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APPLIED SOCIOLOGY AT EFL 

 Since the staff of EFL is mostly comprised of environmental scientists and 

lawyers, they thought the skills of a sociologist would be useful. A sociological 

perspective is instrumental in generating a story of the lives of those most affected by 

sand mining. As EFL continues on with the Maha Oya project it is imperative that they 

know how people in the villages feel about sand mining as well as the changes happening 

in their communities. Creating a full picture of how people use and understand their 

natural resources helps to ensure that they are not left behind or pushed out of the 

discussion of new methods for resource management. 

 Social scientist Michael Cernea (2002) proposes that the success of development 

projects hinges on a social analysis maintained as an integral part of program design. In 

order to achieve this he advocates for social scientists to be included at every step of 

program design, not only in the traditional role as program evaluators. Cernea has 

Figure 5: Site for Inland Fishing Operation 
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contributed greatly to the body of knowledge for applied social science. In the 1990’s he 

served as the Senior Social Advisor for Sociology and Social Policy at the World Bank. 

In this capacity he played an instrumental role in changing the way the World Bank 

views development and the value of a social science perspective. This view suggests that 

the people whose lives are affected by development must be involved in the changes in 

their communities. Similarly, Cernea notes that theories of development cannot be 

divorced from the social structures in which they operate (Bibbington 2006). Ideas for 

development may seem appropriate if applied theoretically to a community, but since 

each community comes with its own complexities, these need to be addressed case by 

case. It is for this reason that Cernea advocates for development policies to be understood 

directly in conjunction with how the particular community in question operates.  

 Interactions between people and environment are complex; the ideal goal is to 

support the sustainability of communities and the environment simultaneously. Due to the 

diverse elements present in a project such as this, applied sociology is a valuable tool in 

understanding the ways that people and the environment must work together.  

CONCLUSION 

 The background provided in this chapter is meant to set the stage for those 

unfamiliar with sand mining and Sri Lankan village life, and provide reasons for why this 

project is important. In order to move forward in a study like this, it is vital to understand 

what is at stake for the communities involved. Sand mining is completely pervasive in the 

communities included in this study, while the necessity for healthy sustainable ecosystem 

is also vital. Village residents are simultaneously dependent on the environment and the 

destruction of it through sand mining. Likewise, my involvement with EFL was central to 
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this project, and it is important to understand the role they play in these villages as they 

strive for the protection of the environment and the promotion of sustainable 

communities. All these elements are valuable to be aware of in order to fully appreciate 

the complexity of the situation on the Maha Oya.
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CHAPTER 3:  LITERATURE REVIEW & THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 The following chapter will review the literature relevant to this project as well as 

present the theoretical framework, which will be employed here. Generally the focus of 

this thesis is the conflict between the environmental and the social elements in this rural 

community; therefore an environmental sociological perspective is utilized to gain a 

greater understanding of the circumstances and challenges prevalent in the villages along 

the Maha Oya.   

ENVIRONMENTAL SOCIOLOGY: AN APPROACH TO UNDERSTANDING THE MAHA OYA 

 The study of environmental sociology provides an important starting point for 

understanding issues with sand mining along the Maha Oya and the communities who are 

affected by it. Environmental sociology focuses on how social structures, culture 

included, are dependent upon ecosystems, and the ways in which humans contribute to, 

and are affected by, the destruction of environments. Additionally, environmental 

sociologists are dedicated to understanding how humans recognize and address current 

environmental problems (Heinrichs and Gross 2010). Michael M. Bell (2004) remarks 

that environmental sociology is the study of interactions and conflicts of the largest 

community, as it includes all life, the earth itself, water and air.  

 In the 1970’s, William Catton and Riley Dunlap defined environmental sociology 

as “the study of interaction between the environment and society” (Dunlap 2002:331). 

Catton and Dunlap distinguish this from sociology of environmental issues by treating 

environmental conditions as variables in study. By this they intended to concentrate on 

understanding the relationship between social structures and the environment. For 

example they would investigate how social class and environmental pollution were 
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interconnected, as opposed to simply asking people their opinions about the environment. 

Catton and Dunlap promoted the notion that despite the advances of modern 

industrialized societies, people are still dependent on the natural environment; thus 

environmental issues deserve attention within the field of sociology (Dunlap 2002). 

Maintaining environmental issues as important variables in social research offers a new 

way of understanding how human society is directly involved and affected by these 

concerns. 

