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B Abstract As we enter the twenty-first century, the terrain on which social policy
is made is changing rapidly. This has resulted in anthropologists, in combination with
other social scientists, giving serious attention to the impact of this new phase of
globalization on changes in social and environmental policies. This review focuses on
the ways in which anthropology as a field has contributed, and continues to contribute,
to social policy research, practice, and advocacy in the current international context.
Given the limited space allotted, we have selected the following six arenas of public
policy for analysis and description: (a) links between globalization processes and policy
on the national and local levels; (b) social welfare policy, including employment and
family welfare survival strategies; (c) the impact of structural adjustment and economic
restructuring on migration and labor force incorporation; (d) policies in the north and
south related to global agriculture, social inequality, and the manipulations of some
multinational corporations; (e) policies affecting sustainable agriculture; and (f) the
role of anthropologists in examining the impact of political and economic hegemony
on the environment.

INTRODUCTION

Anthropology as a field has contributed, and continues to contribute, to social
policy research, practice, and advocacy in a number of different ways; it has taken
on increasing relevance as the world is rapidly being transformed by the process
of globalization.

Since the sixteenth century, but especially in the period from 1960 to the present,
the countries of the world and their people have been tied into the global economy.
This has been accomplished by the increase in control of third-world nations by
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countries of the West, including the United States, all of the former colonizers, and
Japan. Today developing countries have 80% of the world’s population, but account
for less than 20% of global gross domestic product, and even within these nations,
the distribution of wealth is skewed. Per capita incomes in many sub-Saharan
African countries are lower than they were in 1970, yet, in 1997, 58% of foreign
direct investment for everything including infrastructure (both by corporations and
banks) went to industrial countries, 37% to developing countries, and 5% to the
transition economies of central and eastern Europe. Today many multinational
corporations now dwarf some governments in economic power and the indirect
and sometimes direct political power that comes from economic power. Programs
such as liberalization (which refers to opening up their markets to the forces of
the West) and structural adjustment (which refers to forcing poor countries to drop
their safety nets for the poorest people as a condition for receiving International
Monetary Fund loans) have had the effect of lowering the living standards of the
poorest of the poor even further. Yet the assets of the 200 richest people in the
world are more than the combined income of 41% of the world’s people (Choices,
2000, back cover). When we use the term “globalization,” we are referring to the
ways in which 99% of human beings on this planet are affected by this global
economy and its social and political implications. As we enter the twenty-first
century, the terrain in which social policy is made has been changing rapidly. These
changes include the collapse of Eastern Europe and the increased economic power
of multinational corporations, the World Bank, and the International Monetary
Fund insofar as they affect the day-to-day life of most human beings on this
planet. This was not the case 50 years ago. One can also refer to this phase as the
attempt by multinational corporations to corporatize the world, including health
care, education, the worldwide food system, and many other aspects of people’s
lives. By 1998, the 10 top pesticide producers controlled 85% of a $31 billion global
market, yet industrial countries owned 97% of the patents worldwide. Millions of
people have lost their jobs, in part because of the global repercussions of the East
Asian financial crisis, in part because of the ways in which corporations are forcing
governments and businesses to become “lean and mean” (Choices, 1999, p. 28,
back cover).

Though anthropologists have generally had less influence than economists on
public policy, there are a number of ways in which we have made our opinions
known, such as by (@) documenting the conditions of the peoples we study, or other
poor or disenfranchised people, and acting as their advocates—including serving as
expert witnesses for the homeless (Dehavenon 1999) or testifying before Congress
about American Indian land rights (e.g. Clifford 1988, pp. 31746, in which the
testimony of two anthropologists, Jack Campisi and William Sturtevant, for the
Mashpee Wampanoag is presented in detail; cf also Carrillo 1996, p. 14-15, in
which Campisi’s years of testimony on behalf of northeastern Native Americans’
rights are discussed); (b) analyzing, writing, and making public the effects of gov-
ernment policies and suggesting alternative policies (Okongwu 1998, Curtis &
McClellan 1995, Buck 1996); (c) working with—or against—elected officials;
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(d) attempting to influence members of aid agencies in their varied roles and/or
working from within these agencies to pinpoint critical issues (Cernea 1990, 1996,
1999; Horowitz 1996); (e) working with migrant populations, both forced and vol-
untary (Basch et al 1994) in terms of both policies to deal with migrants and studies
of cultural capital and its intersection with both formal and informal labor markets
in the north and south (Sanjek 1999); and ( f) studying strategies of resistance and
how the work of anthropologists can inform and help indigenous people, such as
homeless people in New York (Dehavenon 1999) or displaced Native Americans
in Chiapas (Nash 2000a and 2000b, in press; Cohen & Deng 1998).

