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What Is Environmental

History?

Environmenial history affers au eartit's-eye view of the past. It addresses the many
ways in which fuuman beings have ieraced with the nawral enviromnent over
time. As onie of the newest perspeciives within the discipline af history, it is a fleld
trat is still in the process of self-definition. It therefare offers the exciting challenge
of engaging it a dialogue with the documients of the past and with listorians of the
present to create individual interpretations of history.

For envirormental Fristarians, the terne environmmernt vefers to the natural and
Juuman-created surroundings that affect a fiving orgauisim or group of organisms’
ability to maintain itszlf and develop over tiine. Ecology deals with the relationships
benween tiese organisms and their surroundings. In the case of huntans, it alse
fchides spcial and citiral parterns. Ecolagical history Is therefore somewhat broader
than envirenmental history, bitt the two terms are often used nuerchangeally.

Envirounental hisiory's pictures of the past come from a colorful paletie of
sotrces. From the naniral Ristory side of the piciere conre data on dimatic flucta-
tions, geclogical changes, plant and animal ecolagy, wid niicrebial Iife. From liteman
history, it dranws on rools for extracting resources; arcoiint Dbooks of traders; jonmals
of explorers; court records of births and deaths; laws; diaries of farwers; imterviews
with slaves; Indian myths and legends; paintings, poetry, and essays about naire;
scientific investigations; and the musings of philosaphers.

Envirgnmental histarians ask a miomber of questions of Hiese sourees. How
and wiy did people living in a particular place at a particudar time use aind rans-
formn their environment? How did people of different cieliral backgrounds and
of both genders perceive, manage, exploit, and conserve their environments?

What differing economic forms, or miodes of producrion (such as gathering, hunting,
fishing, farming, ranching, mining, and foresiry). cwalved in pardoular habitats?
What probloms of pollution and depletion arese wuder industriatization and
urbanization? What political and legal conflicts, struggles, and compronises
emerged over resoitree wse ard conservation? How did people’s attitudes toward
stafure and their mental constructions of nature change aver tine? And how da
changing concepis of ecology influence the interpretafions af environmental histo-
riais? In attempting to answer iese kinds of giestions, envirommenial historians



lave developed a mnber of different conceptual approaches, four of which are
considered in this chapter, (See Maps 1, 2, and 3 in the Appendix.)

ESSAYS
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The four essays in Lhis chapler offer contrasting frameworks for interpreting environ-
mental history. In the first essay, Donald Worster, Hail Distinpuished Professor of
American History af the University of Kansas, discusses three of (he environmental
bistorian's mosl important sources: ecotogy, modes of production, and ideas, using
thesc three levels of inlerpretalion us the framework (or doing environmental history.
The second esssy is by Jured Diamend of the Geography Department ol the University
of Califomia, Los Angeles. Diamond argues that Eusepeans werz able (o 1ake over the
New Warld because the Evsasion eavironment had many more species of domesticatable
animats than did the Americas, leading to setjed agriculiure and complex political
organizations sepported by metal lechnologies, Europeass thus bad an ecological
advanlage in cojonizing the glole. The thicd essay is by William Cronon, Villas Profes-
sor of History at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, Croron sugpests thad enviran-
mental historians may tell slories about environmental degradation s purables (o raise
people's consciousness abous henling and restering nature to an earlier ideal. Bui that
romanticized ideal never really exists. Nature is never static or stable, und the awesome
human power te change nature meuns that imnslormed biolie actors may in tern have
immense consequences for humanity. The fourth essay, by Carolyn Merchint, prolessor
of envisonmental history at (he University of Caliloraia 21 Berkeley, looks ar the impor-
tance of gender, race, and class in interpreting eavironmental history and argues that
we also need ta consider the catepory of reproduction when dolng eavirasmental history.
Together the essays intraduce imporlant concepls about natwre and society that provide
2 toolkit for doing end interpreting environmenial history.

Doing Environmmerntal History
DOMALD WORSTER

In the old days, the disciptine of history had an allogether easier task. Everyone
knew that the only importanl subject was politics und the only important lerrais was
the nation-state. Oue was supposed to investigate the connivings of presidents and
prime ministers, the passing of laws, the strugples between courts and legislatures,
and the aegotistions of diplomats. That old, seli-assured history was actually not
so old after all—a mere century or two at most. It emerged with the power and in-
{luance of the maion-siate, reaching a peak of accepiance in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Often its practitioners were men of inlensely nationalistic feel-
ings, who were patriotically moved 1o trace the rise of their individuz] countries,
the formation of political leadership in them, ard their rivalries with olher stales
for wealth and power. They knew whal mattered, or thought they did.

£
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But some time back that history as “past politics” began leo lose ground, as the
world evalved toward & more global point of view and, some would say, loward a
more democratic one. Historians lost some of their confidence that the past had
been so thoroughly controtied of summed up by a few greal men acting in positions
of national power. Scholars began uacovering long submerged layers, the lives and
thoughts of ordinary people, and tried 1o reconceive history “from the bottom up.”
Dows, down we must go, they maintained, down to the hidden layers of class, gen-
der, race, and caste. There we will find what truly has shaped the surface layers of
politics. Naw enter still anather proup of reformers, the cnvironmental hislorians,
who insist that we have got 1o go siill deeper yet, down fo the eneth itsel{ #s an agent
and presence in history. Here we will discover even more fundamental forces ot work
over time. And (o appreciate {hose forces we must now and hen get out of paclia-
mentary chambers, out of birthing rooms and fuctories. gel out of doors aliopether,
and ramble into fields, woods, rnd the open gir. 1t is time we bought a good seL of
wilking shoes, and we cannel avoid getting some mud on them.

So far this exiending of the scope of history to include a deeper and broader
range of subjects has not challenged the primacy of the nadon-state as the proper ter-
ritory of the historian. Social, economic, and cuitural history are all still commenly
pursued within natonal boundaries. Thus, 1o an extent that is quite extraordinary
amang the disciphines of learning, history (at least for the modern period) has tended
to remain the insular study of the United States, Brazil, France, and the rest. Such a
way of organizing the past has the undeniable virfue of preserving some semblance
of order in the face of a threatening chaos—some way of synthesizing ali the layers
and forces. But at the same time it may set up obslacles o new inquiries that do not
neatly fit within natonal borders, envirenmental history among them. Many of the
issues in this new field dely a narrow nationality: the wanderings of Tuareg nomads
in the African Sahcl, for instance, or the pursuit of the great whales through afl the
world's cceans. . ..

Environmenial history is, in sum, part of a revisionis: elfort lo make the disei-
pline far more inclusive in its aarratives than ix has traditionally been. Above all. it
rejects the conventionyl assumpeion that human experience has been exempt from
natural constraints, tat peaple are a separate and “supernatural” species, that the
ecologice!l consequences of their past deeds can be ignored. The old history could
hardly deny that we have been living for a tong while on this planet, but it assumed
by its general disregard of that fact that we have not beea and are not truly part of
the planet. Environmenial Listorians, on the ather hand, realize 1that we can no Inonges
afford to be 50 naive.

