
This document is downloaded from DR‑NTU (https://dr.ntu.edu.sg)
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore.

Environment and media : problems and issues

Tripathi, Satyendra.

1989

Tripathi, S. (1989). Environment and media : problems and issues. In AMIC‑NCDC‑BHU
Seminar on Media and the Environment : Varanasi, Feb 26‑Mar 1, 1989. Singapore: Asian
Mass Communication Research and Information Centre.

https://hdl.handle.net/10356/86421

Downloaded on 23 May 2023 10:12:25 SGT



Environment & Media: Problems & Issues 

By 

Satyendra Tripathi 

Paper No.7 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



ENVIRONMENT & MEDIA 

Problems & Issues 

DR.SATYENDRA TR1PATHI 

Defence of the environment is one of the most pressing problems of today. 

Tension and even crisis situations have arisen more than once in manking's relationship 

with nature during its historical evolution, but in recent decades there have been qualitative 

shifts in the character of these relations. Today we have reached cr i t ical points in several 

areas of man's impact on nature - the ecological situation as its exists in our day is unique 

as regards both its significance for humanity as a whole and the character of the tasks 

it is raising before society. The progressive development and very existence of modern 

civi l ization depend on a constructive solution of the problem of man's relations with his 

habitat. 

Al l during man's relationship with nature a most important factor determining 

the status of civil isation on the t ime vector of human history has been the level of develop

ment of scientif ic knowledge and the spiritual climate of the age. And each age has added 

its touches to interpretation of the ecological problem. The idea of the unity of man 

and nature has been kernel of most of the conceptual constructs of the thinkers of the 

past who tried to : picture the ecological contours of society's development in philosophical, 

scienti f ic, or poetic form. 

THE ORIGIN OF THE iVIODERN ECOLOGICAL SITUATION : 

The history of the rise and development of civil isation is linked with the 

environment and its transformation under the impact of man's activity with objects. 

Visualisation of the genesis of the processes of anthropogenic transformation of physical 

habitat is obviously a complicated type of research presupposing study of various factors 

(scientific, culturological, sociological, etc.). We shall touch simply on the natural historical 

and historico-philosophical aspects of i t . 

In primit ive times man's practical activity with objects was insignificant 

compared with his biological, consumptive act iv i ty. Only materials and instruments pi 

labour 'given' by nature were involved in the material process. This was the period when, 

as Engels put i t , 'the appropriation of natural products, ready for use, predominated.' 

But, through satisfaction of his elementary biological needs, primit ive man widened his 

exchange with the environment, which ult imately led to the rise of ecological contradictions. 

PROF.SATYENDRA TRIPATHI : Director, Centre for Integrated Rural Development, 

Banaras Hindu University, Varanasi. 
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The whole range of modern archaeological, palaeontological, and anthropolo

gical research is bringing out the essential interconnection between the environment, 

material culture, and the evolution of Homo-sapiens. The ecological approach to anthro

pogenesis, moreover, is providing much data for the following conclusion: the process 

of anthropogenesis is linked with an appreciable transformation of the environment. In 

Budyko's view palaeological man already had a substantial effect on the ratio of the spiecies 

of the animal world. And experts think that out ancestors were intuitively forced to observe 

definite ecological l imitat ions. 

The most important events, however, ecological-wise, that took place in 

prehistoric times were linked with large-scale natural changes affecting the settlement 

of man and the origin and development of his act iv i ty. Historians distinguish more than 

a dozen essential changes of cl imate on the Earth since the appearance of man; several 

of them are clearly associated with the spread of effects of an anthropogenous character 

(this refers, for example, to modern views of the disappearance of several ancient c iv i l i 

sations, and of the origin of the Sahara). The development of these large-scale negative 

ecological processes, incidentally can seemingly only be linked with anthropogenesis with 

certain reservations. But there is no doubt that adverse ecological phenomena largely 

occured during the evolution of man and the socio-economic development of society as 

a function of human act iv i ty . 