Anthropologists have tended to write mainly for other anthropologists, not for
those who have the power to change the world. Reacting to this trend, Peacock
(1997) has pointed out the importance of anthropology moving to shape public
policy, to assist in formulating the critical issues of our society and all societies
on this planet, to propose solutions that meet the desires and needs of local peo-
ple, and to create a synergy between theory and practice. In an attempt to bridge
this gap, the American Anthropological Association has been conducting sessions,
planned by each of its sections, on policy matters. There has long been a theo-
retical and individual divide between anthropologists focusing on pure research
and those focusing on the problems faced by humans, including the growth of
inequality. Peacock (1997) suggests that we need to formulate positive proposals
to communicate with political leaders and ordinary people.

In this chapter, we have selected only a few arenas of public policy for analysis
and discussion. Many other arenas are of equal importance, but in the space allot-
ted we have chosen to discuss these few in detail rather than treat a larger number
of arenas superficially. The arenas we have selected include the following: (a) links
between globalization processes and policy on the national and local levels;
(b) social welfare policy, including employment and family welfare survival strate-
gies; (c) the impact of structural adjustment and economic restructuring on mi-
gration and labor force incorporation; (d) policies in both the north and the south
related to global agriculture, social inequality, the role of science, and the ma-
nipulations of some multinational corporations; (e) policies affecting sustainable
agriculture; and ( f) the role of anthropologists in examining the impact of political
and economic hegemony on the environment.

LINKS BETWEEN GLOBALIZATION PROCESSES
AND POLICY

Various anthropologists have focused on different aspects of the globalization pro-
cess and its effects, both locally and planet-wide. For example, whereas Dehavenon
(1999) focuses on the impact of the globalization process on homelessness in the
United States, the issues faced by these people bear a striking resemblance to the
situation of many of the urban poor in the third world. Both structural adjustment in
the third world and Reaganomics, along with welfare reform in the United States,



110

OKONGWU = MENCHER

have given rise to an ever-increasing population of people lacking access to work
that provides adequate pay, leading to homelessness. Comparing the United States
with Namibia, Okongwu (1998) describes how the extreme inequality in each so-
ciety results from policy decisions that lead to the lack of access to meaningful
employment and to a high percentage of female-headed households.

No longer is social policy on the local, national, or international level shaped
solely by legitimate governmental bodies; it is now necessary to take into account
the role of such agencies as the World Bank, regional banks, the International
Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organization and such agreements under it as
GATT and NAFTA, the European Union, and large multinational corporations
such as Monsanto (Deacon 1995, Bakker 1994, Brodie 1994). The interrelated
dimensions of the globalization process are expressed and experienced differently
by varying segments of the world’s population. Anthropologists have documented
how the wide variation in the productive and reproductive activities in particular
national contexts, combined with the intersections of structures of inequality such
as race, class, caste, ethnicity, and gender, act to create radically different social,
economic, political, cultural, and experiential realities for the world’s population
(Madeley 1996, Basch et al 1994, Thomas-Emeagwali 1995, Tidwell 1993, Dalla
Costa & Dalla Costa 1995).

