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WALSH, EDWARD J., REX WARLAND, AND D. CLAYTON SMITH. 1997. Don 't Burn It

Here: Grassroots Challenges to Trash Incinerators. University Park, PA: Penn State University Press. 292 pp. $17.95 (paper); $50.00 (cloth).

The literature on new grassroots forms of the environmental movement have focused primarily on the urban context, but with this new work Walsh, Warland, and Smith move away from the city to look at the ways in which rural communities respond to environmental inequalities. The authors offer eight examples of planned trash incinerators in rural and semi-rural areas. They examine in detail the industry, the logic of the siting of incinerators, and the citizen response to the disposal company and local governments. Through interviews with leading proponents and opponents of the incinerator in each location, focus group discussions, a search of the local media coverage, and a random telephone survey in each area, the authors carefully address the issue from a balanced and reasonable perspective. They attempt to answer several questions in this work: (1) How and why did grassroots challenges to trash incinerators develop when and where they did (that is, why were they challenged in some areas and not in others; why did vigorous opposition arise suddenly in the early 1980s)?; (2) Do social science theories explain the accompanying change in perception from trash incineration as benign to trash incineration as something to keep out of one's backyard?; and (3) Do the details of their empirical work contribute back to the development of social movement theory?


The authors successfully address these issues, and in doing so offer a significant contribution to the literature. They review the social movements literature, from labor struggles to “new” social movements, including grassroots environmental justice movements and other “technology-based” struggles. This last term is intended to describe protests against perceived harms, often invisible, that arise in the modern moment. These include air pollution, trash incinerators, nuclear contamination, etc. Walsh, et al. argue that technology struggles are both similar to, and different from, other struggles of the present moment. They show, similar to Andrew Szasz (EcoPopulism 1994) and Robert Gottlieb (Forcing the Spring 1993), that these rural community movement participants, or NIMBYs (Not In My BackYard) to their opponents, are actually local manifestations of a cohesive national movement against toxics (movement participants proclaim themselves either NIABYs--Not In Anyone's BackYard, or NIMBIs-Now I Must Become Involved). Though the authors do not contextualize the conflicts around trash incineration as much as they could have (i.e., comparing them primarily to struggles over the siting of nuclear and other hazardous wastes), their research does offer confirmation of other findings (Szasz 1994; Gottlieb 1993).


The concluding chapter of the work is perhaps the most interesting. It offers the usual summing up and reflections on the theoretical perspectives offered earlier on. The authors show how social movements theory needs to be revised in light of their findings. Specifically, they suggest that in technology struggles the role of indigenous resources (i.e., the township) is less important than mobilization over a wider geographic context (i.e., the county) and involving other area networks. Furthermore, the differences between technology movements and other present-day movements (equity movements such as feminist or civil rights movements) are strong. In these other movements there is not necessarily as clear and concrete a goal as stopping the construction of an incinerator. This shows the need for 'multiple models of mobilization." The authors' conclusions in this area are, to some degree, an empirical confirmation of Nancy Fraser's recent work Justice Interruptus (1997).


The final chapter also offers some lessons learned along the way. These are given in the form of open letters to the activists and corporations with whom they worked. These lessons (e.g., "work actively on political strategies rather than focus on legal techniques to stop an incinerator;" or "do not mistake passive acceptance as a guarantee of successful siting") show the authors' level of commitment to a wider audience than just ivory tower academics. The

work offers a well-rounded analysis of a bounded yet interesting topic, and successfully defends its external validity claims. It expands the realms of knowledge of the discipline, and challenges some of the theoretical assumptions. It is a heartily welcomed addition to the literature on new environmental movements. This new addition to the growing collection of works devoted to the grassroots offshoots of the new forms of the environmental movements contains fresh insights, excellent empirical information, and a well-informed theoretical perspective. The authors quote extensively from interviews, and combine these interesting points of view with their own analysis, which both contextualizes and historicizes. Overall, this work advances the knowledge of the discipline and challenges many of the assumptions of social movements theory in interesting and compelling ways.
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