
Web Sites on Religion and
Development

The topic of religion and develop-
ment is well documented on the
Internet. The following list presents
a small selection of what is avail-
able. Although there are no specific
web sites on religion and develop-
ment in mountain regions, moun-
tains are the focus of several proj-
ects presented on web sites dealing
with religion and development gen-
erally. There is a wide range of web
sites run by religious organizations
(Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, Advent-
ist, etc) active in international coop-
eration. They have not been includ-
ed in this list owing to the difficulty
of making a coherent selection, but
many are included in the “Links”
sections of some of the sites listed
below (eg, WFDD). Web sites that
focus on the environment rather
than development have also been
included.

World Faiths Development
Dialogue (WFDD)
http://www.wfdd.org.uk/

Focusing on the relations between
faith and development, the WFDD
seeks to encourage dialogue among
communities of believers in different
faiths, as well as between believers
and actors in international coopera-
tion. This web site offers a wide selec-
tion of material such as news bul-
letins, occasional papers, workshop
reports, etc. It also features a series
of case studies by religious organiza-
tions or groups working in interna-
tional cooperation. The WFDD does
not specifically focus on mountains,
but there are several case studies
from mountain regions. An interest-
ing example from Guatemala:

An experience of development: A
Christian and Mayan focus. The case of
Awakatán

http://www.wfdd.org.uk/programmes/
case_studies/awakatan_eng.pdf 
(English)

http://www.wfdd.org.uk/programmes/
case_studies/awakatan_esp.pdf
(Spanish original)

Development Dialogue on
Values and Ethics
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/
EXTERNAL/EXTABOUTUS/PARTNERS/
EXTDEVDIALOGUE/0,,menuPK:
64193238~pagePK:64192526~piPK:
64192494~theSitePK:537298,00.html

The “Development Dialogue on Val-
ues and Ethics” is a unit within the
Human Development Network Vice-
Presidency of the World Bank. Its
web site is concise and merely states
the focus of World Bank efforts con-
cerned with faiths and development.
However, it also provides several links
to other web pages, for example an
interview on “Religion and Interna-
tional Development” with Katherine
Marshall (former director of the
Development Dialogue on Values
and Ethics, currently working as a
specialist at the Berkeley Center for
Religion, Peace and World Affairs).

http://pewforum.org/events/index.
php?EventID=100

Religion and Development
Portal Site
http://www.religion-and-development.
nl/

Supported by the Dutch Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and a group of
NGOs, the “Portal Site” is the home
of 2 important units: the Knowledge
Centre for Religion and Develop-
ment, and the Knowledge Forum
for Religion and Development Poli-
cy. The Portal Site as a whole
explores connections between reli-
gion and religious organizations,
and between sustainable develop-
ment, international politics, con-
flicts, etc. It also features a news sec-
tion, an agenda, country informa-
tion, various documents (partly in
Dutch), and a closed section for
registered users only.

Alliance of Religions and
Conservation (ARC)

http://www.arcworld.org/

This site focuses on environmental
conservation: the ARC, a secular
organization, supports the develop-
ment of environmental programs
that conform to the teachings and
traditions of various religions. ARC
collaborates in a wide range of
diverse projects, several of which
focus on mountain regions, such as
the “Sacred Mountain of Emei
Shan” and “Mountain of Five Peaks”
programs in China. The ARC also
cooperates with the World Bank
within its “Faiths and Biodiversity
Project.”

Forum on Religion and
Ecology (FORE)
http://environment.harvard.edu/
religion/

The broadest international and mul-
tireligious project of its kind, the
Forum on Religion and Ecology
explores various religious worldviews
in order to achieve a better under-
standing of the complex nature of
current environmental concerns.
Along with information about the
Forum, this web site also provides
information on the various religions
and relevant cross-cutting disciplines,
as well as teaching material and vari-
ous other publications. A search for
the keyword “mountain” led to infor-
mation about relevant projects:

The Mountain Institute (TMI):
Sacred Mountains Program (listed
under “Christian engaged projects”)

http://environment.harvard.edu/
religion/religion/christianity/projects/
mt_inst.html

Zen Mountain Center (listed under
“Buddhist engaged projects”)

http://environment.harvard.edu/
religion/religion/buddhism/projects/
zen_mt.html
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Spirit Rock Meditation Center (list-
ed under “Buddhist engaged proj-
ects”)

http://environment.harvard.edu/
religion/religion/buddhism/projects/
spirit_rock.html

Islam, environmental
education, and conservation
http://www.macp-pk.org/macp_
success_story2.htm

Part of the web site of Pakistan’s
Mountain Areas Conservancy Proj-
ect (MACP), this page documents
the success of a sub-project aiming
to sensitize local religious leaders
about environmental problems.
Along with workshops and discus-
sions on the topic, the project also
features a publication entitled Con-
servation and Islam to assist Islamic
scholars in briefing communities on
the importance and necessity of the
sensible use of natural resources, as
set out by Islamic teachings. The
web page provides a link to this
publication, along with other links.