The idea of environmental history first appenred in the 19705, as conferences
on ihe plobal predicament were taking place and popular environmentalist mave-
ments were gathering momentum in several countries. It was launched, in other
words, in a tme of worldwide cultural reassessment end reform. History was hardly
alone in being louched by that rising mood of public concern; scholarship in law,
philosophy, economics, sociology, snd other aress was similarly responsive. Long
after papular interest in environmental issues crested ond ebbed, as Lhe issue:
themselves came o appear mere and more cemplicated, without easy resolution, the
scholarly interest continued te expand and take oo greater and grealer sophistica-

{ion. Environmentai history was, therelore, born out of a moral purpose, with strong
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political commitments behind it, bur also became, as it matured, a scholarly enler-
prise that had neitler any simple, nor any single, moral or political agenda to pro-
mote. ILs principal goal became one of deepeaing our understanding of kow humans
huve been affected by their natural environment through fime and, conversely, how
they have affected that environment and with what resulis, . , . ’

Much of the material for environmental history has . . . been around Tor gener-
ations, if not for centuries, und is only being reorganized in the light of recenr ex-
perience. It includes data on tides and winds, on ocean currenss, on the posidon
of continents in relation Lo each other, on the geologieal snd hydrolegical forces
crealing our land and water base. It includes the history of climate and weather, as
these have made for good or bad harvesis, sent prices up or down, ended or ﬁ.B-
mated epidemics, led to population increase or decline, Alf these have been power-
ful influences over the course of history, znd continue to be 50, as when massive
earthquokes destroy cities or starvation follows in the wake of drought ar rivers
determine the low of settlernent. The fact that such influences continue in the late
wwendieth century js evidence of how [ar we are yel from contrelling the environment
lo our complete satsfaction. . . .

Putin the vemacular then, environmenta! history is about the role and place of
nature in human life. By commeon undersianding we mean by “nature” the noshuman
world, the wotld we have not in any primary sense created. . . . The buill envirenment
is wholly expressive of culture; its study is alseady well advanced in the histlory of
archilecture, lechnology, sad the city. But with such phenamena as the forest and
the water cyele, we encounter autenomous energies that do not derive from us, Those
forces impinge on human life, stmulxting some reaction, some defense, some ambi-
tion. Thus, wiien we step beyond {he seil-reflecling world of humankind 1o encounter
the nonfuman sphere, environmental history finds its main theme of swdy,

There are three levels on whicl the aew history proceeds, three n_:mpma of issues
it addresses, though not necessarily all in the same project, three sets of questions it
m.nm?.rm to answer, esch drawing on a range of outside disciplines and employing spe-
.n:: methods of analysis. The first deals wilh understanding nature itself, a5 orpan-
ized and functioning in past tmes; we include both organic aad inorganic aspects
of :.m:.:d. and nol least the human organism as it has been a link in m:::m.m food
n:.E:P now functioning as womb, now belly, now eater, now enlen, now a host [or
microorganisms, rew a kind ol parasite. The second level in this history brings in
the socioeconomic realm as it interacts wills the environment, Here we are ncﬂnmnﬂﬁm
2:_“ tools and work, with the socicl relations that grow out of thw waork, with the
various ﬁammm people have devised of producing goods from natural resources. A
comimunity organized to catch fish at sea may have very dilferent institulions, gen-
der rales, or seasonal rhythms than cne raising sheep in high mountain pastures.
Power to make decisions, environmental or other, is seldom distsibuted through a
seeieiy wilh perfect equality, so locating the configurations of power is part am,\.ﬁrmm
level of analysis. Then, forming a third leve] for the historian is Usat more intanseible
and ustiquely buman type of encounter—the purely mental orintellectual, in zmzn__
mmqnnmmonm_ ethics, laws, myihs, and other sireclures of meaning hecome part of an
individual's or group's dialogue with nature, People ure constanty engaged in con-
m:.:nszm maps of the world around them, ir defining what 2 rescurce m« in deter-
mining which sorts of behavior may be environmerdally degrading and ought (o be
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prohibited, and generally in choosing the ends of their lives. Though for the purpases
of clarification, we may try to distinguish between these three levels of environmen-
taf smudy, in fact they constitute a single dynwnic inquiry in which nature, soctal and
ecosomic organization, thouglit and desire are treated as one whole. Aad this whele
changes as nature changes, as people change, forming a dialectic that runs through
ali of the past down 1o the present.

This in general is the program of the new environmental history. it brings to-
pether a wide array of subjects, familiar and unfamiliar, rather than setting up some
new, esoleric specinlty. Fram that synthesis, we hope, new guestions and answers
will come.

Natural Environmenis of the Past

The environmental hislotian must fearn Lo speak some new languages as well a5 ask
some new questions. Undoubtediy, the mosl culiandish language that must be
learned is the natural scientist’s. So full of numbers, laws, terms, and experiments, i
is a5 foreign to the historian a5 Chinese was to Marco Polo. Yet, with even a smatter-
ing of vocabulary, what treasures are here to be understood ond talten bacl home!
Concepts from geology, pushing our notions ef history back into the Pleistocene, the
Silurian, the Precombrian. Graphs from climatology, on which temperatures and pre-
eipitation osciliale up and down through the centuries, with no regard for the security
of kings or empires. The chemisiry of the soil with its cycles of carbon and nifrogen,
its pH balances wavering with the presences of salls and acids, setting the terms of
apriculture. Any one of these might add a powerful tool to the study of the rise of civ-
ilizations. Together, the natural sciences are indispensable nids for the envirenmental
historian, who must begin by reconstructing past landscapes, leaming what they
were and how they functioned before human societies entered and rearranged them.
But above all it is ecology, which examines the inieractions among organisms
ard between them and their physical environments, thaet offers the enviconmentat his-
tarian the preatest help. This is so in part because, ever since Charles Duarwin, ecol-
opy has been concerned with past as well as present interactions; it has been integeal
to the study of evolution. Equally significant, ecology is at heart concerned with e
origins, dispersal, and organization of all plant life. Plants form by far the major por-
tion of the earth’s biomass. All through history people have depended criticaily on
them for food, medicine, building maiedats, hunting habitat, and a buffer against
the rest of nature. Far more aften than not, plaats have been humans” allies in the
strugple to survive and thrive. Therelore, where people and vegetalian come tagether
more issues in environmental history closier than anywhere else. Take away plant
ecology and environmental history loses its foundation, its coherence, its first step.
So impressed are they with this foct that some scholars speak of doing, not en-
vironmertal, but “ecological history™ or “historical ecolegy.” They mean to insist on
a tighter alliance with the science. Some years back the scientist and conservationist
Aldo Leopold projected such an alliance when he spoke of “an ecological iaterpre-
tation of history.” His own illustration of how that might work had to do with the
competition among native Indians, French and Enplish traders, and American settlers
for the land of Kentucky, pivotal in the westward movement. The canebralies growing
along Keniucky boitomlands were a formidable barrier 1o any ogricultural settleinent,
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but as luck would have it for the Americans, when tlic cane was bumed aad grazed
and chopped out, bluegmss sprouted in its place. And bluegrass was all thal any
faemer, locking for 4 homestead and a pasture or his livestock, could want. Ameri-
can farmers entered Kentucky by the thousands, and the strugole was soon aver,
“What if;" Leopold wondered, “the plant sucesssion inherent in this dark and bloody
ground had, under the impact of forces, given us some worihless sedge, shrub, or
weed?” Would Kentucky have become Americun property as and when il did? . ..

