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COMMUNICATION 

Colonialism, Capitalism and Deforestation 

WHILE we are in general agreement with the overall thrust of Gopa 
Joshi's paper ("Forests and Forest Policy in India", Social Scientist, 
No 116, January, 1983, pp 43-52), there are several issues arising from 
her treatment that need to be clarified. 

(1) Regarding the century old history of deforestation in 

India, and its causes, it is basically false to posit the issue as being 
one of Forest Department (FD) versus the forest dweller. On the 
contrary, one must try to understand the process whereby forest 
communities have been subjected to a progressive loss of control over 
their natural resource base by both the colonial and post-colonial 
state. The task is to analyse, on the one hand, the social imperatives 

(of changing class relations) that have dictated state forestry practices, 
and on the other, the alienation of man from nature that has been the 
result of these practices. The situation whereby the propertied class 
destroys forests (and natural resources in general) through its profli- 
gacy, and the propertyless through lack of alternatives, is germane to 
capitalism, particularly of the underdeveloped sort 1 The history of 
deprivation of forest communities is a complex process that needs to 
be unravelled-and not sidestepped by putting the blame either on 
the tribals (as official/ruling class circles do) or on the FD (as Joshi 

does). It can also be pointed out that the success of panchayati 
forests in Garhwal, as mentioned by Joshi, has been made possible 
precisely where relatively homogeneous village communities have 
retained control over their forests. 

Joshi's contention that "the maximum harm is done to the 
forests by the contractual method of exploiting the forest wealth" 

(p 48) is a corollary of her unhistorical and idealist approach. It has 
been correctly observed: "Contractors are not the cause of defores- 
tation and tribal exploitation. They are only the symptoms and the 
tools of (the) process of commercialisation."2 The compulsions of 
profit maximisation foster a basic contradiction between capitalism 
and the rational and sustainable use of natural resources in India; the 
situation is further complicated by the competing claims to forest 
produce exercised by the mercantile/industrial bourgeoisie and the 
forest dwellers for whom the produce of the forests often constitutes 
the difference between starvation and subsistence. As such, the call 
to abolish the contractor system or for the FD to change its ways are 
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not solutions in themselves-they beg the question of the structural 
changes necessary if the continuing process of ecological degradation 
is to be reversed. 

(2) A consequence of the approach outlined above would be 
the endeavour to see the history of Indian forestry in terms of the 
social forces that mould state policy. While making a reference to 
the "capitalists who are the main beneficiaries of the current forest 

policy" (p 51) towards the end of her paper, Joshi concentrates her 
fire on the FD. We are told that of the six paramount needs enume- 
rated in the 1952 Forest Policy statement, the last two, namely, the 

supply of forest produce for defence, communications and industry, 
and the realisation of maximum annual revenue consistent with needs 

(1) to (5) "have been the main concern of the forest department" 
(p 48. Emphasis added) and as for the propagation of fast growing 
species, "here also, the forest department has been influenced by the 
British forest policy" (p 51).3 

Here too, in implying that it is the FD which is unable to shrug 
off the colonial heritage, Joshi misses the wood for the trees. Although 
the interests behind the formation and execution of state forest policy 
may have differed, the methods used have been strikingly similar in 
the colonial and post-colonial periods. Colonial methods of forest 

working, and the inter-related principles of state monopoly right and 
exclusion of forest communities, on which they are based, have been 

consciously adopted by the Indian state to serve the classes whom it 

represents. The draft forest act is a good example of how state 

forestry practices have adopted and further strengthened the principles 
of colonial forest administration. While all sections of the two 

previous Acts of 1878 and 1927 have been retained (except the 

preamble), 57 new ones, in accordance with the needs of the ruling 
classes, have been added. 

The F D is merely the organ of the state which assigns it 
certain tasks.4 Yet it has been the target of "universal condemna- 
tion" and Joshi's analysis adds fuel to the fire. The department 
itself is feeling increasingly concerned, and as one senior official has 

recently pointed out: "Whether it is the forest industrialist, the 
elected representative of people in legislatures, the tribal, the 

villager, other government agencies and departments concerned with 
forests like animal husbandry, agriculture, irrigation and power or 
the newly formed (environmental) groups. none has a good word to 

say about foresters and their attitudes. Each, of course, has its own 
reasons which are often contradictory to each other."5 

(3) There exist certain factual errors in Joshi's presentation. 
Talking about popular movements against forest restrictions in the 
UP Himalyas, she says: "The strength of the movement was such 
that in 1908 after police firing on the people resisting British control 
over their forests at Tilari in Uttarkhand region, Sir John Hewett 
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had to make a declaration at the Darbar held at Bareilly on 
November 2, 1908, that the 'Government has no desire to make 
money out of the forests in Kumaon and intends to spend for the 
people of Kumaon' " (pp 47-48). 