It is important to recognize that ideology and public policy are critically linked.
Bello et al (1994) suggest that this is a complex social process in which certain
often-unspoken ideologies mediate between interests and policy. The mantras of
international competitiveness and corporate profitability have been adopted by
national and regional entities as well as by transnational corporations, and they have
penetrated the discourse of economic, political, and social discussions at all levels,
where they are used in an uncritical manner, leading to the disempowerment of vast
numbers of people (Barnet et al 1995). These mantras are echoed internationally
in the governmental policy-making bodies of both newly industrializing countries
and some third-world governments (Bowles & Wagman 1997, Bello et al 1994)
and have served as the rationale for reducing social welfare funding and supporting
reductions in employment and access to needed services and resources.

Today, the important changes that have taken place within and among inter-
national and regional policymaking institutions, states, and multinational quasi-
governmental institutions and multinational private corporations shape the con-
tours of much of what is called economic and social policy (Madeley 1996,
Bowles & Wagman 1997). In particular, the loci of ultimate decision making
have moved at least in part to these multinational corporations, which draw their
shareholders primarily from the “developed” world, but also from the wealthier
elites who exercise control in third-world countries. Few anthropologists have had
access to the operations of these corporations, and thus their only policy role has
been to decry the impact of these institutions on ordinary human beings worldwide.

The processes of economic restructuring in advanced industrialized countries
are transforming international monetary and trade policies, the nature of pro-
duction, and the integration of labor into local, national, and international labor
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markets. These forces have combined to depress wages, particularly the wages of
low-skilled workers, resulting in increased job insecurity, unemployment, under-
employment, and poverty. These economic and labor-force incorporation processes
have not been race or gender neutral. For example, Tidwell’s review (1993) of the
labor force participation rates of African-Americans in the United States reveals
that there is a “bad fit” between the current distribution of the African-American
workforce and the “reconfigurating industrial base,” a problem that becomes most
apparent through a comparative analysis of the differences in job displacement
between African-American and white workers.

ANTHROPOLOGY AND SOCIAL WELFARE POLICY

Economically vulnerable families experience the most deleterious effects of eco-
nomic restructuring and structural adjustment policies (Burbridge 1993, Dalla
Costa & Dalla Costa 1995, Seavey 1996). Dalla Costa & Dalla Costa (1995) point
out that the implementation of structural adjustment programs designed to de-
crease third-world debts did not produce the outcomes that the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund used as rationales to adopt these programs. Inter-
nationally, there has been a decline in welfare spending as the large gap between
rthetoric and practice increases. The World Bank defines its general principles as
(a) achieving universal and equitable access to basic social services, including ba-
sic education, health care, reproductive health, sanitation, and safe drinking water;
(b) enabling all men and women to obtain secure and sustainable livelihoods and
decent working conditions; (c¢) monitoring systems of safety nets to protect people
from adverse economic shocks; and (d) fostering social inclusion. Yet, by late 1998,
even many at the World Bank had come to realize that their policies have mostly
had the opposite effect of what they supposedly intended to accomplish. Criticism
of these policies by third-world political leaders, often backed by detailed studies
by anthropologists and economists, has shown the results to be incompatible with
the stated aims of the institution [Alexander 1998, pp. 3-5; Bread for the World
Institute 1998, pp. 6-9 (on Brazil); Alexander 1996; Muhia 2000; Burt 1996; World
Bank 1997, pp. 22-24]. Internationally, the globalization process has been push-
ing for downsizing in government offices as well as in private industries—which
means unemployment for many who had counted on governments as the employer
of last resort.

Reviewing the situation of working African-American women in the United
States, Burbridge (1993) revealed that differences between black and white women
have also increased over the 1980s: After years of convergence, the wages of black
women have begun to diverge from those of white women. Furthermore, black
women have considerably less total income and wealth than their white counter-
parts, even when their earnings are similar. These differential patterns demonstrate
the importance of including race, ethnicity, class, and gender in any analysis of
the policy advisement role of anthropologists.
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THE IMPACT OF STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT
AND ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING ON MIGRATION

