identity by linking and differentiating is
not exclusive to the Shia in Bahrain. Hussain’s
martyrdom and mourning rituals have been historically employed by political figures to create a
political other. The most overt use of this practice is in Iran, where Muharram has been used
by clerics to achieve political goals and gain legitimacy (Aghaie, 2011). The process of molding
people’s political struggles with the Muharram’s
historical narrative was popularized by Ayatollah Khomeini (1981), who extensively used this
strategy in his speeches. In contemporary Iran,

this strategy was employed by dissidents of the
Shah, who have used Muharram as a channel to
relay political goals. They used the self/other dynamic of Hussain/Yazid to create a similar local
discourse (Khomeini, 1981). The rituals of Muharram, especially the poetry and the speeches,
often related the former Shah with Yazid and
the Iranian revolutionaries as Hussain’s followers that died in Karbala (Aghaie, 2011).
Similarly, the Bahraini poems seamlessly fuse political discourse with historical events
to facilitate linking and othering. The inclusion
of references to Islamic historical events in verses
that discuss the oppressive ruler play a major role
in linking the other to historical events that the
Shia consider tragic:
“Who else besides you sparked the flames?
Who else besides you unleash the army on the home?
And who terrorized Al-Zahra , who?
And planted a nail in her rib?” (Al-Derazi, 2011)
While alluding to the government as the
instigator and cause of conflict in the country,
the orator then includes a reference to the death
of Fatima. The Shia believe that her death was
caused from injuries incurred from the government at the time (Dungeri, 1994). Of course, the
orator is not suggesting that the Bahraini government itself caused Fatima’s death, which took
place around 630 AD. Instead, they are linking
the ‘horrible’ regime that injured Fatima to the
regime that is oppressing and injuring them. By
doing so, the poems also link the Bahraini government to the Sunni government of antiquity,
which was never meant to hold power as their
rule was illegitimate, according to Shia beliefs
on succession.
The poems also employ a more recent
historical other to create the identities of the self
and other exclusive to Bahrain:
“Whose rule with oppression, has ever lasted?
Is it far-fetched that you meet the same fate as
Saddam [Hussein]?
A government that has remained in its throne for
years and years…” (Al-Derazi, 2011)
Again, there is an evident linking of
government to oppression to form the other, this
other that the Shia can juxtapose with them-

selves. This is done differently than the description of the regime in the previous section. In
Al-Derazi’s poem, the ‘oppressive rule’ is linked
to that of Saddam Hussain, another Arab leader whose crackdown on the Shia was especially
brutal. Highly important, as well, is the reference to Saddam’s fate – one of self-ruination. The
poems link the Bahraini government to Saddam
and use the identity constructions that the world
had performed on him prior to his downfall to
their own advantage. As Hansen (2006) illustrates in her own work, Saddam was portrayed
as a “dictator”, “evil” and his regime composed
of ‘mass murderers’ (p.25). The Bahraini Shia
also employ these very descriptions to link the
Bahraini government to Saddam Hussain. The
linking that takes place here, however, is not exclusive to this poem. One of Al-Akraf ’s poems
is called “Where is Saddam?”, a reference to his
political (and, possibly, literal) demise. In Saddam, the Shia in Bahrain have a recent, and above
all, ‘easy’ link to their oppressive government.
Saddam’s treatment of his people provides a link
to the Bahraini government, with its highly repressive tactics toward the Shia. The use of the
region’s recent history is thus used to create the
identities of the self and other in these political
poems.
Asserting the Other Through Repetition
Ruth Finnegan (1977) describes repetition as
the most identifiable facet of poetry. Repetition
is, then, an interesting style to observe in Muharram poems. Social scientists have discussed
the role that repetition plays in forming identity. People develop their political identities at a
young age through parents’ repeated characterizations of figures as positive or negative (Tannen, 2013). Similarly, I argue that the process
to repeat Shia and government characterizations
is crucial to the formation of self/other in Muharram poems, especially since these poems contain a great deal of verses being repeated. Many
poems only have a handful of verses, but they
are repeated several times throughout the course
of the recital. Here, I differentiate two ‘forms’ of
repetition – one where the orator repeats verses
alone, and one where the audience joins the orator to repeat poem verses. This second form of
repetition could take place at the behest of the
orator, or by the audience’s own volition. In this
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section, I have picked out some cases of repetition that illuminate the othering that takes place
to form collective identities.
One of the most prominent uses of
repetition to assert self/other identities comes
from Al-Akraf ’s (2007) most famous poem
“Liar, O Law”, which involves both forms of
repetition. The poem starts with the quatrain:
“Liar, O Law. Liar.
You are no different [to us] from terrorism.
Oh, who runs the leadership
You are opening pathways for crime”
This is the opening quatrain of the
poem, and this quatrain is repeated several
times by the orator throughout the recital. This
othering through repetition is interesting for
two reasons. Firstly, forming the government’s
identity as a terrorist may be part of the orator’s
response to the government’s strategy of linking
the Bahraini opposition to terrorism at large
(BNA, 2016). Secondly, the orator implies that
the self - the Shia - are just and moral. This is
done, as previously mentioned, by juxtaposing
the traits given to the government, and then asserting these traits by repeating them throughout the recital. Together, labelling and differentiating these practices also justify any Shia
violence, as they are combating “terrorism”. Implying the Shia’s ‘just-ness’ enables the audience
to internalize its meaning without questioning
(Hansen, 2006). This othering is then reinforced
through the other form of repetition when AlAkraf (2007) passionately encourages the crowd
to chant with him:
[Alone]
“No to terrorism, no.
[Orator]
Chant! Chant!
[In Unison]
“No to terrorism, no.”
[Orator]
Again, again! Yes!
[In Unison]
“No to terrorism, no.
[Alone]		
No to terrorism, no.
		
No to it in word and action.
		
And woe to who oppresses
		a nation…”
If viewed without the context of the
earlier verses in this paper, this verse could be
interpreted as inciting peaceful protest, equating
78
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violence to terrorism. Considering the earlier
usage of the word in this paper, however, this
verse becomes a rejection of the government,
asserting the government as terroristic, and justifying violence against the state because it is
‘morally corrupt’. Add to it the line “and woe
to who oppresses a nation”, and this verse further reinforces the identity of “terrorist” to the
label of “oppressor”, and its ultimate downfall.
By virtue of the audience chanting a rejection of
terrorism, they, in addition, perform a rejection
of the government. Overall, Al-Akraf ’s verses
demonstrate an impressive efficiency in creating
self/other dynamics in a concise manner.
Another notably similar employment
of repetition takes place in the poem “Until
When Do You Oppress Us, Oh Governments?”
(Al-Derazi, 2011), which exhibits the familiar
use of repetition to emphasize the othering:
[In Unison]
“We’ve been slaughtered!
[Alone]		
Hasn’t the oppressed gotten
		
tired of oppression?
		
And has a throne made 		
		
of/from injustice ever lasted?
[In Unison]
We’ve been slaughtered!
[Alone]		
Enough, O’ tyrannical throne
		[or rule]
		
When will you step off the
		
bodies of the people?”
This stanza incorporates both forms of
repetition. The first and fourth verses are repeated by the orator and the audience as well. By labeling themselves as those being murdered, the
Shia are inferring themselves to be oppressed,
thus, signaling the government as the oppressor.
The repetition conducted by Al-Derazi (2011) to
shape their identity is illuminated through his
choice of the next verse: a repetition of an earlier
line:
“Ever since Ali has been shackled, so too have we
been in shackles…”
These verses show several examples of
linking and differentiating. First, the audience
links the poem’s oppressive ruler to the Bahraini
regime, and then differentiates the oppressive
Bahraini government to the oppressed Shia peo-

