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Water may be the most essential element to life. Our
bodies are 70% water by volume, our food cannot grow with-
out it, and numerous plants and animals live in it (DNR).
However, despite its vital importance to life on earth, it is sor-
rowfully taken for granted by most of the industrialized
world. 

At times it may feel like there is an infinite supply of
fresh water.  Yet, available fresh water amounts to less than
one-half of one percent of all the water on earth. The United
Nations reports that currently 31 countries in the world are
facing water stress and scarcity.  In addition, more than one
billion people have no access to clean drinking water and
almost three billion have no access to sanitation services.  

Furthermore, at the present rates of population growth,
pollution, and diversion, water may quickly become the most
contentious resource on the planet, fulfilling Fortune
Magazine’s prediction that “water will be to the 21st century
what oil was to the 20th.” In Blue Gold: The Fight to Stop the
Corporate Theft of the World’s Water, Maude Barlow and
Tony Clarke take a comprehensive look at the state of the
world’s water condition and respond to the push to privatize
the fresh water supplies as the solution to meeting the world’s
water needs. 

Barlow and Clarke begin the book by examining the eco-
logical reality of fresh water supplies and the severe distress
of major water systems around the world, noting that at a
time when supplies are stressed, global consumption of water
is doubling every 20 years; a rate more than twice that of pop-
ulation growth.  Of the three sectors of water users — indus-
try, agriculture, and households — agricultural irrigation for
crop production has become the main consumer of water
using an average of 65-70% of the fresh water supply world-
wide.  This is followed by the 20-25% used by industry, and
a mere 10% used by households.  In addition to agriculture
and industry’s disproportionate water usage, the authors dis-
cuss how these sectors also disproportionately pollute the
water supply, rendering precious water resources unusable.

In their critique of agribusiness, Barlow and Clarke point
out that the Environmental Protection Agency estimates that
more than half of the wells in the United States are contami-

nated with pesticides and nitrates due to agricultural runoff.
The extreme example of the consequences of nitrate runoff is
the 6,900 square mile “dead zone” in the Gulf of Mexico.
This area has been rendered lifeless by the mass use of syn-
thetic fertilizers that eventually make their way down the
Mississippi River into the Gulf causing hypoxia, or oxygen
deprivation.  Large-scale factory farms also mass-produce
animals, creating staggering amounts of manure that get
stored in open lagoons.  When these lagoons leak or spill, as
was the case in 2000 when Hurricane Mitch destroyed more
than 100 of them in North Carolina, ground water is polluted
on a massive scale.

The authors also note some staggering facts related to
water pollution from industrial waste.  For example, just a
few drops of the gasoline additive methyl tertiary-butyl ether
(MTBE) can contaminate a mid-sized aquifer.  This chemical
has been found in thousands of wells across the country and
has been linked with cancer (it is worth noting that the most
recent energy bill proposed by Congress includes a provision
that would shield manufacturers of MTBE from lawsuits).
Furthermore, nearly 40% of rivers and streams in the U.S. are
too dangerous for drinking, swimming, and fishing because
of the buildup of chemical wastes.

As water supplies dwindle, private corporations see an
opportunity to control a commodity comparable to no other.
Barlow and Clarke describe the issues surrounding water 
privatization and commodification, noting how a new world
order has developed where everything is up for sale.  Even
areas of life once considered sacred, such as health, genetic
codes, seeds, and essential natural resources that were previ-
ously part of the “commons,” have become potential cash
cows for multinational corporations.

The authors strongly advocate labeling water a funda-
mental human right as opposed to simply a basic need.  But
in a statement developed in 2000 at the United Nations 
World Water Forum at The Hague, water was declared a basic
“need.” This distinction is not purely a semantic one.  It will
determine who should be responsible for ensuring water to
the people.  If it is a “right,” governments must supply water
to their citizens.  However, if water is labeled as a “need,” pri-
vate corporations have the green light to pursue the commod-
ification of water on a global scale.