FROM THE HUMAN EXEMPTIONALISM PARADIGM TO THE NEW ECOLOGICAL PARADIGM 

 For a long time, the human exemptionalism paradigm (HEP) was the dominant 

sociological understanding of the human connection to the natural environment, 

emphasizing the fact that humans have the ability to control their surroundings. 

According to this paradigm, since human beings are able to create culture, language and 

technology, they stand separated and superior to the natural world. Also, cultural changes 

take place at a rate quicker than biological ones and can exist in limitless combinations, 

therefore, since humans have control over culture they have the special ability to alter any 

conditions that are thought to be objectionable. Likewise, culture has the ability to evolve 

and progress boundlessly; the complexity of human interaction is inexhaustible. In 

accordance with this paradigm it is in the endless cultural change that all problems will 

find their resolution (Vaillancourt 2010). This popular paradigm tends to lead people to 

believe that as humans we can always use our superior knowledge, technology and 

culture to relieve ourselves from the constraints of the natural environment. Maintaining 

an ideological stance such as this one stimulates little motivation to entertain sustainable 
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management practices, as humans will always be able to adjust to, or alter, any changing 

or deteriorating ecological conditions. 

 Riley Dunlap and William Catton proposed a challenge to the prevailing HEP 

theory in the late 1970’s. They promoted the adoption of an alternative ideology, which 

they called the new ecological paradigm (NEP). NEP claimed that despite the exceptional 

qualities humans possess, as with all other life, they are still subject to ecosystem 

constraints. Furthermore, characteristics like culture and technology are not capable of 

releasing humans from the limits of the natural environment (Dunlap and Marshall 2007). 

Likewise, the natural environment is made up of immensely complex and interconnected 

elements; thus with every action there are a number of unintended consequences that 

cannot be avoided, or even predicted, by humans (Vaillancourt 2010).  

 From the outset of sand mining in the Maha Oya, it is likely that sand appeared to 

be an abundant resource available for human use. However, as more and more sand was 

extracted in ever increasing amounts it became clear that it is an unsustainable practice at 

the current rate. Technology does not offer people in this community a way out of this 

predicament. Catton and Dunlap challenge the HEP because it is clear that humans are 

unable to predict or avoid the numerous unintended consequences of human action when 

it comes to the environment. The situation on the Maha Oya offers an important example 

of how societies can find themselves struggling to adjust the way they use and understand 

their ecosystems.  

 There are two main groups within environmental sociology. On one side there is 

the ecocentric view in which the drive is for environmental conservation is simply for the 

sake of the environment (Heinrichs and Gross 2010). In other words, the ecocentric view 
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supports the notion that ecosystems have value on their own, separate from the needs of 

humans to take from the environment. On the Maha Oya this would play out if people 

were to see the river ecosystem as valuable and important even if it provided nothing for 

the well being of the humans in that area.  

 The other main view is the anthropocentric one, which focuses on the fact that the 

environment is necessary for human life, therefore providing motivation for the 

protection of natural ecosystems (Heinrichs and Gross 2010). In the anthropocentric 

view, protecting the environment is merely a by-product of maintaining human survival. 

The rational for conservation and preservation is the defining factor between these two 

perspectives. The two views diverge on what elements are most highly valued; in one it is 

the environment for its own sake; a mountain is valuable because it is part of the earth. 

Whereas in the other it is for human survival: a mountain is valuable because it provides 

timber and filters water supplies, two resources needed by humans. When considering 

this specific project, it stands to follow that these two views need to be merged, nature for 

nature’s sake as well as for the benefit of humans. The true value lies in sustainability of 

social structures and the environment. The fact that humans need the environment to be 

healthy for survival, does not necessarily exclude them from appreciating nature for its 

intrinsic value. The two views do not have to stand in stark opposition to one another.  

 Similar to the conflicting ways of understanding the environment, either 

ecocentric or anthropocentric, traditional views of society and nature present a particular 

duality, in which people are simultaneously of nature as well as in opposition to it. 

Matthias Gross and Harald Heinrichs’ (2010) description of this duality offers a greater 

understanding. 
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For most classical authors, modern society remained in a dual relation with 
nature; society remains incorporated into nature and yet it stands opposed to it. In 
this view, nature is opposed to everything which is called human, to what is 
artificially worked and produced, to everything which is defining of society. 
(Heinrichs and Gross 2010:1) 

 
As sociologists we must focus on understanding how the natural systems on which we 

depend can thrive along with human societies. Though this duality is a common way of 

thinking about nature and humans, it serves as an obstacle to multidimensional 

sustainability. Society must come to recognize its dependence and interconnection with 

the natural environment. And at the same time, we need not underestimate the importance 

of maintaining healthy social systems.  