ple. The inclusion of the next verse refers to the
Shia’s historical struggle through Ali, leading
the audience to link the oppressive Sunni rulers who historically persecuted the Shia to Bahrain’s modern political context. As in Buitrago’s
(2012) discussion on linking historical rhetoric
to current events, the orators link current events
to history and then rely on the existing ideational self/other dynamics to complete the identity
formation.
Group identity, however, is not only
formed by leaders and then adopted by the masses. Every individual also plays a role in forming his/her own identity. Repetitions provide a
window into the average Shia role in forming
their collective identity. Most prominent is the
Shia’s deliberate word altering to, perhaps, better
suit them. While repeating the line “until when
do you oppress us, oh governments?” (Al-Derazi, 2011), the audience once changes “governments” into a singular. This further infers that
the masses personalize the orator’s references to
fit the identity of the oppressed, Shia individual.
Another example can be found in these verses.
When repeating the line “we’ve been slaughtered” (Al-Derazi, 2011), the audience altered
the line to “we’ve been wronged”. These changes
show how the Shia personalize their collective
identity
It was mentioned earlier that repeating
characterizations was important for the Shia’s
collective identity formation in Bahrain, and
poems were analyzed to see how this was done.
However, repetition is not limited solely to the
recurring traits that emerge in the literature’s
discourse, but also extends to the rituals themselves. Neumann (1999) discusses how important the repetition of a similar discourse used by
Russian anti-modernists from the 1960s until
the 1990s was. Hansen (2006), however, asserts
that identities stop being reasserted after a discourse is established, and only referred to when
needed. This may be the case for constructions
of shorter duration, such as the Balkan identity
formation during the Yugoslav Wars. However, the Shia in Bahrain construct their conflict
as spanning many generations “[…] inherited
oppression from fathers and grandfathers […]”
(Al-Derazi, 2011). This inheritance would merit
a constant ‘refresher’. Muharram and its annual
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rituals link Hussain’s historical struggle and the
Shia to their people’s struggle in Bahrain This
scheduled reassertion is crucial to consider as
well. Not only do the poems repeat the identities
that are shaped and reshaped, but the identity
formation through the Muharram rituals repeats a cycle every year.
Non-Verbal Discourse
Video recordings add deeper insight into these
poems through non-verbal discourse, that written transcripts are incapable of communicating.
In her discussion on language, Hansen (2006)
infers that language need not be solely verbal. It
could take the form of body language, or even
more obscure forms, such as the movement of
troops by states, which she defines as non-verbal
language. In the case of poetry recital, an ideal
form of non-verbal language would be the number of Bahraini Shia attending these poetry recitations. This, unfortunately, is near impossible
to quantify without visiting one of those rituals
personally, requiring, then, an alternative quantifying method. As a replacement, one could
look at the poetry’s internet presence: YouTube
views. Websites such as YouTube allow these
pieces of auditory political discourse to be archived, visited, and revisited. Bahraini Shia can
retrieve these videos whenever they see the need
to reinforce the othering taking place in them.
Recordings bring up the performances’ “live”
nature; watching the video is a means of transporting oneself to these events through space
and time. The Shia in Bahrain could ‘mobilize’
by watching them, sharing them, or commenting on them.
Considering YouTube views as a form of
non-verbal discourse suggests an interesting narrative. Of the poems discussed in this paper, one
of the videos of “Liar, O’ Law” has been viewed
more than 840,000 times. To provide a perspective, no video of the national anthem of Bahrain
or any of the speeches of the present monarch
garnered more than 250,000 views. What is observed, then, is the Shia’s overwhelming preference for this discourse, regarding the differentiation of the other. This alone is a testament to
this discourse’s power, and the role that poems
play in enforcing a group identity over a long period of time.
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Conclusion
By refocusing the Bahraini conflict to those involved the most – the Bahrainis, a deeper understanding is achieved on the nature of this strife,
and how identity plays a role in the conflict. Of
course, the Muharram poems do not constitute
all the identities that the Shia construct, as there
is no permanent self. The Shia identity constructs itself from an ever-changing perspective
(Neumann 1999). However, this segment of the
Shia identity is an important one, because of the
role it plays in the current conflict against the
government.
This paper explored how the rituals of
Muharram, specifically the poetry recital, play a
role in forming Shia’s collective political identity.
The identity formation is done by differentiating
from an out-group, an “other”: the Bahraini government. The poems constructed a narrative of
oppression and injustice by describing the government as taking part in violence, pushing unjust laws, and suppressing Shia citizens. In addition, orators link the current government with
historical Sunna figures who the Shia perceive
as corrupt, villainous, or traitors of Islam, such
as Yazid, and Saddam Hussain. Thus, the Muharram poetry with political themes serve as a
clear channel to observe linking and othering in
identity formation.
Repetition analysis, a major aspect of
poetry, makes it possible to study which descriptions are considered important for an orator to emphasize. Through this poetry style, it
becomes clear how group identities are formed
by different orators, even when not coordinated
by them. In addition to poem verses repeated by
an orator, repetition by their attendance is important as well, as it allows to understand what
descriptions resonate with the masses, such as
the fact of being oppressed.
Identity is interwoven in all aspects of
societies and plays a role in inferring foreign and
domestic policy. However, this paper shows that
one does not have to look only at government
official statements and state rhetoric to understand identity, but one can also look to grassroots channels to observe identity as a concept
and as a live dynamic within societies.
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Introduction
Saltwater marshes protect coastal areas and provide ecosystem services.
Globally, many marshes are retreating which leads to the loss of ecosystem services (Ravens et al., 2009; Day et al., 1998; Kearney et al., 1998).
Marsh shoreline erosion rates are of concern to scientists and landowners
alike. Marshes naturally protect homes that are threatened by sea-level
rise. As the marsh erodes, coastal homeowners also lose protection from
storm waves and sea-level rise, particularly when sea levels are rising due
to climate change (Church & White, 2006). Marshes also sequester carbon when accreting, helping combat climate change (Theuerkauf et al.,
2015). A retreating marsh, however, becomes a carbon source as opposed
to a carbon sink, as the eroding marsh releases carbon back into the environment (Theuerkauf et al., 2015).
Current studies have not fully accounted for all the processes
driving marsh erosion. Little is known about the wind and wave conditions which occur when marshes erode. Current methods used to examine marsh shoreline erosion and its relationship to wave energy, do not
provide high enough spatial or temporal resolution to fully capture the
processes driving marsh erosion. In order to mitigate these processes, the
forces that drive erosion must be better understood.
Previous studies have measured marsh shoreline retreat using
aerial photographs (Theuerkauf et al., 2015; Currinet al., 2015), GPS
surveys (van Proosdij & Townsend, 2006), laser scanning (Millette et
al., 2010), or erosion pins (Priestas et al., 2015; Houser, 2010), all of
which have drawbacks. For example, only large amounts of erosion can
be discerned using aerial photographs. Using photographs to georectify
marsh erosion can lead to low spatial resolution, which makes it difficult
to determine the marsh edge (Smith et al., 2009). In addition, Aerial
photographs are generally only available on yearly and decadal scales,
causing low temporal resolution in the measurements. GPS surveys require equipment that is often not readily available. Laser scanning is impractical, expensive, and the marsh edge is poorly defined because an
elevation contour of the marsh is used instead of directly measuring at
the site. Marsh vegetation also distorts and disrupts the laser’s measurements (Schmid et al., 2011). Additionally, laser scanning cannot define a
clear edge when sites are submerged. Erosion pins are more exact as they
take measurements on site, but if the marsh’s edge collapses, the pin is
lost, along with the measurements. Thus, it is important to devise a more
accurate method for identifying and measuring the marsh shoreline.
Many studies have identified relationships between wave energy and marsh retreat (Marani et al., 2011; Roland & Douglas, 2005;
Schwimmer, 2001). However, the common methods used to examine
wave energy are remote measurements, which have faced criticism. The
Wave Exposure Model (WEMo), sea state, wind, and bathymetric data
have been used in previous studies to calculate wave power (Schwimmer,
2001). Dissolution blocks have also been used in an attempt to measure
wave and flow energy, but these are unreliable because dissolution rates
increase with higher water temperatures. This distorts the rate at which
the blocks dissolve and thus the measurement’s validity (Porter et al.,
2000).
Photo: Kelsey Barnhill
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Figure 1. The methods used to measure marsh shoreline
erosion in this study. Image by Justin Ridge (2015).

This study examined a marsh on the East
Coast of the United States to try and determine
if strong wave activity, specifically in the form of
storm surges caused by hurricanes, drive erosion,
or if erosion occurred persistently under average
conditions. The wave and water level thresholds
that would result in erosion of the marsh shoreline were also studied. Additionally, we collected wave height and energy data to compare to
marsh shoreline erosion data. To achieve this we
devised and tested a method for estimating wave
energy, using water level loggers.
Study Site
North Carolina has many coastal marshes that
are currently eroding. North Carolina is also
vulnerable to hurricanes, making protective ecosystem services, such as home protection, offered
by marshes vital. Marshes also provide a habitat
for many juvenile marine animals that are important to local fisheries (Paterson & Whitfield,
2000).
Radio Island was selected as the site to
carry out this research. The island is located in
North Carolina, near the southern-most point
of the Outer Banks, a chain of barrier islands
along the Atlantic coast. This site was chosen
because it is easy to access and is semi-protected
from the open ocean. There is a boat-launching
site approximately 0.5 km away from the site and
a channel with low to moderate boat traffic on
one side of the site. The area is mainly protected
by the mainland from strong Northeast winds
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which dominate the Carolina Coast. There is
no sea wall or other man-made structure at the
site that could cause marsh squeeze. Man-made
structures often cause marshes to migrate inland
as coastal infrastructure increases. The specific portions studied were neck and cleft portions of the marsh where the middle area had
eroded more than the two peaks at either side
(Schwimmer, 2001). Neck and cleft refers to a
v-like shape along the marsh edge which forms
when a once straight marsh line begins to erode
faster in some areas than others.
The sites showed similar marsh grass
density with counts of 60 stems/m 2, 56 stems/
m 2, and 88 stems/m 2 respectively. Grain sizes
were similar, with the mean grain size at each
transect being 137 μm, 162 μm, and 149 μm respectively. Since the grain sizes were similar between all three sites, it is unlikely different grain
sizes caused the sites to erode at varying rates.
Methods
Marsh Erosion Rates
The rate of erosion at the marsh was measured
on a weekly basis from a fixed point over nearly
three months. At the start of the experiment,
two poles placed a meter apart from one another
were erected perpendicular to the marsh shoreline at three different locations: one in the center of a cleft and two at the associated necks of
the marsh. A measuring tape was fed through
the poles and extended to the outermost point
where live marsh grass was present (Figure 1).

Figure 2. Top 2% of waves plotted with erosion rates at site
2 over the near three month study period.