It should be no surprise to anyone that the top two water
conglomerates, Vivendi and Suez, as well as giant food pro-
ducers, NestlÈ and Uniliver, were key players at the Forum.
Vivendi and Suez together “...own, or have controlling inter-
est in, water companies in over 130 countries on five conti-
nents, and combined they distribute water services to more
than a hundred million people around the world” (p. 85).  The
industry of supplying water to individuals is considered to be
worth about $400 billion annually.
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With the growth of economic globalization, marked by
the trade policies of the WTO, World Bank, and IMF, more
and more corporations are taking over what used to be con-
sidered common resources.  Under the neo-liberal economic
model, privatization of fresh water will solve the problems of
water scarcity and pollution.  The market will repair the
decaying pipes that cause waste and expand infrastructure in
order to make water available to areas that could not receive
it.  Moreover, according to this model, water will be priced
consistent with its “true” value, therefore reducing over-con-
sumption, pollution, and waste.  However, this is an illusion.
It is clear that because of water’s vital role in sustaining life,
it has an extremely high use-value.  The goal of a capitalist
enterprise is not to supply use-value, but to accumulate the
surplus-value that comes from exchange, i.e. profit.

The primary goal of private corporations is to serve their
shareholders, not to meet public needs.  Prices will be set to
ensure profits.  This can only lead to increases in prices that
will price the poor out of the market, as was the case in the
city of Chochabamba, Bolivia where water giant Bechtel pur-
chased the city’s public water utility.  In two years Bechtel
raised water rates by nearly 35%.  In addition, corporations
will not promote water conservation.  As with all capitalist
enterprises, their continued prosperity depends on growth,
not conservation.  This “growth imperative” is environmen-
tally disastrous and ultimately unsustainable.

In the final section of Blue Gold, “The Way Forward,”
the authors propose an approach toward meeting the world’s
fresh water needs while conserving supplies.  Their solutions
include more “sustainable, equitable, and efficient technolo-
gies,” implementing “green taxes” as well as raising corpo-
rate taxes in order to fund water accessibility and reduce
waste, institutional restructuring such as changing the way
food is produced, and the expansion of organizations and
social movements that promote water sustainability.

Their solutions point to the structural contradictions
within the capitalist economic system.  While these solutions
are commendable, they are unlikely to take hold under the
current economic model.  Corporations will use all of their
political power to thwart any changes that will increase their
tax burden or reduce their ability to commodify the com-
mons.  It might be said that this economic model is what is
causing not only the degradation of fresh water supplies but
the degradation of the environment as a whole.  As Barlow
and Clarke themselves note, “In fact, almost everything we
do in modern industrialized societies is guaranteed to deepen
the global fresh water crisis...our leaders have entrusted our
lives to those solely driven by profit” (p. 206).

In all, Blue Gold is a valuable book that informs the
reader on a variety of issues surrounding the scarcity and
commodification of the earth’s fresh water supplies.  It will

give the reader a broad look at the drive toward privatization
of this precious resource.  In doing so, it may point more to
the inevitability of this development in a capitalistic society
than to the possibility of progressive solutions within it. 
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Human relationships with wildlife are complex and mul-
tifaceted.  It is not uncommon for conservationists, in an
effort to raise awareness and build support for biodiversity
conservation, to focus on the positive side of human relations
with wildlife such as the role of wild species in controlling
pests and pollinating crops, sacred and totemic associations,
and aesthetic and ethical values.   Not surprisingly, a book on
human-wildlife conflicts titled Natural Enemies takes a dif-
ferent approach, focusing in on a narrow range of human-
wildlife relationships — those of intense conflict.  This nar-
row focus should not be confused with one-sidedness, how-
ever, since the contributions to this volume provide many
broader social and cultural insights into human-nature rela-
tionships.  This book convincingly shows that human rela-
tionships with wildlife go beyond the material, and illustrates
some of the many ways in which wildlife play a role in social
relations and discourse.  It does this by bringing together
papers by 10 social and cultural anthropologists (mostly
European in either origin or training) to examine people-
wildlife conflicts, focusing the major themes of: 1) the social-
ly constructed character of pestilence discourse, 2) relation-
ships between wildlife pestilence and conservation, 3) sym-
bolic dimensions of wildlife threats, 4) moral specification of
dangerous animals, and 5) the variety of ways that wildlife
conflicts overlap with conflicts among people.  These case
studies reveal the social and cultural complexity of wildlife
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discourse and human-wildlife relationships, showing how
human-wildlife conflicts can be strongly influenced by the
cultural symbolism of the animal in question and linked to
social relationships and conflicts.

