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INTRODUCTION

Planet, species, justice—and the stories we tell about them

Ursula K. Heise

The emergence of the environmental humanities

The environmental humanities have emerged as a new interdisciplinary matrix over the last decade, accompanied by programmatic statements, new journals, conferences, research initiatives, and the first few academic programs in Australia, Western Europe, and North America. The label of this research area follows a formula of innovation across a whole range of emergent fields that combines the term “studies” or “humanities” with a concept that has in the past been the purview of disciplines outside the humanities and qualitative social sciences: digital humanities, disability studies, food studies, human–animal studies, and medical humanities, for example. Unlike most of these fields, the environmental humanities do not so much propose a new object of study, a new humanistic perspective on a nonhumanistic field, or a particular set of new methods, as they combine humanistic perspectives and methods that have already developed in half a dozen or so disciplines over the last four decades. Environmental philosophy, for example, emerged in the 1970s, environmental history in the 1980s, and ecocriticism in the early 1990s. Although each of them struggled for a decade or more to be fully accredited by its own discipline, their academic recognition has in recent years opened up the possibility of closer collaborations with neighboring disciplines such as environmental anthropology, cultural geography, and areas in political science and urban studies that converge around the theoretical paradigm of “political ecology.”

Such collaborations can build on a set of theoretical works that, even though they were originally written in and for particular disciplines such as anthropology, history, or philosophy, have become shared points of reference across the environmental humanities and social sciences. From anthropology, these “classics” include Sherry Ortner’s essay “Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?” (1972) and Bruno Latour’s publications, particularly We Have Never Been Modern (1991, trans. 1993) with its coinage of the term “natureculture.” Historical research that has shaped environmental work across disciplines includes Alfred Crosby’s The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (1972), the first sustained study of how European colonialism in the New World reshaped ecosystems around the world, and William Cronon’s “The Trouble with Wilderness, Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature” (1995), which shows how sometimes erroneous memories of nature past have shaped the North American environmentalist movement. Criticism of the wilderness ideal has also come from the Indian sociologist Ramachandra Guha, who approached it from the perspective of developing countries in his essay “Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation: A Third World Critique” (1989) and elaborated a fuller portrait of the “environmentalism of the poor” in Varieties of Environmentalism, the book he co-authored with Joan Martínez-Alier in 1997. The geographer David Harvey’s exploration of the connections between advocacy for social justice and for the environment in Justice, Nature, and the Geography of Difference (1996) approached the same nexus from a Marxist perspective. Lawrence Buell’s The Environmental Imagination (1995) and Writing for An Endangered World (2001) laid the groundwork, from literary studies, for the analysis of major environmentalist tropes such as place and toxicity. The philosopher Val Plumwood has offered an influential analysis of the cultural roots of ecological crisis in Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason (2001), a book that also connects to influential strands of feminist environmental scholarship across disciplines that run from Carolyn Merchant’s The Death of Nature (1980) to Donna Haraway’s work in the history and philosophy of science. In spite of distinct disciplinary trajectories, then, the environmental humanities already share a significant body of theory that has made its influence felt across disciplines.

p.2

Unlike most of the other emergent fields of humanistic and qualitative social-science inquiry, the environmental humanities have a clear disciplinary predecessor, the field of environmental studies that took off in many countries through programs, departments, and publications in the 1960s and 1970s. How does the idea of “environmental humanities” modify or improve on the idea of “environmental studies”? As their research has been increasingly recognized as crucial in their own disciplines, quite a few environmentally oriented humanists and social scientists have felt understandably disgruntled with environmental studies programs that, for all their pathbreaking interdisciplinary work, have often limited their reach to the natural sciences, civil engineering, and a few experts on law and policy. Not a few humanists and social scientists who looked forward eagerly to collaborations with natural scientists that they considered essential for their own work have experienced the frustration of interdisciplinary meetings that ended up relegating them to the tasks of communicating and publicizing research agendas and findings mostly shaped by science, engineering, and policy experts (see Neimanis et al. 75).

Environmental humanities as a long-overdue institutional come-uppance, then? Not quite. Most environmental humanists continue to rate the collaboration with scientists as indispensable, even as their own training and research keeps them focused on the differences that divergent histories, cultures, and values make in understanding and solving environmental problems. These differences are more than a matter of acknowledging the “cultural, ethical, and institutional dimensions of environmental crises,” in the typical lingo of interdisciplinary programs, international governance offices, and NGOs. They constitute a fundamental challenge to the understanding of environmental crises as basically techno-scientific, with history and culture added on as secondary complications. The environmental humanities, by contrast, envision ecological crises fundamentally as questions of socioeconomic inequality, cultural difference, and divergent histories, values, and ethical frameworks. Scientific understanding and technological problem-solving, essential though they are, themselves are shaped by such frameworks and stand to gain by situating themselves in this historical and sociocultural landscape.

The intractability of some of the most serious global environmental crises has helped to foreground their divergent framing in different communities. Climate scientists, for example, have tended to construe the slow pace of reductions in greenhouse gas emissions as a result of information deficits and organized corporate resistance that improved means of publicity might be able to overcome. But as the sociologist Kari Norgaard, the philosopher Dale Jamieson, and the climatologist Mike Hulme, among others, have shown, simple insistence on the scientific facts remains politically ineffective when it is disconnected from the political, social, cultural, affective, and rhetorical forms that the climate problem takes in different communities. Similarly, attempts to protect endangered species on the grounds that biodiversity in general and so-called “keystone species” in particular are essential for ecosystem functioning have tended to run into trouble when they have ignored the histories, values, and uses of animals and plants as understood and practiced by local communities. Particularly when conservation efforts were organized by activists and institutions in the global North, the assumption that their scientific understanding of relationships between species would be shared by default or could be imposed through education on communities in the global South often turned potential local allies into opponents of conservation and led to disempowerment, expropriation, and displacement (Agrawal and Redford; Dowie; Heise, Imagining Extinction ch. 5). Many of the chapters in this collection highlight other scenarios in which the cultural, historical, and social frameworks that shape the understanding of and engagement with environmental crises can make a crucial difference in the way in which scientists, activists, and organizations understand and engage with them. One of our contributors, the Swedish environmental historian Sverker Sörlin, has commented on this shift elsewhere by highlighting that:

p.3

[o]ur belief that science alone could deliver us from the planetary quagmire is long dead. For some time, hopes were high for economics and incentive-driven new public management solutions. … It seems this time that our hopes are tied to the humanities ... in a world where cultural values, political and religious ideas, and deep-seated human behaviors still rule the way people lead their lives, produce, and consume, the idea of environmentally relevant knowledge must change. We cannot dream of sustainability unless we start to pay more attention to the human agents of the planetary pressure that environmental experts are masters at measuring but that they seem unable to prevent.

(Sörlin 788)

The environmental humanities between the Anthropocene and posthumanisms

A great deal of the discussion about the human agents of environmental change over the last decade has revolved around atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen and ecologist Eugene Stoermer’s concept of the Anthropocene. Stoermer coined the term in the 1980s, but it gained public attention in the early 2000s when Crutzen and Stoermer published articles arguing that human impacts on the planet had become so pervasive and enduring that they would leave permanent traces in the Earth’s geological strata, which justified postulating the onset of a new geological epoch distinct from the Holocene (Crutzen; Crutzen and Stoermer). Whether geologists will ultimately accept or reject the term is not likely to have much impact on the lively discussions it has generated about the nature of humans’ collective agency and their impact. As the philosopher Dale Jamieson argues in this volume, the Anthropocene gives rise to both the impression of human power due to humans’ large-scale transformations of planetary ecosystems, and overwhelming feelings of powerlessness because many of these transformations and their consequences were unintended and are difficult to reverse, especially by individuals or small communities.

p.4

The biologist Peter Kareiva has compared the Anthropocene to a process of global domestication. The mix of intended and unintended ecological changes, of desirable and undesirable consequences and side effects that this term encompasses lies at the core of the chapters in Part I, “The Anthropocene and the domestication of Earth.” Their focus ranges from debates about the pre-Columbian human “footprint” in the Amazon and how to define domestication (Hecht), the cultivation of plants across migrations and diasporas (Carney), and the voluntary consumption of contaminated foods after environmental disasters (Yuki), to the shift of certain nonhuman individuals and species from domestic to feral, wild, and back, and from native, endangered, or protected to introduced, invasive, and targeted for eradication (Marris; Robin; Sandler), and all the way to manipulations of the Earth’s climate (Szerszynski). The categories we use to classify these changes ultimately depend on the ideal visions of nature that cultural communities seek to realize, including visions that voluntarily limit human impact by embracing minimalism (Nersessian). By putting the new concept of the Anthropocene into conversation with older ideas about domestication and utopian social visions, the chapters in this section seek to go beyond the public divide over whether the Anthropocene is merely another name for ecological apocalypse or, on the contrary, for new ecological possibilities (Schwägerl), or even for the triumph of human mastery over nature (Ackerman).

The question of how we can or should envision human agency in the Anthropocene informs the essays in Part II, “Posthumanism and multispecies communities.” There is no question that the emphasis on humans’ transformative ecological power implicit in the Anthropocene concept runs counter to the thrust of environmentally oriented work in anthropology, geography, history, literary studies, and philosophy over the last few decades, which has sought to analyze human cultures and societies in their constitutive relations with nonhuman species, natural processes, ecological systems, and inanimate landscapes and forces. The idea of a geological era marked above all by humans not only underemphasizes dimensions of nature that continue to be outside of humans’ influence, from earthquakes to sunlight (cf. Clark), but also the continuous shaping and reshaping of human bodies, minds, and collectives by ecological processes and interspecies relations.

Even more starkly, the central focus on humans’ agency collides with the emergence of posthumanist strains of thought in the humanities and social sciences over the last few decades, from Niklas Luhmann’s brand of systems theory, Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network-Theory, and certain types of media theory to the recent wave of new materialisms, new vitalism, object-oriented ontology, human–animal studies, human–plant studies, and multispecies ethnography. While these paradigms diverge considerably from each other in their founding assumptions, they articulate varying kinds of philosophical and political skepticism toward the integrity and centrality of the human subject in both its individual and collective dimensions. Instead, they highlight how human identity and agency emerge in the context of systems, communities, and “actants” (a term Bruno Latour originally borrowed from Algirdas Julien Greimas’s narrative theory) that include nonhuman species all the way from microbes and plant cultivars to animals, and in some theories also objects, physical processes, and social structures. Against the background of these new theoretical frameworks, the environmental humanities have emerged at a moment when the humanities and qualitative social sciences are reinventing what being human means—and by extension, what it means to study human cultures and societies.
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“Posthumanism and multispecies communities” seeks to capture some of this productive tension with the Anthropocene and, more generally, with the anthropocentrism that still characterizes most work in the humanities and social sciences. Anthropocentrism itself is a historical phenomenon, as a look at premodern articulations of humans’ embeddedness into the natural world through the genre of comedy highlights (Watson). Contemporary thought challenges it through the focus on how humans are constituted through and with other species ranging from viruses, bacteria, and microbes (Sodikoff) to albatrosses and mistletoe (Rose and van Dooren), and through analysis of how human sociality and national belonging are constructed through affective responses to native and invasive species (Cattelino). In the ocean, a space on Earth that remains profoundly alien to human knowledge and experience, alternative conceptions of what it means to be human can be artistically articulated, whether it be through dancing with dolphins (Chaudhuri) or the encounter with species that we have not had a chance to name, let alone to form cultural connections with (Alaimo). Yet, as is clear in all of these analyses, the oceans, too, are being transformed through climate change and ocean acidification in yet another unintended side effect of planetary domestication.

