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Historical Political Ecology

When I began my dissertation fieldwork in northeastern Nicaragua a
decade ago, the country was still recovering from civil war. Though indig-
enous and Creole leaders had ended formal hostilities with the Sandinista
government by signing an Autonomy Agreement in 1987, the laws neces-
sary to regulate autonomy were only signed in 2003.1 Indigenous struggles
for autonomy during and after the war sustained a cultural politics of
identity that united territorial ambitions with ethnic rights. The relative
success of indigenous activism in general, and Miskito Indian practices in
particular, led many commentators to characterize Miskito politics as the
constitutive element of their ethnic identity.2 It is easy to see why. Miskito
leaders had become very adept at articulating a history of territorial inde-
pendence and indigenous “nationhood” that significantly contradicts re-
gional histories.3 Official and scholarly histories generally portray the
Miskito as little more than British stooges and, later, dupes of Moravian
missionaries and North American capital—passive recipients of history
rather than agents of change. For some writers, Miskito culture was no-
ticeably characterized by the term “Anglo-affinity,” a sentiment used to
help explain Miskito resistance to the Sandinistas.4

It was during this conjuncture of ethnic and post-war Nicaraguan
politics that I naïvely sought to conduct a political ecology of indigenous
forest use. Ostensibly, I set out to investigate how indigenous communi-
ties understood and used their forest resources, and to locate this knowl-
edge-use axis in its historical context. I conducted my research widely but
focused on a single Sumu-Miskito community of about 1,000 people.
Here I implemented my cultural and political ecology training—I mapped
swidden plots, I stalked hunters, I interviewed elders and women, I re-
corded oral histories of past forest economies, and I chatted up forest
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dynamics with villagers. More than anything else though, I listened to
people connect their hopes and dreams for a better life to the region’s
larger struggles for political autonomy and ethnic rights—for control of
what they saw as “their” natural resources. As it turned out, little of this
research found its way into my dissertation, but it was an essential experi-
ence for the dissertation I did write.

My political ecology approach was problematic on at least two ac-
counts. First, I assumed that I could put aside or otherwise separate an
analysis of forest use and indigenous knowledge about forests from an
indigenous cultural politics that circumscribed both. This assumption was
flawed because what people told me reflected highly politicized concep-
tions of their rights to the resources we discussed. This was not necessarily
the “political” dimension of political ecology that I had intended to inves-
tigate but, as I argue later, it needs to be analyzed nonetheless. My second,
and related, problem began when I tried to place my field study in the
“historical context” that I assumed was “out there” waiting for me. In fact,
a multiplicity of potential historical contexts awaited me, and few of them
supported what I was reconstructing from primary documents. Through-
out the twentieth century, most field-based studies seeking a historical
context in eastern Nicaragua have used secondary literature to support
convictions derived through other means.5 Before the civil war of the 1980s,
the historical literature on eastern Nicaragua or the Mosquitia was, for
the most part, sparse and lent itself to multiple interpretations. In the
context of a civil war fueled by the United States, interpretations of the
past became important and part of the regional political ecology.

Geographer Bernard Nietschmann’s high-profile dispute with the
Sandinistas and the political left in the U.S. over the history of the Miskito
Indians and their “homeland” is a well-known case in point. Nietschmann’s
pro-Miskito positions, as well as those of his pro-Sandinista detractors,
both invoked a historical perspective to justify their reading of the present.
Yet, as I maintain below, neither position was well supported by the his-
torical record. Diametrically opposed, both historical narratives simpli-
fied lengthy and complex historical processes to support a political posi-
tion, and both shaped and reflected ongoing regional political processes
affecting society-nature relations and environmental change—a discur-
sive-material process had been ongoing for centuries.6 The notion of an
ongoing, contested past and its role in shaping human-environmental rela-
tions forces us to confront the problematic nature of a “historical context.”

The notion that the past and its uses form a slippery slope is, of course,
not new. But it does problematize the method of acquisition of “a histori-
cal context” and its meaning for research in political ecology. Frequently
called for, though rarely discussed, the phrase “historical context” (with
its cousin “historical perspective”) is among the most ambiguous notions
in geography in general and political ecology in particular. What does the
phrase “historical context” actually mean for political ecologists? Does it
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mean treating time as a scale that extends backward from the present to
elicit a “chain of explanation” for environmental degradation as Piers Blaikie
and Harold Brookfield suggested in their seminal book Land Degradation
and Society?7 Does it mean locating the present in the past or, as Raymond
Bryant puts it, developing “an appreciation of the historical dimension”
of environmental conflict?8 Does it mean interrogating the “long-term
capitalization of nature” as Richard Peet and Michael Watts proposed it
should in their influential book Liberation Ecologies?9 Does it mean link-
ing the “histories of environmental and agricultural change, property laws,
and ideas of nature” in the “South” to developments in the “North” as
Karl Zimmerer and Thomas Bassett highlight in their important new
book?10 To the extent that political ecologists have addressed this ques-
tion, they have done so differently.