The dominant theme of the volume is that wildlife
species may play social and cultural roles in human society
well beyond their material importance.  Several chapters deal
with shapeshifting, or the attribution of wildlife damage to
humans who have taken animal forms.  Köhler interprets the
Mòkìlà, people with the power to shapeshift into elephants, as
described by  the Baka of the Congo as embodying human-
elephant sharing relationships.  The Baka portray the killings
and kidnappings attributed to Mòkìlà as collective revenge
and use them to reconstruct community.  Köhler disputes a
political economy interpretation of Mòkìlà tales as reflecting
recent western anxiety about wildlife commoditization and
conservation, arguing instead for deeper historical roots that
include the 19th century ivory trade and represent a local
sharing problematic.  As such, Mòkìlà tales lay out a moral
structure that express the potential to either continue or to fail
at sharing.  Rye discusses wild pigs and “pig-men” in
Sumatra.  When wild pigs destroy the Javanese migrants’ gar-
dens, this damage is attributed to pig-men associated with
forest people.  This interpretation reflects the transmigrants
notion that they are not welcome in Sumatra and that native
forest people would like them to give up and leave.  In both
these cases, the stories are grounded in real instances of
wildlife damage to crops, but also tell larger stories about
social relationships.

Many of the papers in the book expand on Claude Levi-
Straus’s observation that animals are “good to think” as well
as to eat.  That is, animals provide symbolic vehicles for rep-
resenting or working through social relationships and cultur-
al ideas.  For Richards, “chimpanzee business” (also involv-
ing shapeshifting) is an instance of humans using animal be-
havior to model social conflict or to pursue political projects.
Similarly, the pig-men of Sumatra reflect larger themes of
longstanding anthropological interest in relationship to “the
other,” including ascription of inferior traits to the other, sym-
bolic construction of otherness in terms of civilization and
savagery, and the use of derogatory constructions in relation-
ships of power and dominance.

Several papers deal with the role of wildlife pests in
structuring thoughts and social relationships between the
rural and the urban, and between the economic center and the
periphery, in developed countries.  The case of a community
pigeon shoot in a rural Pennsylvania town is in many ways
more exotic and shocking than shapeshifting in other cul-
tures.  Song convincingly shows that the pestilence discourse
around pigeons is poorly grounded in actual problems with
pigeons and that the importation of pigeons for the shoot

actually increases the number of pigeons in the community.
Song sees the pigeon shoot as an enactment of the hostility
that rural residents feel towards the urban and what they see
as its contagious culture and disease.  Similarly, Marvin pre-
sents fox hunting, and the controversy surrounding it in the
English countryside, not as a reflection of actual pest prob-
lems, but rather as the dramatization of a social conflict in
which the fox is the focal point of a larger debate about legit-
imate and illegitimate forms of killing in the rural country-
side and appropriate and inappropriate relationships between
humans and wild animals.  Lindquist finds strong symbolic
associations on both sides of the conflict between Sami
herders and urban neoshamans over wolves in Sweden.  The
neoshamans use the wolf as an abstract symbol in their search
for spiritual truth and an authentic self, while, for the Sami,
the issue of wolves goes beyond their real experiences with
real wolves as livestock predators to encompass their efforts
to defend their cultural identity from encroachment.