Questioning humans’ exceptionality in their relation with other species has dangers of its own, as many chapters in this and other parts of our volume foreground. On the one hand, rethinking the categorical differences between human and nonhuman agents can lead to the well-known “flattening of ontologies” (in a phrase often used in critiques of Actor-Network-Theory) that makes it difficult—though not impossible—to single out humans as uniquely responsible for environmental destruction and restoration. On the other hand, colonialism, racism, and xenophobia have all too often relied on the strategy of declaring as universal certain historical and cultural ways of being human, and relegating all those who cannot or do not conform to these standards to the subhuman or animal sphere outside the human species. The chapters in Part III, “Inequality and environmental justice,” confront head-on the difficulties of reconciling an awareness of different kinds of ecological agency, inflected by socioeconomic inequality and political oppression as well as by divergent historical memories, social structures, and cultural practices, with the generalized “species we” implicit in the Anthropocene.

The posthumanist questioning of the human subject similarly needs to situate itself in this context of pervasive inequalities, even as indigenous and anti-colonial perspectives offer new avenues for thinking beyond the human (see DeLoughrey et al.). Several of the chapters in this section—by Joni Adamson, Barbara Rose Johnston, Jorge Marcone, and Kyle Powys Whyte—explore old and new indigenous perspectives in the Americas in order to consider environmentalism and social justice as dimensions of the same project. Akhil Gupta and Jennifer Wenzel explore the colonial and decolonial contexts of environmentalism today, and Wenzel holds out the hope that what we now call “environmentalism of the poor” or the “environmental justice movement” might simply come to be seen as environmentalism through the lens of a new kind of humanism. Helga Leitner, Emma Colven, and Eric Sheppard explore questions of environmental justice in the context of Jakarta, a modern metropolis—a setting that is particularly significant in view of the fact that over fifty percent of humans now live in cities, and that many cities stand to be radically transformed by climate change.

Our contributors’ arguments unfold against the background of a lively and genuinely interdisciplinary debate that was sparked by postcolonial historian Dipesh Chakrabarty’s seminal essay “The Climate of History: Four Theses.” Chakrabarty argues that the global scope and long-term impact of anthropogenic climate change challenge humanists and social scientists, particularly historians, to rethink influential theories based on foundational differences of, for example, class, race, sex, gender, or colonial power relations. Since climate change puts at risk the conditions of human existence regardless of such differences, he argues, critiques of capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchy now need to be reimagined within a context of geological time periods, planetary transformations, and humans’ agency as a species. This context calls for a new kind of universalism, in his view, but one that he can only define negatively, as a refusal of the older kind of universalism that set one particular mode of being human as a yardstick. Even this constrained gesture toward universalism, however, has been fiercely criticized by Marxist and postcolonial theorists who argue that, in view of vast and persistent socioeconomic inequality, uneven contributions to planetary change, and uneven exposure to ecological risk on the part of different communities, postulating “species agency” amounts to ideological cover-up (Moore; Žižek 333–334; for a different critique, see Heise, “Comparative Ecocriticism”). The environmental humanities, then, are defined by the productive conceptual tension between humans’ agency as a species and the inequalities that shape and constrain the agencies of different kinds of humans, on one hand, and between human and nonhuman forms of agency, on the other.
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Narrative, aesthetics, and media

Chakrabarty’s essay, with its emphasis on the geological time periods that the Anthropocene calls on us to consider, also foregrounds another defining challenge for the environmental humanities—that of rethinking time, memory, and narrative. Historical memories and retrospective constructions of nature as it once was have decisively shaped ecological science—particularly restoration ecology—as well as environmentalist thought and activism at large. Historians, anthropologists, and literary researchers have critically analyzed the inclusions, exclusions, and creative reinventions of historical ecology ever since William Cronon’s seminal essay on “The Trouble with Wilderness” (1995), one of the first studies to argue that the precolonial wilderness North American environmentalists used to envision as the ideal form of nature never existed in the way they imagined. Similar misconstructions of the ecological past have informed environmental thinking about Australia, Latin America (Gammage; Mann), and, as Kathleen Morrison shows in this volume, India. As a consequence, the narrative of the decline of nature under the impact of modern society stands on shaky ground in many contexts, especially when it ignores or overwrites countervailing perspectives that envision humans as improving their natural environments—narratives that, as Richard White argues, have been proposed by some of the environmental movement’s foundational thinkers, from George Perkins Marsh to Rachel Carson, but have usually been ignored. As Michelle Niemann shows in her chapter, stories about the decline and improvement of nature are complemented by the dichotomy between hubris and humility as dominant tropes of environmentalist discourse that have been criticized and recuperated in the movement’s internal struggles up until the present day.

Narratives of decline and extinction or, conversely, of resilience and improvement in nature always intertwine ecological facts with cultural histories and value judgments, as the chapters by Rosanne Kennedy, Brett Buchanan, and Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert show through the analysis of writing, philosophy, and art about endangered species, multispecies communities, and seashores at risk from climate change. Such stories often seek to define a particular community’s vision of its own place in history and geography, its anxieties over the changes that modernization and colonization impose, and its aspirations for the future. In this context, decline narratives are often a powerful means of expressing political resistance to modernization and colonization, even as they also frequently constrain visions of the socio-ecological future as anything other than a recreation of the past. The expertise of environmental humanists in the critical analysis of fictional as well as nonfictional narrative puts them right at the heart of a vigorous debate between different strains of the environmental movement over what story templates will prove to be most effective in the future. This debate has pitted “eco-modernists” such as Ted Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberger, who claim that “the solution to the unintended consequences of modernity is, and has always been, more modernity—just as the solution to the unintended consequences of our technologies has always been more technology,” against the contributors to the volume Keeping the Wild: Against the Domestication of Earth, who argue for the accuracy and usefulness of the wilderness idea and the declensionist story template (Wuerthner and Crist). As the chapters in Part IV, “Decline and resilience: environmental narratives, history, and memory,” demonstrate, the forms and political functions of environmental narrative vary  a great deal more than these two positions allow for.
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Not only are they far more varied when we look across different languages and regions of the world, but also when we look across different art forms and media, as the chapters in Part V, “Environmental arts, media, and technologies,” do. Environmental aesthetics and communication have long confronted the challenge of mediating between stories and statistics, local experiences and global scenarios, images with instant impact and ideas about long-term transformation, a task that poses problems of scale as well as representation. Environmental art, architecture, and film have sought to convey an understanding of large-scale ecological processes and statistical shifts through techniques that combine realism with abstraction, the animate with the inanimate, and familiar visions with remote or futuristic ones, whether they focus on landscapes, habitats, food, or waste (Nisbet; Weik von Mossner; Barber; Carruth; Zubiaurre). The experimental techniques of the twentieth-century avant-garde in Europe and the Americas—collage, montage, self-reference, combinations of text and image—take on new, environmental functions in this context (Bök).

Over the last four decades, increasingly sophisticated digital tools, from geographic information systems to data visualizations, have generated new maps, images, and narratives about the short- and long-term risks and opportunities of global ecological change (Houser; Sinclair and Posthumus). The challenge for the environmental humanities in this context is not just the study of digital images and artifacts, but the integration of digital tools and methods with older humanistic procedures: the combination of close reading with computational criticism, for example, of thick description with newly accessible statistics about ecological processes and cultural practices, of storytelling with database creation, or of photography with zoomable maps. The role and relevance of these new methods has been fiercely debated over the last decade in the humanities and qualitative social sciences; the environmental humanities, with their dual stakes in histories, cultures, and values, on one hand, and in ecological processes and global risks, on the other, are in a privileged position to showcase the achievements and shortfalls of these innovative approaches and procedures.

In engaging with new archives, tools, and communications venues, environmental humanists seek to make the differences between their own home disciplines productive rather than divisive (cf. Bergthaller et al.), as well as to continue conversations with scientists, activists, policy makers, and urban and regional planners. The interest of environmental anthropologists, geographers, historians, literary scholars, and philosophers in how ecological systems and nonhuman species interact with particular societies and cultures has over the last decade been reinforced by the “material turn” in the humanities and social sciences that emphasizes the otherness and agency as well as the entanglement of nonhuman actants with human ones (Nash; Sullivan; Bergthaller). But just how such Latourian “imbroglios” are theoretically envisioned matters not just for the foundations of humanistic and social-scientific research, but also for the ways in which they can be made to create interdisciplinary networks and public outreach (Nash; Sörlin; Garrard; LeMenager). Such networks in and beyond the university take on particular importance with the new emphasis on urban ecology, prompted by the realization that, sometime around 2010, the proportion of humans living in cities crossed the fifty percent threshold. Cities—and in many cases, very large cities—will be humans’ dominant habitat in the future, a partly natural and partly anthropogenic habitat whose study calls for the integration of insights from anthropology, architecture, biology, cultural studies, ecology, geography, political science, sociology, and urban planning (Sandilands; Christensen and Heise).
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Critique, a central way of defining the mission of the humanities and qualitative social sciences, certainly remains an important element in these interfaces. But “[a]n important tension is emerging between, on the one hand, the common focus of the humanities on critique and an ‘unsettling’ of dominant narratives, and on the other, the dire need for all peoples to be constructively involved in helping to shape better possibilities in these dark times. The environmental humanities is necessarily, therefore, an effort to inhabit a difficult space of simultaneous critique and action,” the authors of one of the first manifesto-style introductions to the environmental humanities argue (Rose et al. 3). And as one of our contributors, Hannes Bergthaller, has argued elsewhere with a team of collaborators, “A genuinely inclusive and adventurous approach to the Environmental Humanities might also facilitate collaboration with partners outside the academy, where much of the work of adaptation to environmental change, mitigation of ecological damage, and transition to new social structures must take place” (Bergthaller et al.; see also Neimanis et al. 88–90). Encouraging synthetic as well as analytical perspectives and constructive as well as critical thinking is therefore a central task ahead for environmental humanists (Garrard; LeMenager; cf. Bergthaller et al.).