Historical analysis has been central to political ecology since the emer-
gence of the approach in geography in the 1970s and 1980s. Yet, to my
knowledge, no explicit attempt has been made to problematize or elabo-
rate upon the use, scope, or role of historical analysis within political ecol-
ogy. This is not to say that numerous political ecology studies have not
made excellent use of historical sources and analysis, but rather that a
sustained discussion of a historical political ecology has been notably lack-
ing. I had been thinking about this for some time when the editors of
Historical Geography asked me if I would put together a special issue sec-
tion on the topic. I have often thought that a collection of papers illustrat-
ing how political ecologists conceptualize the past and make use of his-
torical sources could bring the concerns and approaches of political ecology
to a wider audience. In this sense, the goal of the present collection is to
establish a dialogue about the role of history in political ecology while intro-
ducing the concerns of political ecology to a historically minded readership.11

At the risk of establishing a counterproductive boundary around a
heterogeneous approach, I suggest that a historical political ecology can
be characterized as a field-informed interpretation of society-nature rela-
tions in the past (e.g., material, ideological, legal, spiritual), how and why
those relations have changed (or not changed) over time and space, and
the significance of those interpretations for improving social justice and
nature conservation today. This characterization attempts to identify what
I see as two key aspects of a historical political ecology. The first is a field-
informed perspective on the past and, more specifically, a field-informed
re-interpretation of primary historical documents. By field-informed I
mean a lengthy field immersion that includes ethnography, surveys, par-
ticipant observation, mappings, and often biophysical research. The sec-
ond is an explicit linkage between social justice and the management of
natural resources, a broadly conceived “nature conservation” that takes
into account the health and viability of the non-human world. I think
most self-identifying political ecologists would agree that some degree of
social justice is a necessary starting point for effective nature conserva-
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tion.12 Although any notion of “social justice” is historically contingent
and culturally specific, it should include a respect for cultural difference,
customary rights and ways of knowing the world, as well as an equitable
mode of resource distribution, economic opportunity, and political repre-
sentation. In my opinion, the belief that social justice mutually supports
nature conservation serves to unite the varied political ecology approaches.

A historical political ecology shares an affinity with environmental
history and historical geography, but its explicit attempt to view nature in
light of social issues, and the political forces constraining them both, fre-
quently sets it apart. A good deal of environmental history—particularly
the North American variety—tends to examine the role of nature in hu-
man history and measures its own usefulness “by whether or not it con-
tributes to the health and integrity of natural systems.”13 This, of course,
is a broad generalization that does not apply to all environmental his-
tory.14 Meanwhile, historical political ecology does not fit comfortably as
a subset of historical geography. A majority of historical geography does
not explicitly seek to link its topics of inquiry to social or environmental
issues in the present. This is changing and hopefully historical political
ecologists and historical geographers will find more common ground in
the future.

This introduction contains three sections. The first outlines the prin-
cipal characteristics of a political ecology approach to understanding soci-
ety-nature relations. In the second, I suggest four groups or clusters of
historical political ecology—historical ecology, land-use/land-cover (land-
scape) change, colonial legacies/resource conflicts, and geohistorical revi-
sionism—and how each tends to use historical analyses in their research.
Each of the four contributions in this section—those by Susanna Hecht,
Christian Brannstrom, Peter Walker, and Philip Crossley—are located and
introduced within these research clusters respectively. The final section
draws from my own research in eastern Nicaragua to raise questions about
the role of historical narratives, past globalizations, the historical dimen-
sion of culture, and how these contribute to a historical political ecology.

Political Ecology

Political ecology seeks to understand how local resource use and per-
ception are mediated by a combination of regional biophysical character-
istics and processes, and the discursive-material manifestations of power
that operate across geographic scales. With deep roots in critical scholar-
ship in general and the disciplines of geography and anthropology in par-
ticular, political ecology represents a multidisciplinary research approach
to society-nature relations. Despite a great deal of variation in its applica-
tion, five key elements tend to characterize a political ecology approach in
geography: (1) livelihood production and reproduction as the key investi-
gative site; (2) the relationship among social, economic, and environmen-
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tal change; (3) international, colonialist, state, and corporate intervention
at the community level as well as the uneven consequences and responses
(e.g., conflict over resource access, changing gender relations); (4) causes
and consequences of social-environmental marginalization and its
remediation; and (5) empirical field and historical research.15 Though
political and other human-cultural ecology perspectives share many things
in common, important differences revolve around the analysis of scale,
culture, the state, and the role of biophysical processes. Still, Karl Butzer’s
observation that human-cultural ecologists are “firmly opposed to mind-
less modernization according to Western standards” suggests a common
philosophical underpinning to the various social ecology approaches to
human-environmental relations.16

