ESSAY

The Other Side

of theWorld

Why doesanyone care
about sustainability?

by Aaron Sachs

he world is too small. It is also too big.
I first came to this impossible conclusion in
the crowded second-class compartment of a
commuter train rattling toward the heart of
Bombay, and the thought immobilized me. Of
course, | probably wouldn’t have been able to
move anyway, given the mass of bodies pressing
against me from all directions. Whatever size the
world might have seemed during that first train
ride I took in India, the train was way too small.
Just managing to stay upright as I boarded had
seemed like a triumph. So, as soon as I felt myself
gripping a metal handrail, I closed my eyes and
focused on taking in oxygen. Unfortunately,
breathing was no trivial task in that compart-
ment, not only because there were elbows lodged
in my ribs, but because the air reeked of sweat,
spit, excrement, and garbage—tinged, of course,
with the fragrances of flowers, spices, and incense.
In India, paradox doesn’t arouse the same anx-
iety it might in, say, Germany: it is seen as quite
natural for things not to make sense. When I
mentioned to the family I was staying with that I
could not understand why auto-rickshaw drivers

often turned off their engines at red lights, since
restarting the motor every few minutes surely
used up valuable fuel, the father, Sunil Sampat,
smiled and explained that this was simply the
Way it was Done. “Aaron, please,” he said, wag-
gling his head in amusement. “You are in India
now. Use logic at your own risk.”

That warning echoed in my head for the rest
of my trip. It was hardly logical, for instance, for
so many people to be hanging out the door of the
train. “Couldn’t they have waited for the next
one?” I asked my friend Payal, Sunil’s daughter,
once I could breathe again. Payal and I had met
the summer before, while she was doing graduate
work in the United States.

“All the other trains are just as packed as this
one,” she explained.

I turned to my other friend, Shamez
Mohamed, an old roommate who grew up in
Kenya but whose roots are in India, and gestured
toward a couple of men serenely reading newspa-
pers in Hindi, Gujarati, Marathi, and English.
“Doesn’t all this get to them?” I asked. They had
to dodge just as many elbows and just as much
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spit as we did, yet they seemed utterly calm, at
peace, as though they were reading in silence on
top of a hill, inhaling the pure, sweet air of the
countryside. “They’re used to it,” he said. Then he
laughed at the look on my face.

Used to it. How long does that take? And is it
really such a good idea to get used to filth,

bruised ribs, and oxygen deprivation? Surely, I

thought, the world—like this train—is much too
small. My background in ecology was flooding
into my consciousness. We need more room to
move, more oxygen to breathe, more space to
grow our food. If we try to get used to this kind of
crowding, I reasoned, we will overrun the planet.
There is only so much land and water left, and

there are too many of us trying to do too much—

building highways and dams, making movies,
mining for gold. I felt sure: Too Small.

Then I looked back at the men reading their
newspapers, and suddenly ecology seemed almost
irrelevant to the task of explaining humanity’s
place in the world. If I had learned anything from
studying cultural history and comparative literature
in college, it was that “humanity” organizes itself
in profoundly different ways in different places,
that it takes a great effort to see through other peo-
ple’s eyes. “One thing seems clear to everyone who
returns from field work,” writes Princeton historian
Robert Darnton: “Other people are other. They do
not think the way we do.” During Margaret Mead’s
first trip to Samoa, the young anthropologist quick-
ly realized that she would never understand her
adopted community until she had gained full
acceptance, until she had learned all the conven-
tions of formal discourse and could speak to the
Samoan elders without offending them. It is now
almost a cliche of cultural studies to note that one
culture’s gesture of politeness may be another’s
insult—that even seemingly universal concepts and
practices can take on a vast range of meanings in
the global context.

Those men reading their papers were within
spitting distance of me (which worried me consid-
erably), yet we were worlds apart. From my per-
spective, for instance, the train compartment was
as full as it could ever possibly get, but perhaps to
them it was half-empty. [ was sure we had com-
pletely different notions of what the terms “over-
population” and “pollution” meant. How could I
ever understand their view? How could I ever
write about international environmental issues
with insight and empathy?

