
Given the concerns I have adumbrated, I might be charged with asking Hamilton to write another type of 
book -- a book that clearly attempts to look at the intellectual tradition that Marx was working within in order to 
assess the assumptions underlying his theoretical claims; a book that takes into consideration the vast tradition of 
scholarship that has analyzed his methodology and theory; a book that is willing to be open to the diverse positions 
that Marx himself took and articulated. It must be noted that, even if such a book had been written, there is still 
plenty of room for disagreement and critique. At least the advantage would be that the reader would be treated to a 
better overall sense of Marx’s ideas, ideas that are both empirically grounded (in the best positivist sense) and 
resolutely “muddle-headed” (in the best interpretative, hermeneutical, and critical sense). In reaction to Hamilton’s 
well-intended portrayal, I can imagine a Marx turning to Engels, as he did in response to supposed followers of his 
ideas during his lifetime, and exclaiming, “If that is what is meant by my theory, then I am not a Marxist!” 
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Reclaiming the Environmental Debate. The Policies of Health in a Toxic Culture Edited by 
Richard Hofrichter, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press (2000), vi, 356 pp

Reviewed by Dennis A. Frate, Department of Preventive Medicine, University of 
Mississippi Medical Center, Jackson MS

Before reading this book, I was reminded how Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring ushered in our national interest 
in environmental health in the early 1960’s. Sustained consumer and scientific interest, however, were not overnight 
accomplishments; we are still trying to draw both scientific and popular attention to environmental health questions. 
While perhaps not with the same mobilizing force, Hofrichter’s Reclaiming the Environmental Debate is highly 
recommended to those professionals, students, and consumers who work in or are interested in environmental health
issues. This recommendation is not based on my total agreement with all of the authors contributing to this socio-
political text, but rather my personal feeling that in order to develop an informed opinion all perspectives should be 
considered. If any phenomenon lends itself to multiple disciplines and various perspectives it is environmental 
health.

As stated in the “Introduction,” the central theme of this text is that “effective challenges to toxic culture, as 
well as the potential for creating a compelling vision of a healthy society, grounded in everyday work and life, 
require reframing objectives so as to produce broad, comprehensive social change.” In essence, this text wants to 
discuss the socio-political underpinnings of environmental actions and policy from a corporate, regulatory, and 

Reviews

20    Vol. 7  2000 Journal of Political Ecology   



community perspective, and through this examination reformulate our societal actions and reactions to 
environmental issues. The book is divided into three parts or sections, although it is difficult to easily discern a clear 
distinction among the individual sections. Part I is titled, “Challenging Current Perspectives.” The seven chapters in 
this section deal with topics such as the biomedical focus on genetic connections in cancer epidemiological research,
workers’ health and corporate conflict, and examples of community development and community action on 
environmental conflicts. This section also addresses concern about risk assessments. In Chapter 7, “When Harm Is 
Not Necessary: Risk Assessment as Diversion,” author Mary O’Brien states, “Environmental risk assessments are 
overwhelmingly used to construct a scientific-looking claim that an unnecessary, hazardous activity or substance is 
‘safe’ or poses ‘insignificant harm,’ or, when dead bodies clearly belie this, is ‘acceptable’.” Such a subjective 
statement does a disservice to those environmental toxicologists and epidemiologists who are diligently working to 
refine this assessment tool. I will discuss the limitations of this methodology later.

Part II contains five chapters that deal with how corporate culture affects our group perceptions on the 
relationships between environmental hazards and human health. A number of these chapters state or at a minimum 
imply a concerted corporate effort at manipulating images of the environmental movement for their own advantage, 
or the marketing of a concept of corporate environmentalism that in reality is not consumer friendly. For example, 
advertising/marketing campaigns using images of Mother Nature to sell refrigerators is taken to task as an 
inappropriate manipulation of the consumer. It is common practice for any product marketing campaign to associate 
itself with a “soft“, “likeable” image such as pets or children. This example appears to be no different. In Chapter 
13, “Rethinking Technoscience in Risk Society: Toxicity as Textuality,” author Timothy Luke examines the science 
of toxicology and risk assessment and agrees to the limitations of the science. However, even the recognition of the 
inherent limitations does not stop the author from finding fault with those who operate within those limitations. We 
are currently very limited in developing causal models for environmental contaminant exposure and human health 
outcomes. Researchers investigating environmental health concerns are left to infer causality from prospective 
animal studies or, even worse, to rely on cross-sectional or case-control studies conducted on humans. Such 
retrospective research designs can only be used to develop models of association and should never be used to infer 
causality. What is required is a prospective cohort study, such as the Framingham cardiovascular disease project. 
This, of course, would require a major commitment of time and funds; Framingham was a 50-year funded project. 
Also, ethical (IRB) considerations would be paramount here; can we ethically monitor a population exposed to a 
particular environmental contaminant over 30 years? The limitations, however, do not exclude launching a societal 
public health effort if statistical associations to an exposure are found. There is a difference between the 
development and acceptance of a scientifically based causal model and public health attention over suspected 
causation. The disease models we now commonly employ, e.g. microbial, have little utility here as a wide range of 
target organs and biological processes have been implicated or suspected in toxic substance exposure; their 
expression appears to be not uniform. This list includes the human reproductive system, the immune system, infant 
growth and development, fetal growth, neurologic disorders, aptitude retardation in children, and cancer. Using the 
current state of the science, including the use of retrospective study designs, the challenge then, for instance, is how 
do we epidemiologically tease out the possible relationship between a low birth weight infant and the mother’s 
exposure to a toxic substance when numerous other dependent variables may have played a significant role, 
separately or in combination, over the entire life span of that woman. For example, how can we measure the effects 
of passive tobacco smoke that occurred over time? Unfortunately, at this time the analytical techniques available are 
inadequate. 