Books

This collection provides a panoram-
ic look at the world’s drug plants,
their cultivation, harvesting, mar-

keting, and use. It also considers in
some detail the social, economic,
political, and, to some extent, envi-
ronmental effects of drug-plant cul-
tivation on the lands and peoples
involved. It is a useful if depressing
catalogue of the usually dismal
impacts upon rural peoples of one
of the world’s older and bigger busi-
nesses.

The book has 13 chapters. The
first is a general introduction and
orientation, and the last is mainly a
summary of salient points made
throughout the book. The second
chapter is a 90-page history of
efforts to regulate international
drug traffic and the production of
drug plants, chiefly within the last
100 years. The author, Alf McCoy, is
extremely critical of US and UN
efforts to combat drugs, arguing
that these have been at best worth-
less and often counterproductive.
He gives particular emphasis to the
last 50 years and to the Cold War
deals made between the CIA and
unsavory kingpins in southeast Asia
and Afghanistan. If half of what
McCoy says is true, it amounts to an
indictment of CIA methods, as well
as a sad lesson in unintended conse-
quences. To make trouble for com-
munist China and the USSR, the
CIA made common cause with war-
lords in remote areas of Burma and
Afghanistan, provided them with
guns and money, and turned a
blind eye (or worse) as the warlords
became drug lords to help finance
operations. McCoy argues further
that efforts to eradicate the drug
trade, when temporarily successful,
normally relocated and expanded
production because of the stimulus
effect of heightened prices. So
fighting the Cold War (by the CIA’s
chosen methods) and fighting the
various wars on drugs exacted an
enormous human price from peas-
ants in Burma and Afghanistan, as
well as from junkies in Rome, Glas-
gow, and New York.

The balance of the chapters is
devoted to regional and local stud-
ies. Laos, Afghanistan, Bolivia, Peru,

and Mexico are represented, as one
might expect. But so are marijuana
production in southern Belize and
nineteenth-century Bengal, peyote
in South Texas, kava in Oceania,
and opium suppression in the early
years of Mao’s China. These region-
al chapters have variable emphases;
the editors apparently did not insist
on much uniformity in the writing
of the chapters. But together they
give a large-scale, if pointillist
impression of the issues involved in
drug-plant cultivation. The chief
plants in question are coca and the
opium poppy, although marijuana
appears prominently in three chap-
ters as well.

For readers of this journal, the
most interesting feature of the book
is the frequency with which moun-
tain areas have lately become the
setting for the cultivation of drug
plants. This is mainly a response to
their prohibition, which in broad
terms is about 100 years old. As an
illegal activity, drug production has
shifted to remote areas, areas easily
defended by a small militia, and
areas where law enforcement is fee-
ble or easily corruptible. For the
opium poppy, this has meant a
gradual relocation from the plains
of Bengal, Anatolia, and China to
the mountains of Laos, Thailand,
Burma, and Afghanistan. The geog-
raphy of opium production shifted
from time to time in response to
the local effectiveness of prohibi-
tion efforts and to larger political
changes (such as the breakdown of
the USSR). The coca plant is a little
fussier in its ecological require-
ments and historically has only
done well on the foothills of the
eastern Andes, but production
zones have also shifted among
Bolivia, Peru, and Colombia in
accordance with political and mar-
ket factors. Mountain peoples
found that opium and coca were
among the few crops that carried
sufficient value per unit of weight to
make economically worthwhile the
long voyages to distant markets. But
they also often found themselves in
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the middle of crossfires conducted
by ruthless militias and armies. So
there is a good deal here, little of it
cheerful, on the mountains and
mountain peoples of southeast and
South Asia, and the central and
northern Andes.

The research behind these
chapters is often impressive. As one
who has done a tiny bit of research
concerning kif production in north-
ern Morocco, I have a profound
respect for the dangers involved in
this sort of work, and marvel at
those who have done it well in
places such as Laos in the early
1970s or Afghanistan in the 1980s.
For the research alone, this collec-
tion is a valuable one. Its wide-rang-
ing coverage adds further value.
Oxford University Press did not out-
do itself in producing the maps and
photographs, nor is the index done
to a high standard. But if you want
to know about the consequences of
the cultivation of the opium poppy
or coca leaf, this is the book to read.

Die Alpen! Les Alpes!, edited by Jon
Mathieu and Simona Boscani
Leoni, is surely one of the most
interesting books published recent-

ly about the European Alps, for
both the abundance and the variety
of the contributions it includes,
and for the themes addressed. As
underlined by the editors, the proj-
ect originated with two ideas that
eventually led to the book: first,
that the description of the nature
of the Alps and of their population
is an auto-representation of the
authors, determined by their social
milieu; and second, that there are
Alpine voices which have been 
neglected by research until now.
Thus, the editors aimed to stimu-
late research on how people from
the mountains received and, in
their turn, elaborated the moun-
tain discourse produced by visitors
from the lowlands.