Rodrik (1997, p. 91) draws attention to the linkage between globalization, interna-
tional trade, social insurance, national safety nets, and changing patterns of labor
force incorporation in advanced industrial countries. He argues that, as corpora-
tions and capital become increasingly mobile, employers can more easily substitute
workers in different nations for each other, thus creating a downward movement in
the wages of the least fortunate workers in the advanced industrialized countries.
In the Caribbean, the implementation of structural adjustment programs (SAPs)
has led to physical decline, social and economic austerity, escalations in unem-
ployment and underemployment, and widening economic and social disparities
among the population (Harrison 1997). Women, particularly poor women, have
experienced the most deleterious effects because of their disadvantaged occupa-
tional distribution and more limited access to resources. “Moreover women have
always assumed a primary role in household survival strategies, securing and al-
locating usually meager cash and other resources to enable their families to make
ends meet” (Deere et al 1990, p. 51). McAfee (1991) has reviewed the situation of
Caribbean countries under the yoke of SAPs. She reports that governments have
been forced to cut expenditures on health, education, agricultural extension ser-
vices, and other public services. Teachers, nurses, mechanics, and technicians are
being laid off in the thousands. The current economic situation in the Caribbean has
led to massive emigration, despite tightening immigration restrictions in Britain
and North America. Among these migrants are skilled workers and profession-
als, as well as many of the region’s most talented scholars, teachers, and artists
(McAfee 1991, pp. 5-6).

Economic restructuring in the north and SAPs in the south are two sides of
the same coin. In both regions, these policies have combined to intensify the
difficulties faced by families with dependent children. Although these two policies
are implemented through different policy-making bodies—in the north through
national, economic, trade, and social welfare policies, and in the south through
such international funding agencies as the World Bank and International Monetary
Fund—they contain similar elements. Anthropologists have been quick to point
out the effects of these programs, but few have been in a position to influence
policy.

The movement from the local to the global perspective has generated new con-
cepts designed to capture changes in the nature of productive and reproductive
activities. For example, Colen (1995) suggests the concept of stratified reproduc-
tion to capture the differentiated processes of biological and social reproduction in
the “new world order” and its varied expressions in specific contexts and among
different segments of national and internal populations. Prescod-Roberts (1980),
Steele (1980), and Colen (1995) provide detailed discussions of the movement
of Caribbean mothers to Britain and the United States to work as household or
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childcare workers in order to support their children and other family members in
their home communities, and the impact of this strategy on their children. Mullings
(1995, p. 124) describes the disastrous impact of global economic restructuring
and changing economic and social policies on families in Harlem, as they com-
bine with racism to shape the lived experiences of family life in that community.
In 1990, the rate of survival for men beyond the age of 40 was lower than in
Bangladesh (Mullings 1995). Of all families with children under 18 years old,
69% were headed by women, and a large percentage of African-American women
were concentrated in low-wage, low-security jobs with few benefits. The public
schools in this community tend to be poor. This has important implications for
the employment prospects of these children in the future (Prescod-Roberts 1980,
Steele 1980, Colen 1995, Mullings 1995).

These examples capture the realities of the changing nature of household sur-
vival strategies, which need to be not only analyzed but also made known to policy
makers. In situations where migration is possible, household members originally
from Southern Africa, the Caribbean, and other third-world regions often spend
a major part of their lives working in various national or international contexts
in order to earn enough to support their home-community households (Caffentzis
1995). However, their incorporation into these employment contexts, given the
rapid changes occurring, is not stable. Anthropologists have often advised lo-
cal authorities about ways of helping these migrant populations. On the other
hand, workers in the wealthier countries, including South Africa, Namibia, Taiwan,
Korea, etc, see the multinational corporations rapidly moving from these countries
to poorer countries with weaker labor unions, where a desperate need for foreign
investment is acting to depress wages and employment for many marginal workers.
Some anthropologists have explored the movements of people across borders and
the sustained economic, political, social, and cultural linkages between family
members and communities despite long distances. They have also noted the de-
skilling that this kind of migration entails, along with the separation of parents from
their children for long periods of time. Married and unmarried Filipino women
aged 2040 years, many with advanced educational degrees, have sought employ-
ment as domestic workers in Hong Kong and Saudi Arabia. In many cases, these
women leave their husbands and children behind and send large portions of their
earnings home (Sanjek & Cohen 1990a, 1990b).