Part III, “Notes From the Field: Community Struggles,” includes four chapters examining organized 
resistance at the community level to on-going or projected environmental contamination and describing creative 
collaborations at the grassroots level. Examples concerning environmental justice are included here. This is a very 
interesting section in that it deals with the reality of how disadvantaged populations can organize to create change. 
In essence, these chapters are taking, what I termed earlier, a public health approach to the problem. The 
communities in question have not waited until a definitive causal model is developed by environmental health 
scientists. Rather, sufficient associations exist with toxic exposure that encourages a public health action or 
community response. As with some of the earlier chapters, these in Part III occasionally lapse into a subjective 
dialogue. For example, in Chapter 15, “Bearing Witness or Taking Action?: Toxic Tourism and Environmental 
Justice,” when discussing a community program in the San Francisco area author Giovanna Di Chiro notes “… a 
community already heavily affected by toxics that has unusually high levels of breast cancer in women under the 
age of fifty.” From an epidemiological perspective, I would have preferred to see a brief table of the expected female
breast cancer rates compared to the actual rates over a 10-year period. Without those numbers, or a meaningful 
citation, such a statement does not reflect responsible science. It is not even clear whether the author is referring to 

Reviews

Journal of Political Ecology Vol. 7 2000 21



morbidity rates or to mortality rates.
Despite some limitations, this volume is recommended to professionals, students, and consumers involved in 

or interested in environmental health concerns. It’s shortcomings center on the occasional lack of both objectivity 
and recognition of the limitations of the science. Environmental health can be an emotional issue, but emotion alone 
will not convert the scientific community or regulatory agencies. All readers should be aware that environmental 
health scientists are currently working on refining the science. Until more sensitive and accurate measures are 
developed, we should continue to be aware of and on the alert for regulatory infractions by corporations and hold 
them accountable; the public’s health at a minimum requires that! Also, as a group we should demand that funding 
agencies that support environmental health research, such as the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences
(NIH) and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, increase their research agenda to advance the state of the 
science so true causal models can be developed, tested, and accepted.

   

American Indians in the Marketplace: Persistence and Innovation among the Menominees 
and Metlakatlans, 1870-1920, by Brian C. Hosmer. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 
1999, xvi, 309 pp.

Reviewed by Alice Littlefield, Department of Sociology and Anthropology, Central 
Michigan University, Mt. Pleasant, MI 48859

In this study of Menominees and Tsimshians, Brian Hosmer seeks to build on the works of such scholars as 
Richard White and Thomas Hall in applying dependency/world systems perspectives to Native American 
populations. He focuses as well as on indigenous peoples as actors in their own affairs. He is interested in how 
Indians were able to maintain community and culture in the face of new economic relationships, particularly the 
impact of market capitalism, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

Hosmer’s approach is to examine this question through two case studies. The first considers the involvement 
of Wisconsin Menominees in commercial logging of tribally owned timber and how this endeavor was shaped by 
timber industry politics, federal policy, and the initiatives of the Menominees themselves. The second examines the 
development of new enterprises in the community of Metlakatla, a village established in the 1860s by Christian 
Tsimshian converts, followers of missionary William Duncan. Living in British Columbia and later in Alaska, 
Metlakatlans negotiated within a political economic environment profoundly shaped by commercial salmon fishing 
and canning interests; missionary politics; and shifting government policies.

In seeking to portray Indians (the term used consistently by Hosmer) as shapers of their own destiny rather 
than merely helpless victims of the expanding global economy, Hosmer details how, unlike their Ojibwa neighbors, 
Menominees not only retained a significant land base (236,000 acres in northeastern Wisconsin), but avoided 
allotment and developed logging and sawmill enterprises on the basis of tribally-owned resources. As a result, at 
least some of the Menominees enjoyed relative prosperity during the period under examination. 

Chapter One provides a summary of Menominee culture and history from the contact period through the 
1870s, when lumbering became a major industry in Northern Wisconsin. Chapters Two and Three focus on the 
development of Menominee logging in their tribal forests after the establishment of the reservation, and their 
struggles to control their own timber resources in the face of commercial timber interests and fluctuating, sometimes
contradictory, Indian Office policies. Chapter Four, “Creating Indian Entrepreneurs,” describes the emergence of a 
Menominee elite who sought to control Menominee logging and sawmill development, with mixed success, in the 
early years of the twentieth century. 

Hosmer gives considerable credit to Menominee leadership for guiding change in ways that protected 
community interests. He describes how Menominee modernizers struggled to wrest control of their logging 
enterprise from the Indian Office bureaucrats, giving credit to “traditional” Menominee values of clan allegiance and
personal autonomy, and their facility for “reinterpreting values, while maintaining a sense of community” (p. 35). 
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