Both ideas, to be fully devel-
oped, require reference to a variety
of points of view, spanning many
disciplines, national cultural tradi-
tions, and also research traditions.
The first idea in particular—to
regard description of the Alps as
auto-representation—implies a
potential for national differentia-
tion in how perception of the Alps
changed over time, which the edi-
tors thought could be much greater
than commonly recognized in previ-
ous literature. This “need for voic-
es” has almost inevitably led to a
marked plurality in the book’s con-
tributions, which is apparent when
looking at its overall structure. The
volume is composed of 25 essays—
the fruit of a series of conferences
hosted between 2001 and 2003 by
the Institute of Alpine History (Uni-
versità della Svizzera italiana,
Lugano) which the editors helped
to organize. However, their own
research project (shared with Reto
Furter) preceded and followed the
conferences, which surely accounts
for the book’s being so rich and
well-developed.

Each of the 25 essays is written
in one of three different lan-
guages—Italian, French, or Ger-
man—according to the nationality
of the contributor. This choice,
while underlining the cultural

wealth of the Alpine environment,
could obviously represent a prob-
lem for a reader who is not excep-
tionally linguistically talented. Wise-
ly enough, the editors provide a
very good introduction in German
and French which, together with
abstracts of all essays in German,
French, and English, considerably
assists the reader in understanding
the book and enjoying it to the
fullest. Nevertheless, longer
abstracts would have been very use-
ful (the ones included are a brief
half page each), as well as an intro-
duction in English. Furthermore,
with 10 essays written in Italian, the
inclusion of an introduction and
abstracts in Italian would have
made sense. However, it is easy to
imagine the publisher’s understand-
able concern over going to such
lengths.

The 25 essays are organized in a
more or less chronological order,
with the book divided into four sec-
tions: 1) “From the Middle Ages to
the Modern Age” (with contribu-
tions by Murielle Brunschwig, Luca
Mocarelli, Paola Giacomoni, Alek-
sander Panjeck, Simona Boscani
Leoni); 2) “Enlightenment and
Romanticism” (Holger Böning, Raf-
faello Ceschi, Robert Hoffman,
Matija Zorn, Luca Ciancio, Mari-
anne Clerc); 3) “Industrial Age”
(Tanja Wirz, Marco Cuaz, Dagmar
Günther, Daniela Vaj, Jonas Römer,
Thomas Hellmuth); 4) “20th Centu-
ry” (René Favier, Anne-Marie
Granet-Abisset, Rémy Pithon, Rinal-
do Rinaldi, Clà Riatsch, Walter
Leimgruber). These sections are
effectively introduced by two essays,
one (by Jon Mathieu) tackling the
delicate question of the periodiza-
tion of Alpine history, and the other
(by Reto Furter) offering some
essential background information
on the whole of the Alps, with
impressive maps of indicators such
as urbanization and trans-Alpine
traffic and of their evolution
between 1500 and 1900.

The problem of periodization
requires further explanation, as it
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represents a kind of third key idea
underlying the entire volume. In
the existing literature on Alpine dis-
course there is no shared opinion
about the chronology of changes in
perception of the Alps. Die Alpen!
Les Alpes! does not provide any sim-
ple answer to this question either,
neither in the contributions nor in
the introductory essay by Mathieu,
who actually underlines how differ-
ent periodizations can coexist. For
example, while in the 18th century
perception of the mountains defini-
tively changed from “fog-laden and
somber” to “luminous and magnifi-
cent,” it is in the 16th century that
they were first discovered by sports-
men and geographers, only to be
forgotten in the 17th century and
then re-discovered in the late 18th
and early 19th centuries. Mathieu,
who is also the author of an impres-
sive history of the Alps (Mathieu
1998), is clearly best suited to out-
line this complex picture of differ-
ent and partially overlapping
chronologies, which is essential to a
full understanding of the book.

With regard to the other contri-
butions, while written by scholars of
quite diverse disciplines and special-
izations, nearly all of them share a
common perspective: cultural histo-
ry. It is impossible to give a full or at
least adequate account of all essays,
or of what all of these very interest-
ing voices that build up such an
engrossing chorus actually say. Suf-
fice it to say that every reader—cer-
tainly the specialist, but also the
simply curious—will find this book
both interesting and enjoyable, pro-
vided that they possess the linguistic
skills necessary to master at least
most of the volume.
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Empowering the Past, Confronting the
Future is an anthropological study of
change among a relatively isolated
population in the central cordillera
of the nation-state of Papua New
Guinea. The Duna were not con-
tacted by the outside world until the
mid-20th century. Despite some
involvement with government offi-
cials, missionaries, and petroleum
and mining exploration parties, the
Duna have maintained a subsis-
tence-based lifestyle and have not
experienced many of the socioeco-
nomic changes that other cultures
have throughout the developing
world. This does not mean, howev-
er, that the Duna remain mired in
“tradition” and are resistant to
changes brought about by globaliza-
tion and modernity. The relation-
ship between a so-called “tradition-
al” past and a “modern” future is, in
fact, what structures the authors’
analysis of Duna society, and pro-
vides a means for them to discuss
sociocultural changes without rely-
ing on dichotomous understandings
of tradition and modernity.