This international movement across borders, and integration into both the for-
mal and informal sectors of the labor force, takes many forms (Castells 1996).
For example, Sommerville (1997) links the impact of the decline in Senegal’s
major export crop (peanuts) and the drop in the price of peanuts in the world mar-
ket to the increase in male Senegalese immigration to the United States. In the
American context, most of these men are involved in the informal sector of the
economy as traders. The money they earn supports their families at home (Basch
et al 1994, Sommerville 1997). These intrinsically linked relationships and move-
ments have given rise to the concept of “transnationalism” and recognition of the
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internationalization of survival strategies in both the formal and informal sectors
of the economy.

Anthropologists have expanded their analysis of the current context from a
concentration on communities and nation states to the interrelationships between
economic, cultural, social, and political dimensions of globalization. They high-
light the similarities and differences in the experiences of people, and the multiple
dimensions of global, economic, political, and cultural processes on productive
and reproductive activities.

POLICIES RELATED TO GLOBAL AGRICULTURE
AND SOCIAL INEQUALITY

Anthropologists have expanded the parameters of their work to include positions
in policy-making institutions (Waterston 1998), in advocacy roles at local and na-
tional levels (Dehavenon 1999, Basch et al 1994), as “expert witnesses” in court
proceedings (Dehavenon 1996), in such empowerment activities as teaching re-
search methods to direct service providers in agencies serving various populations,
and in developing programs using participant observation methods to document
the experiences of people in food banks and food kitchens, as well as homeless
shelters, hospitals, and schools. They have used participant observation meth-
ods ranging from the experiences of documented and undocumented immigrants
in hospitals, schools, and welfare offices in developed countries, to sustainable
agricultural projects and environmental issues in developing countries (Johnston
1999). Although these activities are wide ranging, they are universally shaped by
globalized economic policies and intricately related to fundamental productive
and reproductive activities. At all levels, there has been impact by social scientists
sensitive to the redirection of social policy and the consequences of these shifts
as nation states respond to the competitive forces of globalization. There are four
major aspects of this transformed international context.

1. The global reorganization of production is not gender neutral. The power
and mobility of global corporations during the past two decades have
stimulated an international reorganization of women’s work. Traditional
cultural barriers are giving way, thus allowing women to enter the labor
market in large numbers, but at lower pay than men and usually with fewer
protections (Stichter & Parpart 1990). Simultaneously a “shadow female
economy”” has emerged of women working at home producing goods for
the world market. These workers earn even lower wages.

2. The impact of economic restructuring and structural adjustment policies
reduces the role of national governments in providing safety nets for their
populations. These policies impact varying segments of national
populations in different ways. In each context, the consequences of these
policies differ by race, class, ethnicity, and gender. This is described
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eloquently in the varied articles in Kim et al (2000), which describe in
detail how the loss of safety nets had led to a significant reduction in health
among the poorest people both in the United States and in developing
countries.

3. Social reproduction and the development of cultural capital are stratified,
thus creating radical differences in access to essential goods, services, and
information among populations in both national and international contexts.

4. Shifts in the organization of production, augmented by economic policies
generated by global actors, have transformed the processes involved in the
reproduction of the household at national and regional levels.

Anthropologists, in combination with other social scientists, have carefully
documented the impact of these policies designed to reduce social safety nets and
their differentiated consequences for families of different class positions, and for
women and children in varied international contexts. The discussion that follows
focuses on the impact of these policies on employment situations in both the formal
and informal sectors of the economy, and on survival strategies, including internal
and international migration, which has become an increasingly important strategy
for survival.