Combining theoretical and analytical work with creative experiments and public engagement was the task that our local community of environmental humanists found itself facing at the end of a year-long Sawyer Seminar, generously funded by the Andrew Mellon Foundation, that took place at the University of California, Los Angeles, in 2014–15. The seminar brought together humanists and social scientists not only from UCLA and its sister universities in the UC system, but also colleagues from around the United States and from Australia, Canada, England, Germany, Japan, Sweden, and Taiwan. The Routledge Companion to the Environmental Humanities combines their contributions with those of other researchers who generously agreed to join us in print even when our funds and time schedule did not allow us to invite them in person. The lively discussions and manifest student interest in the monthly seminars led us to create a new undergraduate minor in “Literature and the Environment” that we envision growing into an “Environmental Humanities” major as more faculty and students in the humanities and social sciences discover the connections between their areas of research and unfolding scenarios of global ecological risk and opportunity. It also prompted us to create LENS, the Lab for Environmental Narrative Strategies, which launched as a new cell of UCLA’s Institute of the Environment and Sustainability in the fall of 2016. LENS focuses on research, teaching, and public engagement around the narratives and visions that different cultural communities create to understand and communicate environmental crises and possibilities across a variety of media. In collaboration with activists, artists, researchers, and writers around the world, LENS undertakes and supports experimental strategies for generating new narratives and images, grounded in an understanding of ecological crises as fundamentally cultural processes, that help to create a more sustainable world for humans and the species that coinhabit the planet with us.
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Part I

THE ANTHROPOCENE AND THE DOMESTICATION OF EARTH
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1

THE ANTHROPOCENE

Love it or leave it1

Dale Jamieson

One of the central themes of classical philosophy is the persistence and puzzling nature of change. Throughout the history of philosophy this concern appears, disappears, reappears, and never completely goes away. There is a similar oscillation in our sciences between an interest in equilibrium states and a fascination with the sources and persistence of disorder. Which is primary, order or disorder, change or permanence? Perhaps it is a coincidence that the period and place in which I grew up (1950s America) was characterized by an obsession with “progress,” but a dislike for change. Both nature and the economy sought equilibrium, and the nation itself was on the way to a more perfect union. Or so it seemed to me that it seemed to my elders.

These human frames and constructions can sometimes obscure the fact that we live in a violent neighborhood in a universe given to cataclysms. Even our own little planet is constantly changing. The forces driving these changes include variation in solar radiation, movements in tectonic plates, volcanic activity, meteor strikes, shifts in orbit, and changes in the tilt of the Earth on its axis. Life itself is among the forces that have changed the Earth, from cyanobacteria that produced the first oxygen on Earth to human beings who are now increasing the concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere.

In 1997, a distinguished group of scientists published an influential article in which they assessed the human impact on the Earth (Vitousek et al.). They calculated that between one-third and a half of Earth’s land surface had been transformed by human action; that carbon dioxide in the atmosphere had increased by more than 30 percent since the beginning of the industrial revolution; that more nitrogen had been fixed by humanity than all other terrestrial organisms combined; that more than half of all accessible surface freshwater was being appropriated by humanity; and that about one-quarter of Earth’s bird species had been driven to extinction. They concluded that “it is clear that we live on a human-dominated planet” (494).

In recognition of the increasing human domination of the planet, some scientists have proposed that we have entered a new geological era—the Anthropocene. A proposal to declare the Anthropocene a new epoch in Earth’s history is under formal review by the International Commission on Stratigraphy (ICS), the authoritative scientific body that makes decisions about the geologic time scale. Even if the ICS declines to declare the Anthropocene a geological epoch, it can still be an important concept for understanding our present condition. There is no guarantee that a record of who we are, how we lived, and how we found meaning in our lives will be encoded in the Earth’s crust.
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Some humanists (and others) have been suspicious of the concept of the Anthropocene. They see in the very name the glorification of the human domination of the planet. They are not wrong to think that how we categorize can be relevant to what we think is permissible. Categorizing a plant as a weed, an animal as a pest, or a person as a thug has implications about how they may permissibly be treated. But sometimes a category is just a category. Think of triangles. You may treat a triangle as if it were a square, but that would only be wrong in the stupid sense of “wrong,” not in any richer normative sense. Geological categories are somewhere in between. The Holocene is not a logical notion in the way that triangle is. The term was not invented until 1867 (and then in French), not proposed as an epoch until the Third International Geological Congress in 1885, and not formally adopted by the US Geological Survey until 1967. Despite the fact that this term was carried over into English from a French term that was constructed from Greek materials less than one hundred fifty years ago, it is not viewed with suspicion in the way that “Anthropocene” is. What accounts for the difference?

Part of the explanation is surely that the historical classifications that we are born into typically form part of an unquestioned baseline: they are “naturalized.” When it comes to the Anthropocene, the sausage is being made before our very eyes. And as with actual sausage, it is not hard to think that there is something unseemly about the process. Another concern is the implicit reference to humanity that is contained in the term “Anthropocene.” Some seem to think that to name an epoch with a term that refers to humans is to glorify humanity and its domination of nature. But surely this does not follow. We can speak of the Warring States Period in China, as scholars often do, without glorifying warring states.

Another view, often more implied or suggested than asserted, is that the Anthropocene has been around as long as there have been people. There is nothing new about the Anthropocene. What is new is that people are waking up to it.

What matters for the demarcation of the Anthropocene as a morally and culturally interesting category is that some region in time can usefully be spoken of as qualitatively different from some previous region. There can be vagueness between these periods, and the qualitative distinction that marks the Anthropocene can supervene on quantitative differences rather than resting on irreducible differences of kind. It is against this background that Vitousek et al.’s study is a good marker. A study like this, done a thousand years earlier, would have produced radically different results. Yes, life has always affected the Earth, but there is something new and different about the way humanity affects the planet and thereby itself. Whether or not this is of geological interest, it is of great cultural and moral moment.

The most obvious feature of the Anthropocene is the growing human population and its demand for energy, food, goods, services, and information, along with the need to dispose of its waste products. At the beginning of the Holocene there were probably about six million people living as hunter-gatherers. Today there are more than seven billion people, most living in urban societies, many with a command over resources that only the nobility would have had a few centuries ago.

Technology is an important part of the story of the Anthropocene. The humanity that has transformed nature is now organized in highly complex systems bound together by air travel, oil and gas pipelines, electrical wires, highways, train tracks, fiber optic cables, and satellite connections. In 1907 the French philosopher Henri Bergson wrote: “In thousands of years … our wars and revolutions will count for little … but the steam engine, and the procession of inventions of every kind that accompanied it, will perhaps be spoken of as we speak of the bronze or of the chipped stone of pre-historic times: it will serve to define an age” (138–139). Technology enables “action at a distance” that would once have seemed inconceivable, whether as a sexual encounter in virtual reality with someone on the other side of the world, or as the instantaneous transfer of wealth, resources, and power. Some would even say that technology is no longer something that we use; it is an integral part of who we are. On this view our minds extend to devices and configurations of objects far beyond our skulls and even our skin: We are “natural born cyborgs” (Clark).
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The conjunction and effects of large population, high consumption, and technology have affected the nature of our relationships and our conception of agency. In some respects we feel empowered. We can save a child in a far-away land by making a phone call and pledging a contribution. The swipe of a credit card can deliver goods and services from remote parts of the world (thank you, Amazon). A few clicks at a computer allow us to register our opinions about everything from Iran’s nuclear program to a woman who left her dog in a car with the windows rolled up in a parking lot in Kansas. A man in Las Vegas controlling an unmanned drone can stalk and kill a single individual on the other side of the world. Together we can change climate, drive species to extinction, and acidify the ocean. Never have humans been so powerful. Hence the name “Anthropocene.”

Yet, at the heart of the Anthropocene is a widespread sense of the loss of agency. We say money controls politics as if elections are not decided on the basis of who gets the most votes. Many people in both developed and developing countries feel trapped in their classes and social roles. The main obstacle to taking action on climate change is the deep sense of its inevitability and our powerlessness to affect its course.

The Anthropocene has also brought confusion. In a world in which everything affects everything else and no one feels decisive over much at all, the distinction between causation and complicity has become fraught. When I drive my SUV to the 7–11 for a slurpy, am I causing climate change, contributing to it, complicit in it, or does it matter at all what I do? Do these distinctions even matter? Is San Diego Gas and Electric giving me what I want, or manipulating me because I have no real choice but to pay the bill? The list of questions could go on. And on and on. The sense of powerlessness and confusion they reflect and engender is part of why so many of us retreat to private life.

But what is private life in the Anthropocene? Technology has brought with it increased transparency (good) and a loss of privacy (bad). I can read police reports from the jurisdiction of my choice and find the salaries of my colleagues who work in public universities. But if I were to investigate myself, I would be shocked by how much is readily available. And in the technology-driven world of the Internet and social media, the distinction between intersubjective validity and just plain repetition threatens to break down. What does this do to an outlook, such as that of traditional liberalism, in which the distinction between public and private is central?

In a world of greater resources and fewer well-insulated spheres of life, everything becomes increasingly fungible, from wombs to kidneys to artworks to lives themselves. Tradeoffs between the near and dear and the remote and strange become possible in a way they never were before. Sitting in his rooms in Cambridge, Henry Sidgwick could read about famine in Bengal, but there was little he could do about it in real time except decry it. I, on the other hand, can immediately empty my bank account and make something happen on the ground in Nepal (for good or ill). Or instead I could go in for some online gambling on my children’s future; or I could just leave everything to my canary. Everything seems possible but nothing seems to matter.

This leads to a crisis in meaning. Human life has traditionally been lived against the background of a nature that is seen as largely independent of human action. The biblical book of Matthew tells us that the sun shines on the just and unjust alike. Once geoengineering is perfected, we may be able to fix this oversight of nature. But what becomes of the message of humility and compassion that this teaching evokes?
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What emerges from all this is not clear. Together we are remaking the planet, though no one seems to have ever decided that this was a good idea. Many of us feel as though we have choices over matters that were once fixed, yet feel powerless over things that we once had power over. The old order is shaking. Some new thinking in needed. Welcome to the Anthropocene.

The most fundamental choice the Anthropocene presents us with is whether to love it or leave it. Some writers seem to think that there is no choice here at all; that the Anthropocene is a natural end state—an inevitability—perhaps because they believe that we have always been in the Anthropocene. This is a fundamentally unscientific view. There are no natural teleologies. The Anthropocene will pass away like previous historical epochs, and so will humanity. It is up to us whether to willfully intensify the human domination of nature, accept it, or try to reduce it. To present this as anything other than a choice is bad faith.