The site did not have a marsh scarp so the furthest living marsh grass was used to determine
the marsh edge. Results were recorded and later
compared to the wave height and energy results.
Differences in measurement caused by user error were quantified at each site and used as the
standard error.
User error was calculated by having four
project researchers go to the marsh site and take
a measurement at each of the three sites. The
standard deviation for the measurement values
at each site was then used as the standard error.
Site 1 had a measurement standard error of 2.8
cm, Site 2 had a higher standard error of 16.8
cm, and Site 3 had a standard error of 2.2 cm.
The user error was larger at Site 2 because it was
difficult to determine if some grass was alive.
Wave Energy
Water-level loggers collect water depth data
which can be used to calculate wave energy. Two
water-level loggers measuring water column
pressure were deployed at low tide at the site to
ensure water would always be covering the devices. One sensor was placed inside the bottom
of a PVC pipe to act as a tide monitor because
the PVC well protected it from wave activity,

while the other was fixed outside of the pipe to
collect wave and tide data. The measurements
from the pressure sensor in the PVC pipe were
subtracted from the data collected by the pressure sensor placed outside of the PVC pipe to
center the wave height data around zero.
As this was a nearly 3-month long experiment, the water level loggers collected data
every 6 minutes. This preserved memory and allowed for consistent collection of pressure measurements throughout the experiment. The pressure data were converted to water depth using
barometric compensation with data collected at
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Beaufort station 8656483,
and through data collected using a water-level
logger deployed at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s Institute of Marine Science (UNC IMS).
A test site was also used to examine the
accuracy of the 6-minute wave data results. Two
PVC poles were installed at UNC IMS using
the same set up as the field site; one station recorded pressure every 6 minutes while the other
recorded every second. Results were compared
using histograms to ensure the 6-minute data
represented the actual wave regime, by examin85
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ing the top 1% of wave heights recorded.
Results
Marsh Erosion Rates
Site 1 and Site 3 did not erode during the study,
while Site 2 eroded 84 cm. Since Site 2 was the
only site that eroded during the study, it will be
the only site analysed in the discussion.
Wave Energy
The water-level loggers recorded wave heights of
up to 28.6 cm (Figure 2). October 4th to October 6th had the highest frequency of large
waves during the study, which occurred during
a macro scale cyclone and hurricane event. The
top 2% of wave heights were selected to compare
with erosion rates. 2% was selected due to its frequency of use in examining extreme values when
completing statistics in coastal areas (Holman,
1986). Any correlation between wave energy and
marsh shoreline erosion should also be most visible at the 2% mark.
Comparison
The erosion rates at site 2 were plotted against
the top 2% of wave energy data to look for a correlation (Figure 2). However, the linear regression was negative with a statistically insignificant R2 of 0.642. This suggests that wave height
is not the only factor in marsh erosion rates.
Discussion
It is likely that Site 2 was the only site that eroded because it is exposed to winds from the North
and Northwest which could cause waves to erode
the site. In addition to wind energy, wave height
alone was negatively correlated to marsh shoreline erosion rates, which may have been driven
by the change in water levels throughout the
study. Higher wave energy was correlated with
increased erosion. Therefore, we compared erosion measurements to wind strength and direction data as well as water level data.
From September 11th, 2015 to October
9th, 2015 the location of the marsh shoreline at
Site 2 remained unchanged. The wind directional data shows very little wind activity from the
North and Northwest, with most wind coming
from the Northeast. Northeasterly winds and
high water levels likely protected the marsh edge
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from wave activity. These conditions caused the
marsh to be flooded for most of this period. This
could explain why the marsh shoreline remained
stable.
Between October 9th and October 17th,
2015 the first noticeable erosion event took place.
Wind data at this time showed winds from the
North and Northwest, which could have caused
waves to impinge upon Site 2 and cause erosion.
Site 2 was further eroded between October 28th
and November 4th, 2015. There was not much
wind coming from directions that could affect
Site 2 at that time. However, perigean spring
tides occurring from October 29th to October
31st, left the marsh edge exposed to wave activity
for a longer period of time around low tide. The
vulnerable edge was therefore exposed during
the strong North and Northwesterly winds. It is
likely strong winds and longer exposure to waves
during low tides caused the marsh shoreline at
Site 2 to retreat.
The results found in this study support
other findings that marshes are eroding along
the United States’ Atlantic coast (Currin et al.,
2015; Schwimmer, 2001; Kearney et al., 1998).
While the data did not support the hypothesis
that waves alone cause marsh shoreline erosion,
it does suggest that waves and boat wakes can
contribute, as proposed by Houser (2010). Erosion was recorded during a perigean spring tides
at the site, supporting previous findings that sea
level anomalies stimulate erosion (Theuerkauf et
al., 2014). This research also supports Leonardi et al. (2016) who found that less than 1% of
marsh erosion occurs during hurricanes. During
this study site 2 did not begin to erode until a
week after the hurricane subsided.
Conclusion
The methods used to measure erosion in this
study provide high spatial and temporal resolution that can improve upon current methods.
Wave height measurements were estimated using water level loggers, however, that data alone
does not provide enough information to relate
wave energy to erosion rates. Wave direction and
water level, in relation to the marsh edge’s elevation should be considered during future studies.
Marsh erosion is often attributed only to rising
sea level. When scientists ignore other factors

such as wave energy, direction, or water levels
they are unable to see the whole picture. Additionally, many current methods for measuring erosion rates are unreliable or do not provide high spatial resolution. Future research on
marsh shoreline erosion should use more field
specific methods because, as demonstrated in
this study, multiple factors contribute to erosion.
This would help better understand marsh loss
and how to protect the ecosystem services they
provide.
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Perhaps eating food from waste receptacles does not seem appetizing or hygienic,
but people have foraged food waste throughout human history. Scavenging has a
long history as a human behavior, from hunter-gatherer societies during dry seasons
to dumpster divers today (Downs & Medina, 2000). While scavenging has always
existed, social norms have taught us that waste is nothing more than a by-product
or hazard to society (Downs & Medina, 2000). Although we routinely create waste
by engaging in daily processes of production and consumption, waste is still included among other frequently neglected subjects in societies such as mental illness,
drug abuse, racism, or misogyny (Downs & Medina, 2007). Evans, Campbell,
and Murcott (2013) argue that waste, specifically food waste, has been invisible
from both Western culture and politics for much of the latter half of the twentieth
century. However, waste is becoming visible in public and political discussions as
environmental movements are challenging unsustainable consumer norms and policies which create excess waste (Evans et al., 2013).
While some countries struggle with production and access to quality food,
food systems in most developed countries are technologically-driven structures
geared toward growth. Rising production leads to excess, which culminates in excessive food waste. Around the world 1.3 billion tonnes of food are wasted annually. In Canada almost 40% of food is wasted, estimated at $27 billion dollars
annually (Carolsfeld & Erikson, 2013) and in the United States one third of food
produced for human consumption is wasted, worth more than $130 billion dollars
(Vogliano & Brown, 2016).
While large amounts of food are being wasted, there are food insecure
populations who do not have access to basic alimentary needs, demonstrating instability within our global food system. However, media, technology, and growing activism make it easier to learn and empathize with others around the world,
shifting consumer awareness. While some ‘green’ consumer choices are more easily
implemented into the mainstream, such as buying organic, fair trade, or Rainforest
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Alliance Certified foods, the ideology of eating
foods which have been deemed waste, does not
sit comfortably within most dominant Western
values (Corman, 2011).
One movement which is attracting both
participants and researchers is the dumpster diving movement, where individuals are pushing
social norms aside as they dive into dumpsters
to ‘save’ food from landfills (Evans et al., 2013).
Divers are salvaging and eating foods which are
still suitable for human consumption but have
been thrown away for a variety of reasons. Grocery stores often throw food items away if the
products soon expire, if the products are damaged, or if the store has overstock and lacks
storage space. Many divers are environmentally
conscious, choosing to search through grocery
store dumpsters for suitable foods to create, supplement, or add to their diets, rather than purchasing new foods. However, the dumpster diving movement has been criticised for its privilege
as divers choose this alternative lifestyle, while
other populations throughout history have been
stigmatized for the same action, although their
lives may depend on eating food waste.
While environmentally conscious divers
are not fully accepted within Western societies,
the dumpster diving movement is gaining traction and bolstering the legitimacy of salvaging
food waste as an alternative lifestyle. However,
populations who depend on food waste for survival still face stigmatization for salvaging food
out of necessity. Exploring dumpster diving as a
social movement highlights how perceptions of
food waste are complex and socially constructed.
Examining environmental and financial motivations for dumpster diving reveals inconsistent
social norms and values which underlie our perceptions of food waste.
While dumpster diving has only recently become a mainstream movement, scavenging food has existed at the margins of society
for as long as human civilizations have existed (Downs & Medina, 2000). More broadly,
scavenging refers to taking food, electronics,
clothing or raw materials, such as metals, which
have been deemed as waste (Edwards & Mercer, 2007). While limited, scavengers maintain
landfills and save municipalities money on the
disposal of waste (Medina, 2007). As Downs
(2007) describes, “scavengers are mediators in
90

Dumpster Diving: Exposing Perceptions of Food Waste

the relationship between societies and their environment” (p.23), because scavengers find new
uses for items which would not be utilized by
other consumers. Rather than purchasing new
food items, environmentally conscious divers
utilize suitable foods in an attempt to reduce
food waste in landfills. However, the dumpster
diving movement is only possible because such
high quantities of suitable foods exist in waste
bins today.
The current global food system functions very differently than any other in human
history. Agriculture was founded on the need to
feed people, whereas today, food has become a
commodity, produced, transported, and sold in
a very short amount of time (Carolsfeld & Erikson, 2013). Many scholars, including Friedmann
& McMichael (1989) describe the 1950’s as the
pivotal transition for food systems, moving from
scarcity to surplus. Since then, food production and distribution has been monopolized by
multinational food corporations, giving corporate entities the right to manage food security
(Gimenez & Shattuck, 2011). This has led to a
food system that prioritizes profits over sustainable production and distribution, which directly
and negatively affects the natural environment.
Wasting food items ultimately depletes the
natural resources used to produce those foods,
such as water, fertilizers, pesticides, and fossil
fuels. For instance, agriculture consumes more
freshwater than any other industrial sector. Additionally, food waste decomposing in landfills
contributes to methane emissions (Vogliano
& Brown, 2016). These environmental consequences are not innocuous simply because they
remain largely invisible to the general public.
However, decades of mass consumerism and unsustainable resource use have attracted environmentally conscious individuals to
dumpster dive rather than purchase new foods,
reducing their impact on the planet (Evans et
al., 2013). While dumpster divers save food from
wasting in landfills, divers cannot possibly eat
it all. However, environmental motivations to
dumpster dive reflect a desire to practice sustainable consumer choices, where food is valued as
a natural resource that often lacks a sustainable
waste management system.
Food waste has traditionally been addressed as a technical problem, resulting in legis-

