
	  

	  

	  
Volume 37, Issue 2: November 2014 

	  

ONLINE BOOK REVIEW 
	  

	  
Marcos Mendoza 
University of Mississippi 
 

Environmental Winds: Making the Global in Southwest China 
Michael J. Hathaway (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013) 

 
Environmental Winds: Making the Global in Southwest China provides an 
engaging and accessible ethnographic study of environmentalism in the 
Yunnan Province of China. Hathaway turns to the contemporary history of 
Yunnan to examine the regimes of expertise, institutional authorities, 
knowledge practices, and forms of agency that define global 
environmentalism-in-the-making. In doing so, Hathaway’s choice of an 
ethnographic site implicitly critiques the notion of the global flow and the 
North-to-South directionality often implied by this conception of 
globalization.  He artfully mobilizes a variety of human and non-human actors 
– Chinese scientists, state officials, NGOs, rural villagers, and wild elephants 
– to illustrate the flexible networks that define what he terms environmental 
winds.   
 
Environmental Winds centrally asks: “How was it that Yunnan went from a 
place that was stigmatized in China as backward, isolated and poor, and barely 
known abroad, to becoming a global hub of environmentalism?” (p. 6). To 
answer this question, the first ethnographic chapter of the book provides a 
compelling study of the transnational work to position Yunnan as a 
biodiversity hotspot done by Chinese scientists, state officials, and 
environmental NGOs like the World Wildlife Fund (WWF). Hathaway 
explores the legitimizing discourses used by the WWF to justify forms of 
intervention into tropical rain forests that accord with Chinese officials’ 
understandings of how rural villagers promote environmental degradation 
through slash-and-burn farming. The chapter charts the contingent interactions 
between foreign experts and domestic elites as they maneuver to create a 
space of consensus; these are the conditions of possibility for later, different 
types of collaboration.  Hathaway’s conception of transnational work 
foregrounds the creative agency of Chinese scientists and officials to recruit 
foreign NGOs like the WWF into the dialogical process of building an 
environmentalist movement, while showing how these forms of discursive, 
epistemic, and affective labor are embedded in concrete socio-political 
landscapes. 
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Throughout the book, Hathaway demonstrates how the transnational 
collaborations that produce global environmentalism in Yunnan are forged 
within flexible networks that face unexpected difficulties, become reoriented 
to engage with nascent opportunities, and experience unforeseeable 
transformations. Chapter 3 attends to the people of Xiao Long, one of the 
participating model villages in the WWF project to mitigate land degradation 
by replacing swidden farming with agroforestry (such as interplanting trees 
with annual crops). While the WWF project is largely a failure, Hathaway 
highlights the diverse strategies taken by villagers towards WWF fieldworkers 
and state officials from the nearby Xishuangbanna Nature Reserve.  Villagers 
exemplify the “art of engagement,” which includes local modes of resistance 
and future-oriented forms of action seeking to forge relationships with 
powerful individuals to open up new possibilities of rural development (p. 80).  
Chapter 4 looks at how global environmentalism in China has unexpectedly 
facilitated the rise of an indigenous politics linked to sacred spaces and local 
ecological knowledge. The ethnographic gem of the book is the final chapter, 
“On the Backs of Elephants,” which provides an exceptionally rich discussion 
of the “cumulative agency” displayed by wild elephants to adapt to the new 
environmentalist conditions prevailing in Yunnan, which are bolstered by gun 
confiscation campaigns carried out in rural villages and stricter regulations 
concerning protected animal species (p. 157).   
 
The principal contribution that Hathaway makes to the anthropology of 
globalization is the provocative notion of wind. Hathaway seizes on the 
Chinese metaphor of “wind” [feng] as “social formations, made and 
maintained by people” during periods of dramatic change (p. 11).  This is 
Hathaway’s response to what he sees as a general scholarly model of 
globalization.  Hathaway argues that many “scholarly and popular accounts 
portray globalization as flowing across the world like a flood, submerging 
local differences under a universal force (of Westernization or capitalism)” (p. 
6).  While this is hardly the default model of globalization that characterizes 
contemporary anthropological scholarship, Hathaway’s exciting study is 
geared towards undergraduate audiences beginning to interrogate the frequent 
equivocation made between globalization and Western modernity. Hathaway 
establishes an analytic concept of wind as a corrective to the key deficiencies 
of the flow model, which eliminates the centrality of social interactions, 
relational identity formation, and the reciprocal transformation of agents to the 
making of the global.  His concepts of transnational work and the art of 
engagement are the two principal components of this new wind model.   
 
Hathaway also pushes back against a key consequence of the global flow 
model to anthropological understandings of subaltern populations: boxing 
subjects into a uniformly reactive notion of resistance that eliminates their 
creative, differential engagement with both the opportunities and perils of 
transnational connections (p. 85). The key move Hathaway makes in 
Environmental Winds is not to get rid of resistance theory altogether, but 
rather to recognize a dialogical, iterative field of “transformative resistance” 
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that fashions and refashions the social identities of actors engaging one 
another within an uneven field of power relations (p. 87). Indeed, Hathaway’s 
examination of the shifting environmental winds blowing through Yunnan 
over multiple decades reveals the primacy of both human and non-human 
agency in building global environmentalism, attending to the creative 
articulations between historically situated actors engaging in transnational 
work, and the way these winds “travel back and forth across national 
boundaries and larger global divisions (east/west, north/south),” becoming 
“transformed along the way” (p. 36).    
 
Hathaway’s scholarship sits at the cutting edge of a variety of interdisciplinary 
fields like science and technology studies, political ecology, and global 
cultural studies.  Anthropologists whose theoretical commitments do not align 
with a world-making approach to globalization – which includes scholars like 
Anna Tsing, Mei Zhan, and Lieba Faier – may find the explanatory framework 
used by Hathaway to be rather thinly conceived, since it relies heavily on 
contingency and network assemblages (pp. 25-26). Taken on its own terms, 
however, Environmental Winds is a powerful ethnography that challenges 
students and anthropologists alike, providing a compelling investigation of 
China’s emergent socio-environmental worlds.     
 
  
 