Several papers deal with conservation.  Milton’s case of
conflict over control of the non-native ruddy duck in Europe
signifies an ideological conflict between caring for individual
animals (animal rights) versus a more ecologistic approach
focusing on species and ecosystems.  In rural Japan, Knight
finds that, in addition to being a physical threat to farms, tim-
ber plantations, and people, bears are also a symbolic threat.
Bears have traditionally been associated with the uncivilized,
and the presence of bears has called into question the fitness
of an area as a place for human settlement.  Yet, as bears are
increasingly displaced by people, urban notions of it as a cud-
dly victim are ascendant, with conservationists portraying
violence towards bears as uncivilized.  Campbell examines
indigenous stories of animals behaving badly in Nepal, find-
ing that they present relationships between species as charac-
terized by dispute and difficulty over their differences.  He
contrasts this explicit acknowledgment of conflict to what he
terms “the desocialized vision of nature held by conserva-
tionists.” Milton argues that the ruddy duck issue in Europe
is fundamentally about boundary maintenance.  Conserva-
tionists, she suggests, need to maintain the distinction
between what is natural and what is human, because this dis-
tinction underpins conservation itself.  If conservationists
were to abandon this distinction, they would lose an impor-
tant source of value and justification of their work.  However
the distinction is ultimately contradictory, since the objective
of nature conservation is to conserve what is natural through
unnatural means (human action).  Finally, Richards argues
that, in the case of chimpanzees in Sierra Leone, conserva-
tionists need to be aware that the species they are seeking to
conserve has cultural meaning that reflects historical social
and economic tensions.  Richards suggests that if conserva-
tionists try to apply an economic solution that relies on the
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chiefs for implementation (who the egalitarian communities
already suspect of antisocial behavior associated with “chim-
panzee business”), the result could be perverse — angry
young people might kill chimpanzees or oppose their conser-
vation as social protest.

This book provides a broad and full understanding of the
social and cultural aspects of human wildlife relationships for
human ecologists and conservationists.  Clearly, narrow per-
spectives on human wildlife relations that focus only on the
material or economic, while omitting the cultural and social,
fail to consider the full range of human relationships with
wildlife specifically and with nature more generally.  On the
other hand, the opposite approach of extreme social con-
structionism is limited in failing to recognize that many of
these constructions are grounded in material experiences.
The resulting conclusion that we need to fully contextualize
human wildlife interactions within the larger social, cultural,
and ecological spheres where they are played out provides an
important insight and a sound basis for future research and
practice. 
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This is the kind of book that makes a lot of social scien-
tists nervous.  For starters, it attempts to explain all of bio-
logical and cultural evolution with reference to the same
underlying principle.  Wright also argues that this evolution-
ary change actually leads somewhere: note the subtitle, The
Logic of Human Destiny.  At a minimum then, NonZero
ought to prompt a lot of discussion, assuming it is not dis-
missed summarily.

Perhaps we should start with the question, Why all the
likely consternation?  Most social science, with the possible
exception of anthropology, long ago grew weary of evolu-
tionary schemas in general and of putative linkages between
biology and culture in particular.  While many social scien-
tists in general (and perhaps sociologists in particular) would
cheerfully admit credence to biological evolution as an expla-
nation for the origin of human beings, acceptance of its rele-
vance typically ends there.  For instance, a recent review of

best-selling Introductory Sociology textbooks revealed that
the authors, across the board, reported that “little or no
empirical evidence exists to support sociobiological explana-
tions of human behavior” (Machalek and Martin 2004, 6).
Likewise, the notion that human history is headed some-
where, i.e., that the directionality of change is nonrandom,
remains a contentious claim.  As Wright himself notes, Franz
Boas, arguing against directionality, once dismissed the
notion of cultural evolution as “a cheap toy for the amuse-
ment of big children” (p. 15).

Such is the terrain on which Wright’s seeds fall, yet fear-
lessly he proceeds.  He argues that the “secret of life” was
discovered by John von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern,
who provided us the concepts of zero- and non-zero-sumness.
The former are interactions in which success by one equals
failure for another, while the latter refers to those in which
the outcomes for both actors may be equally and infinitely
good (or bad).  Happiness, to illustrate, typically is non-zero-
sum: my escalating happiness need not make you increas-
ingly sad, even if seeing me happy makes you sad.  Hap-
piness, on the other hand, would be zero-sum if you became
sadder and sadder because I used up, thereby draining from
you, a larger and large share of the world’s quota of happi-
ness.  According to Wright, this elementary principle of game
theory can be used to account for all increasing cultural com-
plexity:

...[O]n balance, over the long run, non-zero-sum
situations produce more ...mutual benefit than par-
asitism.  As a result, people become embedded in
larger and richer webs of interdependence.