A central concern in anthropol-
ogy in the 21st century has been to
write about how local, indigenous
cultures negotiate the transforma-
tions wrought by a world that is
increasingly becoming globalized.
While many people have been quick
to associate globalization with cul-
tural homogenization, research by
anthropologists has indicated that,
contrastively, there has been sub-
stantial cultural heterogeneity asso-
ciated with globalization. As such,
globalization and modernity take
different forms depending on the
historical and cultural situations

they encounter. However, what has
proven to be difficult in anthropol-
ogy is to find a means to write about
and analyze these changes without
reconstructing a false notion of a
traditional, unchanged culture that
begins to transform once it enters
into global political and economic
systems. In this book, Strathern and
Stewart provide a mechanism to
break out of this analytical
quandary by insisting to focus on

the contemporary, and its involve-
ment with both the past and the
future, ... rather than a standard-
ized set of ideas about modernity
as such. Modernity, in this view, is
not an epoch: it is a shifting and
multiple horizon of patterns,
expectations, and disappoint-
ments generated in the total
process of historical change. 
(p 2, emphasis in original)

In the concluding chapter, they
revisit this idea by arguing that
modernity “simply refers to ‘now’
time in contrast to ‘then’ time,
where there is a sense of historical
change or difference between the
two” (p 160).

To understand the difference
between “now” time and “then”
time, the Duna continually look to
their past (their myths, rituals, ori-
gin stories, and so forth) to negoti-
ate the promises and disappoint-
ments of their present and future.
They do so as a creative means to
provide agency for their current cir-
cumstances, and thus their use of
the past is a form of empowerment.
Strathern and Stewart write, “Peo-
ple empower their past when they
want to invoke it as a means of legit-
imizing or achieving their current
aspirations” (p 139). The authors
also provide several useful examples
that illustrate how the past itself is
open to cultural reworking as con-
temporary events can either
reshape the ways that people under-
stand their own historical endeav-
ors, or provide contexts for dor-
mant historical or mythical themes
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to re-emerge. One such example
was deployed by the Duna in the
context of riverine pollution from
mining: a spirit associated with the
river had never been mentioned
prior to pollution, yet by the late
1990s was a common topic of dis-
cussion, paralleling the extent to
which mining waste affected the
riverine system.

The authors also point out that
they are not writing an ethnography
of the Duna experience with
modernity as a kind of meta-narra-
tive about change and globalization.
Rather, they focus on the people of
a single valley, the Aluni Valley
Duna, in order to write a
“microethnography” that mediates
the “macroprocesses” of globaliza-
tion, to better understand how local
people themselves are also social
scientists who study their world and
attempt to interpret it. Nor do the
authors provide an exhaustive
ethnography of Duna culture;
instead, they examine key aspects of
social organization, leadership,
Christianity, witchcraft, court cases,
and myths to track the trajectory of
change that the Aluni Valley Duna
have experienced. These concerns
occupy the first 5 chapters of the
book. In the last 4 chapters, the
authors set the Duna materials in a
regional context, looking at both
Melanesian and other Papua New
Guinean peoples’ experiences of
change. Strathern and Stewart also
re-engage with the politics of tradi-
tion literature to reframe some of
their arguments about how to move
past the tradition–modernity
dichotomy.

From this reader’s perspective,
the only (and minor) shortcoming
of this book stems from the limited
audience that will find it appealing.
The book suffers from a deficit of
introductory information that non-
specialists of Papua New Guinea
anthropology would (most likely)
need in order to fully appreciate
the ethnographic materials. Howev-
er, in the 162 pages of text, the
authors write in a non-jargony man-

ner that anyone interested in issues
of change and history would find
beneficial. As such, the authors’
theoretical and methodological
treatment of historical analysis and
change blazes new avenues for
future researchers to follow.

The history of population change in
20th-century Europe has focused on
demographic transition and, in par-
ticular, on how trends in fertility
and mortality have led to periods of
population growth followed by stag-
nation and even decline. Although
migration is recognized as a key fac-
tor in the demographic system,
demographers in general have
shown less interest in the distribu-
tion of population as opposed to
overall trends in the dynamics of
population growth. Yet for
researchers and students with a par-
ticular interest in mountain com-
munities this focus is misplaced, as
the overriding theme characterizing
the demography of mountain com-
munities in most parts of Europe
during the last century is one of
population decline brought about
by outmigration. This dramatic
demographic shift poses particular
problems for these communities, as
Fernando Collantes Gutiérrez
describes in this book on mountain
communities of Spain.

Gutiérrez’s approach is to inves-
tigate the dynamics of demographic

and economic change in mountain
communities in Spain. The impact
on Spanish society is not insignifi-
cant, with 36% of the country classi-
fied as mountainous. Yet, as Gutiér-
rez argues, in order to understand
the causes and consequences of
population change in Spain, it is far
too simplistic to see this change as
the inevitable outcome of industri-
alization and economic growth;
rather, he shows that each moun-
tain community responded differ-
ently to the economic and social
challenges of the 20th century.
Hence, while the broad pattern of
population decline in Spain is clear,
with mountain villages losing
between 20% and 25% of their pop-
ulation from 1850 to 2000, there is
considerable variation in the timing
and intensity of this decline. Gutiér-
rez examines this variation by com-
paring the experiences of 4 distinct
mountain regions: the north
(Cantabria, Asturias, and Galicia);
the Pyrenees; the interior region
(mountain ranges to the north of
Madrid including those in Burgos,
La Rioja, and Soria); and the south
(the sierras of Andalusia).