During the Middle ages, the processes of man's interaction with his habitat 

were sharpened by the growth of towns. In the mediaeval town, as described by historians, 

the ecological picture was quite unattractive; f i l t h , the spread of epidemics, etc. During 

the sixteenth to the end of the nineteenth centuries a considerable part of Europe's forests 

were obliterated through the extension of man's productive act iv i ty. 

Even a cursory glance at the natural-historical aspect of the ecological 

problem shows that there are records of it in one form and degree or another at various 

stages of social development. The exacerbation of the ecological situation, by becoming 

a component to some extent of each stage in human history, promoted improvement of 

the technical and sociocultural level of development of civilisation and 'removal' of the 

crit ical character of the man/environment relation in a given historical period (the subs

titution of coal for wood as fuel led not only to an increase in society's energy potential 

but also a suspension of the destruction of forests in Europe). 

It is quite natural that the natural-history interpretation of the origin of 

the ecological situation is interwined with historico-philosophical analysis of i t . The problem 

of the relations between man and nature found essential reflection in the socio-cultural 

maxims and philosophical systems of the past. 
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An idea ol the harmonious unity of man and nature, within which the processes 

ol Ihcir relations weir interpreted mainly l ioin an anthropological standpoint, was typical 

of the philosophy of antiquity. The whole world was pictured as a single 'tr ibal community'; 

the greek science of 'nature' was undivided. We can consider this idea, perhaps, as a most 

fundamental one, relating equally to both Western and oriental civi l isation. But, while 

the idea of the harmonious unity of man and nature hardly lost its predominant significance 

with time at the level of 'Oriental consciousness', 'Western consciousness', by proposing 

its own interpretation of objective reality, gradually rejected the idea's all-embracing 

status. 

Along with ideas fixing man's historical, harmonious mutual connection 

with his habitat an idea also developed in the philosophical constructs of antiquity that 

postulated a l imi tat ion in principle of nature's possibilities of ' satisfying the subject's 

material needs. The anthropological approach to evaluating the identity of man and nature 

resulted in consolidating the position of adherents of the conception of the inevitable 

'exhastibil ity' of the environment. In the treaties of representatives of contemporaneous 

agricultural science (Varro, Cato and others) a thesis is traceable of the responsibility 

by no means of a divine being for preservation of the environment but of man. In one 

of the oldest known 'anarchic systems', that of Antiphontus, nature is considered above 

the laws, and counterposed even to the state. 

In mediaeval times the mythological, philosophical approach to analysis 

of the relations betweenman and nature inherent in antiquity began to be replaced by 

a religio-philosophical doctrine; between man and nature there 'appeared' the' Bible. 

During the Renaissance, especially in its early stages, a humanist-anthro

pological approach dominated interpretation of the interaction of subject and object, 

within the context of which antiquity's idea of the unity of man and nature was developed. 

This unity was based on pantheistic and aesthetico-humanist principles; in Utopian works 

(Sir Thomas More, Campanella, etc.) the aesthetics of, for example, the urban landscape 

corresponds to man's physical and spiritual standards of beauty. 

CAPITLISM AND ENVIRONMENT CRISIS : 

The consequences of the ecological crisis in developed capitalist countries, 

which go far beyond state frontiers, can not help but give rise to general concern. They 

are the object of scientists' close attention social scientists, analysing the origin of the 

ecological crisis in the West, have been disclosing its inner connection with capitalism's 

laws of development and antagonistic contradictions. Science and l ife itself are convincingly 

demonstrating the flimsiness of capitalist ideologists' attempts to shift responsibility for 

rapacious exploitation of natural resources from capitalism and colonialims and to pose 

the ecological crisis, which stems from capitalist production's drive for maximum profit 
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and lowering of costs of production. This leads to a consumer att i tude to nature, to a 

drive to convert the physical environment into a collection of means lor the ends ol 

capitalist accumulation. Such a tendency is disruptive from both the social and the ecological 

point of view. 