Moreover, even if I did eventually feel con-
nected to Indian culture, how could I share my
understanding with people back home? Many
Americans are already experiencing “information
overload.”

How could I make readers care about things
happening on the other side of the globe, when
they often feel the need to block out what's hap-
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pening on the other side of the tracks? As the
train jerked along, I realized that I had already
begun to change my mind: perhaps the world was
actually Too Big.

I breathed out whatever air I had managed to
muster. Both conclusions seemed true. I closed my
eyes again. It’s OK, I told myself. Use logic at your
own risk. Get used to it.

ombay is a city of about 15 million

people. Only five cities in the world are

larger. Its annual growth rate—4.2 per-
cent—is surpassed only by that of Jakarta,
Indonesia. Standing at the heart of downtown—
Victoria Terminus, where we got off the train—
you can feel the city pulse with the constant
influx of humanity. About 70 more migrants
arrive from the countryside every hour to set up
camp in the ever-expanding slums and look for
some way of earning a few Rupees. It is easy to get
lost in Bombay.

Even Payal needed a map. And my instinct for
geography immediately succumbed to the pres-
sures of demography. “You've never seen so many
brown people all at once, have you?” asked Payal.
I hadn’t thought of it that way, but it was true.
And my whiteness attracted constant stares. I felt
as though I were in the center of a vortex: people
swarmed and shoved and shouted all around me,
but I remained fixed in one spot, caught in their
eyebeams.

“They see you,” said Shamez, “and they think:
money.” I see them, I said to myself, and I think I
am going to be seasick.

The streets were a chaos of near-accidents,
amidst which vendors called out their wares from
cramped stalls and hungry workers poured lime
juice and chili powder on fresh-roasted ears of
corn. Sometimes, my senses overwhelmed, I liter-
ally stopped to smell the flowers: my favorite rest-
ing spots were the stands where people sold long
garlands of white jasmine blossoms.

We had just paused at one of the city’s busiest
intersections, after a couple of hours of wending
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our way through the crowd, when we heard a par-
ticularly loud honk through all the background
noise. And there was Payal’s father, Sunil, an
absurdly familiar figure in a sea of 15 million
strangers. He was smiling and waving from his
tiny green car, looking as though he had fully
expected to run into us.
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“Jump in,” he said, head waggling, grinning
once again at my befuddlement. “I have one more
stop to make for work, and then we’ll get lunch.”
As I squeezed through the door I passed from
storm to calm, from an overwhelming foreignness
to a sense of being right at home. I leaned back
onto the seat cushions and listened to the cool
jazz coming through the speakers, trying desper-
ately to comprehend my new situation, awe-
struck not only by the coincidence but by the
matter-of-fact serenity that Sunil maintained as it
occurred. It was a small world after all.

ver since the Club of Rome issued its land-
> mark study The Limits of Growth a quarter-

century ago, we analysts of the global envi-
ronment have been focusing almost exclusively
on the negative side of the world’s smallness. “We
are using up our space and exhausting our
resources,” we tell the public and the policymak-
ers. “Where are we going to put all the toxic
chemicals and the nuclear waste? Where are we
going to find more building materials, and arable
land, and pulp for making paper and packaging?”
These are legitimate questions, yet they have
largely failed to spark international action.

If we want to create a global coalition for sus-

tainable development, we need to demonstrate the
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planet’s smallness not just in ecological terms but
in human terms. [ wonder whether we might not
make more headway if we took a cue from the old
children’s song and treated the smallness of the
world as a measure of kinship. Maybe our task is
to help people in the industrial countries view the
rest of the world not as an overpopulated waste-
land, but as simply another part of their global
homeland, inhabited by their extended family.

When [ saw Sunil in the middle of that inter-
section, I felt as though I had family in Bombay.
Such coincidences leave me with a profound sense
of coherence and attachment, and that is perhaps
the basic lesson of travel: it is possible to belong
anywhere, because there’s a bit of everyone in
every culture. And that piece of commonality
then makes it easier to understand and accept jar-
ring cultural differences. The more Sunil and Payal
and Shamez taught me of their perspectives, the
more connected I felt to India as a whole.