lation and policy framed heavily around resource
recovery rather than waste prevention (Evans et
al., 2013). Many countries have made strides in
food legislation, such as the UK, which is known
for having strict regulations compared to the
U.S and Canada (Arvanitoyannis, Tserkezou
& Choreftaki, 2006). Although food legislation is stringent in the UK, British legislation
remains focused on collecting and transporting
wasted items to management facilities, rather
than on reducing the amount of waste created. Conversely, in 2016 the French Parliament
unanimously voted to make it illegal for supermarkets to throw away food products suitable for
human consumption, or face fines and imprisonment (Gore-Langton, 2017). However, after
a year, France is still facing challenges across
the food supply chain. Even though the process
has not been easily implemented, France is the
first country to attempt such progressive food
waste legislation at the retail level. While there
are many potential solutions for excessive food
waste in most developed countries, these solutions lie heavily within legislation, infrastructure, and waste management systems. Therefore,
while dumpster diving is by no means a solution
to eliminate food waste, some divers hope to increase awareness and impact policies around the
world by speaking out against food waste.
In order to challenge consumer norms,
dumpster divers must raise awareness that food
waste exists in such high quantities. Individuals
can easily disengage from the concept of food
waste because very seldom do shoppers see the
quality and the amount of suitable food that
ends up in the trash bins behind stores. Unfortunately, food waste is another aspect of daily life
which is out of sight and out of mind. Therefore,
some dumpster divers showcase their dumpster
finds in public spaces, share wasted food items
through local organizations, or use social media
to increase consumer awareness of food waste.
Rob Greenfield, a resident of New York,
is an environmentalist who uses his dumpster
finds to create awareness about food waste.
When he began setting up food waste in parks
and common areas as demonstrations throughout cities across the U.S., he was surprised by the
amount of people who simply wanted to take free
food. While he never intended for these events
to be free markets for bystanders, he found it

gratifying to give potentially wasted foods to
those who would consume them (Greenfield,
n.d.). From college students to senior citizens,
people are willing to take free food, knowingly
from the dumpster, but are hesitant or even disgusted to go to the garbage and pick out these
same food items themselves (Greenfield, n.d.).
This paradox shows that it is not the concept of
eating wasted food that is socially unacceptable,
but the act of diving into a dumpster which has
been deemed taboo.
More extreme social food waste movements include freeganism, which is often accompanied by a complete anti-consumerist lifestyle.
The term freegan is derived from the words free
and vegan, although not all freegans are vegan. Freegans often engage in dumpster diving
along with many other lifestyle choices such
as “‘squatting’ abandoned buildings, ‘guerilla
gardening’ in vacant city lots, foraging for wild
food, bicycling and hitchhiking, voluntary unemployment, and radical community activism”
(Barnard, 2011, p. 420). Alex Barnard (2011)
observed freegans diving in New York City as
they lay dumpster food on the sidewalk and give
speeches to passing individuals. Inspiring environmental consciousness, the freegans speeches
use strong metaphors to speak for the food that
has been thrown away. Sharing not only wasted food but the freeganist ideology, increases
awareness and invites others to engage in the
food waste issue without having to dig through
a dumpster (Barnard, 2011). These activists engage in socio-political discussions about the unnecessary and excessive amount of food waste
around the world and actively seek out recruits
to join in their self-sufficient lifestyles. However,
Freegans in particular, have been critiqued for
“indirectly diminishing dumpster access”, creating barriers for those who survive on scavenging
food (Donovan, 2012, p. 116). Many dumpster
divers, such as freegans, systematically visit
multiple dumpster sites in one night (Edwards
& Mercer, 2013). Elizabeth Donovan (2012)
hypotheses that it is difficult for homeless individuals to systematically travel to various stores
in one evening and lack the resources to scavenge as much food as other divers. Therefore, if
the dumpster diving movement grows in popularity, divers may limit access for lower-income
people through various means. For example,
91

NMBU Student Journal of Life Sciences - Volume 8 - 2018

approaching a dumpster surrounded by college
students may be intimidating, “the selection of
quality-food-items might be diminished,” or an
increase in divers will “attract store managers”
leading to more locked dumpsters (Donovan,
2012, p. 116).
While the dumpster diving movement
challenges society’s stigma against food waste,
the same movement has not challenged society’s distaste for homeless and poverty stricken
individuals who rely on food waste for survival.
Rather, many dumpster divers attempt to showcase wasted foods as an environmental travesty which all consumers should and can contest.
However, because eating trash is profoundly beyond our social norms, the movement must find
a way to distance the average consumer from the
dumpster, which does little to help those who do
not have the financial capacity to contest retail
food waste as part of a movement.
Scavenging food from the trash challenges most social norms regarding food safety and social conformity, which are deeply ingrained in our culture. Throughout history,
association with waste has been a social taboo,
from ancient Rome where waste was shameful
and all tasks regarding waste were performed
by slaves, to the modern context of street scavenging (Downs & Medina, 2000). Much of
today’s stigma associated with eating from the
trash stems from developed societies’ distaste
for homeless and poverty stricken individuals.
However, the dumpster diving movement is not
usually made up of individuals who struggle
to meet their daily needs. Vinegar, Parker, and
McCourt (2014) found that while some divers in
Montreal were financially limited, most fit the
description of educated, white males, in school,
or without children. Due to the subversive nature
of dumpster diving, many individuals who have
already faced discrimination or social isolation,
might hesitate eating wasted food items because
“association with waste and trash is threatening”
(Donovan, 2012, p. 99). Therefore, joining the
dumpster diving movement is more accessible to
socially and economically privileged individuals.
The legality of dumpster diving influences those who will choose to dive. In many
countries, such as Australia, dumpster diving is
explicitly illegal. Therefore, Australian dumpster
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divers are “generally secretive about their ‘premium’ dumpster diving spots, often due to concern about possible actions by authorities that
may damage or lessen their supplies” (Edwards
& Mercer, 2013, p. 184). At the same time, in
Germany social concern for food waste is reducing the stigma and severity of dumpster diving. German courts often treat cases of diving
as negligible, fearing backlash from the public
(Rombarch & Bitsch, 2015). However, dumpsters are typically located on grocery store property. Therefore, trespassing becomes the largest
legal concern for divers as they search for edible
wasted foods. Many stores lock their dumpsters
to deter scavengers from opening trash bags and
leaving dumpsters in disarray, or getting hurt
and holding stores liable for injury.
Dumpster diving is a thrill, going outside of social and legal norms (Corman, 2011).
However, not all individuals in a society may
have the privilege to break laws and get away
with it. For example, in the United States tension has been rising between the police force and
minority groups. For minority groups who face
daily discrimination based on their skin color or
social class, their motivation for dumpster diving would be limited. As Elizabeth Donovan
(2012) explains, white college students would
most likely have a much easier time dumpster
diving than a group of Mexican laborers, based
on a criminal justice system which “disproportionately disadvantages people of color” (p. 102).
For many minority groups, regardless of the
severity of the law, the act of breaking laws is
not worth the risk of undue discrimination and
prosecution. Therefore, if the goal of dumpster
diving as a social movement is to create awareness, its dynamics are inherently limited by the
possibility for dumpster diving to become obsolete in a world where this practice is illegal or
inaccessible to individuals based on race or social
class.
Examining individual motivations to
dumpster dive illuminates the complexity of the
social norms surrounding food waste. While
some individuals are concerned about the impact
of food waste on the environment, not all environmentalists have the social ability to dumpster dive rather than purchase food from stores.
The inherent limitations in who chooses to
Photo: Sven Emil Hinderaker

dive highlights the importance of social norms
in dictating our behaviors. If association with
waste and trash was not socially threatening or
illegal, more environmentally conscious individuals may be likely to choose this alternative path
in acquiring food. However, for individuals who
are privileged in their ability to push aside social
norms or legal fears, the dumpster diving movement reflects that not all individuals in society
see food waste as disgusting or threatening, but
value food waste as a resource and a challenge
which needs to be addressed. As more individuals engage with the idea of food waste, raised
awareness could contribute to more sustainable
legislation and policies. However, as individuals
attempt to raise awareness of food waste, the legality of dumpster diving could be a detriment
to the process. If dumpster divers motivate grocery stores to create barriers in accessing food
waste, rather than influencing the consumers
and systems which lead to excessive waste, those
who depend on scavenging for survival may

