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Environmental discourse today is full of color symbolism. Green parties are 

established not only in Europe but also in countries like Australia and Japan. The “blue 

revolution” became a popular term in the conferences of international organizations 

such as the UN to refer to the critical need for water access in poorer regions of the globe. 

The “red list” itemizes endangered species in biodiversity conservation efforts. The 

future of nuclear energy is dependent on the availability of “yellow cake” (uranium 

concentrate powder). More recently, U.S. President Obama referred to the shale gas as 

the trigger for “brown revolutions.” 

The present paper begins from a description of the historical sequence of 

“coloring” initiated by the states of Siam (called Thailand officially after 1949) and 

Japan to seek for an explanation in the variation of environmental management in Asia. 

I ask three questions: 1) In what sequence did the highlighting of specific color domains 

proceed, making each of them a distinctive field of policy attention, and why? 2) how do 

such sequences reveal intra-state dilemmas, invoking contradiction between competing 

sectors? And, 3) how do such state actions (and inactions) over the control of natural 

resources and the environment result in a particular form of state-society relations that 

go beyond the realm of “environmental management”?  

     The focus on colors and the causal relations among them should not blind us to the 

fact that these elements in nature serve as indispensable sources of our livelihood. 

Highlighting certain aspects of nature induces changes not only in the way people relate 

to nature but also, and more importantly, in how people relate to each other. In this 

regard, I argue that state interventions in resource control have created an enduring 

impact on society by changing the institutional arrangements for resource use. 

     More specifically, I examine issues related to white (metal) and green (wood) in the 

late 19th century and red (energy) and blue (water) during the peak period of economic 

growth in these two countries. Siam and Japan were the only countries in Asia that 

remained independent of Western colonization. Both countries began their 

modernization process in the late 19th century, starting from predominantly 

agriculture-based decentralized polities that became highly centralized states.   