When organisms of many species come together, they form communities, usu-
ally highly diverse in makeup, or a8 they are more commenly called now, scosys-
lems. An ecosystem 5 the largest genzralization made in the science, encompassing
boih the organic and inorganic elements of nature bound together in o single place,
all in active, reciprocating relationship. Some ecosystems are fairly small and readily
demarcated, like a pend in New England, while others are sprowling and E-amm:nm_
as larpe ns the Amazonian rain forest or the Serengeli plain or even the whole earth,
All are commonly described, in [anguage derived heavily from physical mechanics
and cybernetics, ng self-equilibrating like a machine that runs on and on automati-
cally. checking isell when it gets 100 hot, speeding up when it slows and begins io
sputter. Qutside disturbances may affect that equilibrium, thrawing the machine em-
porarily off its repular rhythm, but always (or almost always) il returms 10 some
steady state condition. The numbers of species constitating an ecosystem fluctuale
arcund some determinable point; the Now of energy through the machine stays con-
stanl, The ecclogist is interested in how such systems pe an functioning in the midst
of continual perterbations, and how and why they break down,

Bul right there occurs 1 diflicult issue on which the science of ecology has
reached no clear consensus, How stalile are those nawral sysiems and how suscep-
tible to upset? s it accurate to describe them as balanced snd stable until humans
arrive? And if so, then ar what point does a change in their equilibrium become ex-
cessive, damauging or destroying them? Damage o the individual organism is easy
enough to define: It is an impairment of health or, ultimaiely, it is death. Likewise,
damage to a population is not very hard te determine, simply, when its numbers
decline. But damage to whole ecogystems is 1 more controversial matter. No one
would dispute that the death of all iis erees, birds, and insects would mean the death
of a rain-forest ecosystem, or thal the draining of a pond would spell the end of that
system. Bul maest changes are less catastrophic, ard Lhe degree of damuge has no
easy methed of measurement. . . .

There is a further varesolved problem in translating ecology inlo hisiary. Few
scieniists have perceived people or human societies as being integral parts of their
ecosystems. They leave them out as distractions, imponderables, But people are
what the historian mairly sludies; consequently, his or her job Is 6 join wgether what
scientists bave pur asunder.

Human beings participate in ecosysiems either as biological orgasisms akin Lo
other arganisms or as culture bearers, though the distinction between the twn roles
is seldom clear-cut, Suffice it here to say that, as organisms, people have never
been able (o live in splendid, invulnzrable isclation. They breed, of course, like
other species, and their offspring must survive or perish by the quality of food, nir,
and weter srd by the number of microorganisms that are constantly invading their
bodies. In these ways and more, humans have ivextricably been part of the earth’s

ecological order. Therefore, any recanstruction of past environments must include
not only forests and deserts, boas and rattiesnakes, but also the human animal and
i1s success or failure in reproducing itself.

Human Meoedes of Production

Nothing distinguishes people from other creatores mere shasply than the fact that it
is people who create culture. Precisely what culture really is, however, is anybody’s
puess. There are literaily scores of definitions. For preliminary purposes it can be
gaid thar the definitions tend to divide between those includiag both mental and
material activities and those emphasizing menta) aclivifies exclusively, and that these
dislinclions belween the mental and material correspond (o the second and thisd
ievels of analysis in our environrnensal history. In this section we are concemed with
Lhe material culture of a society. its implications for social organization, and s inter-
plzy withs the natural environmenlt.

In any particutar place aature offers the humans dwelling these a flaxible bui
limized set of possibilities for getting a living. The Eskimos of the northern polar re-
gions, Lo take an extreme case of limits, cannot expect to become {armers. Instead,
they have inpenicusly derived a sustenance, not by marshaling seed, plows, and
draft animals of other, warmer lafiludes, but through hunting. Their food choices
have focused on stalking caribou over the lundea and pursuing bowhead whales
ameong floadng cakes of ice, on gathering blueberries in season and galfing fish.
Narrow though those possibilities are, they are the gift of technology as much as
nature. Technology is the application of skills and knowledge to exploiting the covi-
ronment. Among the Eskimos technology has traditionally amounted Lo fish hooks,
harpooss, sled runners, and the fike, Though constrained by nature, that technology
has nonethetess opened up for them a nuwitional fGeld otherwise out of reach, as
wien a sealskin boat allowed them Lo venture farther out to sea in pursuit ol prey. . ..

As listorians address these elemenial issues of tools and sustenance, they soon
become aware thal there have been other disciplines at work here too, and {or & long
time. Among them is the discipline of anthropelogists, and environmental historians
have been reading their worlc with great ingerest. They have begun to search for clues
from anthropologists o critical pieces of the ecological puzzle: What is the best way
to understand the relatdon of human maierial cultures tw nature? Is technelogy to be
viewed 1% an integral part of the natural world, akin to the fur coat of the potar bear,
the sharp teeth of the tger, the fleet agility of the gazelle, ail adaptve mechanisms
functioning within ecosystems? Or should cultures be viewed as setling people apart
from and ouiside of nature? Everything in the ecosystem, we are 10ld by nawral
scientists, has a role and therefore an influence on the workings of the wiole; con-
versely, everything is shaped by its presence in the ecosystem. Are cultures and the
societies Lhat create them also fo be seen in that double position, both ncting on and
being acted on? Or are they better described as forming heir own kind of “cullural
gystems” thar mesh with ecosysiems only in rare, isolated coses? Or, o moke the
puzzle more complicated still, do humans create with their technology a series of
new, artificiol ecosystems—a tice paddy in Indonesin or a carefully managed Ger-
man forest—that require constant human supervision? There is, of course, no singie
or consistent set of answers 1o be given 1@ such questions; bul anthropologists, who



are amang the most wide-ranging and theory-conscious observers of human be-
havior, can offer some provocntive insights. . ..

The modes of production are an endless parade of sirategies, as complex in their
texonamies as the myriad species of insects thriving in the canopy of a rain forest or
the brightly colored [ish in a coral reel. In broad 12rms, we may speak of such modes
as huating and gathering, agriculture, and modern industrial capilalism, . . . {The
environmental historian wants to know what rele nature had in shapinp the produciive
methods and, conversely, what impact those mesthads had on nature.

Tlhis is the age-old dialogoe beiween ecology and economy. Though deriving
from the same efymological roots, the 1wo words have come (o denote two separate
spheres, and for good reason: Not ali cconomic modes are ecologically sustain-
able. Some last for centuries, even millennia, while others appear only briefly and
then [ade away, failures in adaptation. And ultimatety, over the long stretch of time,
no modes have ever been perfectly adapted to their envirorment, or there would be
little history.

Perception, ldeology, and Value

Humans are animals with ideas as well as ools, 2nd one of te lurgest, most conse-
quential of those ideas bears the narne “nature.” More accuralcly, “nature” is not
ane idea but many ideas, meanings, thouplus, feelings, ail piled on top of one an-
ather, often In the most unsysiematic fashion. Every individual and every culture
has created such agglomerations. We may think we know what we are saying when
we use the word, but frequenily we mean several things al once and listeners may
have 10 work at getting our meaning. We may suppose ton that nature refers (o
something radically separate from ourselves, that it is “out there™ someplace, sitling
solidly, concretely, tnambiguously. In a sense, that is so. Nature is an order and a
process that we did not create, and in our absence it will continue (o exist; only the
mast strident solipsist would argue to the contrary. All the same, nature is & creption
of our minds loo, and no mailer how hasd we may iy to see what it is objectively,
i and by and for itself, we are to a considerable extent trapped in the prison of our
own consciousness and web of meanings.

