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The Forest of Our Lives: In and Out of Political Ecology
Bengt G. Karlsson
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our lives. It is partly autobiographical in the sense that it concerns forest issues that I, for various reasons, have
of the urban forests and planting of indigenous trees in Karura forests in Nairobi, Kenya, and the transformation

of such an approach and open up aspects that are critical to Morris’ way of engaging with the interactions of people,
plants, insects, and animals. This, I will argue, is a truly grounded environmental anthropology.
Keywords:
indigenous trees, invasive species, industrial forest management, India, Kenya, Sweden

I recall this episode as I read Eduardo Kohn’s muchand Anthropology beyond the Human (2013). Kohn is an
a mission to explore the worlds of selves ‘other’ than human
beings. Armed with nineteenth-century philosopher Charles
Peirce and ethnographic engagements with the Runa in the
called heliotropism, and according to biological wisdom it

beings in the rainforest; how it was that the anteater eventually

sensation of being observed, that they were watching us and,

says, being attentive to these other living selves that surround
us allow for another, and eventually richer, understanding of the
human predicament (2013: 6). I agree and feel great sympathy
with Kohn’s project. The attraction of anthropology for me has
always been that it is concerned with people whose worlds are
populated with a variety of beings with whom humans have
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about the worlds of these other living beings is hard to digest.
Kohn, for example, states with no apparent hesitation that,
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In anthropology, we have been humbled to recognise the

indeed, something worth pursuing.
In this article, I will bring along Kohn’s appeal for
anthropology to be attentive to other-than-human beings. I will
do this in dialogue with another anthropologist, Brian Morris,

of human appropriation and control of resources. The present
call is instead for an environmental anthropology that also is
attentive to the presence and agency of other species and the
way human affairs are entangled with and are an intrinsic part
is part of a wider conversation about the interface between
political ecology and environmental anthropology.

There is no real argument or thesis that is being pursued as
world’ that surrounds us. Over the years Morris has carried
As a leitmotiv, I propose Tim Ingold and Gisli Palsson’s notion
of ‘biosocial becomings’, human life as movement and growth
beyond the human, but one that insists on humans as an intrinsic
part of nature. Morris might have been the odd bird out for some
time, but during recent years, we see a sprouting interest in the

While recognising that the social and the biological do not exist
as two independent forces shaping human life, semantically
and analytically it is still hard to do away with the binary of
society/culture versus biology/nature. Ingold also recognises
this saying that the notion of ‘biosocial’ is far from ideal as

‘multispecies ethnography’, concerned with ‘how the human
has been formed and transformed amid encounters with multiple
“paradigm shift” where, for example, anthropologists need

on mushrooms, anthropologist Anna Tsing similarly suggests
that human nature itself is ‘an interspecies relationship’.1
In anthropology, we can, hence, note a renewed interest in
ontology, human-animal relations and materiality, and several

(ibid: 20-21). Bruno Latour suggests something similar,
saying that, for anthropology to be relevant in the age of the
Anthropocene, it has to open new conversations to breach or
transcend the disciplinary divide between socio-cultural and
of environmental anthropology mentioned above (cf. Smart
2014). A recent contribution that stands out here is Anna

issues relating to indigenous peoples’ struggles over land
and resources. The point of departure has mainly been that
of political ecology. Despite the obvious strengths of such
on human agents and power has paradoxically silenced or
relegated other living organisms to the margin of analysis.

and humans (Tsing 2015: 22-23).
This is a more modest attempt. I offer little in terms of
epistemological and methodological novelties. I stay largely

the type of environmental anthropology Morris and his newer
‘multispecies’ friends are pursuing. I will present three cases
or manifestations of modern forests; 1) one relating to ‘carbon
forests’, or so-called REDD+ forests, in Northeast India; 2)
Kenya; and 3) a case relating to ‘industrial forests’ in Sweden
area of forest plantations in central Sweden during August
2014. As I will describe, these three cases are in one way or
another entangled with my life. My approach is, therefore,
somewhat autobiographical, perhaps an auto-ethnography of
forests (cf. Khosravi 2010). There are critical political aspects
with such an approach is that nature is reduced to a question

and archival research carried out in India over a long period,
and more limited archival excavations along with everyday
interactions and selected interviews in Kenya and Sweden.