Until recently political ecologists worked almost exclusively among
peasant and indigenous communities in places where people have a strong
material and cultural attachment to immediate natural resources that both
sustain their livelihood and give it meaning. In practice, this has meant
the “Third World” or the postcolonial South. Increasingly, political ecol-
ogy research is carried out in urban and “First World” contexts.17 The
substantial variation within the approach has led some geographers to
worry that heterogeneity will turn political ecology into a meaningless
catch-all phrase. Others highlight political ecology’s diversity as a benefi-
cial form of “productive tension.”18 While both of these positions possess
solid arguments in their favor, I suggest that shoring up a more concerted
use of history throughout political ecology could erode fears of irrelevancy
without dampening the benefits derived through creative differences.

Debating the aims, methods, and characteristics of political ecology
has become a topic in its own right. Political ecologists are thus not im-
mune from the cyclical identity crises that characterize the discipline of
geography as a whole. The perennial tension in political ecology seems to
be the relative weight of the two terms—political and ecology. Does po-
litical ecology focus on politicized environments or does it examine how
ecology and biophysical processes affect human use of natural resources,
shaping political processes in turn? Andrew Vayda and Bradley Walters,
for example, have argued that current political ecology deductively privi-
leges political explanations of resource use and environmental change. By
neglecting environmental characteristics and ecological processes, and by
leaping to assumptions, they argue that the approach should be termed
political geography, environmental politics, or political science.19 A simi-
lar criticism has been leveled by Zimmerer and Bassett, who seek to dis-
tinguish their “geographical political ecology” approach from the “envi-
ronmental politics” or “politicized environment” approaches that they see
as dominating “current political ecology textbooks.” For Zimmerer and
Bassett, the environment is not simply a stage upon which struggles over
resource access take place, “rather biophysical processes, or nature, play
an active role in shaping human-environmental dynamics.” They argue
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that the renewed focus on “nature’s agency” in political ecology signals a
“natural turn” in the social sciences.20 Brannstrom’s article in the current
collection confirms this observation by detecting a return to a quasi-envi-
ronmental determinism in political ecology and environmental history
more generally. Though commonly cited as privileging politics, even Peet
and Watts have highlighted the role of the environment as “an active con-
stituent of [the human] imagination.”21

The origins of political ecology as a distinctive, if not cohesive, re-
search approach in the 1970s and 1980s have been discussed elsewhere
and need only be summarized here.22 Political ecology emerged as a reac-
tion to the real and perceived limitations of behaviorist and functional
understandings of human-environmental relations and processes. Geog-
raphers and others heaped sustained critiques upon work in environmen-
tal perceptions (or hazards) research, overly ambitious cybernetic-infor-
mational and ecological feedback theories of human behavior, and the
tendency of ecological anthropology and human-cultural ecology to fo-
cus on the adaptive dynamics of groups already deemed to be adapted.23

These critiques emerged in the wake of the Malthusian specter of an im-
pending environmental crisis characterized by the 1968 publication of
Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb and Garrett Hardin’s “The Tragedy of
the Commons,” among other reductionist and ahistorical works.24 These
alarmist and universalist approaches to human behavior arose in conjunc-
tion with a renewed discourse of development that saw “Third World”
backwardness as a problem amenable to technical solutions, and hence in
need of global intervention. Set in the context of the Cold War, Third
World “development” also became an important dimension of U.S. na-
tional security. Not surprisingly, budding political ecologists working in
the same places targeted for “development” often found that state and
multilateral intervention increased both environmental degradation and
social conflict.