The book is based on analysis of
macrosocial data, mainly demo-
graphic and economic indicators.
Gutiérrez begins with an overview
of population decline in the moun-
tainous regions of Spain, and
describes how this is associated with
both aging and masculinization of
the population. The second chapter
focuses on the relationship between
depopulation and economic
change, in which Gutiérrez chal-
lenges the accepted view that, prior
to the 1950s, Spain’s mountain com-
munities were characterized by sub-
sistence farming, with little oppor-
tunity for market practices. In this
largely theoretical chapter Gutiér-
rez describes how many mountain
economies were far more complex
than this, and argues that, rather
than being self-sufficient and self-
contained, many mountain commu-
nities did engage in market prac-
tices and a certain degree of diversi-
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fication. Moreover, practices of tem-
porary migration were common
among many families; even before
Spain’s economic boom, migration
was an important way in which some
mountain communities responded
to economic conditions. Yet, as is
the consistent theme of the book,
the author also describes how dif-
ferent mountain regimes responded
to the challenges of industrializa-
tion, with the northern region lead-
ing the way in terms of diversifica-
tion away from agriculture and into
industry.

Chapter 3 provides a statistical
analysis of how mountain
economies developed from the mid-
19th to the mid-20th century, with
particular focus on the develop-
ment of agriculture and how this
differs between the livestock-based
system in the north and the pre-
dominantly arable system—the clas-
sic Mediterranean trilogy of cereal,
livestock, and vines—in the south.
Gutiérrez relates the different types
of agricultural systems to climatic
factors, although he does also con-
sider, to a limited extent, the impor-
tance of sociocultural factors,
including patterns of land owner-
ship, family structure, and patterns
of inheritance. The chapter ends
with an overview of standards of liv-
ing in mountain communities up to
the mid-20th century which clearly
reveals the rural penalty in the
mountain communities of the
south.

Chapter 4 considers how moun-
tain economies diversified during
the 20th century, comparing both
the timing and the intensity of
diversification. This again reveals
how the south lags behind moun-
tain regimes further north. The ear-
lier diversification of economies in
the north and the Pyrenees was
facilitated by transport networks, as
well as the availability of minerals
and hydroelectric power, but also by
an established culture of diversifica-
tion. This chapter concludes with
an analysis of contemporary stan-
dards of living, and of how diversifi-

cation in the north and the Pyre-
nees is associated with a much less
marked “mountain” penalty com-
pared to the south. The final chap-
ter provides an overview of the
dynamics of population and eco-
nomic change in the different
mountain communities, and, in par-
ticular, of how the timing and inten-
sity of population decline reflect
changes in the structure of moun-
tain economies, which in turn are
determined by geographical and
sociocultural characteristics.

The strength of the book is in
its comparative approach—
although this also raises the ques-
tion of what lessons can be learnt
from the Spanish case, if, as Gutiér-
rez argues, the timing and intensity
of population change is determined
by characteristics of mountain com-
munities. Moreover, the analysis is
quite simplistic and relies strongly
on two-way analysis of different
demographic and economic vari-
ables. There is no attempt to inte-
grate different dimensions in order
to unravel some of the complexities
of the socioeconomic structure of
these communities. Gutiérrez does
not draw on any anthropological
and historical research on moun-
tain communities and family life in
Spain, and his account of popula-
tion decline is very strongly based
on environmental explanations.

Reading the book, I was struck
that conditions in the south, partic-
ularly greater poverty and a larger
population of landless laborers,
would have provided ideal condi-
tions for massive outmigration, and
it is interesting that nevertheless,
population decline has been less
dramatic there than in the more
prosperous regions to the north. Yet
I was not wholly convinced by
Gutiérrez’s explanation, which asso-
ciates these facts with geographical
factors and conditions. Finally, the
maps are not well drawn and con-
tribute very little to the text. For
some reason the legends are
descriptive, which might make them
slightly harder to interpret for a

non-Spanish reader. While the book
will be of considerable interest for
students and researchers of Spanish
socioeconomic history—as the main
conclusions refer to the specificity
of different mountain communities
in Spain—its appeal to a wider read-
ership with an interest in mountain
communities will be more muted.

Development economics and envi-
ronmental science are the
approaches taken in this book’s
treatment of sustainability manage-
ment issues. The authors provide a
set of historical perspectives and
case studies from Nepal’s develop-
ment experience to chart the pro-
gressive adoption of environmental
agendas in its 5-year plans, and to
identify constraints and opportuni-
ties in evolving development prac-
tice. The rationale of the book is
that better integration of knowl-
edge from different development
sectors applied in pro-poor partici-
patory initiatives can direct bureau-
cratic processes towards more effec-
tively managed sustainable out-
comes.