University contacted me. He was interested in carbon forestry
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and had found out that one such project had recently been
launched in the Khasi Hills in the state of Meghalaya in India,
They write:
so-called REDD+ project. REDD stands for Reduced Emission
from Deforestation and Degradation and revolves around the
compensate people in developing countries for conserving
forest areas. The compensation will be based on the estimated
capacity for emission reduction gained by maintaining that
particular forest. This capacity is expressed in a number of

These methodologies were developed for an imagined neat
excluded. They were also developed to treat forest carbon
contrasts sharply with how local people in West Africa
value and experience their landscapes (Leach and Scoones

A company in the global north can hence choose to invest in
air travels or road transports. The set-up is extremely complex
involving several steps of measurement, monitoring, and

point to, which seems especially poignant in the case of the
Khasi Hills, is that REDD+ projects require that the project
manager has control over the forest land for the entire duration
of the project (normally 30 years). In Meghalaya a resurgent

consultants. The Khasi Hills REDD+ Project is apparently
gathered substantial international recognition. As it turned
trading the calculated carbon credits of the project. I was quite
were now suddenly involved in the management of these faraway forest tracts.
As I soon discovered, instrumental in facilitating this
American organisation, Community Forestry International
(CFI). Poffenberger had earlier carried out projects in the
Mawphlang sacred grove, and in this case, i.e. the REDD+
organisation, headed by the energetic secretary Tymbor
Lyngdoh. The scale of their engagement, however, had
increased substantially. It was now a matter of conserving
and planting as many as 100,000 indigenous trees annually,
2
I had earlier made some
through project documents on their webpage I felt a sting
of remorse; who was I to question their activities? In my
writings I had rattled on about the ongoing destruction of the
environment in the state, but never come close to even plant
a single tree myself. Here we had guys who tried to change
things on the ground!

non-tribal entity can own or control land in the state. The Act
has, for example, been activated in the case of the cement giant
Lafarge leasing land for limestone extraction (see Karlsson
2011). The Khasi Hills REDD+ Project is presented as a
community-run project where a conglomeration of village
implements the project and assumingly holds the rights to the
‘carbon credits’ generated by the project. Here, however, it is
latter being referred to as “project manager”, who ultimately
have rights to the forestland turned into carbon forests. In
a recent project document it says, for example, that CFI is
“systematically transferring management authority to the
Federation”.4 This suggests that CFI does indeed have authority
over the project area, but that it is in the process of handing
it over to the Federation. Such an arrangement might have
been a necessary initial compromise, not least considering the
highly technical nature of REDD+ projects, but it nevertheless
raises concerns relating loss of control, access, and rights over
ancestral lands and resources. As the carbon credits are sold
management of the forests during the stipulated project period
of 30 years, it could well be argued that it de facto leads to
alienation of indigenous land.
Meghalaya as a ‘tribal state’ has a complex legal situation
with customary laws and general Indian laws being applied side
by side. Land cases often drag for decades after being pushed

climate change are the subject of a fairly substantial literature
customary laws and the state High Court. This fate is not an
that much of the critique focuses on different aspects of the
carbon as commodity, land alienation and disempowerment of
local communities and indigenous epistemologies.3 In a recent
article, anthropologists Melissa Leach and Ian Scoones develop
such a critique in relation to carbon forestry projects in West
Africa. As they convincingly argue, the complicated technical

tree plantations can function as a means of claiming land or
turning communal land into private holdings. According to
any other improvement to the land no one else can claim
or access that piece of land. Planting coffee trees and other
elite to gain control and eventually ownership of large swathes
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of land.5 The point here is that even if the REDD+ project, with

seems, nevertheless the most reasonable, and this indeed is an
indigenous species.

