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How Environmental Issues Degenerate into
Nationalistic Issues
by Richard Evanoff

The following is a letter I sent to the editor
of the Japan Times, which to my knowledge
has not yet been published. Maybe it was
too long, or maybe they didn't feel the point
of view was representalive of anyone else
besides the single hardcore environmentalist
way oul in left field who wrote it. Even if the
letter has appeared in the Japan Times by
the time this goes 10 print, it might be worth
reprinting in JEM because it points out, |
hope, some of the problems that develop
when debate over environmental issues
degenerales into nationalistic posturing.

Dear Editor:

The Japan Times reporied in its Tuesday,
June 23 issue that hundreds of politicians,
Buddhists, burcaucrats, and celebrities gath-
ered for a banquet of whale meai o protesi
what they felt was the “cultural imperialism”
of environmentalists who would like to per-
mancntly ban commercial whaling. Let me
reassure those who atterided the banquet that
environmentalists have no racist or discrimi-
natory intentions when they call for a ban on
whaling. The issue is not, as Fishery Agency
official Shima Kazuo said, a “cultural war”
between Western civilization and Japanese
who ecat whale meat. Whaling is first and
foremost an environmental issue, not a cul-
iural onc. In the current environmental crisis
the advanced countries of the world —
including both the West and Japan — must
curb overconsumptive lifestyles which threat-
en the environment.

Environmentalists must object, however, to
the oversimplistic thinking which sees Japan
as a “whale-caling culiure” and the West as a
“meat-cating culture.” In the first place, it is
obvious that since meat is widely consumed
in Japan as well as in the West, Japancse
themselves arc also to blame for the environ-
mental destruction caused by meat produc-
tion. In the second place, other couniries

esides Japan have a legitimate environmen-
tal interest in whales, even if they do not eat
whale meat. Japan does not have sole owner-
ship over whales in international waters sim-
ply because it classifies itself as “whale-eat-
ing” and other couniries as “meai-eating.”
The whales belong to no one country. The
real “cultural imperialism” isn’t coming from
environmenialists working to protect whales
on behalf of all the people of the world, but
from a minority who feel they have a “right”
to kill as many whales as they like, with total
disregard for the majority of the world’s
countries opposed to whaling and in defiance
of legitimate international measures taken to
protect the whales. If the Japanese ban-

Jul-Aug 1992

queters are truly concerned about “culiural
imperialism,” why did they fail 10 make the
connection between the disposable wooden
chopsticks used at the banguet and the culwr-
al genocide of the Penan natives who live in
the Malaysian rainforests, currently being
devastaied by Japanese companies that profit
from Japan’s wasteful consumption of wood
products?

Japanese who are concerned about the
environment should be encouraged o speak
out against whaling in order to demonsirate
that Japan is not in faci totally “homoge-
neous” in its aititude towards whaling. Uniil
this internal criticism is more fully developed
and recognized among the Japanese them-
selves, arguments against whaling will be
regarded as “foreign pressure,” no matter
how legitimate they are on purely environ-
mental grounds. Instead of looking at the
rcal issucs, pro-whaling advocates can simply
dismiss the criticism of non-Japanese envi-
ronmentalists as “Japan bashing,” and thus
shift public atteniion in Japan away from the
environmental damage caused by those who
make enormous profits from whaling. By
cooperating with each other, ecologically
concerned Japanese and Wesierners can con-
front any country’s atlempt to legitimatize
environmental destruction by appealing to
cultural traditions. The “cultural war” is not
between Japan and the West, but beiween
those who are ecologically sensitive and
those who are not, regardless of nationality.
The banqueters themselves perpetuate cultur-
al chauvinism by iwisting a purely cnviron-
mental issue into a confrontation between
Japan and the rest of the world. Instead of
inflaming racist and cultural tension, con-
cerned citizens in Japan and the Wesi should
be working together to overcome our com-
mon problems of overconsumpiive lifestyles,
corporaic profiicering, govemment irrespon-
sibility, and the environmental destruction
which results.

Sincerely
Richard Evanoff

1992 World Congrezs on Adveniure i
Travel and Eco-Tourism

September 20-23, 1992. Forreserva-
tions and information contact: The
Adventure Travel Society, 6551 8.
Revere Parkway, Suite 160, Englewood,
COC 80111 USA. Telephone (303) 649-
9016, FAX (303) 649-9017.