POLICIES AFFECTING SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE

Although some anthropologists worked in earlier periods on policy-related projects
in agriculture (see, e.g., Goldschmidt 1978), the numbers of anthropologists in
applied and policy work on the environment and in the field of agriculture have
significantly increased as the multinational corporations have gained in power
over governments. Anthropologists have been interested in such issues as the
scale of farming, water use, use of petrochemicals and other inputs, increase in
monocropping (with all of its attendant potential for future famines), and quality-
of-life issues (see, e.g., Cummins 1998, Fairweather 1999, Slikkerveer 1997). A
few anthropologists such as Moles have become involved with “walking the talk,”
i.e. working with third-world or United States—based alternative projects, making
use of a combination of the best of tradition with the best of modern science (Moles
1999). Others have been involved with issues related to the loss of biodiversity, and
especially among ethnobotanists working with centers for international agricultural
research to help traditional societies preserve their native species, for example in
the CGIAR (Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research) system, to
help with seed preservation. Most of the anthropologists working on agricultural
and related issues have “in one way or another [been] critical of the dominant
institutions and trends in food systems, especially those [moving more and more]
toward globalization. Many others present alternative approaches, often stressing
the importance of strengthening local food systems as a way of trying to provide not
only buffers, but new organizational and institutional models for more sustainable
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and just food systems” (Koc & Dahlberg 1999, pp. 109-10). Other anthropologists
have criticized the dominant institutions of our society and the current trends in
food systems, which privilege corporate farming over family farms and totally
ignore indigenous farming patterns (e.g. Cleveland & Murray 1997, Stephenson
2000, Stephenson & Lev 1999). Others often stress importance of strengthening
local food systems as a way of providing new ways to bring about more sustainable
food systems (Redmond 2000).

Giddens (1990, 1995) has noted that anthropology must be ready to contest
unjust systems of domination, seeking to decide along the way what injustice ac-
tually is, and to bring potential controversial issues to light (Giddens 1995:277).
Anthropologists working on issues of food and agriculture clearly have to deal
with these issues. Anthropologists have not only studied and made public the
interlinking world systems, they have also pointed to the various local adaptations
to the SAPs discussed above, as well as to the tremendous growing power of the
agri-business multinational corporations and how people on the ground are re-
sponding to this. Although many anthropologists have worked on agrarian issues
for a long time, today, at the start of the twenty-first century, Pottier raises the ques-
tion of “whether anthropology’s contribution to the study of food and agriculture . . .
[can] provide guidance in a fast-changing world” (Pottier 1999, p. 9). Anthropol-
ogists have studied issues of land tenure and have often made recommendations
based on their intimate knowledge of “what actually goes on” in rural areas as
opposed to what is written in the records. As noted in Goldschmidt’s (1978) work,
the issue of the relationship between farming systems and quality-of-life issues on
the one hand and commercialization and corporate farming on the other is one with
which many anthropologists have long been concerned. Many have noted how cur-
rent globalizing forces (similar to the ones that are cutting into other safety nets)
are also making farming less secure and taking from most farmers (except for
the small number of organic farmers) any kind of self-sufficiency. Furthermore,
they are creating numerous ecological and environmental issues, which have been
studied by anthropologists (see, e.g., Donahue & Johnston 1998). Still others have
looked at the policy implications of Cuba’s return to organic agriculture (forced by
the United States embargo) and both the positives and negatives of this process. The
resurgence of small-scale farming along with urban farming in Cuba nowadays is
striking. The implications for better-balanced diets, with the poor gaining greater
access to vegetables and fruits, have been documented.