The above quote has several inaccuracies: 
a) The police firing referred to occured in Tilari in the year 

1930, not 1908 as cited above. 
b) Tilari (in what is now Uttarkashi district) then formed part 

of the Tehri-Garhwal state, and the villagers were protesting against 
restrictions on the customary use of the forests imposed by the FD 
of the Tehri raja.6 Although the British had leased certain forests 
of Tehri Garhwal in the period 1865-1925, from the latter date the 
raja worked the forests exclusively for his own profit.7 The people 
were thus protesting not against British control, but against 
oppression by the raja and his officials. 

c) The statement correctly attributed to Sir John Hewett was 
made not as a result of any movement, but to mitigate the discontent 
anticipated at the announcement of the decision of the United 
Provinces government to reserve the Kumaon forests.8 These forests 
were reserved under settlement operations carried out in the period 
1911-1917, and there did occur widespread movements following 
(and not preceding) the beginnings of organised commercial forestry 
in Kumaon and Garhwal.9 

Lastly, one may also question the assertion that under colonial 
rule "the dense forests were ruthlessly felled to be used as sleepers 
for railway lines and paper-pulp for manufacturing paper" (p 43). 
In India, although railway expansion did have a substantial impact on 
forests, the first paper mill (set up in 1882) was based on imported 
wood pulp. The suitability of bamboo as a pulping material was 
discovered in 1919, and the production of 92,400 tonnes of paper in 
1948 mainly depended on this source. The impact of the paper 
industry on deforestation has been far greater in the post-independence 
period, with production running currently around 1.2 million tonnes 
per annum, while the use of wood fibre in the paper industry actually 
dates only from 1962 onwards.10 

Lest it be thought that we are harping on apparently trivial 
issues, it may be recalled that one devastating footnote was enough to 
question the bonafides of what remains one of the most influential 
Marxist works on India, R P Dutt's India Today. 1 Only by recognising 
(embarrassing lhough it may be) that the government of independent 
India has come down harder on the forest dweller than its British 
predecessor, and through the rigorous adherence to facts, can rhetoric 
against colonialism and imperialism be invested with any meaning. 

RAMACHANDRA GUHA* 

*Sociology Groulp, ndian institute of Management, Calcutta 
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1 See F Sandbach, Environment: ideology andpolicy, Oxford, 1980, and the pre- 
sent writer's review of this book ("Ecological crises and ecological move- 
ments: a bourgeois deviation"), Econamic and Political Weekly, December 25. 
1982. 

2 People's Union forDemocratic Rights, Undeclared Civil War, Delhi, 1982, p 12. 
3 In any case, the practice of clear felling of existing forests to plant quick 

growing exotic species (such as eucalyptus and tropical pines) is strictly a 
post-1950 phenomenon. Given the retarded nature of industrial development 
in the colonial period, there was no need to resort to such practices. At the 
time, the growth of favoured indigenous species (e g, teak, sal, chirpine, 
deodar) utilised for railways, trade and military purposes was encouraged at 
the expense of other co-existing (so-called "inferior") species by ordinary 
silvicultural methods of cleaning, tending, girdling, etc. 

4 It is not our intention to exonerate the FD or give it a clean chit. What we 
are stressing is that any erquiry into Indian forestry must begin by investi- 
gating how in different situations, the FD is assigned appropriate tasksby the 
state. 

5 D N Misra, "Current management concepts in forestry", in E G Hallsworth 
(ed), Socio-economic effects and constraints in tropical forest management, New 
York, 1982, p 198. This quote makes clear the pitfalls of an approach that 
echoes other state bodies and politicians who are quick to blame the FD for its 
"corruptibility", "inefficiency", and "short-sighted commcrcial orientation". 

6 The agitation leading to the Tilari incident has been described in S C Dabral, 
Garhwal Ka Itihas (in Hindi), volume 6, Dugadda, Garhwal, (n a), pp 310 ff. 

7 See E C Mobbs, Working Plan for the Tons Forest Divition, Tehri-Garhwlal State 
1925-46, Allahabad, 1926. 

8 "Recommendations of the Kumaun forest grievances committee in the United 
Prov nces", in File No 522 of 1922, Nos 10-24, Procecdings A, June 1922, 
Department of Revenue and Agriculture (Forests), National Archives of India, 
Kumaon in the statement by Hewett referred to the Kumaon revenue division, 
incorporating the districts of Naini Tal, Almora and Briti.h Garlhlal. 

9 These movements occured in 1916, 1921, and 1931. See, iinter alia, EA 
Smyth es, India's Forest Wealth, London, 1925; F C Ford Robertson, Our 
Forests, Allahabad, 1936, and the source cited in footnote. 

10 Personal communication from Dr S R D Guha. One tonne of paper requires 
about three tonnes of raw meterial. The diversion of bamboo towards the 
paper industry has deprived a large number of rural artisans of a source of 
livelihood-another example of the deleterious impact of commercialisation 
in a situation where capitalism is imposed from above (see M Gadgil, Rauf 
Ali, and S N Prasad, Forest Management in India: a critical review, Bombay, 
1982). 
Broadly the same situation existed in the other colonies in Asia and Africa, 
where the colonial rulers were not really interested in encouraging the use 
of local raw material for paper manufacture in these dependencies, which, 
on the contrary, provided a market for paper manufactured in the metro- 
politan countries. 

11 See D Kumar, Land and Caste in South India, Cambridge, 1965. 
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