
BOOK REVIEW 

The Social Construction of Indian Forests 

• • 
• .. 

Forest management has for long been 
based on an understanding of trees and 
their growth characteristics. Increasing­
ly it has been realized that this inadequ­
ate strategy is a dismal failu re in bio­
J11.ass-based societies such as India. 
Socinl aspects have therefore gained 
prominence and policies such as Joint 
Forest Management that involve a 
diverse group of people, both technica l 
foresters and village communities, have 
become popular. As m ore d iverse 
groups of people are becoming involved 
in managing the country's forests, it has 
become clear that the forest means 
different things to different people: from 
timber stands to biodiversity havens to 
sacred space. Recngnizing, understand­
ing and incorporating these multiple 
meanings is a prime imperative for 
sustainable forest policy. This edited 
book b1;ngs together a range of articles 
that deal with alternative soc ial 
constructions of Indian forests and 
presents a first step in this di rection. 

~effery's introduction is a tightly 
wntten essay that highlights the crucial 
arguments of this book. The main 
contention is that the legitimate mean­
ings attached to forests are not deter­
mined by their physical characteristics, 
but influenced by socirtl factors. These 
social constructiOns need to be con­
sider_ed i~ planning forest policies. In 
eluc1datmg this idea, these essays 
challenge the simple contrasting ideal 
types of modern, scientific, indush·ial 
capitalist approach to forests versus the 
forest-dependent small-scale hunter­
gatherers or subsistence farmers. This 
effectively deconstructs romanticized 
notions of pre-colonial and indigenous 
harmony with forests and seeks to 
providl' "more realistic accounts of who 
forest dependl'nt people are, where they 
are coming from, and what they want 
from the forest." 

Two essays 111 this book are based 
entirely on literary sources, th ree arc 
based on anthropological field-work 
and the last three are policy discussions. 

These diverse approaches result in a 
collection of articles that approach the 
issue of socia I understand ings of forests 
from different d iscipli nary angles. The 
first two essays focus on the descriptions 
of fores ts in literature and the physical 
and emotional characteristics attributed 
to forests and forest dwellers. Dubi­
ansky highlights the sym bolism of 
mountain fo rests in Tami l San gam 
poetry. Bhattacharya analyzes verbal 
p icturiza tions of fo rests and fo rest 
dwellers in modern Bengali fi ction. 
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The next two chapters by Kalam and 
Freeman present a cogent and field-data 
based critique of romanticized notions 
of indigenous harmony with fores ts. 
Both show through examples thnt cul­
tural practices are not directed accord­
ing to some hidden ecologica l imper­
ative. Kalam presents extensive data on 
the sacred groves of Coorg (Karnataka) 
and shows that the popular discourse on 
sacred groves as one of conservation and 
preservation is not borne out at the 
pragmatic leve l. Freem an fu rthe r 
articulates this idea through a discussion 
of popula r a ttitudes towards the forest 
in northern Kerala. He points out "how 
the desi re for confinnation of modernist 
ecological doctrines may generate a 
tendency to reconstruct id eal ized 
scenarios of 'tradi tional' Indian society 
that may be at odds wi th what history 
and anthropology teach us of these 
specific Indian societies" (57). 

Linkenbach's essay fu rthers the 
theme of this book by ana lyzing the 
cultu ral constructions of space in a 
Garhwal vi llage. Villagers in this case 
study relate to 'their' forest as a bundle 
of significations. The forest is meaning­
ful to them not as a concept in the 
abstract, but as a real forest- as an 
economic space, as symbolic space, as 
free space or backstage, as gender­
related (male) space, and increasingly as 
a recreation area. The author argues that 
the forest is not the main point of 
reference in interpretive concepts of 
local people. The spatial concept is cons-
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tructed in terms of territoriality and 
power and thus lays emphasis on soci­
ality. Thus, "(A)ll the recent conflicts 
which have emerged around the forest 
and wh ich became known under the 
label of ecologica l conflicts are p rimarily 
struggles for the right of management 
and control"(99). This struggle for the 
ri ght of management and contro l of 
natural resources is aga in exemplified 
in the nex t chapter tha t prov ides a 
descriptive case study of people's rights 
in the Keoladeo Na tional Park. 

NGOs have been major playe rs in 
popular constructions of fores ts and 
conservation a ttitud es. Dav id Potter 
analyzes the role of an NGO coalition 
(Federation of Voluntary Organizations 
for Rural Development - Karn<ltaka) in 
te rms of its influence in <1genda setting, 
policy choices and implemcnl"Ci tion 
process of jo int Forest Planning and 
Management (JFPM) poli cy in Kama­
taka. The in flu ence of NGOs seems 
over-rated s ince in thi s· case FEVORD­
K seems to have had litt le influence in 
setting the agenda or affecting policy 
choices. However, Potter refuses to 
d ismiss its influence and suggests that 
this NGO coali tion is li kely to be most 
influential a t the policy implementation 
slagc. Fina lly, Sarah Jewitt in the las t 
chap te r loo ks a t two v ill ages in 
Jharkhand and makes the importan t and 
obvious point that programs like Join t 
Foi·est Management are likely to succeed 
only where loca l people are aware and 
will ing to tackle the problem of forest 
decline. 

1\ major contribution of this book is 
that the introduction and the field-work 
based chapters in particular decisively 
spell the death-knell of romantic notions 
of indigenous ecologica l consciousness 
and ~im p\ islic pictu res tlf local cul lu res. 
These alternative interpretations present 
the basis for a serious rethinking t)f our 
current unders tand in gs of Indian 
societies and their relationship to forests. 
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