be harmed by the dumpster diving movement.
Therefore, more research is needed to better understand the dumpster diving movement’s impact on individuals who scavenge food waste for
survival.
Social norms reflect the dominant ideologies in society, but also dictate our behavior as
consumers. In most developed countries, waste
has been viewed as the end of a product’s life
cycle and addressed as a technical problem, with
the focus on waste management rather than
waste prevention. Investigating movements,
such as the dumpster diving movement, can
highlight disparities that underlie our perceptions of waste. As we move forward and begin
to address environmental and social challenges,
understanding how social norms were created
and continue to perpetuate through societies
highlights potential solutions in challenging
consumer norms for a more sustainable future.
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Introduction
The rich ecological knowledge and environmental ethics traditionally
held by indigenous people provides valuable lessons, which can alter human’s relationship with nature (Durning, 1992). By seeing humans as
not separate to, but part of nature (Harvey, 2005), indigenous knowledge
supports nature having an intrinsic value as an end in itself, rather than as
a means to an end. Recognising nature’s intrinsic value promotes respect
for the interconnectedness of all forms of life, thus not placing humans
on a superior pedestal. These ideologies contrast to the dominantly held
Western perception of nature as assets. Within a Western paradigm, a
relationship with nature is increasingly defined through commodification of ecosystem services, in which nature is attributed a monetary value
(Turner, 2001). However, global warming, pollution, and resource depletion present some of the consequences of this paradigm. Rockström
et al., (2009) identified nine ‘safe’ planetary boundaries, warning that
crossing these boundaries could have catastrophic consequences for the
planet. Yet, human actions have already caused three of these boundaries, including biodiversity loss and climate change, to be crossed. Therefore, a Western approach to nature is proving ineffective to protect the
ecosystems required to sustain life.
To counteract ecosystem destruction, indigenous environmental
values present frameworks to pave a conscious relationship with nature.
Drawing from Māori ideology, on July 27th, 2014, New Zealand incorporated nature’s intrinsic rights in law by determining that Te Urewera
would be transformed from a national park into a legal entity. The legal
entity status acquired through the Te Urewera Act granted Te Urewera
“all the rights, powers, duties, and liabilities of a legal person” (Te Urewera Act, 2014, subpart 3, §11.1). Thus, the Te Urewera Act reworded and
re-established the dominant Western relationship with nature in a legal
deed by giving nature a legal voice.
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To understand if and how the Te Urewera Act can be replicated, this case study will use
theories of environmental history, indigenous
knowledge, and the legal Rights of Nature to
explore which key historical, cultural, and legal factors influenced the transformation of Te
Urewera national park into a legal entity.
Background
History of Te Urewera
Te Urewera is an area of 212,673 hectares located on New Zealand’s north island and is characterised by upland indigenous forests and the
Waikaremoana lake. Despite being isolated from
major cities, lake Waikaremoana has served as
a site for tourism since the 1890s (Coombes &
Hill, 2005). By 1925, Te Urewera lands were
further developed, which led to the formation
of Te Urewera National park in 1954. The park’s
area was expanded in 1957, 1962, 1975, and
1979. Today, Te Urewera excels among other
natural areas with its richness and diversity in
flora and fauna, such as a wide variety of birds
(McKinnon, 2005).
Māori people and the Tūhoe tribe
Archaeological evidence suggests the Māori
arrived in New Zealand from Eastern Polynesia about 1250 BC and developed their culture,
customs, and language over hundreds of years
(Whitmore, 2008). Māori also refers to being
tangata whenua, which means “people of the
land”. Throughout history, Māori societies have
been constructed by collective values and beliefs,
with which their lives have become deeply interconnected, along with their extended families
and their environment (Panelli & Tipa, 2007).
Te Urewera is inhabited by The Tūhoe people,
an indigenous Māori tribe (McKinnon, 2005).
In a 2013 consensus, 34,890 people claimed to
be of Tūhoe descent (McGarvey, 2015). Due to
Te Urewera’s steep topography and heavy forest, there was little farming land. Therefore, the
Tūhoe relied on the forests for food and shelter.
As the seasons changed, they moved from place
to place and lived mostly in small forest clearings
and river valleys. Although some of the Tūhoe

people still live and hunt in Te Urewera, they are
facing challenges to maintain their identity in a
changing world (McGarvey, 2015).
History of conflict
Since British colonisation of New Zealand, the
national government and the Māori have clashed
over land control and conservation. From the
late 18th century, increased British visits led to
the British Crown and Māori chiefs signing the
Treaty of Waitangi in 1840. The treaty brought
New Zealand into the British Empire and accorded joint rights between Māori and British
citizens. Despite awarding joint rights, the treaty caused conflict. Differences in the text when
translated into Māori meant that colonisers and
Māori had different understandings of what
the treaty actually meant. In addition, although
many Māori chiefs refused to sign the document, they were forcibly placed under British
authority (Orange, 2012).
The Tūhoe people were amongst those
who refused to sign the Treaty of Waitangi.
Therefore, they lost authority over their own
affairs and had most of their lands confiscated.
In 1975, a Waitangi tribunal was set up under
the Treaty of Waitangi Act. The tribunal investigated and addressed potential treaty breaches,
which had led to the impoverishment and abuses
of Māori people and their beliefs. The Treaty of
Waitangi Act was amended in 1985 to close up
the treaty’s historical breaches.
The Te Urewera Act
Recognising the wrongs inflicted on the Māori
people, the Crown1 offered an official apology
in 2013. However, the Crown was not willing
to offer land ownership to the Māori people.
Therefore, the title of legal entity to Te Urewera
was granted as an alternative way to ensure the
rights of the Tūhoe. The Te Urewera Act states,
“the Crown and Tūhoe intend this Act to contribute
to resolving the grief of Tūhoe and to strengthening
and maintaining the connection between Tūhoe and
Te Urewera” (Te Urewera Act, 2014, §10).
Within law, a legal person can be an
“individual, company, or other entity which has le-

‘The Crown’ has roots in the British monarchy, however, in 1947 New Zealand adopted the Statute of Westminster, thus gaining independence from British governance. Today the term ‘the Crown’ is used to refer to New
Zealand’s government (McIntyre, 2012; Wilson 2016).
1
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Table 1 Data adapted from “Te Urewera Act”, 2014, §18.3

The Te Urewera Act’s Definitions for Tūhoe Management Practice
Tūhoe terminology		
Definition
Mana me mauri			
Rᾱhui				
Tapu				
				
Tapu me noa			
				
				
Tohu				

Conveys a sense of the sensitive perception of a living and spiritual force in a place
Conveys the sense of the prohibition or limitation of a use for an appropriate reason
A state or condition that requires certain respectful human conduct, including
raising awareness or knowledge of the spiritual qualities requiring respect
Conveys, in tapu, the concept of sanctity, a state that requires respectful human
behaviour in a place, and in noa, the sense that when tapu is lifted from the place,
the place returns to a normal state
Connotes the metaphysical or symbolic depiction of things

gal rights and is subject to obligations” (Legal Person, n.d.). Declaring that Te Urewera is a legal
entity granted overseeing of Te Urewera’s rights
and obligations to the Te Urewera board. The
board has 8 members, 4 elected by Tūhoe representatives and 4 appointed by Crown representatives (Te Urewera Act, 2014). Members elected by Tūhoe representatives further strengthens
representation of local indigenous communities
and their values.
Amongst other responsibilities, the
board develops and oversees the management
plan’s execution, produces reports, and makes
bylaws for Te Urewera. Additionally, the board
is responsible for authorising any permits, and
promotes or advocates for Te Urewera’s interests.
The act also includes the possibility for the board
to consider and give expression to Tūhoe management practices (Table 1), and specifies that
the board should consider iwi, founding Māori
tribes, hapū, clans, or descent groups, and Māori
culture and traditions when making decisions.
Conceptual Framework
Environmental history of New Zealand
Environmental history distinguishes from natural history as it only addresses historical elements when humans influenced the original environment or when the environment influenced
humans (Kuzma, 2003). By connecting knowledge from two disciplines, historical geography
and ecology, environmental history explains the
place and role of nature for humanity. It also
helps to explain behavioral patterns and actions,
making it possible to interpret why certain legal
documents were adopted over others (McNeill,
2003).
The environmental history of New Zea-