Many anthropologists have been concerned with the issue of organic- vs
multinational-derived agriculture for the present and future (e.g. Andreatta 1998,
Brosius 1999, Messer 1999, Moles 1999, Lyons & Lawrence 1999), as well as
water and water resources (e.g. McCully 1996, Trawick 1999). Web sites and list
servers on food and agriculture have also been set up (Altieri et al 2000; Anthropol-
ogy and Environmental Public Policy Committee 1999; Center for International
Development 1999; Friends of the Earth 2000; Indigenous Peoples Biodiversity
Information Network 2000; Society for Applied Anthropology Intellectual Prop-
erty Rights Topical Interest Group 2000; Working Group on Traditional Resource
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Rights 2000). As such, anthropologists have been involved with policy matters in
various ways, including as research scientists providing data for policy planning
and evaluation; as advocates for farmers, especially third-world small farmers and
organic farmers; and in exploring the biological, economic, and social implications
of multinational corporations taking over the food chain. As research scientists,
we have documented how people actually use fertilizers and pesticides in the field
(Mencher & Loza 1997), the loss of choice for farmers in the varieties they grow,
and the ways in which food is coming to be treated like any other commodity.
Those who cannot pay will not eat, as noted by Lang in discussing the situation
in England, where one-fifth of the population cannot afford an adequate diet be-
cause of unemployment and declining social welfare (Shiva 1996, p. 4) or, as
reported in the same article, in “the eighteen months since the implementation of
NAFTA, [where] the intake of food has been reduced by 29 percent, as 2.2 million
Mexicans have lost jobs, and 40 million are in extreme poverty” (Shiva 1996,
p. 4), the massive increases in unemployment in the agricultural sector, the man-
ufacturing sector, and the service sector, and the ways in which most developing
countries are worse off today than they were in the 1970s. It is important for
anthropologists who study living neighborhoods and communities to become in-
volved with the policies being made at higher levels that affect them. Liberaliza-
tion of trade for developing countries, while developed-country markets remain
closed, has hurt the developing countries and especially the poor in those countries.
People in many countries, especially nongovernmental organizations (which range
in size and areas of work from large ones like CARE or the International Red Cross
to small grassroots organizations working at the village level, organizing local
people, working to empower them, helping them to develop alternative sources
of income, or protesting to demand more work from government programs), feel
the deadening and homogenizing impacts of economic globalization in a world
increasingly dominated by American values and lifestyles.

THE IMPACT OF POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC
HEGEMONY ON THE ENVIRONMENT

More than other specialists involved with development, anthropologists pay at-
tention to how innovations are interrelated with other development; for example,
how the soil bacterium (Burkholderla cepacia) has been approved as an agricul-
tural pesticide, even though it is extremely dangerous for people who have cystic
fibrosis (Pennybacker 1999). Anthropologists working on these kinds of issues
have tended to not only produce research that is relevant to the concerns of ordi-
nary people, but also to function as advocates for people, as experimenters (see,
e.g., Moles 1999) and as critics of policy decisions and promoters of new and
different policies. Their success has varied greatly (Cernea 1997), and more often
than not they have come up against powerful economic interests, as in the current
debates about the dangers of genetically altered plants and the global attempts of
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a few multinationals, such as Monsanto, to take over and control all agriculture by
directly or indirectly taking over all seed sources, making modifications that de-
stroy planetary biodiversity, and controlling water resources (see Horowitz et al
1993, Goldsmith & Goldsmith 1998). Anthropologists and other social scientists
worldwide have taken up these issues, as well as the study of ecological movements,
which have become pervasive throughout the world, and the study of other critical
social movements. Currently, capitalism—especially contemporary globally inte-
grated capitalism—presents significant barriers to achieving a world sustainable
society. If sustainable societies (including economies, political systems, etc) are
to be achieved, many fundamental changes will be needed, and for anthropolo-
gists there are roles as research scientists, advocates, and policy-planning aides
for helping to bring this about. Sustainable societies will probably do best under
democratic control. That means ordinary people uniting to fight market forces, for
example, the way farmers are beginning to unite to have control over the seeds
they plant and the water they use. This kind of uniting is only just starting, and it
is important for anthropologists to pay attention to it and study it.

Some anthropologists have been involved with local people in developing sus-
tainable agricultural programs for their communities or for communities where
they have worked (DeLind 1999, Moles 1999), but clearly there is a need for more
of this kind of work. Anthropologists, along with economists, have looked at the
relationship between social differences and water resource management (Horowitz
1998) and have come up with numerous solutions to this. Anthropologists have
joined with colleagues in other fields in the LEISA network, which operates out
of the Netherlands Center for Research and Information on low-external-input
and sustainable agriculture, experimenting within traditional farmers’ worldviews
(Minderhoud et al 1999). This organization seeks to influence policy.