Environmental historians have done some of their best worl on this level of cul-
tural analysis, studying the perceptions and values people have held about the non-
human warld. They have, that is, put people thinking aboul natuse under scrutiny, So
impressed have they been by the enduring, pervasive power of ideas that sometimes
they have blamed present environmental abuse on attitudes that go far back into the
recesses of time: as ar back as the book of Genesis and the ancient Hebraic ethos of
asserling dominion over the earth; or the Greco-Roman delermination to master the
environment through ressos; or Lhe still more archaic drive among patriarchal males
to ford it over nature (the “feminine” principle) as welt as women. The actual effects
of such ideas, in the past or in the present, are exremely difficuli to trace empirically,
but that bas not deterred scholars from makdng seme very lurge claims here. Nor
should it altogether. Perhaps we have tao wiidly exagperated a notion of our mental
prowess and its impact on the rest of nature. Perhaps we spend too much time talking
about our ideas, neglecting (o examine our behavior. But however overblown some
of these claims may be, it is cermainly (rue that our ideas have been injeresling to

contemplate, and nothing among them has been moce inleresting than our reflec-
tions on other animals, plants, soiis, and the entire biosphere thar gave hirth to us.
So, for good reason, enviroamental history must include in 1ts program the study of
aspects of esthetics and ethics, myth and folklore, lilerature and landscape garden-
ing, science and religion—must go wherever the humar mind has grappled with
the mearing of nature,

For 1he historian, the main object must be to discover how a whole colture,
rather than exceptional individuals in it, perceived and valued nature. Even the
most materially primitive seciety may have had guile sophisticated, complex
views, Complexity, of course, may come frem unreselved smbiguities and contra-
dictions as well as from profundity. People in industrial countries especially seem
to abound in these contradictions: They may chew up the land wholesale and at a
frightfuf speed through real estate development, mining, and deforestation bot then
turn around and pass laws to protect a handful of fish swimming in o desert spring.
Some of this is simpty confusion, some of it may be quile reasonable. Given the
pratean qualitics of nature, the fact that the environment presents real dangers as
wel! as beaefits to people, this contradicioriness is inescapable. It has everywhere
heen true of the human reaction. Yet not a few scholars have fallen inlo the trap of
speaking of “the Buddhist view of nature” or “the Chrislian view" or “the American
Indian view,” as though peopie in those cultures were ali simple-minded, vncom-
plicated, unanimeus, and totally {acking in ambivalence. Every culture, we should
assume, has within it a range of perceptions and values, and no culture has ever really
wanied (o live in totd harmony with s surroundings.

But ideas should not be left foating i some empyresn realm, free from the
dust and sweat of the maierial world. They should be studied in their relations with
those mades of subsistence discussed in the preceding section. Without reducing
all thought and vitlue to seme malerial buse, o5 though the humar imagination was
a mere rationalization of the belly's needs, the historian must urdersiand hat mea-
ta} cuiture does not spring up all on its own. One way o put this relationship is to
say that ideas are socially constructied and, therefore, reflect the organization of
those societies, their lechno-envirenmenis and hierarchies of power. Ideas differ
from pesson Lo person within societies according to gender, class, race. and region.
Men and womcen, set apart almost everywhere inlo rmare or less distinctive spheres,
have arrived at different ways of regarding nature, sometimes radically so. So too
have slaves and their masters, faciory owners and workers, agrarian and industrial
peoples. They may live logether or in close proximity bul sull sce and value the
natural world differenty. The historian must be alert 1o these differences and resist
easy generalizations about the *mind™ of a people or of #n age. . . .

As it tries to redefine the search into the human past, environmental history has,
as indicated above, been drawing on a number of other disciplines, ranging from
the aatural sciences o anthropalogy ta theology. it has resisted any attempt to put
strict disciplinary feaces around its work, which would force it to devise all its own
methods of analysis, or o require all these overlnpping discipiines {o stay within
their own discrete spheres. Each may have its tradition, to be sure, its unique way
of approaching questions. But if this is an age of global interdependence, it is
surely also the moment for some cross-disciplinary cooperation. Scholars need it
environmental history needs it, and so does the earth.
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Using Environmental History
WILLIAM CRONON

When I first starled teaching n lecture course on American environmental history at
Yale over half o decade ago, I come to the end of the sermester feeling that despite all
the rough spots and gaps, it had gone #s well ag 1 could hove expected. My ordinary
practice on such cceasions is to distribute teaching evaluations durng Lhe penulti-
mate week of classes so I can read swdents’ comments and report haek 10 iem on
what they collectively see as the strengths and wealnesses of the course, When 1 did

From Willinm Cronon, “The Uses of Environmental History,” Environmental History Review by John Opic

{Fall 1893): pp. 1-3, {0-20. Copyright 1993 by Ameriesn Saciety for Eaviromnental History, Reproduced
with permission of American Society for Envirenmentul Hislory in the farmat of Textbool: via Copyrighl
Clearunce Center,

this for the new environmental histary class, I was taken aback to discover thal de-
spite my students” enthusiasm for the course, the vast majority seemed profoundly
depressed by whal they had learned in it. E was unprepared for this reaction. What my
students had appurently concluded from their encounter with my subject was that the
Americon environment had pone from good o bod in an unrelentingly depressing
story that left litde or no hope for the [uture. Because my own feelings shout the mat-
ter were not nearly so bleak, I had not intended to lead students to (s dreary conclu-
sion, and the more 1 thought about it, the more it seemed to me that | had na right
to end the course on such a note. Whether or not my students' sease of despair was
justified, I did not think it was a particularly vseful emation, either personaliy or

- politically. To conclude that the environmental past teaclies the hopelessness of the

environmental future struck me as a profeundly disempowering lesson—albeit a
polentinlly seil-fulfilling one-—and I felt that my responsibility bath as a teacher and
as someone who cares about the future most be to resist such e conclusion,

Ttherefore wrote a final lecture that ended the class on o deliberately upbeat note
with a very personal set of reflections obout lessons [ had extracted from my study
ol environmenta] history—:the mornls I drew {tom its stories—and the reasons why
1 continue to remain hopeful despite all the apparenl reasons for feeling otherwise.
Leaving pside my own worries aboul the appropriateness of temporarily turning
my lectern into the secular equivalent of a pulpit, I'm persuaded that it was the
right thing to do, for my students seemed genuninaly mrateful for this unusual bout
of sermonizing on my part. 1 il end my environmental history course with a simitar
lecture. And yet [ also think there's something cdd about an acsdemie subject that
seems (0 require such an antidote against despair. Certainly 1've never felt the need
for a comparable closing lecture in my classes on the history of the American West,
where I suspect that o residue of frontier optimism and high spiritedness somehow
combine with moral outrage and regional pride (o produce more ambiguous lessons.
Because ['ve also encountered this sense of despair not just among studeats but
among readers as well, I think it's worth asldng why environmental hisiory seems
regularly 1o provoke such a respense. A more general way of framing the guestion is
to ask how our study of the environmental past affecls our sense of the environmentat
present and future, Perhaps the simplest way to put this is just te ask: what are the
uses of environmentat history? =

