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People, Plants, and Justice (People) is a study in the political ecology of tropical 
nations, with an emphasis on tropical plant resources in the international 
marketplace.  It contains a formal introduction, two introductory chapters, and 12 
case studies.  Maps accompany the case studies and save the reader from 
cross-referencing an atlas.  People concludes with a summarizing and 
synthesizing overview that is inexplicably classified as one of the case studies.   
 
The typical case study includes an overview of the geographic and historic 
setting, a summary of the plant’s biology or ecology, an overview of the relevant 
parties (typically a local culture, an extractive industry, and a government 
agency), a description of the production and marketing process, and an 
assessment of the cultural, economic, and political outcomes.  Most chapters 
conclude with recommendations for institutional reform that are intended to 
increase equitability.  Emphases reflect the diverse backgrounds of the authors, 
among whom are anthropologists, geographers, ecologists (human and non), 
economists, and others with transdisciplinary interests.  The experience and 
knowledge of the authors is impressive and People is a well-documented book, 
leaving the reader confident of the accuracy therein and able to cross-reference 
other sources if necessary.  Its style is similar to that of a special edition of a 
peer-reviewed, interdisciplinary journal.   
 
Presumably intended for an audience of scholars and tropical policy analysts, 
People is not an “enjoyable read”; most of it is matter-of-fact to the point of 
dryness.  Exceptions are found in some of the historical accounts, however, and 
in the activist spirit found between the lines of some authors.  Also, Chapter 7 is 
accompanied by artwork pertaining to the damar agroforestry of Krui that 
hearkens back to the how-to knowledge and style of the 20th century naturalists.   
 
People is especially well suited to graduate students of political ecology or, more 
precisely, the political economy of tropical ecology.  Policy design theorists would 
probably classify People as “critical theory”; the case study authors do a 
remarkable job of investigating the nooks and crannies of global capitalism for 
oppressive motives and actors.  A few of the chapters have a decidedly Marxist 
flavor.  For example, the chapter on the live fish trade in the Togean Islands 
begins with an epigraph denigrating the “bourgoisie” and concludes, “Thus, 
where the bureaucracy is constituted not only as the handmaiden of capital, but 
also as the incarnation of capital, it becomes a key site itself for the production of 
economic and social inequality” (p. 254).  This chapter turns out to be quite 
revealing, and many readers may find themselves questioning not only the 
ecological and cultural merits of globalization but of capitalism itself.  (Public 



choice theorists will inevitably disagree, putting the onus on “market failure” 
induced by corrupt governments.) 
 
For all but graduate students and policy wonks, People will be too jargon-laden 
and far too detailed to maintain attention.  For example, few indeed will find it 
useful to know that “a total of 11,537 tonnes [of Prunus africana] sold during the 
six-year period from 1986 to 1991” (p. 321).  This indicates the utility of the book, 
however, for students interested in particular species, cultures, governments, and 
markets; i.e., this is the type of book that may be purchased for the sake of one 
thorough chapter.  (It may also be prone to photocopying.)  
 
One of the better-written chapters is Bronwyn Parry’s concluding, “The Fate of 
the Collections: Social Justice and the Annexation of Plant Genetic Resources”.  
Parry creatively describes the historic role of plant collecting in shaping the 
political economy of western civilization.  Parry is convincing in her claim that 
natural history collections evolved into “a systematically organized body of 
information about the coastlines, flora, fauna, language, and cultures of distant 
peoples.  This information could be employed to re-create, within particular 
centers in Europe, a scaled-down universe that could be surveyed panoptically.  
It is here that the interdependent relationship between the social and spatial 
dynamics of collecting (and thus of annexation and monopolization) becomes 
more apparent” (p. 378).  Parry’s subsequent emphasis on the transition to an 

“information economy”  including its manifestation in biotechnology  is a bit 
overstated, but such overstatement is common to a wide range of literature 
today. 
 
The most glaring shortcoming of People is the total lack of attention to, or even 
explicit acknowledgement of, the issue of economic scale.  As such, People 
serves as a microcosm of the ecological economics movement which, in a 
departure from Herman Daly’s early focus on the steady state economy, seems 
to be overshadowing scale issues with equity and valuation issues.  The index 
contains not a single entry rooted in “econ”, much less “economic growth.”  As 
such, conservationists interested primarily in the sustainability of tropical 
ecosystems will find People less relevant than sociologists interested primarily in 

the justice  or lack thereof  of global capitalism.  However, People contains 
some useful messages even for the former class of potential readers.  
Conservationists from the natural sciences are notorious for cultural and political 
naiveté, which on one hand takes the form that conservation can be applied 
patronizingly from abroad, and on the other that community control over 
resources is a sufficient condition for conservation.  People amply undermines 
each oversimplification, but fails to point out that, no matter how much short-term 
equity is achieved via institutional reform, conservation is doomed to failure in a 
world of nations that espouse increasing production and consumption of goods 
and services.  As the unbridled economic growth championed by neoclassical 
economics and global corporate interests continues to liquidate natural capital 
and eliminate options, equity takes on an increasingly temporal aspect: i.e., our 



prosperity vs. posterity.  Thus People, even with its focus on equity, would have 
been greatly improved by a concluding chapter on the ecological economics of 
sustainability. 
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