of land, it changes access, authority, and control over the
see Fairhead, Leach and Scoones 2012). Elsewhere in the
world, carbon forestry projects have also resulted in evictions
of indigenous peoples and land grabbing (cf. Cavanagh and
Benjaminsen 2014).

most common sight travelling in the higher altitudes, not least
on the Shillong plateau. Khasi pine is a fast growing species
that is valued as timber for construction and as raw material
for the paper industry. Khasi pine, however, is not selected
by the REDD+ project. One reason for this can be that it has
earned a dubious reputation for being an invasive species,

ecology register, other things might come to the fore, as I
species. I recall visiting the Mawphlang sacred grove with two
geographers from the local North-Eastern Hill University. We
forests one eventually will end up with when the focus is on
the capacity of trees to store carbon. Forests have different
meanings and functions for people and the value of forests as

it should, as it predicates the forest you eventually will get.

mentioning and were rather disturbed by the odd pine trees
we encountered in the grove. I could not really understand
this obsession with the pine trees, our job was just to list the
different species we found within demarcated forest plots. As
that sacred groves represented the prime or climax vegetation
of the hills and that pine was not really considered part of
‘indigenous nature’ that many people cherished, but rather
perceived as a threat to it. The British had planted pine trees, for

that only ‘indigenous trees’ are going to be planted. What this
implies is far from self-evident, but in the Second Annual
Report of the project there is a list of the different species of
trees to be planted. The report says that the selection of trees
has been made on a trial basis. The selected tree species are
named in both the local Khasi language and Latin, followed by
the different usages of the respective tree. Here it is interesting
to note that the mix of trees are valued for their ritual functions,

that this tree has come to represent the colonial era (cf. Lien
and Davison 2010). It is hard to tell whether any of this is at
play here, but Khasi pine would otherwise appear as a most
suitable choice of tree. It is ‘indigenous’ and could provide

and charcoal, or for the fruits or nuts that can be harvested, or

Last year we moved to Kenya and through the Swedish
Embassy, my wife’s employer, we were assigned a house in

mentioned about possible properties regarding carbon storage.
The following seven trees are listed: 1) Dieng Sning/ Dieng
Sohot (Castonopsis indica), 2) Dieng Ngan (Shima Khasiana),
3) Dieng Doh (Ex-buchlandia pupulnea), 4) Dieng Liengiong
(Alnus nepaulensis), 5) Dieng Sai (Quercus Fenestrata),
(Prunus nepaulensis).6
The trained naturalist might be able to visualise what a forest
or he can tell whether there is some basis for claiming these as

the REDD+ project.

Nairobi. As a pleasant surprise, we found the beautiful Karura
forest situated just nearby. With its 1,000 ha, Karura is one of
the largest forests in the world situated within the parameters of
a city. It is the perfect place to get breathing space away from
bicycles or horses, and have picnics and family and school
outings.8
and I have several times during visits come face to face with
through the trees. After only a few months in Nairobi, I feel I
had been drawn into the life of the Karura forest.
Beside the natural beauty and the wildlife, Karura forest has
a most exciting history. The forest was initially owned by a

principal trees of the sacred groves scattered over the hills.
Many of these groves have been lost to the timber business

The forest was handed over to the British who turned it into
During the Mau Mau
rebellion, the Karura forest reserve offered refuge to rebels
who stayed in the large caves situated deep inside the forest.
Today, many visitors come to see these caves, and it has also
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become a place for worship. The Mau Mau legacy in Karura
has been carried forward by protesters who opposed the land
grabbing that has been institutionalised under the Daniel
campaign, Moi allotted more than half of the Karura forests
to private companies and individuals. This was high-value real
estate land adjoining some of the more posh areas of Nairobi.
private builders had already moved in to clear the land of

has been a major issue and Karura had earlier the reputation
for being a hang-out for criminals and a dumping site of dead
bodies. With the new management regime in place, an entry
fee was also introduced; today it is KSH 100 for adults and
KSH 40 for children.10 This is a lot of money for the poorer
sections of Nairobi’s population, who obviously do not belong
to the most frequent visitors. However, schools from all over
the city come to Karura regularly, and a learning centre is
being established that ultimately will serve children from
marginalised sections of the society who otherwise would not