However, it is also true that we are living in the Anthropocene and will do so for the foreseeable future even if we desire to exit. Whether we embrace the Anthropocene or want to exit from it, we need to develop ways of life that will allow humanity to flourish in this period. We need an ethics of the Anthropocene.

An ethical system regulates behavior within a social group, helps to coordinate behavior to address collective problems, informs relations with those outside the group, and provides meaning for those who are members of the group. Ethical systems are often dynamic, incomplete, and sometimes incoherent and inconsistent. Most such systems embody ideals of character, criteria for right action, and conceptions of what is morally valuable. Ethical systems are collective constructions, not legislated by single individuals. Agency, its meaning, and its importance are defined by and reflected in an ethical system, and for creatures like us, agency as it is experienced phenomenologically is tightly bound to the proximate: what presents itself to our senses and causally interacts with us in identifiable ways.

From the beginning, ethics has primarily been concerned with the proximate. However, what is proximate is flexible. Stories, music, relics, sacred space, and even the establishment of a common language are all ways of bringing into view what would otherwise be invisible. The expanding circle of ethics, which to a great extent coincides with globalization, has made the distal proximate through new living arrangements, forms of travel, and kinds of imagery enabled by technological innovation. However, there is a limit to what can be made proximate to creatures like us. Carbon dioxide emissions are among those phenomena that are difficult to bring close and make visible. One consequence of this is that if we want to reduce our emissions, we need proxies that will support us in doing that.

A conception of the green virtues—character traits, dispositions, and emotions—can fill that role to some extent. The green virtues are mechanisms that provide motivation to act in our various roles from consumers to citizens in order to reduce our impact on nature, regardless of the behavior of others. They also give us the resiliency to live meaningful lives even when our actions are not reciprocated. They can provide guidance for conducting experiments for how to live in the Anthropocene. A conception of the virtues is at the very foundation of what it is to experience a sense of agency. For to see ourselves as agents is to see ourselves as beings that have both character traits that condition what we do and aspirations to go beyond what has been given to us by the circumstances in which we find ourselves.
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A full account of the virtues required to navigate the Anthropocene would involve at least these: love, respect, humility, and responsibility.2 In what remains in this chapter, I will discuss only respect—in particular, respect for nature. Understanding one of the virtues in some detail will help illuminate just how difficult and subtle the challenge of living well in the Anthropocene really is.

Respect for nature has been celebrated at various places and times to different degrees.3 It is a persistent if not universal value. There are at least precursors of this idea in Kant and strong assertions of it in the Romantic tradition.4 It is frequently attributed to indigenous peoples and found in various Asian traditions. While it is difficult to say exactly what this virtue consists in, it is relatively easy to give examples of the failure to express it. If we dominate our planet, as Vitousek et al. claim, then surely we can be said to dominate nature in one important sense of the term. Dominating something can be one way of failing to respect it, so it is plausible to say that in virtue of our domination of nature we fail to respect it.5

Domination can be expressed attitudinally in the ways in which we think and feel about nature as well as substantively. We often treat nature as “mere means,” as if it does not have any value or existence independent of its role as a resource for us. As a society we seem to treat the Earth and its fundamental systems carelessly, as if they were toys, or as if their functions could easily be replaced by a minor exercise of human ingenuity. It is as if we have scaled up slash-and-burn agriculture to the planetary level.6

One of the insights of the social movements of the 1960s was that a vicious circle can take hold with subordinated groups.7 Mistreatment diminishes respect, which leads to further mistreatment, which further diminishes respect, and so on. The same vicious circle can take hold with nature. Dominating nature both expresses and contributes to a lack of respect, which in turn leads to further domination.

Respecting nature, like respecting people, can involve many different things. It can involve seeing nature as amoral, as a fierce adversary, as an aesthetic object of a particular kind, as a partner in a valued relationship, and perhaps in other ways. These attitudes can exist simultaneously within a single person.

When nature is seen as amoral, it does not constitute a moral resource in any way. One memorable statement of nature as amoral occurs in chapter five of the Tao Te Ching, attributed to the Taoist sage Lao-Tse: “Heaven and Earth are impartial; they treat all of creation as straw dogs.” In ancient Chinese rituals, straw dogs were burned as sacrifices in place of living dogs. What is asserted here is that the forces that govern the world are as indifferent to human welfare as humans are to the fate of the straw dogs they use in ritual sacrifice. On this view we should respect nature because of its blind, unpurposing force and power.

Seeing nature as amoral can easily slip into seeing nature as an immensely powerful, even malevolent adversary, and humanity as weak, vulnerable, and in need of protection.8 If humanity and its projects are to survive and thrive, nature must be subdued and kept at bay. Nature, on this view, is the enemy of humanity.

Amoral nature can be respected for its radical “otherness” that cannot be assimilated to human practices. Nature as an adversary can be respected for its power and abilities in pursuing its ends, which are fundamentally at odds with those of humanity. Seeing nature as amoral or as an adversary can provide grounds for respecting nature but can also provide a rationale for dominating nature.9

A third way of respecting nature sees profound aesthetic significance in its overwhelming power. This thought is powerfully developed in Edmund Burke’s 1757 work, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful. The human experience of the sublime is, according to Burke, a “delight,” and one of the most powerful human emotions. Yet, perhaps paradoxically, the experience of the sublime involves such “negative” emotions as fear, dread, pain, and terror, and can occur when we experience deprivation, darkness, solitude, silence, or vacuity. The experience of the sublime arises when we feel we are in danger, but it is actually not so. Immensity, infinity, magnitude, and grandeur can cause this experience of unimagined eloquence, greatness, significance, and power. The sublime is often associated with experiences of mountains or oceans. Such experiences may occasion wonder, awe, astonishment, admiration, or reverence. In its fullest extent, the experience of the sublime may cause total astonishment.
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The idea of the sublime was profoundly influential on nineteenth-century American culture, notably through painters such as Thomas Cole and Frederic Church. It went on to be an important influence on American environmentalism through the writings of John Muir and, more recently, Jack Turner, Dave Foreman, and other advocates for “the big outside.” Indeed, the case for wilderness preservation is often made in the language of the sublime.

Finally, there is the idea of nature as a partner in a valuable relationship. People often speak of particular features of nature as if they were friends, lovers, or even parents. People who see elements of nature as friends often feel that they learn from nature as they do from other companions. Some speak of nature in language that is usually reserved for lovers.10 Indeed, we often speak of those who want to protect nature as “nature lovers.” In some people, nature elicits feelings of filial devotion. John Muir wrote that “[t]here is a love of wild nature in everybody, an ancient mother-love” (98). Many of us also associate nature with a feeling of being at home. I grew up in San Diego, California, and the sights, smells, breezes, and quality of light that I experience when I am there are transformative, especially when I step onto the beach at Torrey Pines, just north of the city.

These different ways of respecting nature support somewhat different attitudes toward nature and reasons for respecting it. Rather than discussing the details, I will mention three reasons for respecting nature that seem quite robust across times and cultures. Respect for nature can be grounded in prudence, can be seen as a fitting response to the roles that nature plays in giving our lives meaning, and can also spring from a concern for psychological wholeness.

One reason for respecting nature is that it is in our interests to do so. The geoscientist Wallace Broecker compares our climate-changing behavior to poking a dragon with a sharp stick. Angering the dragon of climate is not likely to be a good business plan for maintaining human life on Earth. Versions of this argument are ubiquitous in the environmental literature, and something like this view is implicit in slogans such as Barry Commoner’s “third law of ecology” which states that “nature knows best.” It can also be seen as providing the foundation for the precautionary principle.

A second reason for respecting nature is that, for many people and cultures, nature provides important background conditions for lives having meaning. It is easy to think of examples from history, literature, or contemporary culture. William Blake’s idea of England as a “green and pleasant land” is important in English literature, history, and identity. The cherry orchard in Anton Chekhov’s play of the same name defines the life of everyone in the community. Think of the role that landscape plays in the lives of indigenous peoples. For that matter, think of how the “flatirons” define Boulder, Colorado.

An analogy may help to bring the point out more clearly. Representational painting is not the only kind of valuable painting but it is one very important kind. Indeed, it may be the mother from which other forms of valuable painting emerged. Representational painting exploits the contrast between foreground and background. What is in the foreground gains its meaning from its contrast with the background. What I want to suggest is that nature provides the background against which we live our lives, offering us an important source of meaning. It is thus not surprising that we delight in nature and take joy in its operations, and feel grief and nostalgia when familiar patterns are disrupted and natural features destroyed.11 In these respects, meaning and mourning are closely related concepts.12
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A third reason for respecting nature flows from a concern for psychological integrity and wholeness. As Kant (and later Freud) observed, respecting the other is central to knowing who we are and to respecting ourselves. Indeed, the failure to respect the other can be seen as a form of narcissism. Some work in environmental psychology gestures toward a story in which the recognition of nature as an “other” beyond our control is at the root of our self-identity and communal life (for example, see Clayton).

Respect for nature is an important virtue that we should cultivate as part of an ethic for the Anthropocene. Respect can be manifest in many different ways within a single person, sometimes simultaneously. Nature itself is not a single thing and we can respect some elements or dimensions of nature while expressing contempt for others. Respecting nature is respecting ourselves.

The fundamental question the Anthropocene poses for us is whether we love it or want to leave it. However we answer that question, for the foreseeable future we will have to live with it. The immediate challenge we face is how to navigate this period in a way that preserves as much of what we value as possible, and provides us with sources of meaning.

The green virtues are not an algorithm for solving the problems of the Anthropocene. Politics is required, not just virtue. Yet the green virtues can provide guidance for how to live gracefully in a changing world, while helping to restore in us a sense of agency.

Notes

  1    This chapter has been influenced by collaborative work with Bonnie Nadzam (see Jamieson and Nadzam). I also thank Michelle Niemann for comments on an earlier version of this chapter, and the participants in a seminar at UCLA for an invigorating discussion.

  2    For more on love, see Jamieson and Nadzam; for responsibility, see Jamieson, “Responsibility for Climate Change,” and for a fuller (and somewhat different) account generally of the green virtues see chapter 6 of Jamieson, Reason in a Dark Time. A fuller account would also have to find a place for the importance of anti-moralism and a rejection of an ideal of moral purity.

  3    Respect for nature can be thought of as a duty as well as a virtue, which is how Paul Taylor understands it, and also how I regarded it in “Climate Change, Responsibility, and Justice.” And of course, a fuller account of this virtue would require much more to be said about the nature of nature than I can say here.