The aggravation of the ecological situation in capitalist countries is now 

taking place in the context of capitalism's deep general crisis. Its inability to create 

effective social mechanisms against the menace of an ecological crisis is new evidence 

of the constitutional weakness of this social system, as wel l , in its attempts to cope with 

the negative results of its anarchic development. It is not surprising, therefore, that the 

ecological problematic has become an important component of the polit ical programmes 

of various progressive parties and mass movements, in their fight' for peace, democracy, 

and social progress. The idea of the need to organise society's rational control over the 

processes of a spontaneous, anarchic impact on nature has taken hold of broad strata 

of public in the West, who are actively involved in nature conservancy act iv i ty. More 

and more realistically thinking members of progressive circles are coming to the conclusion 

that effect ive implementing of the principles of rational use of nature is possible only 

in certain social conditions oriented on satisfying the material, spiritual, and ecological 

needs of the individual. 

Capitalist ideologists and politicians, on the contrary, are striving to subordinate 

the mass movement for defence of the environment to their own ends, and to gloss over 

and blur the close connection between the ecological crisis and the set of contradictions 

typical of modern capitalist society, to divert the masses of the working people (especially 

the youth) from their class interests, and to convert the movement into a purely 'conser

vationist' one. The ecological problematic is thus clearly being converted into a field 

of acute pol i t ical struggle and clash of interests of social movements and polit ical parties. 

The attempts to give a social interpretation of today's ecological situation, 

and the search for ways of overcoming i t , have given rise to contradictory processes in 

capitalist ideology. 

On the other hand, there is the use of the ecological problematic as the 

basis to modernise or create new conceptual constructs, and to revise and even reject 

ideological and theoretical orientations predominant not long ago. There is clearly, for 

instance, a decline in technocratic idealogy. While optimistic moods clearly dominated 

a decade ago, now technological pessimism has markedly gained the ascendance. The notorious 

idea of the ' l imits of growth' has arisen, i.e., the idea of certain l imits of social development, 

allegedly inherent in nature itself and the development of modern technology, the idea 

of a maturing 'ecological catastrophe'; hence certain attempts to proclaim the need to 

create a 'society of zero growth', or an 'equilibrium society', in which consumption would 
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be frozen and economic growth suspended. Adherents of the 'quality of l i fe ' theory make 

an absolute of the significance of the ecological components in the structure of social 

development. 

On the other hand there are increasing attempts to employ the discussion 

of socio-ecological problems to throw doubts on the main directions of the development 

of socialism. An ecological variant of the 'theory of convergence' has arisen, whose followers 

allege that the character of the consequences of man's interaction with nature are identical 

in opposing socio-economic formations. 

Finally, various Utopian interpretations of the essence of today's ecological 

problems and ways of dealing with them through a turn to previously experienced forms 

of social organisation and modes of living have gained wide currency. Ideas of a better 

future state of 'natural ' human intercourse within the context of a. communal civil isation, 

forced de-urbanisation, and complete suppression of industrial development. 

It is used to be thought the crisis trends in the structure of the relations 

between man and nature were mainly linked with the developed countries, but it is now 

obvious that ecological diff iculties are no less typical of Afro-Asian and Latin American 

countries as wel l . Much work st i l l has to be done to clari fy the specific features of the 

ecological situation in developing countries connected with the forms of economic development, 

population growth rates, national traditions, etc. The problem of a new world economic 

order which is being actively discussed in both developed and developing countries, includes 

an essential ecological element. 

COMMUNICATION AND ENVIRONMENT : 

Communication has a great role to play in curbing the environmental problem. 

Since mass communication is structured by and functions in relation to a social nexus 

and is viewed as a factor bearing on individual and social behaviour, the role of mass 

communication is affected by the mode of production on which the society is based. The 

society which is 'overdetermined' by the capitalistic mode of production impregnates 

the mass communication with its dangerous dualistic philosophy towards nature. 