accomplished fact), and the protesters acted swiftly under the
Maathai and the Green Belt Movement. As in other cases
the main strategy was to plant trees. As Maathai puts it, ‘we
would move in and try to reclaim the land by planting trees’
determined to pursue this, as they claimed these privatisations
were legal, students from University of Nairobi and Kenyatta

the Kenyan President eventually gave in and called off the

Karura, and hence describes it as a fall-out of the neoliberal
reform agenda that Western donors imposed on Kenya during
public lands by claiming this to be a matter of privatisation.
Njueru argues further that the donor community paradoxically

a lot of activity in the forest and much of the planting that is
going on has been facilitated with the support from various
number of tree saplings. Some of the local youths from the
Huruma slum have been given jobs as forest scouts, and the
women are allowed to collect dry woods and are provided with
daily labour when required. Klopp (2012: 363), nevertheless,
argues that while the Huruma community participated in the
struggle to preserve the Karura forest they have now been
excluded from it.
What we have here is a contradictory case relating to the
formation of urban commons. The enclosure prevents capitalist
appropriation by land-developers but in the process limits
points to this dilemma, arguing that ‘some sort of enclosure
commons’. He further advances the argument, “So not all
in a ruthlessly commodifying world is surely a good thing.”

patronage. Stealing public land and handing it over to political
supporters became the most attractive alternative for the
government. In both, Njuere’s and Klopp’s accounts, blame
for the destruction of the Karura forests ends up with the
international donors in their role as advocates of a neoliberal
policy agenda and as an unintended consequence of their
not vocal enough in criticising the government. This seems
reasonable, but there are of course also the local dynamics
Manji (2012) stresses the role of different elite groups, and
besides the political class she draws attention to the role of legal
professionals in facilitating the large-scale illegal appropriation

the Karura forest attractive is another matter, but once again
let us, for a moment, set aside these critical political ecology
Even if there is a lot of dispute about what constitutes a
forest, one thing all seem to agree on is that there ought to
be some trees. Without trees there is no forest! But as we
have seen in the earlier discussion, not all trees are equally
appreciated. This is also the case with the Karura forest. When
you enter the forest through the Limuru gate you encounter a
signboard saying, ‘exotic tree and shrub removal to be replaced
with indigenous species’. Such signboards are also put up in
a forest ranger busy instructing labourers just beside one of

As a result of the successful struggle for the preservation
of the Karura forest, a new joint forest management regime
has been put in place with the Kenya Forest Service, together
with the Friends of Karura Forests, and various corporate and
private sponsors are managing the forest (itself a neoliberal
governance arrangement). A major step to secure the forest was
the building of an electric fence around it, and the appointment
of guards at the gates and to patrol inside the forest. Safety

were planting. “Eucalyptus,” he said straight away; that was
the main exotic species to be removed and in its place they
were going to plant the indigenous tree “Croton”.11 While the
colonial Forest Department in Kenya was a rather small and
cash starved institution, one of the things they prioritised, and
seemed to have been fairly successful with, was the plantation
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of ‘exotic trees’; on the basis that indigenous species were
considered to be ‘bad natural reproducers and slow growers’
a crisis of the state. The response, the Comaroffs (2001)
all the efforts in Karura going into planting ‘indigenous’ trees.
In most of the Newsletters of the Friends of Karura, there will
be some discussion about the ongoing removal of exotic trees
and what is described as the ‘indigenous tree reforestation’. It is
explained that only 25% of Karura is ‘still natural’, and beside
Eucalyptus, Himalayan Cyprus and Lantana are exotic species
that need to be eliminated. The language used has a military
ring to it, for example, that two approaches can used, ‘1) cleancutting; and 2) surgical clearing’. In the case of eucalyptus, the
out of the stubs and various methods to deal with this problem
are being considered.12 The exotic species is hence described as
‘aliens’ or not ‘natural’. Nina, a visitor who participates in an

15
Is
something similar going on with the planting of indigenous
trees in the carbon forest of the Khasi Hills and in the Karura
forest of Nairobi?