  4    On Kant, see Allen Wood; for an expression of respect for nature in Romantic poetry, see Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.”

  5    There is a sense of “domination” in which it does not imply a lack of respect (e.g., one team can be said to dominate another in a game), but for reasons that are given below (e.g., that our lack of respect for nature expresses itself attitudinally as well as substantively) and for others that are obvious, it is not this sense that is in play here.

  6    I owe this image to Jeremy Waldron.

  7    This theme was especially prominent in the work of Frantz Fanon and Malcolm X.

  8    Werner Herzog’s Grizzly Man is a wonderful film on this and related themes.

  9    John Stuart Mill in his scattered writings on nature is an interesting case of someone who saw nature as amoral but maintained a fundamental respect for nature, in part for its otherness, but also because of its aesthetic qualities and the ways it contributes to human life.
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10    There is even a blog “52 Ways to Fall in Love With the Earth” (Wendt), which can be viewed at http://52ways.wordpress.com/.

11    For an articulate example of these feelings regarding the devastation of Utah’s red rock canyon country by the creation of Lake Powell, see Edward Abbey’s The Monkey Wrench Gang. A similar sense of loss and nostalgia can be engaged by urban projects such as Robert Moses’s plan to build a highway though Manhattan’s Washington Square Park (Caro).

12    I owe this thought to Sebastiano Maffetone.
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2

DOMESTICATION, DOMESTICATED LANDSCAPES, AND TROPICAL NATURES

Susanna B. Hecht

Domestication politics and the human footprint

This chapter explores how competing models of domestication and human impact are currently playing out in debates over indigenous “footprints” in the Amazon basin in pre-Colombian times. These questions might be viewed as arcana in a scientific debate, except that these controversies illuminate divergent ideologies about nature, domestication, and social impacts on landscapes. From the perspective of science and technology studies, this debate involves differing epistemic communities, their sociologies, and their explanatory framings. These analytics also pertain to broader questions such as the implications of historic land use for climate change, dating the Anthropocene, civilizational discourses about native peoples, current development, and indigenous land politics in Amazonia.

The Brazilian constitution of 1988—which has been widely copied throughout the Amazon countries—recognizes land claims based on historical markers and explanations of use, which include forest activities. Thus, traditional and indigenous peoples need forms of evidence including ethnohistorical and archival documents, landmarks like historical villages, and historical ecological information as part of the legal dossier to claim lands. While showing land use legacies is important for such territorial claims, showing the absence or minimal presence of humans has become increasingly necessary for land assertions associated with “strong” conservation for biodiversity, for carbon offsets and watershed control, and ultimately for Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD) payments (De Barros et al.) as these are inscribed in the Paris Climate accords. Since conservation is a regional land use “development” option, it is also often contested.

Further, the sustainability arguments that infuse regional development debates privilege local knowledge systems and their derived practices, arguing that these hold the keys to long-term ecological viability of Amazonian land uses under a range of climate and economic regimes, especially compared with many of the monocultural land uses on offer (Brondizio, “Agricultural Intensification”). These sustainability arguments had their roots in the search for alternatives to the highly destructive Amazon development models of the authoritarian period (1964–1985) and focused on traditional technologies and social formations (Hecht and Cockburn; Posey and Balée; Redford and Padoch). This has produced a cohort of researchers concerned with theoretical dimensions of knowledge systems, settlement, land use, and history as well as socially situated discussions about Amazonian research.
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Underpinning these debates are assumptions about the civilizational capacities of Amazonians that have been in play for centuries. Were Amazonians even able to influence their environments at large scale or on the terra firma? Many nineteenth-century development thinkers, such as Henry Buckle, argued that the exuberant Brazilian nature swamped the civilizational capacity of locals and condemned them to underdevelopment, a position echoed by many nineteenth-century naturalists, ethnographers, casual observers, and politicians who used this idea, along with concepts of racial debility and the “miscegenation degeneration problem,” to promote European immigration (Hecht, Scramble; Skidmore; Weinstein). Indigenous and traditional populations have been subject to structural and overt racism for hundreds of years, with natives as wards of the state during the much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and with highly contested claims to territory (Hemming; Garfield).

Mid-century functionalist cultural ecological anthropology, as for example Napoleon Chagnon’s description of the Yanomami, fed into negative views of natives. Because of Chagnon’s sociobiology of the “fierce people,” Brazil’s authoritarian regimes interpreted the Yanomami as violent brutes lacking the skills to even act as citizens, let alone partake in their own autonomy, as Davi Kopenawa, a long time Yanomami activist, describes in his moving autobiography. The functionalism of Betty Meggers’s “soil limitation” model, which I discuss further on, also rendered many Amazonian populations “invisible.” She insisted that there were environmental limitations on native culture, and the resultant trope of “demographic void” became one of the pretexts for Amazonian occupation as a central political, geopolitical, and cultural modernization project under Brazil’s authoritarian regimes (1964–1985) (Hecht and Cockburn; Silva; Becker). Ironically, Meggers thought ecological limits would preclude Amazonian interventions, and did not expect that her arguments—sparse population and cultural insufficiency—would stimulate rather than restrain the developmentalist Generals. Later in this essay, I will return to Meggers’s civilizational arguments and the “modernization” of her pedological arguments, as she serves as the muse for a recent set of debates that rehearse her premises and blind spots, but first, the questions of domestication, why now, and why environmental humanities?

Domestication and the environmental humanities

Domestication has been a durable research arena and analytic trigger for most of the last two millennia. The practice of agriculture was taken as a central proof of the Earth as an “Abode for Man” in classical and medieval thought (Glacken), and specifically, agricultural surplus was considered a necessity for more complex divisions of labor, political complexity, and urbanization. Domestication fundamentally conflates with sedentary lifeways and civilization and has often, incorrectly, been portrayed as part of a linear progression from nomadism to sedentarism, associated either with domesticated organisms or exceptionally rich “natural” concentrations of wild resources. The globalization of food and industrial crops has been a regular feature of imperial movements, an icon of improvement, and, in modern political ecology analytics, the axis for analyzing an array of environmental problems. In this sense, agricultural differences became markers of the exotic and fulcrums of resistance that emblematize cultural aptitudes, differences, virtues, vices, and land transformations and continuities.
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Environmental historians and cultural geographers have been especially interested in landscapes and social changes associated with agricultural and agrarian systems, and the institutions, such as botanical gardens, royal charters, ecclesiastic missions, markets, and slavery, that mediated these transformations. These institutions made some agricultural systems prominent while others sank from view, thus contributing to the invisibility of indigenous cultivars and techniques even if they did not fade from practice (Mann; Schiebinger and Swan; Endersby; Driver and Martins; Brockway; Carney; Carney and Rosomoff; Carney and Voeks). One of the central foci of much of current ethnoagronomy and ethnoecology has been to recover and analyze these practices.

Many landscapes “read” as wild have much stronger human signatures than generally assumed. Many land uses, cultigens, and activities have fallen outside what observers have understood or could even see as agriculture, as the recent attention to nontimber forest products, successional management, forest tending, and an array of arboreal management has shown (Brookfield; Brookfield and Padoch; Ellen et al.; Chomitz and Kumari; Aguilar-Støen et al.; Freitas et al.; De Jong; Lewis; Mathews; Kennedy). Problems of classifying subsistence strategies revolve around such invisibilities and hamper understanding of different paradigms of agriculture, especially when fundamentally dichotomous classifications hold sway, including those of wild versus domesticated, forest versus garden, and tended versus planted. These dichotomies obscure the complex management regimes spread over time and space that constitute the relations of people with landscapes at many scales and that construct agrodiversity in tropical livelihoods (Kennedy; Brookfield; Padoch and De Jong). These epistemic blinders problematically shape the ways in which these landscapes are represented.

The resurgence of interest in paleo-agriculture and early domestication, with several recent themed issues in journals like Holocene (2015), Diversity (2010), and Proceedings of the National Academy (2014), suggests that there are other issues in play. Partly this may reflect anxiety about the vast scale of simplifications of agriculture landscapes in the US, Latin America, China, and Southeast Asia, the simultaneous concerns over heritage food production, loss of agrodiversity, biodiversity, and in situ conservation, the privatization of germplasm and the rise of GMOs, the rapid and drastic changes in agrarian communities, and perhaps most centrally, the larger issue of the viability of production systems in relation to climate change, with agriculture as both driver and victim of climatic events. But why should there be an explosion of domestication debates, and why should this be of interest for the environmental humanities? While climate change is in the foreground, I think there are several other reasons as follows.

First, domestication and crop lands, as a highly humanized landscape or “second nature” and, in highly manipulated GMO landscapes, even a third nature or “neo-nature,” have implications for thinking about cultures, representations and constructions of nature, science ideologies, indigenous knowledge, technology, and political ecologies.

Second, domestication and landscape models are sites for new methods of environmental history that deploy quantitative biophysical data from the “natural archive”—agronomic, botanical, pedological, and palynological evidence—in historical debates. While the “natural archive” is widely used in archeology, its application in environmental history is relatively recent. Scientific data, ideologies of science, and critique thus become part of the arsenal of analysis for constructing environmental histories. These debates are becoming more salient because, as in the climate sciences, “rerunning the models” through environmental change is a means of analyzing current framings and exploring biophysically mediated cultural transformations (Wood; Davis).
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Third, discourses about forms of domestication and the extent of agricultural or “intervened” landscapes engage sharp political histories and narratives of rights over germplasm and territory. Lands and futures are contested on the basis of historical biotic landscapes, and whether they are “natural.” The debates have roiled over intellectual property of organisms and genomes, but also more generally over questions of common property, cultural recognition, and sociocultural development alternatives, especially in the developing world. Domestication also operates at scales from that of the seed to complex ecologies and thus engage definitional questions (Kennedy; Clement; Fraser et al.; Clement et al.; Pautasso et al.; Rival and McKey; McKey et al., “Ecological Approaches”; Pujol et al.).

Fourth, scientists have always had an important role in colonial and modernization policy (Schiebinger and Swan; Bowd and Clayton; Markham), but especially in tropical environmental and land politics since the mid-twentieth century (Foresta; Garfield). The tropical development literature is replete with interventions from scientists with stakes in development controversies, because they have an interest in the actions and scale of what constitutes agrarian landscapes. In short, scientists have been entangled in mythologies of development (the idea of progress) and conservation (lost Edens).