Do praciitioners of environmental history have special season to worry about
their field’s vsefulness? Yes. Like the severnl other *new” histories born or reener-
gized in the wake of the 1960s-—~women's history, African-American history, Chicano
history, gay and lesbirn history, and the new social history genernfly—environmental
history has always had an ondeniable refation to the political movement that helped
spawn it. The majority (but not quite all) of thase wha become envirenmental histo-
riens tend also fo regard themselves as environmentalists. And so it is no aceident thag
many of the most important works in the field approach their subjects with explicitly
present-dny concerns. Ary number of environmental histories have clearly been
framed 1o make contemporary political inierventions. Roderick Nash's Wilderness
and the American Mind bos ployed a significant role in helping frarme debates abont
wildzemess protection in the three decades since its publication, Samuel Hays's Con-
servation and the Gospel of Efficiency and Beauty, Health, and Permanence, though
less obviously partisan in their politics than Mash's boolk, speal just as powerfully
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to major trends in conservatien and environmental politics in the twentieth century.
Among the most consistently interventionist of environmental historiaas has been
Danald Worster, whose uaflinehing moral vision has never failed to produce works of
history that are also passionately committed to change. Nanre's Econpnty critigued
the twentieth-century evoludon of ecolegical science by seeking to rehabilitate an
older natueal-history tradition thit hed fallen inte disrepete with many modern ecolo-
gists, white Dust Bowl and Rivers af Empire located the origins of environmental
depradation in capitalist world-views and modes of production that are as alive in the
present a5 they have been in the pasy Carofyn Merchant joined Waorster in bringing an
environmentalist perspective o the history of science, but combined it with a more
feminist approach to argue in The Death of Nature that western science has harmed
nature and women in parallel ways; her Radical Ecology, though less histerical, is
still more activist in its efforts to intervene in coniemporzary politics strugples. Even
scholars whose work has been less explicilly patitical have cansciously sought to
make it relevant t coniemporary environmental concerns. Joel Tarr’s many studies
of pollution and wasie streams have nlways aimed to nddress the coacerns of con-
temporary palicymakers, while Steven Pyne’s epic hisiories of fire have consis-
tently tried te persuade preseni-day resource managers of the camplexity of their
task, Pyne has even gone so far as to author a textbook on {ire manapement prac-
tices. And so on and on. The list of such interventions is long, and applies in varying
degrees to the mujority of historians who work in this field. So 1 think we can take it
as a given that many if not most environmental historians aspire o contibuie to
consemporary environmental politics: they want their histories to be useful nat just
in helping us understand the past, but in helping us change the future. . ..

One reason T emphasize the importance of our historical practice is that there
arc impulses within environmentatism that are quite strongly ahistorical or even
amrihistaricad, placing environmental history in some considerable but linle noticed
tension with the farger political movement that helped spawn it This tension is fas-
cinating o its own right, and it signifieantly complicates the already difficuls task
thal environmen:at historians face in trying to make themselves “useful™ (o their
fellow environmentalists. One of the longstanding impulses that envirenmentalism
shires with ils greal uncestor, romanticism, hus been to see human societies, espe-
cially those affecied by capitalist urban-indusiriafism and the cultural forces of
modernity, i oppositon 1o nature. frenically, environmentalism oftes commits itself
16 2 fundamentally dualistic vision even os it appeals for holism. According to the
standard termns of this dualism, nature is assumed 19 be stable, balanced, homeostads,
seif-heating, purilying, and benign, while modern humanity, in contrast, is sssumed
to be environmentally unsiable, unhalancad, disequilibrating, self-wounding, cor-
rapting, and malign.

Implicit in this opposition is the belief that ideal aature is esseatially without
history as we know it, save on the very long ime-scales that affect plate sectonics,
biological evolution, und climatic change. Another way of pulting this is to say (hat
natural time is cyclical time, while the time of modern humanity is linear. Time's
cycle is the proof of nature's self-healing homeostasis and equilibrium, while
time's arrow is the preof of humanity's self-corrupting instability and disequilib-
rium. Humanitys arcow is the fall, while nature's cycle is satvation. These metaphori-
cad dualisms are ameng the most powerful in our culture, with roots that streich
buck literally 1o Biblical times, and by stating them in this way I do not intend o

criligue one or the other half of their implied dinlectic. As with mast dualisms. both
poles of the opposition reveal impertant wuths even as they work o disguise their
multual interdependence. T simply want to note that the environmentalist affection
for naturat equilibrium and cyclicol tme as the Archimidean foundation from
which to judge the human drama as it unfolds in lincar time necessarily implies a
nol-so-disguised flight frant history. The natural or primitive wiopia which serves
as counterpoint for so many environmentalist critiques of modern society posits 1
rupiure belween post and future so radieal as (o imply what Francis Fultuyama would
call an “end of history.”

However one may fee] about this utopian environmentalist vision—and it has
many sitraclive features—it collides at pumerous poiots with the intellectual
agenda that envirenmentat historisns have sel for diemselves, Our sk, after al),
far from trying 1o escape from history into nature, is to pull nature itself intg the
stream of human history. Whatever affection we may [eel for the attractons of
cyclical time and natural equilibrium, our chief stock in trade is linear time and
disequilibrivm: we study change. Perhaps one might argue that this is a temporary
phenomenon. Maybe, for instance, we tell linear narratives of environmental
degradation as moral fables whose purpase is to transform people's consciousness
end behavior in ways that will ultimately mean on end to linear time, hemlding the
coming millennium when cyclical fime will reign once again over a stable equilib-
rium that applies as much 1o humanity as to nature. But I'm frankly dubious that
many of us really believe this: mest histarians have pretly powerful negative reac-
tions to pronouncements like Fukuyamn's aboat “the end of kistory™—and not just
because we have a professional vested interest in Iinear time! . . .

Let me move toward a close by offering what seem 10 me 1o be some of the
core jessons (hat make environmental history useful not just is its specific claims
but in its habits of thought. E'll state these as o genern set of very broad, very simple
morals for the stories we've been telling. They are among the deepest articles of faith
for at least this envircnmental historian, articles of faith which { suspect many of my
colleagues share.

1. All human histery has a natural context.

This is 50 abvious to most environmenial histodans thot 3t is abmost a truism of our
subfield, and yet it is also the claim thot seems to come as the greatest surprise to our
colleagues. History since the 1930s has had a powerfu! bias toward cultural deter-
minism, spawned in part as a reaction against the extreme environmental determin-
ism that characterized some fields of history and geography in the pre-World War 11
era witen racialist theories held sway. The chief defenders of materialist history in the
inlervening period were Marxists whe had (ieir own reasons for deemphasizing
the natural context of human history. Their critics in turn used the attack on Marxism
as a reason (o reject all determinisms as inherently destructive to human freedom.
One important conribution of environments! history, then, has beer (o reintroduce
materialist styles of anralysis o the study of past human-environment interactions
while trying lo finesse & full-tlown determinism. Our strategy has been to argue fora
dialogue beiween humanity and nature in which coltural and eavironmental systems
powerfully interact, shaping and inlluencing each other, without either side wholly
determining the outcome, One can restate this preseriptively us follows: in sidying



envirommnenial change, it is best 10 asswne that most hunan activities have envi-
ronmental consequences, and that change in natural systems (whether induced by
hwnans or by nature itself) almost inevitably affects human beings. As a corollary,
maost environmental historians would add that haman beings are aot the only actors
who make history. Other creatares do too, as do large notural processes, and any
history that ignores their effects is likety to be woelully incomplele.