Industrial Forests
The forest has a special place in the Swedish national
for at least two centuries. Commercial tree cutting started as
early as the sixteenth century and from the mid nineteenth
the last 50 years forestry in Sweden has become a highly
mechanised and industrialised venture, based on clear cutting,

was that she came across during a visit to Karura, saying that
it had seed-heads with ‘white cotton wool’. She had collected a
The web-admin replied that it was probably Bombax ceiba,
adding in a later comment that the tree is not indigenous to
Karura and suggesting that she, in her next visit, could ‘slip
13
These are of
course comments in the best of spirits, but we are still left with
the larger question of why the exotic-indigenous dimension
of the vegetation is of such importance. Elsewhere, the issue
of alien and supposedly invasive species surfaced as a matter
of great concern. A rather hilarious case is the four hippos that

have been converted to modern production areas; only a small
percentage of the forest today is free from modern forestry
operations. Spruce and pine are the preferred species and vast
areas of deciduous forest have been cleared in the process. A
number of exotic species have been introduced, especially
name, Pinus Contorta. It is estimated that more than half a
million hectares of forest land in Sweden is now planted with
16

Contorta pine is said to grow about 30 per cent faster than
the native variety of Scots pine (Pinus Sylvestris), which is
why it has been introduced on such a large scale. In my late

later and years after Escobar’s death, the hippos had escaped
adults that are thriving in the new Colombian environment. As
it turned out, the hippos reproduced even faster than in their
natural habitat in Africa. The authorities are clueless on how

youth who could run up and down on the hill sides with the

such a move would add to the negative press of Colombia as
a violence-ridden country.14

everywhere on the ground; it was a rather depressing sight,

We planted Contorta, and this was done on huge clear-felled
mountain areas. The land had been ditched after the trees

about another, more dramatic, case concerning ‘invasive
peninsula just after the turn of the new Millennium caused a
moral panic about foreign plants claimed to be the cause of

was clearly something that was resented among those living in
explicit critique is rarely voiced in these northern inlands. If you
family or a neighbour or a friend might be doing so, or might
have a hunting lease on their forest land that they do not want

the Comaroffs (2001: 650) explain the issue, ‘invasive plant
species’ were imbricated in wider nationalist concerns, or as
they put it, the fears of alien-nature become a ‘metonymic
projection of more deep-seated questions concerning the post-

modern forest operations are usually dismissed as naïve, urban
romantics without any understanding of economic realities and
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priority and with it, alien eucalypts, consuming large quantities
plants ever came up, and neither can I recall ever having seen
a mature Contorta tree out in the wild. But as I have learned, it

a plague and had to go, as discussed earlier. Government
initiatives to eliminate exotic trees were launched under the

for the polar climate and many trees end up with twisted stems
due to the heavy weight of snow during the long winters. In an
Nature
photographer, Saami activist, and my schooldays friend, Tor
Lundberg Tourda, similarly laments the stupidity of planting
18

useless as saw timber, but above all, it reduces the understorey
to a report about Contorta becoming invasive, and argues that
UNESCO world heritage site Laponia. As Tor argues, Contorta
should be cleared from all the northern, polar forests, citing the
example of Rans Saami village where SCA has been compelled
to uproot 200,000 saplings of Contorta pine (which according
of the native variety of pine that was agreed on ).20
The main Saami organisation SSR demands a ban on
However, in its original habitat in the North
American West coast, Contorta pine is highly appreciated by
the Native American Indians who use the tree as poles for their
tepees, hence the English name Lodgepole pine. Even more
distant Native American Indians from the plains would travel
to the coastal forests to get hold of Lodgepole pine trees for
their tepees. The needles were earlier also used to chew on, and
for other medical and ritual purposes.22 Contorta in Sweden is
obviously something completely different from the tree in its
original habitat in Canada.
The problem here is hence not the tree itself, but that it
21