 Recently there has been a shift in the field of environmental sociology, Heinrichs 

and Gross (2010) describe it this way: “the focus has been broadened from preserving the 

environment in its current status towards proactively shaping environment-society-

configurations within the guiding vision of sustainable development” (Heinrichs and 

Gross 2010:5). This shift emphasizes the fact that scholars and development workers are 

looking toward manipulating natural environments and social structures in a way that can 

create sustainability on both fronts. Having a firm appreciation of how people understand 

and use their local ecosystems is vital to reshaping communities and environments to 

work more cooperatively together, for their mutual benefit.  

FUNCTIONS OF THE ENVIRONMENT 

 Environmental sociologists (Dunlap and Marshall 2007; Harper 2008) commonly 

understand the environment in terms of the three main functions it carries out which are 

necessary for human society. These three functions are as supply depot, waste repository 

and living space. The natural environment provides humans with the materials needed for 
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life, the supply depot. Included are things like food, provisions for shelter and fuel, and 

other resources. Waste repositories are important because all species, and to a greater 

degree humans, produce waste. The natural environment—through the earth, atmosphere 

and water—must be able to absorb or store this waste, all species depend on ecosystems 

to do this. Dunlap and Marshall (2007) point out that we have pollution when the earth 

can no longer absorb or store any more waste; as the earth’s waste storage capacity is 

finite. Finally, people must have a place to live; the third function of the environment. 

Included in the study of living space is the ways it is altered because of human 

interactions with the environment, for example through deforestation or climate change 

(Dunlap and Marshall 2007).  

 This model is valuable because it emphasizes the importance of all three functions 

of the natural environment. Overuse of any one function is the root of environmental 

problems. Similarly, overuse of one function can inhibit the use of another function 

(Harper 2008). For instance, excessive pollution will put strain on the available sinks, 

which will limit the available living space in an ecosystem. In the past people were 

concerned that humans would exceed the limits of growth, meaning they worried about 

depleting food sources and living space. However, in contemporary times, exceeding the 

limits of growth addresses the imperative need for all three environmental functions to be 

accessible (Dunlap and Marshall 2007).  

 Understanding these three functions of the environment is extremely important for 

the purpose of this project. For the people who live along the Maha Oya, the resources 

provided by the environment are in conflict with one another; sand extraction limits 

access to clean water. Also, bank erosion from the overexploitation of sand challenges 
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the availability of living space. This project speaks to the need for balance between these 

three important functions of ecosystems.  

CHALLENGING THE TRAGEDY OF THE COMMONS IDEOLOGY 

 The situation along the Maha Oya presents a complex set of issues to be 

addressed. At first look it might be easy to assume that the natural environment is being 

destroyed because of open access to continued sand mining, an idea that falls in line with 

Hardin’s Tragedy of the Commons model. However, upon further examination it 

becomes clear that the “tragedy” as Hardin describes it, is far too simple an explanation 

for what is really taking place. In order to understand the particular challenges to 

Hardin’s model, we must first explore the ideas he put forth.  

 Resources that are shared by many people and have undefined property rights 

tend to pose management challenges. In the late 1960’s Garrett Hardin (1968) presented a 

provocative look at how people utilize common resources; he referred to what he saw 

happening as the “tragedy of the commons.” According to Hardin, the tragedy occurs 

because of a simple cost-benefit analysis on the part of individuals using a common 

resource. As a user of a particular resource—whether it is land for growing crops or sand 

from a river—an individual can calculate the direct benefit to them for having more of 

that resource. More land can mean more crops or cattle, increasing your income; more 

sand means greater income. All the benefits of taking more go directly to you. However, 

as resources are used, there is also an overall cost. These costs, though, are shared among 

all who use the resource, minimizing the direct cost to each individual. This pattern 

though, cannot continue indefinitely. As more and more people using a single resource 

make a similar assessment, the costs to all will become increasingly great; thus the 
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“tragedy” is the devastation of the common resource.  