Ecological dualism starts with the basic proposition that 'man's genesis 

has appeared from its very start as a process of the differentiation from nature of a 

natural, rational creature over and above nature'. This idea has given rise ot six kinds 

of dualistic extremes inunderstanding of the man nature relation or behaviour of social 

man towards nature. Firstly, the process of man's interaction with nature is conceived 

as a process of taming the conquering nature. Secondly, the conception of ecological 

pessimism (that man's sins against nature, constantly accumulating, have gone beyond 

all permissible bound and that, whatever men undertake, they are already doomed to death) 

is a form of modern ecological dualism. Thirdly, it believes in the movement for cnvi-
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ronmental protection/conservation obscuring the meaning of movement. It seems as if 

the defence of nature is some kind of metaphysical principle of timeless maintenance 

of the status quo in nature. Fourthly, the interpretation of the environment as an external 

envelope of man's being also follows the line of dualist methodological extremes. Nature 

is always considered to be the external surrounding of man. Fi f thly, dualistic limitations 

in analysis of the 'man-nature' problem are also manifested in the gap between the social 

and the naturalist's approach to the inter-relationship of man and nature. Finally, the 

serious methodological danger is associated with that aspect of the dualist approach that 

can be called socio-cultural dualism. This, kind of illusory construction is built on the 

thesis that the ecological crisis is the outcome of the technological civi l ization and that 

the way out consists in going over to a technological type of civi l izat ion. 

It seems, all these problems originate from the basic fallacy of treating 

environment as something different and external to man. This gives rise to the dichotomous 

concepts like tamer and tamed and encourage us on our human victories over nature. 

During the British rule and after that, the modernisation process steadily transformed 

nature and the driving force for this transformation arises out of the modification of 

the nature. The processes of modernisation, industrialisation and the penetration of cash 

economy generated the 'commodification of nature'. From here science and technology 

started determining the human value in a greater way. 

This technological progress in the f ield of mass communication are not 

yet, for pol i t ical and economic reasons, within the reach of everyone. For many scientific 

discoveries and technological innovations were ini t iated, and may be controlled for a long 

t ime to come, by a small number of countries, by a few transnational firms and by the 

ruling minor i ty. This disparity has influenced the mode of operation of the mass media, 

which in turn stands as a barrier to the democratisation of communication. 

Indian communications are mainly exposed to the American model of communi

cations which can be called 'Communicator based, unindirectional manipulative'. The 

marketing and advertising and public relations culture of the U.S. attempts mainly., to 

influence and manipulate the audience. It is this kind of communication which covert 

dialogue into monologue, breaks down human relationships, make people aggressive and 

violent and creates extensive social tensions. 

The structure of society has changed from orthogenetic to heteragenetic, 

mechanical to organic solidarity, 'geminschaft to gesellschaft'. This has broaden the tradi

tional frame of references of the people. The cohesiveness and collective feeling have 

been replaced by individualism and self-centeredness. There are marginal structures 

which have been created during the process of tranformation. Therefore, different types 

of media have to be evolved for creating the social awareness towards environmental problems. 
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The traditional society like India, where modern media have penetrated 

vast areas, the older forms (traditional communication) maintain their validity, particularly 

when used to influence attitudes, instigate action and promote change. The traditional 

media consisting of folk theatre, dance, socio-cultural performances, and discourses are 

much useful for the Indian situation for the popularisation of environmental ideology. 

These media are quite popular with the people. They offer a varied fare suited to the 

region and culture of their place of performance. They speak the language of their audience 

and so can convey messages in the characteristic idiom and style. In fact, these advantages 

enable them to collect sizeable rural audiences consisting of various segments of rural 

society. 

However, the use of traditional media for creating awareness has to be 

carefully assessed. Generally, the performers lack formal education and though they are 

otherwise qualified for the job they do, they may f indit d i f f icul t to convey complex ideas 

on science and technology in a simple manner. The audience can easily be misled or misinformed. 

If they do information programme frequently, they may even earn the dubious distinction 

of being government agents of propaganda. 

Whatever may be the drawbacks the traditional media is best suited for 

the Indian situation. But the way modern media is expanding, it is erroneous to completely 

do away with i t . Therfore, there arise the basic questions about the links between modern 

and traditional media from the view point of their mutual influence or reciprocal and 

complementary support. The main challenge both the policy makers and communication 

practit ioners, is to find a formula to preserve the relationship between traditional and 

modern forms of communication without damaging traditional ways nor obstructing the 

necessary march towards modernity. Moreover, use of tradional modes in modern mass 

media productions should be extended. 
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