At another, deeper level, these debates reflect landscapes as texts that inform philosophies of nature. This is relevant in terms of the paradigms of normal science, whether positivist or inductive, the “co-production models,” the emergent analytics of Actor Network and object theory, and other models that recognize nonhuman elements as actors in human systems (Latour). Amazonian ethnographic research on what might be called “nature philosophy,” rooted in indigenous epistemes, is enjoying significant prestige and figures prominently in emergent “posthuman” or nonhuman paradigms in environmental thought as exemplified by the theoretical work of Philippe Descola, Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, and Eduardo Kohn. Researchers more rooted in archeological and ecological framings also engage alternative, integrative human/nature epistemes involving material approaches rather than the semiotic approaches mentioned above (Balée, “Culture”; Heckenberger and Neves; Heckenberger et al.; Balée and Erickson; Erickson, “Domesticated Landscapes”; Posey and Plenderleith). Thus, at issue in the “footprint debate” are practices usually categorized as “normal” and bench sciences where the sample and the transect become authoritative representatives of much larger systems, versus those approaches that contextualize and use an array of materials, including the natural sciences as well as local knowledge systems, archives, ethnography, ethnohistory, and ethnobiology, and include native Amazonians as authorities as well.

The great Amazon wilderness debate: Meggers, “Neo-Meggersians,” and the “Denevan School”

How do ideologies of nature, scientific practices, and the framing of domestication play out in current Amazonian pre-Columbian impact debates? Was Amazonia, as early observers like Walter Raleigh, gazing over savannas which actually had a significant human signature, saw it, a pristine “nature never sackt”? Or was it instead, as Carvajal, the chronicler of the first careening voyage by Europeans down the Amazon, put it, a populous “place of teeming shores” (Carvajal et al.)? In the great “footprint” debate, I divide the controversy into two “camps.” The first camp I call the “Neo-Meggersians” because it takes on Meggers’s premises; the second is the “Denevan School,” which I discuss further on.
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Betty Meggers’s functionalist ecological approach to Amazonian cultural development was initially seen as a vanguard analysis using equilibrium systems ecology informed by soil characteristics. She argued that ecological limitations, though Amazonian natives adapted to them in different ways, precluded civilizational development in terra firme environments because the agriculture could not generate sufficient surpluses (Meggers, “Environmental Limitations;” Meggers and Evans). Meggers’s work concretized cultural limitations within the easily intelligible dynamics of tropical soil fertility, which she generalized from large-scale assessments and whose documentation was just developing in the 1950s and 1960s. Tropical forest nutrient cycling was a highly funded and central research concern in this period (e.g., Jordan) and an early intellectual fetish of tropical systems ecology.

Meggers’s powerful theory of nature and cultural limitation in the tropics held sway for decades because its intellectual coherence coincided with academic fashion and the emergent attention to equilibrium modeling and ecological explanations. Her work inspired an explosion in ecologically inflected field studies on tropical adaptation, especially in Amazonia (Hames and Vickers; Gross). While not exactly detaching her work from the more egregious colonial ideologies, Meggers scientized “stone age continuities” in Amazonia in a modern register (Amazonia; “Continuing Quest”). Even dramatic counter-evidence of anthropogenic soils could not shake her implacable rejection of autochthonous cultures of Amazonia (Meggers, “Mystery”), in spite of a plethora of soil studies on high-fertility Amazonian dark earths (ADEs) presented by a set of scholars from diverse intellectual lineages, institutions, and disciplinary backgrounds (Schmidt et al.; Lima et al.; Lehmann et al.; Woods et al.; Peterson et al.; Rebellato et al.).

The other camp, in contrast to the “constraint” theorists, is that of the “Amazon possibilists,” which I would place in a “Denevan School” of Latin American tropical analysis. The possibilists hold that Amazonian environments with their high primary productivities are largely able to develop complex human systems. William Denevan is significant because he pioneered diverse elements of this counter-paradigm, including, for example, his pathbreaking contributions in recasting pre-Columbian demography (Native Population); the documentation of enormous archeological sites of indigenous production systems in Bolivia’s Llanos de Mojos and beyond (Aboriginal Cultural Geography); his research on tropical forest swidden cultivation, particularly successional management and forest ecosystem management (Denevan et al.; Denevan, “Pre-European Forest”; Clement et al.); and his magisterial compendium on indigenous cultivation systems in the Andes and the Amazon and forest upland management (Cultivated Landscapes). Because of this attentiveness to the range of indigenous conditions of possibility, one did not have to be his student or colleague to feel his influence. It is almost impossible to find an article on traditional Amazonian historical and pre-Columbian settlement and land use that does not reference him. His work on pre-Columbian—not “pre-historic,” as the Neo-Meggersians would have it (Bush et al.; McMichael et al.)—production systems as well as their intellectual and landscape legacies are key lodestars in Amazonian analytics.

In the possibilist school, though it involves rigorous science, authority and insight are not uniquely available through the canons of Western science, but also through experiential relations with native Amazonian experts and extensive field lives. Situating knowledge means understanding how social solidarities and values affect the generation of knowledge and using this understanding to create more diverse forms of explanation and insight (Jasanoff). Denevan “partisans” include scholars from all the major Amazon and Brazilian academic institutions, British, Dutch, French, and several US institutions, and embrace a much wider array of disciplines. The Neo-Meggersians concentrate in a handful of labs and share similar training and major professors.
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The controversies between these two camps pivot on what Denevan has called the pristine myth (“Pristine Myth”) and also pertain to how domestications are conceptualized. Is domestication understood to include only specific forms of fire-based agriculture and specific annual crops, or is human impact assessed through a range of co-produced landscapes? Rather than the forest primeval of Amazonian conservation lore, the region’s landscapes are the outcome not only of shifting cultivation, but also of other fire-based systems, human water management, household planting experiments, gathering histories, and extensive movement through and within these landscapes. These human production systems incorporate, harness, and reflect wild and natural systems as well, but not within those categorical frameworks (Erickson, “Artificial” and “Domesticated Landscapes”; Raffles and WinklerPrins). Fire is not the only tool in the management repertoire that affected vegetation. Periodic treks for military, ritual, spiritual, surveillance, medical, trade, and collecting purposes have been shown to affect forests (Politis; Balée, “Indigenous Adaptation”). Further, light management fires often used in forest understories, or to clean forest campsites, might not leave much of a charcoal signature, which the Neo-Meggersians consider the only legitimate sign of human impact.

Indigenous peoples’ travels depended on resource islands that recent research suggests were largely anthropogenic and were certainly tended landscapes (Erickson, “Domesticated Landscapes”; Posey and Plenderleith; Rival). Management activities included camp clearing, planting (whether intentionally or otherwise), ritual activities, transfer of germplasm, extraction, and the casual pruning and weeding of resources islands. And even extensive, intensively managed agricultural systems may not always use fire (Iriarte et al.). Considering movement on secondary and minor tributaries, not just the massive rivers that form the central imaginary of human settlement among the Neo-Meggersians, can also help scholars understand settlement better. The rubber period reveals many things, among them how extensively permeable riverine travel was throughout the Amazon basin, and how significant the impact on hinterlands can be from urban systems and transregional trade (Hecht).

The Neo-Meggersians argue, based on a very small sample set over half of the Amazon basin, that human impact on Amazonia was sparse (Bush et al.; McMichael et al.). Based on fifty-five clustered sites and 245 soil cores in the western Amazon—a quantity of samples that would not be adequate for understanding local shifting cultivation sequences—the Neo-Meggersians argue that upland forests in western Amazonia were occupied by small, shifting human populations. They claim that these small populations had minor effects on forests and cleared very little land, and thus one cannot assume that Western Amazon forests were resilient after pre-Columbian disturbance. They also argue that oligotrophic forests—forests dominated by one species, usually one that is very useful to humans—reflect mainly natural dispersal. This argument is surprising in light of the well-documented fact that the palm Buriti (Maritius), Brazil nuts (Bertholetia), açai (Euterpe), Piqui (Caryocar), and Babassu (Orbignia), for example, are often intensively used by local people and have figured in regional and international markets. Some, like Brazil nuts and cacao, are often reported in pure stands on the banks of the Purus and Madeira and have been in international export markets for centuries (Roller). There is extensive ethnobotanical evidence of these trees’ use, management, and planting (Rival; González-Pérez et al.; Shepard and Ramirez; Souza et al.; Paiva et al.; Clement).
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In the Amazon, there is evidence of widespread raised-field agriculture, mounds, development of forests islands, and extensive distribution of terra preta associated with historical urbanism; intensive agroforestry; more than four hundred sites of ring-ditched formations, which are a striking signature throughout the uplands of extensive geo-engineering; a “tropical Stonehenge”; and artistic masterpieces of many kinds. Given all this, how is it that the Neo-Meggersians’ model rejects human impacts on forest systems? While referencing the entire Amazon Basin in their titles, the Neo-Meggersians’ model has stayed intact by hiving off sites that do not fit their analysis, and only accepting as evidence of human intervention shifting cultivation as exemplified by charcoal signatures in soils, phytoliths, and palynological data. Many of Amazonia’s most significant domesticates, such as manioc, Brazil nuts, and cacao, do not have these signatures to a significant degree. Neo-Meggersians conclude that if their (sparse) samples do not show charcoal on the uplands, human impact was negligible.

The Denevan School, as I have explained, suggests that human intervention was much more widespread (Clement et al.). While pristine versus anthropogenic understandings of Amazonian nature as well as declensionist versus possibilist interpretations of human intervention are in play here, another bifurcation pertains to models of domestication. Is domestication wholly defined by the “domestication syndrome,” or does it reflect the hybridity and expansiveness of the “landscape model?”

Models of domestication

Annual crops in the temperate zone epitomize “the domestication syndrome,” a term initially used by Harlan to describe a suite of characteristics outlined in Table 2.1. Ideas about domestication have largely unfolded in the context of some “model crop” systems: most of these model crops are annuals, including many genera of the Poaceae (grasses) and a few annual legumes, and very few of them are trees (Meyer et al.). This model of domestication, which has a venerable history, reflects the durability of these kinds of plant materials, especially in more arid environments, and their dominance in temperate zone diets and now in world commerce. Of the fifty-four “key plants” in an important review of domestication studies, only five were tree crops, and such shrubs as coffee, cacao, and rubber, among other crops with long histories and immense current markets, were not included (Larson et al.). Analysts of the ecological dynamics of domestication of root and tropical crops, especially manioc, make rather different arguments (McKey et al., “Ecological Approaches”; McKey et al., “Pre-Columbian”; Pujol et al.). Many useful trees and their array of products do not necessarily reflect domestication criteria that are based on short-cycle annual grass cropping systems (McKey et al., “Ecological Approaches”; Rival and McKey; Clement). The lack of easily traceable ethnoarcheological features has obscured how extensive manioc cultivation was and how its cultivation and phenotypic plasticity in mixed systems was widespread. This limited the understanding of manioc as a foundational carbohydrate for complex societies (Isendahl; Heckenberger). But manioc was far from the only kind of production system. The ensemble of varying production regimes mediated by a range of non- or semi-domesticated organisms is predicated on a different kind of interaction with nature and positioning of one’s place in it. Table 2.1 suggests some of these differences.
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Table 2.1  Contrasting models of domestication and the characteristics of species and ecosystems associated with them.