As professional practitioners,
the authors give informative and
factually oriented reviews of the
state of play in matters such as wet-
land conservation, hydropower
schemes, road programs, trail-
bridge technologies, traditional
uses of plants, and the application
of Environmental Impact Assess-
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ment methods. From their insider
perspectives, a huge amount of sta-
tistical and technical data from
gray literature is assembled to give
the reader a sense of the kinds of
knowledge that inform environ-
mental management in Nepal. The
idea of a “crossroad” is brought in
at the conclusion of the book to
signify a new, globally intercon-
nected scenario for thinking about
environmental problems, beyond
the old framework of land degrada-
tion, biodiversity loss, and natural
disasters.

The book suffers from a num-
ber of shortcomings. There is no
sustained, linking argument, or
clarity about its purpose. The qual-
ity of copy-editing is far from meet-
ing international standards. Lax
and inconsistent spelling, includ-
ing of local terms and botanical
species, is abundant, and there is
little flow between the various
chapters. But more seriously, there
is no attempt to address the fact
that, over the last half-century, crit-
ical thresholds in our knowledge of
the environment of Nepal have
been passed. As an example, fig-
ures on rates of soil erosion (p 8),
taken as valid for today, are all
derived from studies carried out in
the 1970s, at the height of the cri-
sis perspective that forecast erosion
and deforestation at a level of
severity that never materialized.
Discussion of the 5-year plan
(1985–1990) refers to “the popula-
tion problem” (p 19), without pick-
ing up on what was signified by this
kind of phrasing, which packed a
host of assumed causal relation-
ships between demography, illitera-
cy, poverty, and often minority eth-
nic status, into a generalized
human threat to ecological integri-
ty. Beyond the book’s fascinating
consideration of green roads, foot-
bridges, and its equivocal position
on benefits left behind by tourism,
its overwhelmingly technocratic
slant fails to recognize the value
that knowledge of Nepal’s irre-
ducibly distinctive geography, bio-

diversity, and sociocultural mix can
offer for thinking creatively about
sustainable development.

As someone on the sociocultur-
al end of the development–environ-
ment spectrum, I see it as an impor-
tant task for the prospect of a sus-
tainable future in Nepal to be able
to negotiate the interface between
globally powerful generic concepts
and categories of environmental
management, and the local,
uniquely configured relationships
that shape perceptions and the
interests people have in particular
environments. Let us look at this
through the example of the book’s
chapters on rural ethnobotanical
knowledge. Here we find “tradi-
tion” and “wisdom” of extensive
plant “lore” attributed to village
people’s “constant association” (p
192) with wild food plants as
“resources.” In the lexicon of the
villagers under discussion (from
the Tamang ethnic group), there is
no equivalent for “resource,” or for
that matter “environment.” To
translate people’s manifold rela-
tionships with the plant world into
the strictly economistic frame of
“resources” only perpetuates a gulf
of misunderstanding between
generic environmental protection
measures and villagers’ intimate
ecological associations. The authors
frequently refer to indigenous
knowledge as not having been com-
prehensively “documented” (p
165), but this implies that some
kind of full inventory could be
made, rather than appreciating
that the knowledge in question
does not operate simply as a body
of information, and derives from
patterns of human–environmental
interaction that are poorly grasped
by the terms available to main-
stream development thinking. In
the dense tangle of meanings and
assumptions about people’s biotic
associations and the view of
resources as prone to degradation,
recognition needs to be given to
both local and global cultural per-
spectives, and to their limited abili-

ties to acknowledge other ways of
seeing the world. In particular, this
concerns the questions of what is to
be protected and who will benefit.
The authors do identify this as a
policy component that has been
inadequately implemented (p 57),
but the reasons may lie deeper than
finding an appropriate incentive
mechanism, and require more
attention to the cultural politics of
translating sustainability to arrive at
effectively devolved environmental
management.

Lastly, the Maoist People’s War
over the last 10 years receives scant
mention. Much development activi-
ty has been curtailed as a result, and
an ever greater sociopolitical split
has opened up between the Kath-
mandu valley and the rural hinter-
land. The crossroad facing Nepal is
whether capacities for managing
social and environmental change
can bridge this geographically
expressed divide between those who
have and those who have not bene-
fited from development funds, sus-
tainable or otherwise.

The author has provided a major
compilation of data relating to all
aspects of watershed functioning
and management in the middle
mountains of Nepal. This includes
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climatological, hydrological, soil
science, sediment transfer, and
socio economic data. It embraces
his own research during a 5-year
secondment to ICIMOD together
with the accumulation of a vast
array of data from across the entire
region of the Hindu Kush–Himalayas,
and their analysis. There are
numerous sketch maps, graphs,
flow diagrams, and data tables (233
Figures and 175 Tables), probably
exceeding by far any comparable
compendium.

The author’s primary concern
is focused on 2 small watersheds
that have been intensely studied
over many years as part of ICI-
MOD’s People and Resource
Dynamics in Mountain Watersheds
of the HK–H (PARDYP) Project. A
series of models is developed and
applied in the larger regional con-
text.

While this study provides more
of the much needed factual infor-
mation for the continuing discourse
on environmental degradation of
the region and its causes, its main
objective is to determine water
availability, water usage, water need,
and future projections. It builds
firmly on the work of the very few
earlier researchers who have
attempted instrumented field inves-
tigations (eg Alford, Gardner, Ger-
rard, Hofer, Schreier, Valdiya, and
Wymann von Dach).