2. Neither nature nor cullure is static.

This is the historicist argument 1've already mentioned. Any vision of a past human
place irs nature that posits an ideal relationship of permasent stability or balance must
defend itself against almost overwhelming evidence to the contrary. Descriptions of
hislorical eras in which human pepulations were supposedly in eternal equilibrium
with equally siable natural systems are akmaost surely golden-zge myths. A com-
parable rejection of stisis has occurred within the modern science of ecology, where
the notion of a permanent climax community us postuiated by Frederic Clements
and his followers now seems thoroughily discredited. In its stead, we have o newly
dynamic, even sinchastic or chaotic ecology in whicl: histary plays a crucial role in
shaping the pastern and process of ecosystems whether or not people are involved.
Recognizing the dynamism of nateral and eultural sysiems does not, of course,
mean that all change is goad or that there are no benchmarks for comparing one
kkind of change with another. Most past societies, for instance, have aot ajrered the
nztaral world at anything like the rate or seale that has eypified the modem era. To
argue oihierwise would be 1o engage in # different lorm of myth-making, in which
the values and behaviors of different cultures toward nature are sssumed 10 be
everywhere and always the same—"economic man” being undoubiedly the most
familiar subspecies of Uw genre. The insights of environmenial histary tend 1o be
pawerlully anti-essentialist, lying in the middle ground between the goldep-nge
myth of permanent equitibrium and the economistic myth of a reductively universal
human nature. Our work suggests that nature and calture change all the time, but
that the rate and scale of such change can vary enormously. . . . Restaied preserip-
tively, this suggests that the relationship benveen nature and culture should abvays
e viewed as a problem in eamparative dynamics, nor siarics. Naive sssurmplions
about the stability of natural systems can produce bekavior that is as environmen-
tally destructive as it is cubturaily inappropriace. As a corollary, essentiajist argu-
ments about past coltures and environments are almost always histerically suspect,

3. All environmental knowledge is culturally constructed
and historically contingent—inchiding our own.

On the surface, this will probably secm the most radical challenge that environmen-
tal history has (o offer environmentatisis who tegard nature as a source of sbsolute
authority {or their vision of haw peaple ouglt to behave in the world, Here again we
encounter the problem of sacred versus historical time. If ane is inclined to regard
nature as an eternal realm of absolute fets, stable processes, and permanent values,
it is not at all reassuring to discover that such beliefs have clear historical roots and
that people in other times and other places und other cubtures have held very different
views. Much of what they took to he permanent and absolute has since changed, and

the same will likely happen to many of our own most cherished beliefz as well. The
historicist impulse seems Lo undermine sacred knowledge und replace it with a rela-
tivist world in which nature is apparently no more than what we think it is, with liter-
ally everything up for grabs. If static nature is our moral compass, then historicism
threatens te 521 us adrift on an vafamiliar sea with no way of taking euor bearings. . . .

Let me sum up this third lesson morz prescriplively: recognizing the historical
contingency of all knowledge helps us guard against the dangers of absolie, de-
contextualized "laws " or “truths* which can all roo easily obscure the diversiny and
subtlery af environments and cultures alike. An historical, social-constructionist
perspective lakes seemingly transparent, shsolute environmental “facts™ and places
them in culiural contexts which render them at ance mare problematic, more inter-
esting, and more instructive. Paradoxically, by making reclity more cantingent the
historicist approach to knowledpe lends greater realism to our understanding of
nature and culture atike.

My final lesson may seem oddly put, but seems to me the eore of what sets
environmental history apart from most other fields that seek to understand and in-
fluence the way we relnte to the natural world. Tt describes a peculiar quality that
characterizes most historical writing and sets it apart from the social and natural
sciences. It is simply this;

4. Historical wisdom usnaily comes in the farm of parables,
not policy recontmendations or certointies.

The significance of this peint is hardly intujtive for anyone who is not a histo-
rinn. Whenever I lecture to the general public or to scholars in the sacial or natural
scignces, I'm invariably asked afierwards for my predictions about the fotuere
course of environmental change. Just as invariably, T expiain that historizns usaally
mike refuctant prophets, despie the teleolopical similarities between the siories we
tell aboul the past nnd the prophecies that olhers may wish us to make about what
will happen in she future. The power of our history derives from the facl that, when
speaking about the past, we can o least pretend that we know the end of the story.
Doing so enables us to make cur arguments and narratives point toward the present
and hence seem to expiain it, if only for the brief period in which that supposed
“ending” continues to hotd good. This sense of narrative closure is never available
1o us for the futore, the very contingency of which is whal prophecy seeks to con-
tain and resist. Because historians cannot help but respect the awesome, terrifying
complexity of past cause und effect, aad because we recognize the dangers of ele-
clogy even as we embrace it os a necessary consequence of the narmative form, most
of us—unlike maay of our colleagues in the sciences—are reluctant to predict the
future course of events.

This is not o say that we are silent about the future, or that we regard our his-
tories as irrelevant 1o present concerns. instead we adopt 8 much older, albeit less
sedoctively scientific, thetorical sirategy. Ratber than make predictions about what
will inppen, we cffer parables sboul bow to Inlerpret what may happen. Strange ns it
may soond, I believe this may be the most important coniribution we environmental
historians can male in a world where expert knowledge has {or the most part for-
golten the peculiar form of wisdem that the parable represents. . . .



Ground for Hope

15 telling parables about niure and the human past 1 useful thing to do? Yes. I belicve
so in my bones, which is what I told my studests when they expressed despair about
the seemingly hopeless lessons they thought they had leamed from our course in -
environmental history. Let me close by returning for a moment to my secular pulpit
to repent some of the arlicles of faid: [ shared with those students.

The answers we eovironmental historians give to the question "What's the
story?" have the great vireue that they remind people of the immense human power |
to alter and find meaning in the natural world—and the even more immense power of |
nature to respond. At the same time, they remind us Lhat whatever we do in nalure,
we can never know io advance zl] the consequences of our actions. This need not
necessirtly point loward despair or cynicism, but rather toward a healthy respect
for the complexity and unpredictability of hislory, which is much akin 1o the com-
plexity and unpredictability of noture itself. The proper lesson of such complexity,
T believe, should be to teach us humitity. It should make us more criticel of our own
certninty and self-righteousness, and decpen our respect for the subilety and mys-
tery of the lives we lead an this planet, entangled as we are in the warp and woof of
linear and cyclieal, secular and sacred time. . . .

- . . All ol us change the world arourd us, and yet different people choase to
conlront their problems and make their changes in swildngly differemt ways, The
diversity of their experiences, past and presens, can serve almest as a faboratory for
expioring the mullitade of choices we ourselves face. Stories ohaut the past tives
of such people teach us how difficult it is to act in ways that benefit hurnanity and
nature bolh—and yet how crucial it is to iry, By telling parables that trace the often
obscure connections beiween human history and ecelogical change, environmental
history suggests where we ought 1o 20 looking il we wish (o reflect on the cthical
implications of our own lives.

And that, on reflection, seems quite a useful thing to do.

Interpreting Eavironmental History
CAROLYN MERCHANT

In The Hidden Wound, published in 1989, environnentalist Wendell Berry writes that
“the payehic wound of racism has resulted inevitably in wounds in the land, the coun-
ury itselt” When he began writing the book in 1968 during the civil rights movement,
he tells us, "I was trying 10 esablish the outlines of an understanding of myself, in
repard to what was futed to be the contnuing crisis of my life, the crisis of racial
nwarcness.” Berty's beok is an effort 1o come to terms with the environmantal history
af race as reflected in his family's history as slaveholders, in his own childhoed an
a Kentucky farm in the segregated South, and in his adult life as a conservationist
and environmentalist.

