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COUNTER-NARRATIVES
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Master narratives offer people a way to identify what is assumed to

be a normative experience. However, for whatever reason, when our
own experience does not match the regular lines of dominant stories,
we are confronted with the challenge of finding meaning outside of the
employments that are ordinarily available. Such challenges make us
aware of new possibilities and even help us develop counter-narratives
that validate a “counter-reality.” Counter-narratives have been recently
used in multiple disciplines, particularly in those fields that seek to
address the notable weaknesses in dominant narratives about how the
human society and environment shape each other over time. A counter-
narrative beginning with the observation that merely critiques extant

stories is insufficient!;

rather, an effective challenge to fallacious
“received wisdom” requires a good storytelling skill that helps penetrate
and disrupt the flow of comfortable and convenient stories. To do so, one
must understand social conditions that produce and reproduce the master
narratives”’ and use such knowledge to supplant false narratives with
stories that have the capacity to sustain and liberate both humans and the
environment. Two projects in this issue challenge the convenient stories
that circulate among environment and development professionals and
replace these stories with counter-narratives that better fit the claims of a

different set of stakeholders.

In An Environmental Rationale: Strategies to Reconcile the Graduated
Interest of Northwestern China’s Eco-Modernization Programs, Au
Young Chung Yan provides a counter-narrative to eco-rational modernity
in China, in which environmental improvement and economic growth
are projected in a virtuous, mutually reinforcing circle. Taking the
Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region as an example, Au Young examines

the implementation and effects of a set of state-led eco-modernization

programs and identifies the limitations of an eco-modernization framework

that ignores the heterogeneity of ecosystem and spatial continuity. In
place of eco-modernization, Au Young applies a conservation refugee
and eco-refugee binary framework to reveal the complex interaction and
overlapping histories of environmental resettlement programs and to
call for insights from political ecology that directs our attention to the

distributive effects of targeted resources and people. The counter-stories

of China’s eco-modernization provide alternative measures to evaluate
conditions of social and environmental justice and to strengthen the well-

being of both humans and the environment.

In Plant’s-Eye Views of Taipei, Jeffrey Hou and Dorothy Tang provide a
counter-narrative to urban nature through which “nature” represents an
anthropocentric view of the biological environment. By exploring the
notions of anthropomorphism, phytomorphism, and phototropism, Hou
and Tang envision a dystopian yet exhilarating scenario, where urban
plants begin to mutate and produce vision in the “post-nature” era. They
regard plants as participants who utilize, adapt to, and shape the everyday
urban environment. The physiological characteristics, habitats, and life
cycles of selected plants growing in the urban fringe of Treasure Hill

and the Gongguan neighborhood are studied and documented by the
project team. By means of sketching and filmmaking, the story of Taipei
is told through the eye of urban plants who co-produce the city along
with human settlers instead of simply serving the latter. The plant’s-eye
view challenges the human-centered definition of the “city,” provides a
multi-directional reading of the human-nature relationship, and positions
human communities at the center of a phytomorphic gaze with “biological

complexity.”

While Au Young tells a story of China’s environmental programs from
the perspective of ecological migrants who are relocated for the purpose
of eco-modernization, Hou and Tang tell a story of Taipei from the
perspective of urban plants as ubiquitous yet often overlooked inhabitants
of the city. Neither fully oppositional nor untouched, the counter-
narratives in both cases are in tension with dominant stories and introduce

creative frictions for a more just and sustainable world.
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