The general conclusions sup-
port much of the earlier work that
refutes the Theory of Himalayan Envi-
ronmental Degradation (THED):

1. Little sediment is transferred
out of the mountain watersheds
into the second and third order
drainage system.

2. “As the correlation between
floods and the agricultural land
[area] is rather low, it is sug-
gested that they [presumably
the mountain farmers] only
contribute marginally to
floods.”

3. “For improved flood manage-
ment and protection down-

stream, flood plain planning
and in-channel conditions are
far more important . . .” than
land use in the mountains.

4. “ . . . human activity of the rural
population of the middle
mountains in Nepal overall sup-
port the stabilization of the
hydrological system.”

5. Future water shortage in the
middle mountains should not
become a significant problem
assuming careful management.

Given the high relevance of this
excellent study to the discourse on
the THED, this reviewer will con-
fine himself to a single cautionary
comment. The author’s first para-
graph, quoting Zurick and Karan
(1999), categorizes Ives and
Messerli (1989) as one extreme of a
debate, with Eckholm (1976) form-
ing the other. He goes on to
explain that Zurick and Karan
object to generalization in a region
of great complexity. I am con-
cerned that this is an insupportable
simplification, as Ives and Messerli
(1989) repeatedly assert the fallacy
of generalization because of the
very complex nature of the region.
The major generalization that they
made in this context was that the
mountain farmer should not be
blamed for mountain environmen-
tal degradation, let alone for down-
stream siltation and increased
flooding. The current study
admirably supports that con-
tention.

The work is a vital contribution
to an understanding of watershed
dynamics in the Himalayan region.
The author is to be congratulated
for his enormous persistence and
scrupulous attention to detail. Nev-
ertheless, this makes for a very
dense text that will demand consid-
erable concentration on the part of
the reader.
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Ecosystems at high altitudes and
high latitudes have attracted the
interest of researchers for many
decades. Particularly the treeline
ecotone is probably one of the most
studied distributional boundaries on
a global scale. Continued advances
in understanding why trees cannot
develop above a certain altitudinal
limit derive from accumulated
knowledge of the abiotic and biotic
environmental factors that become
limiting for tree growth with
increasing elevation. This book gives
an excellent overview of the current
state of the arts regarding interac-
tions between climate, vegetation,
soil and fauna within high mountain
ecosystems. The 12 chapters,
grouped into 4 sections, provide a
synthesis of the general aspects of
soil and vegetation in cold environ-
ments (Section 1, Chapters 1–3)
and focus on treelines in America
(Section 2, Chapters 4–7), Europe
(Section 3, Chapters 8–10), and Asia
(Section 4, Chapters 11 and 12).

Chapter 1 provides general
guidelines for describing soil pro-
files in mountain ecosystems, taking
account of their great heterogeneity
due to microtopography, vegetation,
etc. The focus is mainly on soil
parameters that are crucial when
considering soil plant interactions.
Plant life in cold environments, for
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example in polar regions, is mainly
limited by heat deficiency due to low
temperatures and short growing sea-
sons. In such environments, the
need for plants to maximize their
metabolic efficiency gives rise to spe-
cialization and physiological and
morphological adaptations. Chapter
2 of the book focuses on physiologi-
cal limits and genetic responses,
based on the fact that barriers to dis-
tribution always present an evolu-
tionary challenge. On the other
hand, the Earth’s climate has
warmed significantly during the past
decades, and the observed increase
in surface temperature appears to be
most pronounced in ecosystems at
high altitudes and high latitudes.
Observed climate-induced changes
in the altitudinal distribution of
plant species and communities in
the treeline ecotone, as well as at the
upper altitudinal limit of plant life,
are described in Chapter 3.

Chapters 4 to 7 deal with
regional treeline studies in Ameri-
ca. The regeneration of whitebark
pine at the timberline in the North
American Rockies, along with rela-
tionships between landform and
seedling recruitment, are discussed
in Chapter 4, while Chapter 7
explores the impact of the Clark’s
nutcracker on whitebark pine.
Species composition and structure
of Nothofagus forests at the timber-
line in the southern Andes are
described in Chapter 5. The influ-
ence of the pocket gopher, a subter-
ranean herbivore rodent, on soil
and vegetation patterns on Niwot
Ridge in the Colorado Front Range
is reported on in Chapter 6.

Regional treeline studies in
Europe deal with humus forms and
reforestation of an abandoned pas-
ture in the Swiss Central Alps
(Chapter 8), explore a tree-ring
record from 320 to 1994 AD from
Norway (Chapter 9), and conclude
with a discussion of woodland recol-
onization and postagricultural
development in Italy (Chapter 10).

The two final contributions
deal with isolated mountain forests

in Central Asian dryland areas
(Chapter 11) and provide a review
of geographical and ecological
aspects at the upper timberline in
the Himalayas, Hindu Kush, and
Karakorum (Chapter 12).