Adapted from Carolyn Merchaat, “Shades of Dackness; Race and Enviroamental History,” Emvirarnienial
History, B, no. 3 {luty 2003): 380-394 and Merchant, “Gender and Environmental History,” Sonrmal af
Ameriean History 76, so. 4 (March 1990 1117-14724.

Over the past several decades, environmental histodans, like other historians,
have become increasingly conscious of the place of ruce, gender, ang class in he in-
terpretition of history. Environmental history has widened its scope to include ques-
tions of the meanings and relationships between the envirenmesnt and the roles played
by peaple of coler, by women and men, and by rich and poor. Environmenlal histo-
rians have questioned prejudices such os using environmeclal eonditions and apparent
human adaptotions to justify slavery in the hot, humid Souath. They huve locked al
how women have used and changed the environment in arid, teeless locaies, such as
tiie Great Piains. And they have studied environmental conditions and human healtl
ir urban neighborhoods and industries in which poor people tive and work in a capi-
talist society that exploits wage labor for the sake of wealth, power, aud privilege.

In interpreling environmental history, therefors, one needs to ask probing ques-
tions sucly as: What is race and how is it historically and socially constructed af dif-
ferent times and places? What is pender and how do gender roles change over time in
differznt environmeats and under different social circuinstances? How do different
types of societies in different environments, from Native American tribal group-
ings, to raral furming communities, to industrial capilalist economies {oster various
epalitnrian, hierarchical, or class stroctures that define peeple and their access to o
good Jife? What is the character of a just society in which envirenmentad goods and
services are distributed in humane ways and in which all people have acress 1o a
high quality of life? Historical documents and essays Lelp to nnswer such guestions
and 10 reves] hidden nssumptions underlying the writer's own race, gender, ond class
beckground. What follows are some examples of the ways in which rice, class, ond
gender enter inte the inferpretation of environmental kistory.

In recent years, eavironmental historians have reflected on the place of racial
awareness in the field and have begun the process of writing an environmental his-
tory of race. They have explored the negalive connections between wilderness and
race, cities and race, toxic wastes and race, and their reversal in environmental jus-
tice and have onalyzed the ideology and practice of environmental racism. These
include the foflowing perspectives:

*  Native Americans were removed from the lands they had managed for centuries,
not anly during settlement, as is well known, but during the creation of the national
paris and nadonal forests. Indians resisted these moves in an eflort to maintain au-
lonomy and access Lo resources.

*  American Iadians and African Americans perceived wilderness i ways that
differed markedly from those of white Americans.

»  Slavery and snil degradation are intertinked systems of exploitation and desp-
sealed connectiony exist between the enskavement of human bodies and the enslave-
menl of the land, Blacks resisted thal enslaverment in compliex ways that mainiained
African cultizre and created unique African Amesican ways of living on the land.

* A “coincidental order of injustice™—in environmentalist Jeffrey Romm’s termi-
nology—-reigned in post-Civil War America as emencipated blacls in the South were
expected 1o pay for land with wages at the same time that free lands taken from Indians
were being promated to whites via the Homestead Act and other land acts,

*  African Americans bore the brunt of early forms of environmental pellution and
disense as whites fled urban aress to the new streetcar suburbs. Black neighborhoods
became toxic dumps and black bodies became toxic sites. Out of such experiences
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arose African American environmental activism in the Progressive Era and the egvi-
ronmental justice movement of the late twenteth centary.

»  Over time the mesnings atached to skin colors hove been redefined in wilys
that reinfarce environmental and institutional racism. ‘

Viewed [rom the perspective of race, the rich resources of the American 2nvi-
ronment were deveioped at the expease of Indians and blacks. From the ideological
standpoint of European settlers, the wilderness and its native peaples needed to be
tamed, improved, and civilized. Native American Jands were apprapriated by Buro-
peans as free lands, while Africans were enslaved w pravide the free lubor that en-
abled muny European Americans to claim political freedom. Wacfare, discase, and
dependency on rrade goods glf undercot Indian power to resist European expansion.
As Indian populations declined, African American populations incrensed, first from
the slave trade and then, after its official demise in 1508, through smuggling and
nalural increese as robacco dominance gave way 10 the cotlas boom. On economic
grounds, the slave system both ceused the destruction of biack bodics and con-
tributed to the rapid degradation of Southern soils, as tobaceo, rice, sugar, and cotton
became cash erops in an expanding werld market.

Despite their racial degradation, however, Native and African Americans mais-
tained their culiural identities, making significant contribulions to agriculbture and
hence 10 environmantal history, Indians contributed maize {com}, beans, sguash,
and pumpkins to America as well as Europe. Alfrican loods were stowed on slave
ships and then grown in provision gardens. As o result, African, Native American,
end Eurapean foods beceme mixed Logether, murtually influencing each other. Slave
traders, as well a5 slaves, inroduced crops, having obtained them in other paris of
the world. Yoms were breught by staves from Africa. Eggplant came from Africa to
South America, whence it was brouglit by Portguese slave trading ships 1o the
United States. Peanuts came from South America and were introduced into Virginia
by African cooks who arrived aboard slave ships. But foad is also o cultural con-
siruct and is therefore not only pood to eat, but is important 1o people in mainlaining
historical and cultural identities. Ritals and traditions, such as songs and dances,
were important in associntion with the foods grown by Indians ond brought by black
people from Africa. And frem an environmental standpoint, boith Native American
and Africnn American gardens exhibited ecological effects that enhanced food
production. Crops grown wgethes kept down insces pests nad weeds, hence gagdens
packed with creps might resull in relatively higher yields per acre than flelds of
manocultures grown alone. A racial perspective is therefore an imporiant element
in understanding ervironmental history.

A cluss perspective is likewise important for interpreting enviranmental history.
People at all leveis of society use natural resources and contribute to environmental
pollution. Worldng class peopie often intemct most direetly with the laad in extract-
ing reseurces far the market. Fishers, loggers, trappers, farmworkers, ironworkers,
coal miners, and industria] workers supply much of the labor for the food and fuej
oit which society depends. They are in wrn the most vutnerable to environmenial
disasters such ns droughts, fires, fishery collapses, mine accidents, Muctuations in
the labor supply, and market prices. Middie- oad upper-class citizens are oflen the
most conspiclious consumess of environmental goods and enerpy sources. From anio-
mobiles and gasoline 1o television sets and compulers, thase with the most wealth
antl status ofien extract the most from natwre and return the most waste,

On the other hand, many of those who are closest to the land practice conserva-
tion and have developed an intimate environmental awusreness, while many middle-
and upper-class individuals become environmental leaders and activists who help
to spear conservation movements and to develop envirenmentally friendly fechnol-
ogies. Knowing who is writing environmesntal history is also important. Lower-class
workers are usually too busy making a living lo write their stories or leave literary
legacies, while educated efites contribute much of the material thot can be replicated
in printable sourccs. In reading environmental history, therefore, it is important 1o
ask who is writing, what they are advocating, and from what class or environmenial
perspective they are making their argument.