land started quite recently. Prior to the Māori’s
arrival, forests covered approximately 85-90% of
the land, however the Māori’s land modifications destroyed half of New Zealand’s lowlands
and forests. The biggest environmental changes happened around 1200-1400 AD (McGlone
& Wilmshurst, 1999) due to an increased human and animal population, overexploitation
of natural resources, and especially use of fire
(McGlone, 1989). Fire was used to modify and
manage the landscape, keeping dwelling areas
free from vegetation and available for cultivation
(McGlone & Wilmshurst, 1999).
Although the Māori modified the landscape, they maintained the indigenous biota
(Meurk & Swaffield, 2000). Inversely, when
the first Pakeha, the Māori term for Europeans,
arrived in New Zealand around 1770 AD, the
introduction of new plants, animals, pests, and
diseases led to the replacement of many indigenous species (Meurk & Swaffield, 2000; Steens
et al., 2007). Also, Pakeha’s agricultural expansions greatly reduced forest coverage, which was
approximately 23% by 2001 (Steens et al., 2007).
New Zealand has undergone an extensive environmental transformation since the
nineteenth century: wetlands were drained, pine
forests more suitable for logging replaced original conifer-broadleaf forests, and the landscape
was modified for farming (Wilmshurst, 2007;
Parsons, 2014). However, anthropological modifications are not the only causes of changing
conditions on the islands. Numerous natural
factors also affected the environment, including
erosion, volcanic eruptions, fire, earthquakes,
and other extreme natural events (McGlone,
1989).
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Indigenous knowledge and Intrinsic Value
The Māori´s close relationship with nature is reflective of the shared knowledge or world views
of many indigenous peoples. These similarities
are perhaps because indigenous people´s knowledge for biodiversity conservation was accumulated at a rather slow pace and is largely based
on observations transmitted from generation to
generation (Gadgil, Berkes & Folke, 1993). Indigenous knowledge, otherwise known as traditional ecological knowledge, is thus based on
direct contact with nature over time.
Traditional ecological knowledge includes an intimate knowledge of natural phenomena, animals, plants, and development of
technologies for forestry, hunting, or agriculture. This knowledge of the complex ecological
systems, places humans as part of the natural
world, which presents great value for developing sustainable relations with natural resources
(Oldfield & Alcorn, 1991). Furthermore, this
knowledge of intricate connections in the natural world promotes respect for the intrinsic value
of all living things.
Knowledge of nature’s intrinsic value
has been present in many worldviews dating back
thousands of years, including Buddhism, Hinduism, and as far back as Animism. Animism is
regarded as one of the oldest beliefs, likely emanating from the Paleolithic era (Palacio-Peréz,
2013). Harvey (2005) defines animism as knowing how to appropriately behave towards other
persons, and “the indigenous and increasingly
popular `alternative` understanding that humans
share this world with a wide range of persons,
only some of whom are human” (p.xi).
The Rights of Nature - A legal movement
Viewing non-human natural objects as possessing intrinsic value within law would promote a
shift away from the dominant Western approach
to nature. The concept of legally bestowing nature with intrinsic value influenced a growing
body of academic thought, social movements,
and changes in legislation around the globe.
This concept is often referred to as the Rights
of Nature.
The Rights of Nature’s roots lie in a critique of the Western paradigm. Stone’s (1972)
question, “should trees have legal standing?”,
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stemmed from concerns that the dominant anthropocentric legislative model was not sufficient
to sustain a healthy, natural environment. Stone
(1972) argued that within the leading environmental management system, natural objects did
not have any “standing in their own right” (p.
482) and were addressed in almost all legislation
as “objects for man to conquer and master and
use” (p. 463), leading to degradation of natural
environments.
This Western approach to nature largely regards nature as a resource to exploit and
raise capital. With focus placed on effects of environmental damage rather than looking into
the causes, natural communities, and ecosystems have suffered (United Nations, 2010). The
Rights of Nature seek to redefine the Western
way of viewing nature by creating new interpretations for how we view and manage natural environments.
New interpretations start by creating
new terminologies. Stone (1972) suggested that
the way we label nature influences how we legally determine our relationship with nature.
He proposed that judges who “unabashedly refer to ‘the legal rights of the environment’ would
be encouraged to develop a viable body of law”
(Stone, 1972, p. 489). He argued that using the
terminology of nature with rights would, in
turn, influence the formation of common values;
and that when a society refers to the legal rights
of the environment, it is more likely that laws
protecting the environment would be enacted.
Once new terminologies are adapted,
new management systems need to be created.
One way of upholding nature’s rights within the
Rights of Nature theory is to legally apply human stewards or guardians. Stone (1972) used
the example of a gardener knowing when their
lawn needs watering due to its dryness as a way
to illustrate how nature can demonstrate its
needs to humans. He suggests that when a natural object is perceived to be in danger, a friend
can then apply to court to create a guardianship
over that natural object. The Te Urewera Act applied this model of guardianship by appointing
a panel responsible for upholding the rights and
obligations of Te Urewera.
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Analysis and Discussion
Historical influences
The redefinition of Te Urewera could be a result of historical guilt. Historical guilt refers to
acts of ancestors which have nothing to do with
current generations (Barkan, 2001). Despite being physically removed from such acts, current
generations can feel responsible for them, thus,
wanting to compensate for their ancestors’ acts
in the present. Since the British colonised New
Zealand, there has been a great deal of injustice
from the side of the Pakeha towards the Māori.
The Pakeha confiscated large amounts of Māori
land, which resulted in socio-economic deprivation (Magallanes, 2015). Moreover, the Pakeha’s
extensive environmental modifications caused
the extinction of several indigenous species.
These historical events can be viewed as sources of historical guilt for the Pakeha, who might
want to compensate their ancestors’ actions by
returning land stewardship to the Māori.
Another historical explanation might
stem from a rooted love for nature. Many New
Zealand Pakeha identify with their pastoral and
farming ancestors who subsisted off the land
from the early 1800s. Accordingly, there is a
perception that New Zealand is a nation of environmentalists. Frieder (1997) supports this idea,
stating that “almost every one of New Zealand’s
3.6 million citizens has a personal relationship
with nature: a place, a river, a coastline, valley or
mountain top” (p. 6). Thus, Te Urewera can represent a priceless place of belonging evoking a
realisation to protect it. Nevertheless, this explanation has limitations. If the Pakeha always felt
close to nature, it is unclear why they degraded nature over centuries. Although, the Pakeha
might have ultimately realised that their cultivation methods negatively affected New Zealand’s
natural environment, and thus slowly started incorporating indigenous ways to care for nature.
The role of culture
Another factor influencing the Te Urewera Act
might be the cultural aspects of indigenous people and how they look upon nature. The Māori,
who have lived with and off nature for hundreds
of years, have developed an undeniable knowledge of complex ecological systems and conservation practices (Oldfield & Alcorn, 1991).
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The Māori´s term for conservation and resource
management, kaitiakitanga, is also used as a right
they claim to have for being tangata whenua,
people of the land (Kawharu, 2000). Durning
(1992) supports this idea, believing that indigenous people might be the only real stewards of
nature. He emphasises that individuals must listen and learn from indigenous people’s way to
conserve the environment.
New Zealand has come a long way in
recognising the Māori people and their environmental knowledge. This recognition is especially
apparent when compared to other countries with
indigenous populations, such as Australia and
its Aboriginal people (Ivison, Patton & Sanders
2000). Although the Māori were disadvantaged
by colonisation, and the Treaty of Waitangi was
not equal between the Crown and the Māori,
it is important to recognise that attempts were
made to include Māori rights and worldview
into the agreement. Likewise, the Te Urewera
Act recognises indigenous wisdom and management using Māori vocabulary to emphasise the
Māori perspective and relationship with nature.
Instead of giving Te Urewera’s ownership to the
Māori, the Crown included Māori chiefs into
the board responsible for managing Te Urewera
as a legal person. Including Māori chiefs illustrates a move in state governance towards indigenous management, reflecting a conscious shift
away from the anthropocentric view of nature
and stewardship (Lyver, Davies & Allen, 2014).
The joint efforts that the Tūhoe and the Crown
have made to protect Te Urewera reflect the culture and values of New Zealand.
New Zealand’s legal system
When analysing the legal factors that led to the
Te Urewera Act, three central elements build
upon the historical and cultural factors previously discussed. These are the development of
New Zealand legislation linked to strong Māori
belief systems, the historical relationship of conflict and reconciliation between the Māori and
the Crown, and the leadership role that New
Zealand has held in expanding the boundaries
of rights.
The Te Urewera Act is not the first time
Māori belief systems have been incorporated
into New Zealand law. The term intrinsic value

can be found in New Zealand’s nature management legislation, dating back to the 1977 Reserves Act (McNeill, 2016). Still, the Te Urewera Act expands on the intrinsic value ideology
by incorporating Māori vocabulary and values,
which detail a close relationship with the natural
world. New Zealand’s history of incorporating
Māori values in legislation helped the Te Urewera Act seem a natural step rather than an alien
idea.
Although the strength of Māori beliefs
provided a natural step to the Te Urewera Act,
conflict resolution was also a key deal breaker.
As previously discussed, the Crown saw the act
as an opportunity to satisfy the Tūhoe population without bestowing upon them legal ownership of the land. Nonetheless, the cultural values
around nature which allowed both parties to accept this legislation as a positive solution, should
not be ignored.
Finally, this is not the first time New
Zealand has shown itself to be a pioneer in terms
of recognising rights in law. On September 19th
in 1893, New Zealand became the first self-governing country to give women the right to vote
(New Zealand Parliament, 2010). New Zealand has also legally been a nuclear-weapon free
zone since 1984, receiving strong public support
(Dewes, n.d.), and the International Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association
(ILGA) voted New Zealand as world leader
in the recognition of LGBT community rights
(NZ Herald, 2016). New Zealand’s willingness
to push boundaries while also recognising value
in traditional Māori ideologies provided a progressive framework for an alternative legal model.
Could this case serve as a model for giving a legal
voice to nature?
An analysis of cultural, historical, and legal factors reveals that each were important for the
Te Urewera Act’s creation, overlapping and inter-influencing one another. Although all factors were fundamental, cultural, and historical
factors formed the rudiments of the Te Urewera
Act. Nevertheless, the role of the law was crucial in binding advances in thought and values
to practice, aiding New Zealand in its route to
pioneer the inclusion of nature’s rights in law.