Anthropologists can also play a role in documenting farmers’ innovations that
lead to recharging wells so that people can have more water and, once documented,
seeing to it that information reaches audiences elsewhere. We have traditionally
had the reputation of working at the grassroots level and getting to know people and
their problems and issues well. We also need to serve as conduits for solutions.
One of the greatest strengths of anthropologists is our ability to view systems
holistically—in this case to deal not only with the theoretical issues of political
economy, but also to work to influence policymakers to pay attention to the social,
structural, and economic consequences of globalized agriculture on both farmers
and consumers, on communities, and, taking the environment into account, on the
very nature of life on this planet. [For influences on nutrition, see Pottier (1999);
for the benefits of small farms, see Rosset (1999); for the effects of increased food
imports on local farmers on islands such as St. Vincent, see Andreatta (1998); for
rural resistance, see Rhoads (1999); for the effects of globalization on Alaska, see
Thornton (1998).]

As noted above, social policy today is shaped by nation states, by international
agencies, by the World Trade Organization, by NAFTA, and by large multinational
corporations. However, the population at large is not taking these policies at face
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value nor ignoring what they already know. The large demonstrations in Seattle,
Washington, during the meeting of the World Trade Organization, made it clear
that people are not prepared to accept these policies, or their effects on small
farmers and others the world over. Surely there are many roles for anthropologists
in documenting such protests, as well as in getting onto policy-making boards and
into circles where large agency policy is formulated.

The crisis situations created by capitalism today require a real reinventing of
anthropology, with anthropologists not only studying alternative policies but also
working as advocates and with the people they have studied to put pressures on
governments, international agencies, and multinational corporations to get them
to change. As noted by Altieri (1995, p. 71): “The acceptance of the present
structure of agriculture as a given condition restricts the possibility of implement-
ing alternatives that challenge such a structure. Given the realities of capitalism,
resource-conserving practices are discouraged. A more radical transformation of
agriculture is needed. Change toward a more socially just, economically viable,
and environmentally sound agriculture will be the result of social movements
in the rural sector in alliance with urban organizations.” It is important that we
anthropologists not only document these movements but also do what we can to
influence their course, which includes educating the general public as well as our
students. In his Malinowski Award Lecture, Scudder (1999) noted that “anthro-
pologists have topical expertise that others value.” He listed a number of areas
that will be increasingly important for us to study and deal with in the twenty-
first century, including issues of water and water scarcity, biodiversity, poverty
and community unraveling, and of course increased fundamentalism of all kinds
leading to growing fanaticism. He also noted the private sector’s increasing power
through advertising and creation of consumption desires. He has suggested the
need for anthropologists to synthesize and publicize our knowledge in order to
make decision-makers and policy-makers change.

Anthropological research has shown disparate cases of people organizing to take
control of local resources, from Sri Lanka, Cuba, and India, to rural and urban areas
in the United States. But creating a regional food system would require enough
people and organizations to take control of local resources. Food issues are clearly
political and relate to social stratification and power. These are issues that are
extremely well suited for the involvement of anthropology during the twenty-first
century. There are numerous ways in which anthropologists in their diverse roles
have inserted themselves into the “system” in order to publicize their knowledge.
Along with the roles mentioned above by Scudder and others, along with public
action such as “teach ins,” anthropologists can reach mass audiences through
articles and letters in newspapers, working with and/or for legislators, actually
participating in the political process by running for office, and working with all
levels of government officials. Anthropologists can also help to develop worldwide
networks of people and spread information gleaned from well-documented on-the-
ground studies of diverse food systems, health systems, local knowledge systems,
cultural values, economic systems, educational systems, and their interactions
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worldwide. We need to make clear, short statements available to policymakers,
based on our in-depth knowledge, and to learn how to use the language of influence
effectively. If we fail to influence policy, others with far less understanding and
insight will do so to the detriment of humanity. We clearly have more than the
topical knowledge that Scudder alludes to; we have knowledge of how systems
work. Hopefully, more and more anthropologists will involve themselves with

policy matters in the next 10 years.
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