This basic sequence — the conversion of non-
zero-sum situations into mostly positive sums — had
started happening at least as early as 15,000 years
ago.  Then it happened again.  And again.  Until —
viola! — here we are, riding in airplanes, sending
e-mail, living in a global village.                   (p. 6)

Though the tone in these last sentences is a bit frivolous,
what follows in the first three-fourths of the book is not.
Using this principle, Wright sets about the task not only of
describing the transition from hunter-gatherer to horticultur-
al-herder to agrarian and then industrial society, but also of
arguing that the principle is genetically based (“the arrow
human history begins with the biology of human nature,” p.
19).  The last one fourth of the book applies the same princi-
ple to biological evolution — shrewd positioning, as by this
time many social scientists will have put down the book.

They shouldn’t.  This is a serious discussion about seri-
ous things, about issues that matter.  To address these issues
in reverse of the order introduced above, many social scien-
tists would do well to revisit their thinking on the biological
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basis of social behavior.  There have been many new wrinkles
in cognitive psychology, cognitive neuroscience, behavioral
genetics, and evolutionary psychology that, in my view, ren-
der untenable the sociological proclivity for “nurture without
nature.” A number of talented writers have attempted to
make this burgeoning literature available to a mass reader-
ship, including Matt Ridley, Steven Pinker, Richard Dawkins,
and, of course, Wright.  Their message mostly is “nature via
nurture” and readily extends rather than threatens the social
scientific enterprise.  Nevertheless, this conversation is being
carried out almost exclusively by nonsociologists, sociolo-
gists having exempted themselves from the debate by default.

The main drawback in being absent from the debate is a
recurring awkwardness in discussions such as Wright’s about
social and cultural matters.  For example, Wright and others
use the term memes to refer to units of cultural information as
the analogue in societies to genes in biologically defined
communities (cf., pp. 87-91).  Now we are on sociological
turf.  It would enrich the discussion immensely, were more
sociologists inclined toward historical and comparative
frames and more willing to consider sociobiological themes.
It strikes me, for instance, that a good dose of state-of-the-art
conflict theory not only would enliven the discussion but add
needed emphasis as well.  Wright of course does not ignore
conflict.  It simply does not get the consideration someone
like me would think it merits.

Returning to the issue of directionality in human history,
Wright does not argue that the course of human history is
predestined.  Rather, he asserts that certain kinds of arrange-
ments — non-zero ones — are more likely to stand the test of
time, to persist, because they are more fundamentally stable.
This does not dismiss the importance of maintaining a
healthy respect for societies having structures that are less

differentiated.  More differentiation and more complexity —
objectively observable characteristics — do not necessarily
mean greater superiority — a value judgment — except
maybe in ability to dominate or expunge (here again, conflict
theory’s long suit).  I suspect that sociologists generally will
have less difficulty with this issue.

Where the terrain gets really “mushy,” to use Wright’s
term, is in his discussions of “gene-meme co-evolution” and
its implications.  In his defense, much of this section falls in
the category of conjecture — could, or would, chimps or
bonobos have achieved levels of cultural evolution similar to
those of humans had both homo sapiens and homo
Neanderthalis become extinct?  What of the future?  Are we
not reaching the point where cultural evolution (test tube
babies, genetic engineering, cloning, etc.) completely
eclipses biological evolution?  Fearless to the end, Wright
goes on to ask, if there is design in the universe and its course
of change, is there a divine design, something that might
merit the label “God”?  I mention these questions to illustrate
the outward parameters of Wright’s discourse.  Talk about
making sociologists nervous.

Nevertheless, from the tone of the review to this point,
the reader can surmise that I recommend the book to my fel-
low social scientists in general, and sociologists in particular.
I do so not because I agree with all of Wright’s claims and
agenda, but because I would love for sociologists to be sig-
nificant participants in the debate and contributors to the sub-
stance of the discourse.
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