for various reasons, brought trees, plants, animals, and other
organisms along with them during travels and conquest. The
colonial expansion into the global south became, among
other things, a massive biotic transfer across oceans (Crosby
create problems in the present as we see in the case of the
Africa. In such instances it is understandable that people call
for eradication of that which is alien. But eradication of living
emotions. This was the case with the felling of Eucalyptus trees
in the Karura forest. Visitors got upset and questioned the staff
why they were felling the trees as their job was to protect and
maintain this green lung in the city.23 Equivalent to the Contorta
in Sweden, the main exotic tree brought to South Africa was the
Bluegum tree Eucalyptus globulus. It was planted all around
the country during the nineteenth and the twentieth century;
basically up until the new government under ANC came into

these eradication programmes’. But not all supported them.
The controversial journalist, writer, and singer Rian Malan

Bluegum tree,
down by the stream.
Hands off my bluegum tree.
It is beautiful to me,
even though its time has passed.
I want to lie in its shade and dream.
Cut down. Mown down.
They say this tree must go.
It is an alien, a nasty foreign invader.
Cut it down from Harare to Table Bay.
But I say.
Alien. Also indigenous.
Doesn’t belong here,
but sets down roots.
24

presence in South Africa is as questioned as that of the bluegum
tree, a species that been around for over a century but still is
country.
Interlude - August 2, 2014.
house to get ready to leave for Kenya the following day. The

it did not feel right to leave. When we reached the airport a
were getting ready to evacuate our village, Norberg. Buses had
Our eighteenth-century, heritage, wooden farm house would
a couple of years, but it had become our home. During the
unfolded. Many things went wrong and, contrary to the belief
of most Swedes, the authorities were utterly unprepared to
deal with catastrophes of this magnitude. It was only when
the wind slowed and later turned around, and it started to rain
of special water-bombing airplanes that arrived from Italy
and France, and a large number of individuals and locally
logistic support. One man died as he tried to save his timber
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destroyed (none in our village), and as much as 15,000 ha. of

out by a local entrepreneur on forestlands belonging to Stora
Enso, one of the main forest companies in Sweden. It had
been an especially dry summer with temperatures around
30 degrees Celsius, clearly not the right time to be out with

as well as the complicit Swedish state, that contributed to the
reduction of the forest into solely a matter of price per cubic
meter, dismissing all other values as ‘aesthetic nonsense’.

wind and formation of clouds.28
its own weather’. I had never heard about this earlier, but

(obviously something that routinely happened, too costly).

create pyrocumulus clouds, which in some instances, generate

line Stora Enso was pushing. For me it was obvious that it was
a wider responsibility, that one has to begin with the modern
industrial forestry, with clear-felling, ditching, even-aged
stands of conifers, and huge piles of woody mass (branches
and top parts) left to dry in the forest.
In the media reports, and later in the interviews and
discussions with neighbours, friends, and other people in the

or nature’s own agency.

Through a winding path, built on personal experiences and
ethnographic fragments from different parts of the world,
I have grappled with the relationship and co-constitution

or less completely left out of the picture; it was basically a
non-issue. The common line of reasoning was instead that it
the wrong coordinates and ending up in the wrong place, and
so on. The focus was not to establish guilt or responsibility,
loss of houses and property, escape and distrust in the state),
and the heroic deeds of individual persons.25 There where only
a few exceptions. One was the forest researcher Hans-Örjan
Nohrstedt, from the Swedish Agriculture University, who
the way forestry was carried out in Sweden. As Nohrstedt put it

issue of the species of trees selected; forest companies plant
about 2/3 spruce (Picea abies) in this part of Sweden, which is

special tree with its golden bough in the sacred grove of
Nemi. Other anthropologists have followed the suit, often