[image: image]



The “landscape domestication” model addresses historical ecology and human impacts in the context of complex ecosystems. It turns our attention away from specific plants and frames a set of domestication processes more around “group selection” and human effects at large scales. Analysts generally assert that domestication of landscapes occurs before, during, and after the emergence of full-scale agriculture (Balée and Erickson). This approach reassesses paradigms of human intervention in tropical landscapes as well as more general processes of civilizational development in six major ways:


1.   The landscape domestication model diverts attention away from the Neolithic revolution and grain-based agriculture as the most transformative events in shaping environments, especially in the tropics where a long history of landscape interventions may be more critical.

2.   It emphasizes cultural activities that influence the presence, availability, and productivity of a wide range of species, rather than focusing on a clear cultivation agriculture.

3.   It shifts attention from individual species to landscapes and their contingencies as historical outcomes of a “co-produced” landscape with human and nonhuman signatures.

4.   The landscape domestication model rejects the idea of a linear evolution from foraging to agriculture, and looks at organisms with longer temporal scales, as well as short cycle agronomies and complex civilizations, as constitutive of places.

5.   In landscape domestication, the production of the system is not uniquely a function of human agency. Nonhumans also perform “work” of various kinds. While this is true of many kinds of systems, in tropical areas these effects are so profound as to make these landscapes seem wild. But nonhumans can be beneficiaries as well, so the idea of “utility” has a more relational resonance.
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6.   Such a paradigm moves us away from pristine tropics with noble savages into a more complex framing of interactivity and conditions of possibility at the level of landscapes. It not only helps us understand the past and current plant distributions as part of landscape legacies (Hecht et al.), but also can inform study of forest transitions now.



The Neo-Meggersian position is basically that culture can be understood without reference to culture, but only to soil chemistry, pollen, starch grains, and phytoliths as the central explanatory elements whose goal in the service of tropical ecology.

By contrast, long-time field researchers armed with soils samples and phytoliths as well as with historical accounts, ethnographic data, historical ecology, and a wide range of ethnobotanical sources, tell a story about landscapes as artifacts and habitats, one that includes Amazonians as important sources of knowledge who go beyond what the laboratory can say.

This brief overview of a fairly acerbic debate between the optics of constraint, declension, and wildness, and those of possibilist innovation in the tropics—innovation that rivaled that of any place in the world in pre-Columbian (not “pre-historical”) times—is an exercise in examining scientific practices, explanations of land patterns, loci of intellectual authority, and the kinds of proof that are invoked in these arguments. This ongoing debate leaves us with important questions: What constitutes domestication? Do different epistemes of nature, as many Amazonian ethnographers argue, conceive of ways of being in the natural world that diverge from the reductionisms of normal science? How did the nonhuman world figure in the shaping of Amazonia in the past, and how will the nonhuman world shape its future? By discounting the human in Amazonian landscapes, we run the risk of blinding ourselves to history, knowledge systems, management possibilities, and ultimately to the natures of Amazonia itself.
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3

“THEY CARRY LIFE IN THEIR HAIR”

Domestication and the African diaspora

Judith A. Carney

Suriname, 1711: they carry life in their hair

For all the blacks that get crucified or hung from iron hooks stuck through their ribs, escapes from Surinam’s four hundred coastal plantations never stop. Deep in the jungle a black lion adorns the yellow flag of the runaways. For lack of bullets, their guns fire little stones or bone buttons; but the impenetrable thickets are their best ally against the Dutch colonists. Before escaping, the female slaves steal grains of rice, corn, and wheat, seeds of bean and squash. Their enormous hairdos serve as granaries. When they reach the refuges in the jungle, the women shake their heads and thus fertilize the free land.

—Eduardo Galeano (8)

The first generations of enslaved Africans found themselves in environments not yet tamed by European colonization. New World plantations and mines fronted vast expanses of unexplored territory, which promised sanctuary to those willing to take the risk. Some runaways joined free communities of other escapees in wildernesses that largely lay beyond the reach of colonial control. They escaped to terrains whose inaccessibility thwarted pursuit and capture. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, more enslaved Africans had achieved freedom as runaways than by legal manumission (Higman 386). In the montane regions of tropical America, in sheltering jungles above Amazonian river rapids, and in swamps and other hinterlands of mainland North America, communities of fugitive slaves tenaciously defied white authority. Survival depended on the ability to evade detection and critically, in Eduardo Galeano’s evocative words, on the plant seeds with which slaves made their escape. Food, and the ability to wrest it from their harsh surroundings, was indispensable to maroon survival and freedom.

Galeano’s prose embellishes an oral history widely recounted in maroon-descended communities across much of northeastern South America from the Guianas to Amapá, Pará, and Maranhão, Brazil. The broader narrative concerns rice—and no other seeds—that escaping female ancestors sequestered in their hair. Each variation attributes rice beginnings to the deliberate act of an enslaved woman. In the version from Suriname, she tucks the grains into her hair while fleeing a plantation rice field. Maroon accounts from French Guiana and Amazonic Brazil place her aboard an arriving slave ship. Realizing that she is about to be taken off the ship, the enslaved woman steals some unhusked rice grains from the ship’s larder and hides them in her hair. The risk of discovery is enormous, but she knows something important that makes the danger worthwhile: that unmilled grains are also seeds and that from these rice can be grown. In this telling, rice is explicitly tied to a slave ship and, by inference, to Africa (Vaillant 520–529; Price, First-Time 129; Carney, “‘With Grains in Her Hair;’” Carney, “Rice and Memory”). The seeds link an African past to contemporary maroon community and culture, for rice is the gift that fed (and continues to feed) the woman’s descendants. These narratives also function as a foundation story for maroons, situating life and survival as runaways in an African woman’s daring act of defiance and vision.
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Rice is a crop that was introduced to the Americas; moreover, it is not just a crop of Asian origin. Scholars now recognize a separate species, Oryza glaberrima, which was domesticated some three thousand years ago in West Africa. Rice has long been a “women’s crop” in the region, whether planted solely by females or in a gendered system where women do the sowing, weeding, and processing. Glaberrima may well have been the first rice to reach New World shores (Carney, Black Rice). Recently, African rice was found growing in a maroon food garden in Suriname (Van Andel; Carney and Rosomoff). This discovery complements the maroon narrative that rice arrived on slave ships and fugitive slaves pioneered its cultivation in the New World wilderness.

The oral history of rice serves as a point of departure for examining other food staples of African origin that were brought to the Americas during the transatlantic slave trade. By combining several methodologies from the environmental humanities, it is now possible to unambiguously trace the early presence of these African foods in plantation societies and to recognize evidence of slave agency behind their introduction. The multidisciplinary approach aims to overcome the limitations of written documentation, which records the words and deeds of those who participated in, or benefited from, slavery but largely leaves silent African voices and contributions. Indeed, a major challenge to the modern scholar is the limited ability of colonial and national archives to capture the contributions of peoples whose marginal social position render them largely invisible. New evidence from oral histories, food plant dispersals, historical linguistics, archaeobotany, genetics, literature, and the visual record can be synergistically combined to clarify what once was obscure.

The forced migration of some 12.5 million Africans to the Americas registers few slave testimonies, and the written record on African food crops is sparse. An institution that lasted some 350 years has left a persistent legacy that acknowledges little more than slaves’ rote performance of their masters’ directives. Traditional sources fail to appreciate that enslaved Africans were stolen from societies with sophisticated farming and herding practices adapted to the tropics. Their forced transatlantic migration settled them in tropical and subtropical environments not much different from those they had left. History emphasizes the labor slaves performed for their owners and the commodities they produced for export. Less consideration is given to the crops they chose to plant and the foods they ate. New attention to the role of African food crops in the transatlantic slave trade, and the sites where they were established in tropical America, expands our understanding of the intercontinental crop transfers known as the Columbian Exchange.

The Columbian Exchange: migration and crop transfers

Alfred W. Crosby’s The Columbian Exchange (1972) brought scholarly attention to the intercontinental exchange of crops, animals, and microbes that occurred in the period of European maritime expansion, from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. Columbian Exchange species wrought enormous environmental transformations around the globe, as new foods were adopted and others became commodities in new lands. Colonial archives substantiate the significance of these biotic transfers but place the diffusion narrative in the words, experiences, and perceptions of the Europeans who participated in shaping the early modern world. The “New World” was forged by the subjugation of Amerindian peoples and the appropriation of their lands; it was also indelibly shaped by the forced migration of Africans to colonial plantations and mines. As the substantial body of Columbian Exchange scholarship makes clear, European hegemony was built not only on firearms and military dominance but also on the plants, livestock, and pathogens European ships and commercial interests transplanted to new lands. But these accounts ignore species domesticated in Africa, the narrative focusing instead on the Amerindian and Asian crops Europeans introduced to Africa and elsewhere. Scholarship emphasizes, for example, the revolutionary role of Amerindian crops such as peanuts and maize on African food systems (Crosby, Columbian; Alpern). To the extent Africa plays a part in the Columbian Exchange, it is as a passive recipient.
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Crosby later drew attention to the contributions of migrants to the environmental histories of selected regions around the globe. His book Ecological Imperialism (1986) discusses how emigrants to New Zealand, Australia, and South Africa carried familiar Old World crops and animals to the new lands they settled. With these temperate-zone species, migrants deliberately transformed distant and exotic outposts into landscapes resembling the ones they had left behind. In this way, ordinary people—not merely plutocrat planters and agents of empire—actively remade unfamiliar environments into approximations of their birth countries, transforming them into Neo-Europes. Crosby’s innovative research calls attention to the ways that migrants alter the environmental histories of the lands they settle.

The massive influx of Africans to the Americas, which until the nineteenth century exceeded the number of European arrivals, is not portrayed in the same way, in part because the historical association of Africans with slavery treats them as passive actors, incapable of independent action or self-conscious agency. African food crops were transferred to the Americas during the era of plantation slavery, yet Columbian Exchange scholarship is silent on their impact. This chapter identifies the crop transfers that came out of Africa through the conduit of the transatlantic slave trade and were enabled by enslaved migrants.

Slave agency in crop introductions

The history of the early plantation period in the Americas features assertions by a number of eminent Europeans who credit slaves with the introduction of specific foods, all previously grown in Africa. There are at least two dozen Old World tropical plants that naturalists and visitors to plantation societies claimed slaves introduced. These include yams, sorghum, millet, sesame, black-eyed and pigeon peas, the kola nut, oil palm, and okra (Grimé; Carney and Rosomoff 136–137).