Despite the Te Urewera Act´s individual properties, would it be possible to use this
example as a model for giving a legal voice to
nature in other cases? If so, then this could be
a crucial step in re-defining humans’ relationship with nature. Looking at similarities with
other locations could be a starting point for future research. In the Te Urewera case, the strong
cultural beliefs held by the Māori and adopted by the Pakeha were central to the cultural,
historical, and legal factors analysed, in which
nature’s intrinsic value is respected. Therefore,
recognising nature’s intrinsic rights could be the
foundation from which to build nature’s legal
voice. Other nations that include nature’s intrinsic right in legislation also have indigenous
populations with strong bonds with nature, as,
for example, in Ecuador, Bolivia, and the United
States of America. However, the presence of indigenous communities should not be a limiting
factor. Strengthened by indigenous ideologies
and traditional ecological knowledge, all societies hold the potential to develop and nourish
closer relationships with nature and implement
stewardship models similar to Te Urewera’s.
Additionally, although there has been
conflict between Māori people and the Crown,
an ongoing dialogue has sought to mediate conflict and lead to mutually beneficial solutions.
Therefore, it is not only important to recognise
nature’s rights, but also to acknowledge human
rights by listening to and engaging with local
communities. Thus, the Te Urewera example can
provide valuable lessons in other locations with
ongoing conflicts between indigenous communities and government.
Te Urewera’s case and its unique elements may, however, be considered when contemplating the application of this model in other
locations. New Zealand is a developed country
with a high quality of life. It also has a large
area of forest cover compared to other developed
countries, and despite modernisation, indigenous people have managed to hold onto their
unique cultural identity. Nevertheless, these
elements are neither limitations nor defining
factors to the Te Urewera approach. A strong
relationship with nature and maintaining an ongoing dialogue between local communities and
the government were core to the development of
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the Te Urewera Act, and these conditions can be found and developed in
all societies.
Conclusion
As the Te Urewera case foretastes, the world may be entering a new era
of understanding environmental protection. Using the concept of a legal
identity for a non-human natural area in New Zealand represents a revolutionary approach, which diverts from the anthropocentric valuation of
ecosystems in monetary terms.
From New Zealand’s environmental history, two key moments
can be identified. First, when its land was settled by indigenous Māori
people, and later by non-indigenous Pakeha. Both groups changed the
original environment, though in different ways. The Pakeha’s modifications to the landscape were distinguished in terms of the tools and methods used, which resulted in land exploitation (Meurk & Swaffield, 2000).
By relating past events to a current sense of respect for the environment
revealed through structural and institutional changes, it is possible to find
that historical guilt and a respect for nature were vital to the Te Urewera
Act’s implementation.
An analysis of cultural factors identified how indigenous knowledge influenced conservation and resource management practices in New
Zealand. The traditional ecological knowledge held by the Māori as well
as their close relationship with the environment presents them as model
stewards of nature (Appiah-Opoku, 2007). Māori’s vocabulary and world
view have been implemented into the Te Urewera Act, which has also resulted from attempts to address continuous conflict between Māori and
the Crown. When analysing the legal developments leading to the Te
Urewera Act, three key factors are identified. First, how the development
of New Zealand’s legislation is linked to strong Māori belief systems. Second, how the historical relationship of conflict and reconciliation between
the Māori and the Crown has led to different acts and changes in legislation. And third, how New Zealand has held a leadership role in expanding
the boundaries of rights, not only limited to nature.
Observing the cultural, historical, and legal factors surrounding
the Te Urewera act reveals how each element overlaps and intertwines.
Cultural and environmental history elements represent the act’s underpinnings. However, the legal system builds on these, holding them to account
and giving them legal form. The importance bestowed on the intrinsic value of nature by both the Māori and the New Zealand government, and the
participative dialogue held between them despite an ongoing conflict, are
perhaps the most essential elements leading to the development of the Te
Urewera Act. The fact that these points can be replicated raises the possibility that the Te Urewera Act can serve as a model in other locations, as
a redefining approach to humans’ relationship with nature. The potential
far-reaching implications of this approach warrant further research to enable a better understanding of how the Te Urewera model could be adapted and implemented in other cases.
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Today, European citizens travel freely across European borders. Meanwhile, the
European Union (EU) fortifies control over its external borders limiting, the ability
of non-EU citizens to legally enter Europe. Armed conflicts at Europe’s periphery
cause an influx of migrant populations into the EU while new waves of European
right-wing movements build on people’s discontent to allow migrants into their
countries. At the same time, the response from European governments to current
migration trends do not adequately integrate migrants into their populations. Analysing the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) will illuminate how corporate
food systems overlook the implications of migrant labour exploitation. The Italian food justice movement, “Slow Food”, facilitates integrating migrants into the
Italian economy. Despite the relevance of a food justice approach to fill the gaps
between civil society organisations and the national government, Slow Food lacks
elements of activist groups capable of real transformation.
Current migration fluxes pose serious questions concerning peoples’ entitlement to basic human rights such as food and adequate nutrition. The guidelines
for achieving global food security objectives identify four essential dimensions: Access entails physical and economic access to food sources; availability involves the
actual presence of food to be consumed; utilisation implies nutritional and caloric
values of food intake; and stability captures all dimensions mentioned above and
projects them over a period time (FAO, 2017). In principle, food and nutrition
rights are “de-territorialised, applicable to everyone and everywhere” (Nash, 2015),
however, it remains a common practice to openly violate them. The Italian food
sector’s treatment of seasonal workers, unveils the gaps in Europe’s approach to
migration policy. Italy’s endorsement of neoliberal policies such as CAP exposes
migrants to food and financial vulnerability. Asserting a larger role for civil society
in the Italian food sector will engender a model for more humane integration practices that simultaneously secure food access for migrant populations.
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Slow Food is an Italian grassroots organisation that works to ensure everyone has
access to “good, clean and fair food” by embracing social and environmental concerns as its core
manifesto (Slow Food, 2017). The movement
promotes nutritional and seasonal produce that
is fertiliser-free, which respects both producers
and the environment. Slow Food employs a food
justice framework to critique the structural issues that affect migrants’ welfare in corporate
food activities. Its aim is to increase awareness
for food producers about their rights to fair
working conditions and pay. Italy’s food justice
movement emerged out of the need to reconnect urban andrural agricultural activities, support worker-owned business models, and advocate for minority ownership of food production
(Gimenez & Shattuck, 2011). Slow Food calls
for a political reform of the dominant corporate food system and re-establishes smallholder farms for their key role in determining food
activities within rural economies. Slow Food
employs a model for agroecological cooperatives
as a viable alternative to corporate food practices, which reconcile migrants’ rights through
community work (Gimenez & Shattuck, 2011).
Agroecological food systems support self-sufficient communities while eliminating agricultural inputs that harm the environment.
Despite the relevance of a food justice
approach to integrate migrants into the Italian
economy, Slow Food lacks elements of activist
groups capable of real transformation. Alternative food systems, like agroecological cooperatives, are vital for building socio-environmentally viable economies by integrating, empowering,
and recognising migrants. Promoting independent food initiatives as a pathway to reciprocal
communities of producers and consumers democratises ownership of food production chains
and fosters the individual’s right to food (Patel,
2009). Therefore, food justice movements are
pivotal for agroecological systems, by building
on migrant worker participation in local economies as a social good. A grassroots approach
that focuses on integrating migrants in the rural
Italian economy works in the best interest of a
global community that is willing to secure food
and nutrition objectives.
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Common Agricultural Policy
Neoliberal trade agreements challenge the authority of national governments to design effective immigration policies. The European Union’s
CAP was signed in 2013 to promote productivity, competition, and growth in the agri-business
sector, which arguably created the pre-conditions
for migrant exploitation (Mori, 2016). CAP assigns subsidies to farms based on the acreage of
cultivated land, which enables large-scale food
companies to maximise their profits by mechanising the stages of cultivation, processing, and
distribution. Technological food systems allows
cheap products to enter the world market, which
outperform small-scale farms. The resulting
demand for low-skilled seasonal workers to fill
employment gaps in industrialised processing
facilities and manual farm work has drastically
increased (Mori, 2016). Consequently, the availability of migrant workers on a national scale
provides a cheap supply of labor for production.
Agricultural jobs are seasonal, increasing the likelihood for employers to exploit migrants. Amnesty International explains that the
illegal employment of non-EU members in Italy ends up overburdening the government to a
point where it is unable to keep up with the constant flow of migrants (Amnesty International,
2011). The CAP is one policy that foments illegal employment by overlooking labor practices in favor of rewarding large-scale production.
While CAP weakens Italy’s control over migrant exploitation, it also augments the influx of
migrants entering the Italian economy.
To date, Italy does not observe the International Convention on the Protection of the
Rights of all Migrant Workers and Members of
their Families, which suggests that Italy does
not prioritise integrating migrant workers into
their population. At a global scale, transnational
food corporations pose additional obstacles to
governments’ ability to enforce national policies
in support of migrant workers (Lang & Heasman, 2015). Food corporations operate within
a system that lacks international law enforcing
mechanisms (Freeman, 2015), which impacts
national policy-making. The politics of migrant
exploitation in rural settings illustrates the complicit role of informal governance institutions in
the corporate food system in Italy. For example,

at the local level corruption challenges national
efforts to support migrant integration (Pastore,
Monizini, & Sciortino, 2015). In addition, the
Italian media frames incoming migrants as an
uncontrolled event that weighs heavy on the
national economy. Right-wing populist rhetoric
builds on these concerns to discriminate migrants’ integration.
Nestled between Africa and continental Europe, Italy is one of the most trafficked
sites for migrants entering the EU. Approximately 83,000 migrants travelled through Italy
in 2017, 17% more than the previous year (The
Economist, 2017). Migrants often travel to Italy by travelling across the Mediterranean Sea,
and arrive illegally in bad health. The journey
is treacherous, and it is not uncommon for migrants to drown in the sea during the journey.
The Independent (2017) counted more than
2,500 migrant deaths by mid-2017. Despite
the death toll, the EU’s regulations governing
the Mediterranean Sea do not support rescuing
stranded migrants in open waters (Dearden,
2017). Italy’s observation of these regulations
demonstrates their negligence toward migrants.
This situation results in a system of quasi-institutionalised exploitation powered by migrant
labour. The UN’s Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights mandates that member
states are responsible for migrant employment
and safety (OHCHR, 2017) but this is openly
ignored by the Italian government. Food policies
in Italy play a role in the government’s treatment
of migrants (Lang & Heasman, 2015). The Italian government’s approach to integration policy
is key to understand the obstacles for migrant
populations.
In Italy, local criminal organisations
shape migrants’ living conditions by providing
them with work and shelter, because the government’s policy does neither. In fact, unless migrants arrive in Italy with a work contract, they
are technically illegal by law. Italian employers
are directly responsible for facilitating migrants’
work permit applications, which need to be filed
before they arrive in Italy. The application is expensive and involves long periods of waiting for
processing, which limits the ability of migrants
to enter the country legally. Therefore, since the
national bureaucracy denies work permits to