questions concerning access and rights, environmental justice,

spans a wider register, stressing the social dimension of forests
as an inhabited landscape, often shaped by long-term human
dwelling, and the entanglements with that of animals and
maintain (c.f. Hecht, Morrison and Padoch 2014). Here we see
multispecies ethnography, who allow for other than humans to

more resistant, but most of all, there is a need for more leaf trees
Forest Traders: A socio-economic study of the Hill Pandaram
now questioning the report of the government commission, set
industry.26 Another voice of dissent, who in a more explicit
internationally acclaimed author and scholar Lars Gustafsson,
who hails from this area and spends part of the year in Norberg.
In interviews, articles, and blogs (and a poem), Gustafsson
laments the destruction of the Swedish forests, which has been
with passion, rests with Stora Enso and other forest companies,

with at the time concerning tribal or indigenous peoples’
ordeals with forest department staff and the encroachment
into their ancestral territories. The Hill Pandaram had less
and less land to collect forest produce due to, among other
Modern forestry was also a major impediment for the Rabha
peoples in the northern West Bengal in India, with whom I
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perspective’ with special attention to things in nature that
can be eaten, traded, or in other ways are useful. Malawians,
Morris suggests, have a rather “pragmatic attitude to the natural
world”, commonly stressing the practical and material value
of animals and other living things. Such materialist stance
much of his political and philosophical writings.30 Morris is
wary of theoretical excesses as well as overtly abstract and
obscure language. This certainly set him apart from some of
the contemporary multispecies and post-humanist scholarship.
certainly go along with the opening statement in How Forests

tree was obviously not something to be excited about. Spruce,
as mentioned earlier, is one of the most common trees in the
supposedly oldest tree in the world is a Norway spruce (Picea
abies) discovered in the mountainous areas in the neighbouring
province of Dalarna.32 The almost ten thousand year-old tree
discovered it. Some scholars seem less convinced, arguing
tree.33
forests of my life. As suggested, some issues lend themselves
best to be considered through a political ecology register

Haraway’s conviction that there is something about our
to transgress both disciplinary and species boundaries. Trees,
of course, not only matter to us the humans, they build their
The main concern in this article is how forests, or rather
trees, matter to people. Why the concern for ‘indigenous’ trees?
And why the vengeance against species considered ‘exotic’ or
‘alien’? As we have seen there can be practical reasons, for
example, that certain trees prevent traditional land use based
on hunting-gathering or pastoralism, that certain trees more
hence, exclude important native species. But there are also
about who belongs in the new, post-apartheid, rainbow nation.
Trees in such cases can come to represent a colonial past,
that some would prefer completely erased. Writing about a
in Tasmania, Australia, anthropologists Marianne Lien and
Aidan Davison (2010: 243), suggest that cutting down pine

and can thrive.

and Vinita Damodaran, without whom this essay would not have
been written. Critical comments from them as well as from the two
anonymous reviewers have also helped to improve the text. I would

critical moment in my academic life.

1.

The text ‘Unruly edges: mushrooms as companion species’ by
Anna Tsing is available online, http://tsingmushrooms.blogspot.
com/2010/11/anna-tsing-anthropology-university-of.html.

3.

This is also critique that have been raised by a number of
environmental and indigenous organisations around the world.
Many of these organisations argue that these mechanisms are
ineffective and unjust as it allows the big polluters in global
north to continue emitting green house gases.

4.

Page 25, Project Document, 2.0, November 2015. Community

Swedes, myself included, have strong emotional bonds to the
authenticity, recreation and remembrance.31 But the forest
step out into, if you randomly halt somewhere in Sweden.
what is not said is that such forests mainly consist of industrial
plantations with single species, even aged, pine or spruce trees.

Wah Umiam, Mawphlang Welfare Society, available on http://

and environmentalists there are no major outcry or organised
forest.
In our village, we have an outdoor heritage museum with a

redd-project-india/. Accessed on August 12, 2016.
5.

This is a common feature of highland societies traditional
dependent on shifting cultivation. Tania Murray Li, for example,
describes how planting of trees have more or less privatised
the entire village commons in the hills of Sulawesi, Indonesia,
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