On the surface, one of the most compelling
features of environmentalism is precisely its
potential to promote connectedness. The global
green movement has gained many adherents by
providing glimpses of our dependence on the web
of life—by explaining how rain forests nurture
valuable medicines, how wetlands filter toxins
and control flooding, how birds and insects and
bats pollinate our crops. Ecology shows us that
we're all in the same boat and we had better plug
the leaks. Not even the world’s elites can escape
the dangers posed by global warming and a thin-
ning ozone layer.

There is a fine line, though, between fostering
a concerted movement toward enlightened self-
interest, on one hand, and arousing guilt, despair,
and an every-man-for-himself mentality, on the
other. Overall, environmentalists have done a
good job of delineating the ecological conse-
quences of human actions. We have explained
how the demand for gold jewelry in cities causes
the poisoning of water sources in the countryside
with mercury and cyanide, and how the burning
of oil, coal, and gasoline now spews about twice

the amount of heat-trapping carbon gases into the
air that our oceans and dwindling forests can
absorb. Yet such explanations often backfire, leav-
ing people even more convinced that no individ-
ual could ever contribute to a reversal of these cat-
astrophic trends. “I have long since given up,”
writes historian Theodore Roszak, author of Eco-
Psychology:Restoringthe Earth, Healing the Mind,
“on hoping that the statistics of doom will ...
persuade people to change their bad environmen-
tal habits.” Just as the Internet often makes users
feel more isolated rather than better linked,
because of the overwhelming volume of unfil-
tered, polluted data through which they have to
sort, ecology can leave people feeling trapped in
the web of life like flies.

rapped on another crowded train, during a
24-hour trip from Bombay to Bangalore with
my friend Shamez, I became obsessed with

garbage. I had noticed that our fellow travelers
tossed all their refuse either out the window or
under the seat, and it was driving me crazy. Just as
certain Indians looked at me and saw money, I
looked at many of them and thought: pollution.
All my environmental training, and all my moral
training, told me it was simply wrong to litter.

“How about a simple sanitation system?” I
asked Shamez, trying to appeal to his background
in civil engineering. “A few garbage cans, a few
recycling bins, a municipal waste facility that pro-
vides jobs.” But he shook his head.

“This is a culture of scavenging,” he said.
“Your garbage cans, your plastic bags—they’d be
gone in a matter of days. Everything has value
here. Is it morally wrong to stow your scraps
under the seat for the kids who sweep the train?”

How, I thought, am I supposed to understand
India?

On an all-night train trip, you can debate
these issues only so long before drifting off to
sleep. But that garbage kept plaguing me—as did
the hot-drink vendors, who walked the aisles even
at 3 am. “CHAI!” they shouted, “COFFEEEE!”

Shamez’s engineering classes at Harvard and
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology proba-
bly endorsed the approach that I'd suggested. But
my friend had evidently concluded that the cul-
ture-specific knowledge he’d gained doing rural
development work in India was more relevant to
this situation. Certain principles of ecology and
engineering may be universal, but their applica-
tion depends entirely on the local context. Shamez
helped me to understand that although India does
need a better sanitation system—strewing garbage
almost always comes back to haunt us, in the form
of water and soil pollution—it probably does not
need a Western sanitation system. No internation-
al garbage-control movement would gain Indian
converts unless it honored the tradition of scav-
enging. Cross-cultural solidarity, in other words,
probably has to come before environmental soli-
darity. We overuse ecological logic at our own risk.

Building any international coalition is a mon-
umental task, because the world seems to be
growing overwhelmingly larger every day. For
thousands of years, the survival of the human
species depended only on attention to local prob-
lems: rooted in a specific place, people cultivated
bonds with their family and a few close neigh-
bors, and they cultivated their garden. Now, the
global economy demands that we know about
price fluctuations, grain harvests, carbon emis-
sions, and tropical storms occurring on the other
side of the world.
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The world’s seeming largeness is in fact the
most significant obstacle in the struggle to com-
municate ecological concerns. Warnings about
impending environmental catastrophes simply get
lost in the barrage of information and images
each of us receives daily through our computers