 In order to minimize the “tragedy” Hardin proposes protecting the commons 

through privatization. Despite the fact that for some resources—like air and water—it 

would be difficult to exclude people from using them, he still sees this as an appropriate 

method. Hardin advocates for the use of coercion, as he describes it: “mutual coercion, 

mutually agreed upon by the majority of people affected” (Hardin 1968:1247). By this he 

means that it would be most appropriate to force people into doing the right thing, and 

those most affected should decide the rules of use. He asserts that people will most likely 

not want to be coerced, but eventually they will understand that it is necessary and go 

along with it (Hardin 1968).  

 Upon superficial examination of the situation along the Maha Oya with sand 

mining, it would be easy to see how Hardin’s concept has played out thus far. Sand 

miners can make the simple analysis that taking more sand from the river will provide 

direct benefit to them and their families in the form of a higher income. Sand is a 

valuable resource needed throughout the nation, so when the payout is great, the drive for 

exploitation is significant. In the short term, the costs of overexploitation are minimal to 

each person in the community—the water table may drop a little, waves may crash 

slightly closer to homes—factors that may go on unrecognized since the miners do not 

experience the true costs as individuals, they will continue to extract sand as long as they 

can.  

 However, this cursory explanation is one that ignores the complexities of what is 

really occurring. In a poor village with few other options for work, the economic 

opportunity of sand mining represents another plane of survival, not merely a job. 
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Additionally, the destruction of the river tends to be obvious to people who live close to 

it, and given the opportunity for alternative forms of work, sand miners are likely to 

choose the less destructive path. In this community, two dimensions of survival are in 

conflict with one another; on one side there is the need for a healthy and thriving 

environment, while on the other side there is the need for the means to feed your family 

through economic gain. As is pointed out by Elinor Ostrom (2010), understanding 

overexploitation of natural resources in this context is detrimental to sustainable 

management. Essentially, it assumes that resources users are trapped in this cycle of 

overuse, affording them no agency to incite change or envision an alternative way.

 From the time that Hardin wrote The Tragedy of the Commons it became a 

popular theory. When looking at natural resource use, in many instances it was easy to 

see how this idea was playing out in the real world. Increasing population leads to greater 

exploitation of natural resources, further supporting the tragedy of the commons 

ideology. Although, as mentioned previously, the way Hardin thought that people would 

fall easily into overusing natural resources is an overly simplistic view of what is really 

happening. Interestingly, Hardin even suggested that for rural communities, as 

environmental exploitation–or the tragedy–becomes obvious it would be likely that they 

would be unable to properly manage natural resources, even if they had been able to do 

so in the past.  

 This way of understanding how people use resources calls for the implementation 

of a heavy-handed approach to deal with environmental problems (Agrawal and Gibson 

1999). However, upon implementation of such top-down oversight the outcome is often 

that government-imposed regulations tend to alienate the communities they are intended 
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to support. Ostrom (2010) suggests that although Hardin may have accurately understood 

the challenges associated with common resources, his end analysis was inappropriate as it 

“predicted the impossibility of self-organization and prescribed only two solutions—both 

of which had to be imposed on resource users” (Ostrom 2010:322) 

 Having a firm grasp of Hardin’s theory on the commons and its rise in popularity 

is an important step in understanding how it is challenged. In the years since The Tragedy 

of the Commons was written there have been a number of scholars who have questioned 

the concept. In The Drama of the Commons (Dietz et al. 2002) the authors discuss some 

of the downfalls of Hardin’s proposal for government/coercive management of natural 

resources. For one, it tends to alienate indigenous people from their land traditional 

methods of managing resources. Often, power is taken away from those using and living 

within a particular resource area and put in the hands of those with little connection or 

understanding of it. However, when power changes hands and is given to government 

entities we see that in most cases governments lack the appropriate resources to properly 

implement management. In the face of insufficient management, resources are put at risk 

of being exploited and degraded even quicker.  

 Coercive top-down methods have proven to be an ineffective approach for 

management; this is especially true in the case of resources necessary for survival (Ballet, 

Sirven, and Requiers-Desjardins 2007; Agrawal and Gibson 1999; Ostrom 2010). Dietz 

et al. (2002) explain that the common outcome of this type of management is for the 

resource to be degraded at a faster rate and resource users put at a greater disadvantage. 

As mentioned before, often states do not have the resources necessary or properly trained 

personnel to take on management. So with the power in the hands of the state, an entity 
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unable to control usage, resources essentially become open access, leading to quicker 

degradation. Also, with a culture of corruption, widespread in many government 

institutions, officials may be paid off to allow access, a problem common in a number of 

places, Sri Lanka included (Sri Lanka Water Partnership n.d.).  