As noted by the editors, this col-
lection of studies carried out in
mountain ecosystems is dedicated
to Prof. F.-K. Holtmeier—who
“infected” many of his students with
the “mountain virus” before retiring
in 2004—as a thank you for his
excellent supervision of research on
a cold, but nevertheless fascinating
environment. However, it is the
compilation of information and
insights that make this textbook a
significant contribution to litera-
ture on high mountain ecosystems.

Part of any monograph is the adver-
tising and promotion that goes
along with it, conventionally con-
ducted by the publisher on behalf
of the writer. While anyone who has
written a book would support a fel-
low author in an honest attempt to
generate a little hype on the back
flap of their first book, some such
“blurbs” go a little too far. Clint
Rogers has regrettably fallen into
this trap. Deploying words such as
“striking” and “extraordinary”
about the community whose eco-
nomic opportunism he documents,

the book is inflatingly described as
a “must-read” with “beautiful photo-
graphs” of “perhaps the most enig-
matic … valley in the high moun-
tains of the Himalaya.” While all too
many monographs fail to live up to
their back cover summaries, the
blurb accompanying Secrets of Man-
ang does at least give the reader a
sense of what is coming: back-slap-
ping good cheer about the entre-
preneurial acumen of the business-
men of Manang.

Rogers contends that the Nyis-
hangte (people of Manang) are a
uniquely successful Himalayan com-
munity, particularly from an eco-
nomic perspective. The group’s his-
torical economic success, he sug-
gests, “largely boils down to its
members having been fortunate
opportunists who aggressively took
advantage of privileges afforded
them by the central government to
develop and exploit certain com-
mercial interests” (p 185). It may be
on account of Rogers’ background
in two disciplines (business as well
as geography) that he is comfort-
able using terms such as “oppor-
tunist,” “aggressive,” and “exploit”
with no disapproval intended, but
these word choices leave me, as the
reviewer, slightly uncomfortable.
The book wavers precariously
between ecological determinism
(all is explained by good fortune
and location) and economic tri-
umphalism (it is what you make of
the cards that you are dealt, a rags
to riches narrative), and simply fails
to convince.

There are essentially three
problems with this book. First,
Rogers is inclined towards a form of
Nyishangte exceptionalism which is
as historically unfounded as it is
analytically weak for explaining the
phenomena that he encounters in
Manang. He contends that Nepal “is
painfully short of entrepreneurial
communities with a track record of
economic success” (p 1), but what
then of the Newar, Sherpa, and
Thakali, each of whom have every
reason to be called “entrepreneur-
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ial” and who have received consid-
erable attention for their economic
acumen? It is incorrect to suggest,
as Rogers does, that “Nepal’s
Himalayan highlands are generally
characterized by a low level of com-
mercial activity” (p 68). Second,
while deeply immersed in Manang’s
socioeconomic history, Rogers
appears ill-versed in wider
Himalayan scholarship. How else
can we explain his suggestion that
“it is not certain whether the use of
Gurung and Ghale surnames [by
the Nyishangte] actually reflects his-
torical origins or whether these sur-
names were adopted…” (p 14; they
are without a doubt adopted), and
his statement about the word Bhotia
as a term which “derives from Bhot,
an old Hindu word for Tibetan” 
(p 88; Hindu is not a language, and
Bhotia derives from written Tibetan
bod)? Third, Rogers’ 204 pages
offer little data or analysis that can
be termed genuinely new or differ-
ent from earlier writings such as
those by von Fürer-Haimendorf
(1975 and 1983), van Spengen
(1987 and 2000), and Watkins
(1996). Secrets of Manang reads like
the master’s or doctoral dissertation
that it is, in which the author posi-
tions himself in the field and reca-
pitulates a lot of old ground. When

Rogers rhetorically asks, on page
63, “before we begin delving into
the subject of entrepreneurship, it
seems reasonable to ask the ques-
tion, ‘why bother?’,” I feel com-
pelled to agree.

I am a committed advocate of
publishing the products of academ-
ic scholarship in the countries
where the research was conducted.
The publishing industry of Nepal
has weathered the country’s recent
social and political turmoil and con-
tinues to grow from strength to
strength. Alongside old favorites
such as Ratna Pustak Bhandar, new
publishing houses sprung up in the
democratic 1990s, often along with
family-run bookshops, such as
Himal Books and Mandala. The lat-
ter imprint now has an impressive
backlist of monographs and edited
collections written by foreign schol-
ars working in the Himalayas,
including the work presently under
review. While the benefits of pub-
lishing in Nepal are transparent—
cost, availability, and speed—there
can be drawbacks, namely a ques-
tionable review process and variable
quality.

Secrets of Manang occupies an
uneasy middle ground, somewhere
between sober academic scholar-
ship on the one hand and more

popular, even romantic, travel writ-
ing on the other hand. If readers
are attracted to this style, or have
found it hard to locate the far
more significant works cited above,
then Rogers’ book has something
to recommend it, if only as an
overview to the socioeconomic
structures of the Manangba com-
munity. If, however, readers are
seeking an insightful and original
commentary on one of Nepal’s
trading communities, they will
surely be disappointed.
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