WORLD ¥WATCH May/June 1998

35



and televisions: we are increasingly “wired” to the
rest of the world, but history has not wired us to
care about air pollution in Borneo, to connect
with and understand Indian scavengers. And now,
when even our local communities seem to have
more things going wrong than most of us can
handle, bearing the weight of the whole world
can simply seem out of the question. People in
the industrialized world may genuinely regret
deforestation in Brazil, human-rights violations in
Nigeria, or pollution in India—but how can we
expect them to address these issues when they’re
already struggling to deal with domestic problems
like unemployment, crime, racial strife, and even
plenty of local environmental ills? “When every-

thing is happening everywhere,” writes cultural

critic Sven Birkerts, “it gets harder to care about

anything. How do we assign value?”

Generally, we value things to which we have
some personal connection. You travel to India,
and from then on you read every newspaper arti-
cle about Indian politics that you can find. Magic
Johnson contracts HIV and suddenly becomes a
public health advocate. I opposed the Gulf War
for many reasons, from environmental to political
to ethical, but a former teacher of mine harbored
a more direct motive: he had friends in Baghdad.

fter another week of travel, Shamez had to
catch a plane home, but I continued on
to Kerala, a small state on India’s south-
western coast that I’d been reading about for
years. Its countless watercourses lined with
coconut trees make it the greenest of Indian states,
and U.S. vice president Al Gore has referred to its
development as a “stunning success story.”
Of course, Kerala is no paradise: the

per capita income is

approximately one-seventieth that of the United
States, and the local government continues to
struggle with power outages, pollution, and job-
lessness. But Kerala has an exceptional education
system: the United Nations recently rated its liter-
acy at 100 percent (compared to 60 percent for all
of India). The state also has several well-preserved
wildlife sanctuaries; virtually no population
growth; and 100-percent child immunization rates
for tuberculosis, diphtheria, tetanus, and polio,
which in turn have helped bring down the state’s
infant mortality rate to less than 2 percent—com-
pared to an average of about 9 percent for the
developing world as a whole.

There has also been a long tradition of cultural
diversity and tolerance in Kerala. In 1991, when
the destruction of a mosque by Hindu militants in
the town of Ayodhya sparked bloody conflicts
throughout India, several million Keralites
responded by signing petitions calling for secular-
ism and open-mindedness. About three-fifths
Hindu, one-fifth Muslim, and one-fifth Christian,
the state’s far-from-homogeneous population is
squeezed onto a narrow strip of land that is more

than twice as crowded as India as a whole. Yet,
ethnic strife is almost unknown
here. In the Middle Ages,
Keralites even opened
their community to Jews
fleeing the Spanish
Inquisition. It was this
link to my own ethnici-
ty, together with my
knowledge of local social
and environmental suc-
cesses, that made Kerala
the ultimate goal of my
travels in India.
There, in the ancient port
city of Cochin, I made a visit to
a sixteenth-century synagogue—the
oldest in the British Commonwealth.

Len Hallegua, one of the local Orthodox

Jews, showed me around the diminutive struc-

ture, remarking on the delicate glass of the chan-
deliers, the blue and white floor tiles imported
from Canton, China. And as he listed the other
multicultural elements of Cochin’s landscape—the
cantilevered Chinese fishing nets, the Portuguese
church built in 1503 by Franciscan friars, the
Dutch palace—he asserted that it was Kerala’s his-
tory of cross-cultural understanding that had
made sustainable development possible here.
Especially since the late 1950s, the state’s tradition
of cooperation has manifested itself in increasing-
ly concrete ways. A radical land reform program,
for instance, has led to a highly equitable distribu-
tion of food, which is insured by a system of
ration shops serving 99 percent of the state’s vil-
lages. And under the “People’s Resource Mapping
Program,” the Hindus, Muslims, Christians, and
Jews of individual villages collaborate in gathering
information about the natural resources they hold
in common and then develop plans for the culti-
vation and protection of those resources.