It could be sensibly argued that commentaries by seventeenth- and eighteenth-century historical personages, such as Hans Sloane (the founder of the British Museum), Willem Piso and Georg Marcgraf (members of the Dutch scientific expedition to Brazil in the 1630s), Thomas Jefferson, and others who made these claims, are simply not very convincing. After all, Africans arrived in plantation societies as chattel, without personal belongings. Crediting enslaved Africans with plant introductions attributes to them an agency that is entirely at odds with the long-standing view that slaves contributed little but muscle to the agricultural history of the Americas. The question is why such prominent historical witnesses would claim otherwise.
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Many of the plants Europeans attributed to slave introduction are, in fact, of African origin. These African food staples arrived in the New World tropics between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. Plantation records and historical accounts from the period also mention the castor bean, melegueta pepper, hibiscus, Bambara groundnut, watermelon, and ackee—all domesticated in Africa. Other Old World staples, such as the banana, plantain, taro, and the pigeon pea came to the Americas from Africa but originated in Asia. They reached tropical Africa millennia before the Columbian Exchange, arriving through overland and maritime trade networks in prehistory, when Africans adopted them into existing agricultural systems.

Africans participated fully in the process of plant and animal domestication that occurred in different parts of the world beginning some 10,000 years ago. African contributions to global food supplies include nine cereals, half a dozen root crops, five oil-producing plants, several forage crops and as many vegetables, three fruit and nut crops, coffee, and the bottleneck gourd. Most of the African domesticates are tropical species and not widely known to Western consumers, and they are often overlooked because several them are incorrectly considered to be of Asian origin. Nevertheless, Africa harbors Old World species of sesame (benne), eggplant, the pigeon pea and, significantly, the indigenous glaberrima rice species (Carney and Rosomoff 20–21). Consideration of Africa’s agricultural history belies the common perception of a continent that is perpetually hungry.

African food crops in the transatlantic slave trade

The transatlantic slave trade vitally depended on food grown in Africa to provision the captives destined for shipment to the Americas. Despite the removal of able-bodied youth from the population, Africa routinely produced surplus food during the Atlantic slave trade. We know this from slave-ship manifests as well as the logs and drawings of ship captains. While slave ships carried some food stores from Europe, captains relied in no small part on African victuals to provision their human cargoes during the Middle Passage. Slavers acquired food for the transatlantic crossing from African merchant middlemen, supplies stocked by European forts along the Guinea Coast, and local markets (Carney and Rosomoff 49–55). The food slavers purchased in Guinea’s ports included not only the Amerindian introductions—maize, peanuts, and the sweet potato emphasized by Columbian Exchange scholarship—but also indigenous African crops, such as millet, sorghum, rice, yams, and black-eyed peas (Harms 279–281; Klein 94; Newson and Minchin 81–82, 320). Ancient Asian transplants additionally figured among slaver food purchases, notably the Asian yam, taro, and plantains. Slave-ship captains often showed a distinct preference for traditional African dietary staples because they commonly believed that mortality rates across the Middle Passage diminished when captives were given food to which they were accustomed (Carney and Rosomoff 68–69).

No African crop attracted European attention as much as rice. Portuguese mariners first encountered African rice among Mande-speaking peoples in the mid-fifteenth century and even exported it to the metropole. (The Portuguese would not come into contact with Asian rice societies until Vasco da Gama’s epochal 1497 voyage to India.) In Guinea, Captain Samuel Gamble described a mangrove rice farming system that furnished provisions for his transatlantic slave voyage of 1793–1794 (Carney and Rosomoff 43; Mouser). By the time of his account, rice had become a commercial crop in the Atlantic world, transforming landscapes and the economies of colonial Carolina, Brazil, and Suriname. Plantations dedicated to rice earned fortunes for generations of planters and slaveholders.
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How did European interest in rice develop into the vast and highly profitable plantation system that first emerged in the Carolina colony? The commonly accepted answer is given by Carolinian planters and their descendants, who credited their own ingenuity with discovering a crop so exceptionally suited to cultivation in the coastal wetlands (Doar; Heyward). Such claims must be assessed against the founding planters’ utter lack of experience with this tropical crop and its sophisticated water-management regimes. Moreover, other comments from the historical record call into question the prevailing narrative. In 1648, decades prior to Carolina’s founding, a letter from the initial period of Virginia’s settlement reports: “The governor Sir William [Berkeley], caused half a bushel of Rice … to be sowen, and it prospered gallantly … for we perceive the ground and Climate is very proper for it … as our Negroes affirme, which in their Country is most of their food” (Littlefield 100). The comment notes the presence of slaves from the West African rice-growing region, acknowledges their agricultural expertise, and presents them more as collaborators than unskilled laborers. A countervailing narrative begins to emerge: perhaps slaves contributed more to the agricultural history of the New World than they have been credited with by historians to date.

While rice did not become a prominent plantation crop in Virginia, it did find footing in the Carolina colony within a decade of its founding in 1670. The introduction of rice to Carolina is not well documented. However, one archival reference from the 1690s finds rice the unexpected dividend of a slave ship arriving from West Africa: “a Portuguese vessel arrived with slaves from the east, with a considerable quantity of rice, being the ship’s provision” (Collinson). The comment exemplifies the role of rice—rice from Africa—in provisioning a slave ship. It also reveals that the rice was unmilled, which meant it could serve as seed for planting. A Swiss correspondent, writing in 1726, elucidates the colony’s early rice history, claiming that “it was by a woman that Rice was transplanted into Carolina” (Wood 35–36). In these instances, the historical record parallels the maroon oral history that opened this chapter: both emphasize the primacy of a slave ship, leftover grains, and the impetus of an enslaved African woman for the beginnings of rice cultivation.

From its beginnings, Carolina rice culture bore unmistakable resemblance to African mangrove, tidal, inland swamp, and rain-fed rice systems. Beyond similarities of topography and micro-environment, the introduced rice culture relied upon African methods of sowing, growing, harvesting, milling, winnowing, and cooking the grain. Rice cultivation symbolized not only the transfer of African seed to the colony, but also the simultaneous migration of a highly sophisticated African agricultural and processing technology. From humble beginnings the Carolina rice economy was built upon what enslaved rice growers knew—that from field to kitchen, rice was distinctly African.

The origins of Carolina rice culture are perhaps best understood by recognizing that slaves were anything but passive participants. Evidence of their agency can be found in the plots and physical spaces where the enslaved cultivated their own food. Slaves grew food not only for those who held them in bondage, but also, out of necessity, for themselves. When sugar failed as an export commodity in Carolina’s early years, planters looked to exploit other crops in their midst. Two African foodstaples—rice and black-eyed peas—were already being grown in slave food plots. These commodities, along with salted beef, were shipped to the British West Indies and quickly became profitable exports. After first establishing itself as a larder to the English Caribbean, the Carolina colony came into its own by the mid-eighteenth century as the Atlantic world’s chief supplier of rice (McWilliams 133–136).
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Subsistence and slave food fields

The presence of rice and other African food staples in slave food fields holds the key for understanding the process by which slaves instigated the broader cultivation of these crops. The cereal grains and root crops occasionally remaining aboard slave-ship voyages provided enslaved Africans opportunities to access familiar dietary staples and to begin planting them in their dooryard gardens and subsistence plots. The plants they grew attracted the attention of planters and naturalists, to whom some were new species. A few of these plants were adapted to export markets and became commodities; others found their way onto planters’ tables, significantly amending white cuisines.
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Figure 3.1  Habitação de negros (Dwelling of the Blacks) by Johan Moritz Rugendas, 1820s, Brazil. Note the agroforest planted around the slave dwelling, which includes New World papaya and pineapple along with the African castor plant (to the right) and Old World plantain and banana trees.
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Figure 3.2  Militia units setting fire to an eighteenth-century maroon village in Dutch Guiana, with fugitive slaves fleeing recapture. Detail from the Alexandre de Lavaux map of Suriname (Generale caart van de provintie Suriname) c.1737 (Bubberman). Inset is a drawing of a maroon settlement in northeast Dutch Guiana destroyed by the militia of Captain John Stedman in November 1776 (Stedman vol. II, 128–129). Numbers in sketch refer to: 8) Maroon defensive position; 9) rice and maize field; 11, 16) rice fields; 12) maroon settlement; 14) abandoned settlement; 15, 17) manioc, yams, plantain fields; 18) protective swamp.



In the initial period of plantation development, European colonizers knew little about growing food in tropical America. The principal food that concerned them was sugar, a manifestly profitable commodity that required significant apprenticeship for growers eager to learn its cultivation and processing methods. With their attention focused on commodity production, European planters for the most part left the crucial matter of producing food to their slaves. There was a simple logic behind this. The peoples that the colonizers subjugated—initially Amerindian, then African—were for the most part already expert tropical farmers, unlike their owners. Tropical agriculture relies on entirely different crops and cultivation methods than those used in temperate climates. It requires expertise in adapting agricultural practices and cultivars to high temperature and precipitation regimes, soils of often limited fertility, and the year-round menace of insect pests. For the uninitiated, the production of food in the tropics presented considerable challenges met only by radically new practices and paradigms.

The subsistence food fields allotted to slaves were known variously as provision grounds, yam grounds, or slave gardens. They included the small yards surrounding dwellings that slaves intensively cultivated (Figure 3.1; Parry; Mintz). Slaves also grew food staples in plantation areas where sugarcane had exhausted the soil, transforming marginal land into food forests. Old World tropical tubers, such as yams, plantain-banana, and taro, produced prolifically in poor soils. Demanding minimal labor inputs, they could be continuously harvested as needed. The extraordinary range of Old World and New World tropical crops slaves planted made their food fields resemble, in the words of one eighteenth-century observer of Saint Domingue, “une petite Guinée” (Tomich).
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Maroon food fields also demonstrated a preference for African diets. Drawings from military campaigns in Dutch Guiana show food fields planted with rice, yams, and plantains (Figure 3.2). Eighteenth-century reports from the colony indicate that the Saramaka maroons grew millet, the Bambara groundnut, okra, pigeon pea, watermelon, and sesame (Price, “Subsistence”; Price and Price 128–129). Elsewhere in tropical America where militias destroyed many fugitive communities in the same century, descriptions similarly illustrate food systems and land use of an African provenance (Duvall; Carney and Rosomoff 85–86).

African plants and the transatlantic commodity chain

Documentation now records that at least 35,000 slave voyages carried the eleven million Africans who were disembarked in the Americas (Eltis and Richardson; Emory University).
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