28% of non-EU members (Amnesty International, 2011), illegal migrants entrust themselves
to criminal organisations, known as il caporalato.
The caporalato are systems under which farm
owners recruit fruit pickers, address the demand
for labor from the Italian food industry, and fill
the gap left by the government’s immigration
policies (Ginsborg, 2003). This not only loosens
public authority in rural and semi-rural areas,
but also disseminates extortion to both industrial and independent farms. Illegal caporalato
systems ultimately provide unskilled labour for
food corporations, which perpetuates the exploitation in the current food system. The commodifying effects of migrant workers’ labour
is explained as an unfortunate and unintended
outcome of immigration policies, which fail to
manage the current influx of people. However,
the contemporary pattern of migrant labour dictates the food systems of the future.
While neoliberal economic reforms
perpetuate discriminatory working conditions,
a food system that builds on local communities
will promote a just alternative. From this perspective, integrating migrants into Italy’s village
economies is key to overcoming cultural barriers and increasing diversity in working environments. As stated by a member of the Process of
Black Communities, differences among people
are meant to enrich action and thought (Escobar, 2005). Therefore, a grassroots approach to
food production that brings migrant workers
into the labour force will breed positive change
to the people of Italy while growing their economy.
Slow Food
Social movements play a crucial role in Italy by
integrating migrant workers into local communities. Recognising migrants as a value to the
Italian economy brings people together and enriches the public’s awareness of cultural diversity. Food networks such as Solidarity Purchasing
Groups increase the potential for farming cooperatives to facilitate integrating migrants locally (Fonte & Cucco, 2017). Slow Food achieved
international recognition for its efforts to inject
value into rural economies while also protecting
indigenous crops in rural areas. Simultaneously, Slow Food’s rhetoric has increased awareness
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globally of the corporate food sector’s negative
impacts on small scale farms. However, it also
overlooks the vital role political spaces play in
producing fair food. Augmenting political outreach is essential for civil society initiatives to
enter the public debate. A political voice that
speaks for values of dignity and social justice is
instrumental to address issues of food and nutrition security (Fonte & Cucco, 2017).
              Agroecological food systems that rely
on a food justice framework represent an alternative to the current corporate food system.
Food justice aims to institutionalise equity and
control over the food system (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015) by eliminating obstacles to fulfill
human rights (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010). Cooperative farming enhances migrants’ participation
within the local economy and requires village
communities to cooperate for a more inclusive
environment. Integrating migrants into work
environments alongside the majority population
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fosters communities that are more socially just.
Under a food justice framework, marginalised
groups, such as migrant populations, exercise
more control over food production processes. An
agroecological food system implements self-sustaining farming cooperatives, which eliminates
the need for inputs. This dramatically increases
the sustainable management of local, social, and
environmental concerns. Agroecological farms
set objectives that prioritise a decent living, as
opposed to exclusive forms of governance where
consumption and control criteria are a dominant
concern. Future food systems must rely on a
comprehensive approach to meet food and security objectives.
Slow Food can enter Italy’s migration
debate by channelling attention towards migrant
workers’ rights. Developing an alternative food
system that challenges the existing corporate
model requires alliances between Slow Food and
worker-based cooperative farms (Fonte & Cuc-

co, 2017; Gimenez & Shattuck, 2011). Migrant
cooperative farms would greatly enhance their
reputation if they cooperate with Slow Food.
For example, ensuring transparency during food
processing stages would recognise workers along
the food chain and strengthen those cooperatives that follow ethical practices. Empowering
food workers marks a first step in combating
hierarchical food systems embedded with structural inequality, but whether civil society and
social movements embrace political action will
determine future food systems.
Worker-Based Food Systems: Education and
Entrepreneurship
Endowing migrant farmers with a job in the
Italian economy grows their individual potential and increases their social mobility. Shifting
the Italian food economy toward agroecological
principles addresses the plight of migrant farmers since they are practical, scientific, and activ-

ist by nature (Tittonel, 2013). An agroecological
model builds sustainable management of farming
systems by using traditional farming knowledge
(Vaarst et al., 2016). In addition, an agroecological model gives workers the right to define their
own food and nutrition practices, which is key
to building a sustainable food system. Integrating migrants’ agricultural knowledge, another
tenet of agroecology, in rural Italian contexts
creates a reciprocal environment between the
farmer and the labourer. This improves farming practices by implementing techniques from
different contexts. Furthermore, agroecology
calls for a transition toward a locally-based economic model which can be “embraced and acted
upon sooner and more fluidly than those at larger
scales” (Allen, 2010, p.173). Therefore, structural
change achieved on a smaller scale would work
as a catalyst on a wider scale.
Rural Italian food initiatives serve as
examples of how migrant entrepreneurial ability
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contributes to local economies. Barikamà started through microcredit loans sanctioned after
the food riots occurred in Italy’s Calabria region
in 2010. Today, Barikamà is run by a group of
migrant workers that moved to the outskirts of
Rome to produce organic vegetables and yogurt.
The project also runs a small restaurant where
migrants cook meals according to their cultural
background (Bernaschi & Crisci, 2016). Another relevant Rome-based case study called
C.I.M.A. (Coltivare Integrazione mediante
Agricoltura – Fostering Integration through
Agriculture) teaches young immigrants organic
agriculture principles. C.I.M.A. aims to provide
migrants with practical expertise of agriculture
techniques and enables the development of new
farming communities (Redazione A Sud, 2017).
C.I.M.A. pursues its educational program
through the support of “C.O.R.A.G.G.I.O.”,
a Rome-based farming cooperative which provides young immigrants with hands-on activities. C.O.R.A.G.G.I.O. gained attention for its
work to requalify state-abandoned property and
to farm it as a community-based resource (Cooperativa Agricola C.O.R.A.G.G.I.O., 2017).
Initiatives such as Barikamà, C.I.M.A,
and C.O.R.A.G.G.I.O. show how grassroots
approaches to food can positively influence public policy that pursues food justice goals. In fact,
not only have they increased food access and
availability for both locals and migrants, but
they also unveiled how close communication
with the public can yield benefits at different levels of society. C.I.M.A. and C.O.R.A.G.G.I.O.
work for migrants’ ownership of a professional
profile, which in turn decreases their marginal
status. Meanwhile, Barikamà opens new roles
for migrant farming communities through education and redefines consumer-producer relationships. Social activism, as promoted by
C.I.M.A., is key to enhancing migrants’ pivotal
role in future economies. Overall, migrants’ empowerment through grassroots approaches such
as C.I.M.A., C.O.R.A.G.G.I.O., and Barikamà
strengthen community-based food systems by
incorporating key elements that support social
transition.
Migrants’ initiatives in local contexts
yield social and environmental benefits, by facilitating networks between migrants, civil society,
and environmental movements. For example,
114

The Seeds of Slow Food: Integrating Migrants by Farming from the Grassroots

the horizontal structure of agroecological farms
minimises transportation costs by enhancing the reach of a relatively small geographical
area (Vaarst et al., 2017). Migrant farm labour
in sustainable agricultural cooperatives would
alleviate the environmental consequences of
the corporate food system, while also securing
food access for vulnerable migrant populations.
Worker-based food systems empower migrants
and endow them with basic rights, which is key
for a holistic response to the structural limitations of corporate agri-business.
The agroecological model is a socially
just and environmentally sustainable food system that enables equal access to resources for its
members and opens new spaces to secure food
and nutrition. Food utilisation nurtures a mutual relationship between people’s welfare and
ecosystem integrity (Ingram, 2011). For example, cultivating multiple crops during the same
season enhances individual dietary diversity by
providing fresh produce throughout the year. Simultaneously, intercropping reduces the number
of species vulnerable to pest outbreaks on the
same patch of land. Agroecology provides crop
diversity which vastly improves food and nutrition security in comparison with mono-cropping systems used by industrial farms. Gonzales (2017) explains that supporting sustainable
farming systems sensitises consumers to the seasonality of food and how it impacts nutritional
values, taste, and traditional know-how. It is a
step toward communal economies that are aware
of socio-cultural aspects frequently ignored by
industrial food systems. Preserving traditional
farming techniques and local gastronomies promotes the cultural value of food, and is crucial
to addressing food insecurities. The Tuscan hotel
“Villaggio la Brocchi” allows refugees to showcase their home cuisine in a local context while
integrating migrant communities with the local
population (The Guardian, 2017). This opens
potential space to integrate minority ethnic
groups in rural Italian economies while transitioning to agroecological systems that value social capital within the national population.
Overall, shifting the focus of food as a
mere commodity to food as a social and political
good holds the potential to address some of the
challenges concerning food justice movements.
Increasing popular awareness of the benefits

from a more ethnically diverse food system will
help solve the migrant issue, and improve labour
conditions in the Italian food sector. Additionally, embracing the current influx of migrants as
a potential socio-economic boost for local and
national contexts will also set an example for the
rest of Europe. Therefore, providing people with
diversified and healthy diets would showcase
how food initiatives as C.I.M.A. and Barikamà
function as viable alternatives to corporate food
systems.
Conclusion
European trade liberalisation policies such as
CAP represent a major obstacle to adequately
address the influx of migrants arriving in Italy. Adopting agroecological models as a viable
alternative fosters the integration of migrants
with the Italian people, and transforms the Italian food economy. Initiatives such as C.I.M.A.
and Barikamà demonstrate the potential for migrants’ inclusion in the Italian economy. Thus,
encouraging the Slow Food movement to support migrant farmers within agroecological food
systems provides an answer to the migrant crisis,
and addresses the exploitation in the Italian food
sector.
Trade liberalisation in agriculture fails
to improve the well-being of a global community and penalises migrant food workers. Systems of exploitation in the food sector continue
to persist between the Global South too. From
this perspective, protecting migrant workers’
rights in the Italian food sector is instrumental
to dismantle corporate food interests. Within
this framework, global efforts that emphasise
the need to achieve food and nutrition objectives
through the interest of a corporate food system
conceal the atrocities committed at the expense
of marginalised groups.
The pursuit of global justice in the food
system is made possible by unmasking Europe’s
culpability for violating basic human rights.
Yet, Slow Food must direct consistent political
effort to influence policy-making practices that
support food justice objectives through alternative networks. Building on its international following, Slow Food can play a major role in the
Italian economy while advocating for migrant
workers’ rights. Achieving migrant communities food and nutrition objectives must begin

by attributing migrant communities’ ownership
of food production. Using a food justice framework, agroecological practices enable migrant
communities to gain food and nutrition security for sustainable livelihoods. However, social
movements are not without their shortcomings.
Grassroots organisations like Slow Food must
improve as political mediators between local
communities, as well as the public and private
sectors. There are also still cultural and institutional barriers to food justice. Slow Food must
be more outspoken for its radical positions and
behave as a catalyst for political change. A more
comprehensive study of Slow Food’s bridge to
local communities through political outreach
will help illuminate some of the issues highlighted by this critique.
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