Throughout the world, in fact—from India to
Papua New Guinea to Brazil—cultural diversity
tends to be highly correlated with biological
diversity. As ecologically oriented philosophers
have long argued, environmental protection is
simply a logical extension of a humanitarian ethi-
cal system, which stresses cooperation and
restraint for the sake of society’s long-term health
and stability. In the words of Aldo Leopold, a
decent respect for nature follows directly from “a
decent respect for minorities.”

The day after my tour through the neighbor-
hood known as “Jew-Town,” I was reunited with
the Sampats at the Cochin train station. Payal and
her parents had decided to take a vacation to a part
of India they had never seen before. I took them to
the synagogue that morning, and we spent the rest
of the day talking. “You know,” said Sunil, at one
point, “I never thought of Judaism as having any-
thing to do with this country. The first time I met a
Jew was when I went to college in the States. My
freshman roommate was a Jew from New York.”

It took only another minute to determine that

WORLD ¥WATCH May/June 1998

37



38

Sunil’s freshman roommate had eventually settled
right down the street from me in my Massachu-
setts hometown, and that I had been a babysitter
for his kids. I was flabbergasted—but only for a
second. As the Sampats and I parted ways that
afternoon, I realized that I was getting used to
improbable connections, just as I was getting
used to garbage, and the non-stop assault on my
senses, and the feeling of being lost in crowds

of strangers.

The next morning, I boarded my last Indian
train, to make the 40-hour trip back to Bombay.
For the first few hours, I just watched the land-
scape pass by: we rumbled over rivers and streams,
past backwaters and beaches, coconut groves and
bird sanctuaries, until the tracks finally led us up
into the foggy Western Ghats. And then I pulled
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out the book I'd bought the night before, Salman
Rushdie’s latest novel, The Moor® Last Sgh, most
of which is set in Kerala. I was pleased to find that
I actually recognized both the natural and cultural
landscapes Rushdie described. The intricacies of
the storylines, their almost ecological intercon-
nectedness, seemed to impart a new coherence to
my travels through India—especially when one of
the characters suddenly entered the Jew-Town
synagogue. “Christians, Portuguese and Jews,” the
narrator muses; “Chinese tiles promoting godless
views... can this really be India?” India had turned
out to be both larger and smaller than I ever
could have imagined.

I realized on that last train ride, as I conscien-
tiously tossed my banana peels out the window
and pushed any potentially useful refuse under
my seat, that [ wanted to change the way [ wrote
about international environmental issues—that,
above all, I wanted to enable readers to get used
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to other cultures, to feel as invested as I did in
places like Kerala. Just a few days before, my girl-
friend had told me on the phone that she’d seen
something in the New York Times about a cholera
outbreak near where I was traveling, and it
occurred to me that, beyond routine financial
analysis, the Western media has only two modes
for reporting on developing countries: the exotic
travel story and the horrifying disaster story. And,
unfortunately, Western environmentalists have all
too willingly embraced these two categories. We
have sometimes even combined them: “Take a
tour through this exquisite tiger reserve before it’s
too late!” The gathering of facts, of scientific evi-
dence proving that by destroying the environ-
ment we are destroying ourselves, is still essential,
of course. More than doomsday incentives,
though, people need personal incentives—stories
and articles and television shows and eco-tours
that seek not to terrify and dismay, nor merely to
entertain and enchant, but to foster connections.
Without those connections, the international
environmental movement risks not only investing
in culturally inappropriate solutions, but also
alienating potential activists.

In a huge, chaotic world, people crave connec-
tions—as I did during my long, disorienting jour-
ney through India. It was exhilarating to step off
that last train at Victoria Terminus and know
exactly where I was, to feel at home amidst such a
huge crowd of strangers. The novelist Joseph
Conrad once asserted that the writer’s true task is
to help people recognize themselves in others, to
appeal to each reader’s “latent feeling of fellow-
ship with all creation,” to inspire “that feeling of
unavoidable solidarity ... which binds men to
each other and all mankind to the visible world.”
Perhaps the creation of solidarity is also the fun-
damental task of the environmental movement.

Aaron Sachs is a former Research Associate with
the Worldwatch Institute. He is the author of
“Dying for Oil,” our May/June 1996 cover story
on the execution of Nigerian ecojustice activist
Ken Saro-Wiwa.