A gender perspective cun alse add to environmental history in important ways.
‘Women and men have historically had different roles in production relative (o the
environment. In subsistence modes of preduction such as those of native peoples,
woimen's impact on nature is immediate and direct. In gathering-hunting-fisking
economies, women collect and process plants, small animais, bird eggs, and shell-
fish and fabricate tools, baskels, mats, slings, and clothing, while men hunt larger
animals, fish, construct weirs and hut frames, and burn forests and brush. Because
water and fuelwood availability affect cooking and food preservation, decisions
over environmental degradation that dictale wher to move camp and village sites
may lie is the hands of womea. In horticuliural commuaities, women are often the
primary producers of crops and fabricators of hoes, planters, and digging sticks, but
when such economies are transformed by marleets, the cash eccoomies zod environ-
mental impacts that ensue are ofter controtled by men, Womnen's access to resources
ta fulfill basic needs may come into direct conflict with male roles in the market
cconomy, 48 in Senecty women's loss of control over horticulture to male sgriculture
and men's access to cash through greater mobility in nineteenth-ceniury America
or in India’s chipco (ree-hugging) movement of the past decade, wherein women
literally hugped trees w protest declining access to fuelwood for cooking as male-
dominated lumbering expanded.

in the agrarinn eccnomy of colonial and frontier Americs, women's outdaoor
production, lile men's, had immediate impact on the environment. While men's
work in cutting forests, planting and fertilizing fields, and hunting or fishing affected
(ke larger homestend environment, women's dairying activities, free-ranging harn-
vard fowl, and vegelable, fower, and herbal gardens all affecled the quality of
the nearby soils and waters and the Jevel of insecl pests, ajiering the effects of the
microenviranment ost human health. In the nineteenth century, however, as agricul-
lure became more specialized and oriented 1oward market production, men look
over dairying, poultry-raising, and treck farming, resulting in a decline in women's
sutdoor production. Although the traditional contributions of women to the farm
economy continued in many rural areas and some women assisted in farm s well

as home management, the general trend toward capitalist agribusiness increasingly
turned chickens, cows, and vegetables into efficient components of facteries within
fields managed for profits by male farmers.

In the industrial ern, as middle-class womesn turned more of their energies to
deliberate child rearing and domeslicity, they defined a new but stiil distinetly femnale
relation 1o the natural world. In their socialty constructed roles as moral mothers,
they ofien taught children ahout nature and science ot home ond in the elementary
schools, By the Progressive era, women's focus on maintaining a home for husbands
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and children led many women . . . to spearhiead 0 nationwide conservation movement
to save forest and waters and wo creste pational and [ocal parks. Althouph the gains of
the movemeni have been aitributed by historians to men sech as President Theodore
Roosevelt, forester Gifford Pinchot and preservationist John Muir, the efTorts of
thousands of women were directly responsible for many of (he country's most sig-
nificant conservation achievements. Women writers on nature such as lsabella Bird,
Mary Austin, and Rachel Carson have been among the most influential commen-
tators on the American response ta aature,

Al the level of cognition as well, a sensitivity 1o gender enriches environmental
history. Native Americans, for example, construed the natural world as animated and
created by spirits end pads. Origin stodes included tales of maother earth and father
sky, prandmother woodchucks and coyole tricksters, com mothers and iree spirits.
Such deides medinied between nature and humans, inspiring rituals and behaviors
that helped to regulate eavironmental use and exploitation. An animate earth and an
thou relationship between humans and the natural world does not preveni the ex-
ploitation of resources for buman use, but it enwils an ethic of restraint and propitia-
tion by setting up rituals 16 be followed before mining ores, damming brooks, or
plenting and harvesting crops. Thae human relationship to the land is intimately con-
nected 10 daily survival, Environmental history can thus be made more complete by
including a gender analysis of the effects of women and men on ecology and their
foles in production.

When mercantile capitalism, industrialization, and wrhanization began to dis-
tance increasing aumbers of male elites from the lond in seventeenih-century Eng-
land and in nineteenth-century America, the mechaniatic framework created by the
“fathers"” of moderm science legitimated the use of natare for human profit making,
The conception that nature was dead, made up of inert moms moved by external
forces, that God was an engineer and mathematician, and Lhat human perception was
the resuli of particles of light bouncing off chjects and conveyed 1o the brain as dis-
crete sepsations meant that noture responded to human interventions, not as active
narticipanl, but as passive instrument. Thus the way in which werld views, myths,
and percepiions are constructed by gender at the cognitive level can be made an inte-
grat part of environmental history.

Additionally, idens drawn from feminist theory suggest the usefulness of an-
other level of analysis—reproduction—that has both biological and sociat aspects,
First, all species reproduce themselves generationally and their population levels
have impacts on the local ecolopy. But for humans, the numbers that can be sustained
are related (o the mode of production: More people can occupy @ given ecosyslem
under a horticulwral than & pathering-hunting-fishing mode, and still more vnder
an industrizt mode. Humans reproduce themselves biologicully in accordance with
the social ond ethical norms of the culture into which they ase bors. Native peoples
adopted an array of benige and malipn population contral technigues such as long
lactation, abstention, coits interruptus, the nse of native plants 1o induce sbostion, in-
fanticide, and senilicide. Carrying capacity, nutritional faciors, and tribally accepred
cusioms dictated the numbers of infants that survived (o adulthoed in order to TEpIO-
duce the tribal whole. Coloniat Americans, by contrast, encouraged high aumbers of
births awing 10 the scarcity of fsbor in the new lends, With the osset of industrializa-
tion in the nineleenth century, a demographic tansition resulied in fewer births per
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female. Inlerpenerational repraduction, therefore, mediated throngh production, has
impact on the local ecology.

Second, people (as well as other living things) must reproduce their own energy
on a daily basis through food and must conserve that energy through clothing (skins,
furs, or other metheds of bodily temperalure controt) and shelier, Gathering or plant-
ing food crops, Tabricating clothing, and construcling houses are directed toward
the reproduction of daily life.

In addition: to these biological aspects of reproduction, human communitics re-
produca themselves socially in two additional ways. People pass on sldlls and behav-
joral norms to the next generation of producers, and that atlows a culture to reproduce
itseif over ime. They also structure systems of governance and Jaws that maiatain
the social arder of the tribe, town, or nation. Many such laws and pelicies deal with
the allocation and regulation of natural resources, land, and property rights. They tre
passed by lepislative bodies and sdministered through government agencies znd o
system of justice. Law in this interpretation is a means of maintnining and modifying
a particular social order. These four aspects of reproduction (twa biological and twe
social) interact with ecolegy as mediated by a particolar mode of production.

While in most sccieties governance may have been vested in the hands of men
{hence patriarchy), the brlance of power between the sexes differed. In patherer-
hunter and horticultural communities, extraction and production of foad may have
bees either equally shared by or dominated by woemen, so that male (or female}
power in tribal reproduction (chiafs and shamans) was balanced by female power
in production. In subsistence-oriented communities in colonial and fronter Amer-
ica, men and women shared power in production, although men played dominant
roles in legal-polideal reproduction of the social whole. Under industriz] capitalism
in the nineleenth century, women's lass of power in outdoor farm production was
compensaled by a gain of power in the reproduction of daily life (domesticity) and
in the socialization of children and husbands (the moral mother) in the sphere of
reproduction. A gender perspective an enviropmental history therefore bath offers
1 more befanced and complete picture of past human interactions wilth nature and
advances its theoretical frameworks.

Race, pender, and class are lenses through which to view history and interpret
human interactions with the environment How these theee categories are constructed
socially and culturatly, how and why they change over time, and why they are impor-
tant 0dd to the complexity of hislory. They help vs io envision the possibility of a
sacially just world that could be a better plece in which to live.
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