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Aurther Mol in From Environmental Sociologies to Environmental Sociology: A Comparison of U.S. and European Environmental Sociology states that United States and Europe are not the world, nor necessarily leading the world, in environmental sociology; much is happening (and increasingly will happen) outside the United States and Northwestern Europe. Taking these cues, the present paper investigates the environmental concerns of Indian citizen drawing specific instances from domestic water consumption.

Within environmental sociology, the empirical study of consumption behavior was mostly influenced by psychological model of human behavior. Foundational scholars of environmental sociology (Dunlap and Catton, 1979; Catton and Dunlap, 1980; Dunlap et al., 2000) had focused mainly on the interaction between society and the environment, covering the social factors that lead to environmental degradation and the influence of the environment on social conditions. They had applied the attitude-behavior model, which is popularly known as New Environmental Paradigm (NEP) scale to understand environmental concern. In Europe, Mol, Spaargaren and other scholars have expressed interest in ecological modernization, treadmill production, sustainable consumption and sociological understanding of environmental flows. Spaargaren (2003) employs social practice model to explore the domestic consumption of utility products and services. Moreover, they have explored these issues from a macro perspective going beyond the empirical and attitudinal approaches of the social psychology. Many other approaches have recently become oriented towards sustainable consumption research, such as situational and lifestyle-based explanations, as well as technology-oriented and user-centered approaches (Spaargaren and Van Vliet, 2000; Autio and Heinonen, 2004; Heiskanen et al., 2005).

Within general sociology, environmental issues were frequently discussed as exemplary cases illustrating the new dynamics of change in global modernity addressing the weakening power of nation states over culture, capital and technology (cf. reflexive modernization theory, risk society theory, social constructivism). However, this model demands a new role of nation-states that have to give way to actors and arrangements operating in the global as well as local levels. In this context, ‘sociology of flows’ (Urry, 2000) opens up various perspectives in environmental sociology, by focusing especially on the material and spatial dimension of social life (Mol and Spaargaren, 2005). 

The case of India is interestingly different from dominant western paradigm. In this country, nearly thirty percent population lives below the poverty line.  Consequently, government has to give greater emphasis on ‘subsistence’ rather than ‘sustainable’ livelihood and balance between developmental and environmental imperatives. The noted environmentalists, including the Chipko movement exponent Sunderlal Bahuguna, Vandana Shiva, Medha Patekar have started debating the strategy of government regarding common property resources through people’s participation and environmental movement. In academics, the works of Guha (1989, 2000) and Dwivedi (2001) are well received internationally. However, their works do not strictly follow environment-society relationship from sociological perspective (Mol, 2006). With this backdrop, the present paper attempts to bridge the existing knowledge gap and seeks an integrated approach for Indian society, which combines micro (individual level) and macro (institutional level) perspectives to understand sustainable water consumption.

Substantively, this study focuses on groundwater, which is a basic resource for the rural people. So far it has been available freely and easily and could be obtained flexibly from all available sources (open-well, tube-wells, pond, river, lake, stream, canal, spring). While developing groundwater resources promises to help in poverty removal in many areas, the most formidable groundwater challenge is to attain the sustainable use and management of groundwater in vast and growing regions where the resource is under severe threat. The water crisis also covers regions with an abundance of water, where absence of responsible management of water resources has created deterioration in water quality and shortages. 

The study is describes the environmental concern of two districts of West Bengal (India), i.e. Purulia and North 24 Parganas, one facing scarcity of water and another facing groundwater contamination. The Purulia district of West Bengal belongs to the arid zone and is facing scarcity of water. During the dry season, existing ground and surface water supplies dry out because the water table is dependent on limited monsoon rains. In addition to this, West Bengal is the worst arsenic affected state of India and North 24 Parganas district is severely affected zone of West Bengal where most of the groundwater is contaminated with arsenic. Thus, while the villagers of Purulia are facing a visible risk of scarcity of water the villagers of North 24 Parganas are facing an invisible risk whose consequences may be more serious but are more complex to interpret. In this two different context, there is a need to study water related environment beliefs, and emerging networks of flows of toxicities and technology with the aim of generating new solutions.
The present study has following objectives: First, it strives to measure the general and specific environmental beliefs related to water consumption employing the New Environmental Paradigm (NEP). Second, it explores those social institutions, cultures and beliefs of the people, which have bearing upon everyday consumption pattern of the people.  Third, it seeks to address the changing role of nation-state and civil society in the maintenance of sustainable water consumption using a historical perspective.

From this study, it has been observed that the relationship between beliefs and consumption patterns is confounded by socioeconomic and environmental characteristics. This paper brings out the differences in the two regions in both life chances and levels of awareness. It can also be inferred that the nature of risk too determines the beliefs and consumption patterns which in turn ascertain the demand for infrastructure. Undoubtedly, the state support is required for building the infrastructure to solve water problem and the top-down approach of the government should be replaced by bottom-up model. The role of both Governmental and Non-Governmental actors is different for the different social practices and also depend on the phase of the process and the tasks at hand. The objectives of this paper may turn out to be overly ambitious, however, with its limited scope the present research will contribute to develop a scientific body of knowledge that will be relevant to understand the sustainable consumption of developing countries.
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