 In Sri Lanka, due to the obvious problems associated with unregulated sand 

mining, the government tried to maintain control by dictating what methods are used and 

the quantity of sand mined. The goal was to implement oversight through the Mines and 

Minerals Act of 1992, and the creation of the Geological Survey & Mines Bureau 

(GSMB). Prior to the creation of this system, sand mining was managed by local 

administrations; this means the people in charge of oversight were physically present in 

the regions under their charge, allowing them to fully understand all the issues relevant in 

each area. This system was nevertheless a flawed one, as the river was still threatened, 

however at least those in charge of management were in contact with the resource users. 

Beginning with a structure where managers, users and communities are collectively 

involved creates the potential for sustainability. After the creation of the GSMB, 

however, power was pulled away from local administrations and placed in the hands of a 

single centralized institution. With no one present to be directly responsible for 

management the result has been that it is easy to take advantage of the system and 

continue illegal mining.  

 As the Sri Lanka Water Partnership points out, “restrictions on one hand and 

increased demand on the other has seen a steep price increase in sand, resulting in illicit 

mining operations spreading to almost 35 rivers and tributaries” (Sri Lanka Water 

Partnership n.d.:1). Since the Sri Lankan government is operating under inadequate 
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resources to deal with sand mining, the entire system is rife with corruption. Essentially, 

the effect has been that no one is regulating the extraction of sand from Sri Lanka’s 

rivers; government intervention in this issue has proven to be wholly ineffective. In this 

example, it is clear to see how the concerns raised by Dietz et al. are entirely warranted.   

 Though Hardin’s ideas about natural resource use were popular, it is important to 

see how it is an inadequate understanding of what is truly happening in most cases. 

Despite the fact that sand miners may only be faced with slight costs for the continuation 

of sand mining, they are still in a position to see how it is destroying the environment of 

their communities. Hardin does not allow for this type of conflict when describing the 

tragedy of the commons. Additionally, the recommendation for top-down government 

management has been proven ineffective. As Ostrom (2010) points out: 

Once analysts perceive human beings as being trapped inside perverse situations, 
however, the subject to whom reform is addressed is external to those involved. 
Instead of viewing analysis as providing better insight to enable those who are 
affected by perverse situations to alter the incentive system they are facing, the 
purpose of scholarly modeling and analysis is seen as providing advice to an 
external government or a “social planner” as to how to impose a new structure on 
those individuals. (321) 
 

Taking resource users out of the management system only serves to alienate them and 

allow for greater destruction. 

 Conservation of natural ecosystems is vital for the sustainability of nature and 

communities. However, as Arun Agrawal and Clark Gibson point out, these two interests, 

nature and community, are often seen in opposition to one another. Understanding the 

problem in this context, though, tends to ignore the fact that communities have a direct 

stake in wanting their ecosystems to operate in a sustainable way. Survival in one realm 

is intimately connected to survival in the other realm.  
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A convincing logic undergirded the belief that the goals of conservation and the 
interests of local communities were in opposition: Conservation required 
protection of threatened resources: wildlife, forests, pastures, fisheries, irrigation 
flows, and drinking water. Members of local communities, however, rely on 
these resources for their fodder, fuelwood, water and food and thus exploit them 
without restraint. (Agrawal and Gibson 1999:631) 

Along the Maha Oya, the exploitation of sand from the river provides a livelihood, either 

directly or indirectly, for the majority of people who live there. Furthermore, the health of 

the ecosystem is vital to the community’s well being. Village residents are invested 

simultaneously in the continuation of sand mining and ecological sustainability. As is 

suggested by Agrawal and Gibson, it would be quite ignorant and inappropriate to simply 

tell people to stop mining sand because it is destructive to the environment. But, because 

of this conflict in values, it tends to appear as though communities are anti-conservation; 

however, in this context, conservation should address the need for balance between these 

two seemingly conflicted principles. The key here is to envision a system where these 

two interests can work together instead of in conflict with one another, because in the 

end, the goals are the same.  

COMMUNITY 

 In the late nineteen-nineties, natural resource management scholars shifted focus 

away from the top-down coercive methods to a more inclusive community participation 

model. Since this is an important aspect of this study it is vital to first explore what makes 

a community. The traditional way of understanding communities is to see them as 

cohesive units in which members are relatively homogeneous. Offering a challenge to 

this narrow view of communities, Agrawal and Gibson (1999) acknowledge that diversity 

exists even within small communities, a valuable point to fully acknowledge.  