Explaining environmental degradation became the principal goal of
an emerging political ecology in the 1980s. Early work by Hecht and
others, for example, demonstrated that land degradation in Amazonia
was the logical result of a political-economic process that viewed land as a
commodity rather than for its long-term health or productivity.25 Simul-
taneously, Watts and others combined a Marxist political economy ap-
proach to Third World peasant studies to reconsider the social and envi-
ronmental outcome of economic marginalization. Watts’ work pushed
human-cultural ecology perspectives to consider labor and the social rela-
tions of production as the constituting elements of society-nature rela-
tions.26 Also employing a political economy approach to human-environ-
mental relations, Blaikie, and later, Blaikie and Brookfield, concentrated
less on the social relations of production and focused more on land-user
decision-making. Their work sought to develop a cross-cultural theory
that outlined the linkages among economic change, marginalization, land
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use, and environmental degradation. Their definition of political ecology
as a combination of the “concerns of ecology and a broadly defined politi-
cal economy” continues to be the standard.27

The explicit attempt to influence wider policy affecting the nature
and meaning of development and environmental degradation located
political ecology in the larger debates and forces that helped produce the
United Nations-sponsored Bruntland Commission’s report Our Common
Future in 1987. Though strongly criticized today for its continued rheto-
ric of modernization and global intervention, the report was among the
first international statements of its kind to link contemporaneous devel-
opment policies to a concern for environmental quality.28 Scholarly activ-
ism, regional protests, and the legitimacy of the report combined to en-
sure that social and environmental procedures became integral to devel-
opment activities.29 Though the “industry of development” remains deeply
problematic and continues to be a central target of political ecology re-
search, many of the beneficial changes in global environmentalism since
the 1970s owe their origin to the application of the political ecology ap-
proach to society-nature relations.

As global intervention changed from “development” in the 1970s and
1980s to one of “sustainable development,” “environmental conservation,”
and “biodiversity preservation” in the post-Cold War 1990s, the various
political ecology approaches also changed. In particular, political economy
perspectives are now routinely combined with historical and
poststructuralist critiques of power-laden discursive formations that jus-
tify resource control. As truth-narratives, environmental discourses reveal
positioned-conceptual understandings of nature, culture, and landscape,
and are thus deeply implicated in affecting the processes they seek to de-
scribe. Though explaining environmental degradation or landscape change
remains important, elucidating how human-environmental discourses serve
to justify an erosion of customary rights to natural resources has become
an important focus in political ecology.

Historical Analysis in Political Ecology

Historical analysis is central to the political ecology approach, yet
methods and objectives vary. To discuss different uses of historical analy-
sis in political ecology, I have grouped the variations into four research
clusters—historical ecology, land-use/land-cover (landscape) change, co-
lonial legacies/resource conflicts, and geohistorical revisionism. While these
constellations of research interact in practice, grouping them allows me to
identify some key traditions, concerns, and methodologies, as well as pre-
dominant cross-disciplinary links, and pronounced regional variations.

Historical ecology is an attempt to span the artificial dichotomy sepa-
rating culture from nature, humanized landscapes from natural landscapes.
Spanning a wide variety of disciplines, historical ecologists argue that “natu-
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ral environments” have long been subjected to progressive human man-
agement and, in effect, become landscape: “culturally and historically de-
termined physical environments.”30 While methods and terminology vary,
historical ecologists are united by their use of fieldwork to identify con-
temporary human-cultural ecology relationships, archaeological and earth-
science techniques to reconstruct historical environments, wide use of
ethnohistorical sources, and their combination to hypothesize past hu-
man-cultural ecologies. Research in the Amazon basin, for example, has
shown that the region supported large human populations in the pre-
Hispanic period, that people arrived there much earlier than thought,
converted seasonal wetlands to fish farms, significantly modified soil char-
acteristics, altered river channels, and, among many other things, influ-
enced the species compositions that some planners today assume to be
“untouched” by human activity.31 Although they might not identify their
work as “political,” historical ecologists have greatly influenced political
ecology by problematizing the meaning of “nature” and the role of hu-
man agency in affecting biophysical processes over the long term.

Among geographers, historical ecology research is most closely asso-
ciated with the Americas, with anthropology, and is characterized by an
enduring relationship to the landscape traditions established by Carl
Sauer.32 Historical approaches to past human ecologies demonstrate that
“pristine” landscapes are, in fact, anthropomorphized landscapes that of-
ten (politically) conceal their own human history—a history of violence,
disease, demographic collapse, colonialism, migration, and conceptual
transformation. Geographers have been particularly adept at reconstruct-
ing pre-Hispanic landscapes by working backward and forward from land-
scape change associated with biotic transfer and population change before
and after 1492.33 The increasingly sophisticated critiques of the “Pristine
Myth” of the Americas have problematized—on both moral and practical
grounds—the crude application of the “Yellowstone model” of nature
conservation that excludes people.34 By showing that past human activi-
ties could and did degrade the environment and at the same time were
responsible for much of the Neotropical biodiversity today targeted for
protection, historical ecologists have both humanized indigenous peoples
and de-naturalized nature. Moreover, by revealing the ingenuity of indig-
enous peoples in the past and linking those traditions to contemporary
practices, historical ecologists have become part and parcel of the larger
political process substantiating and validating indigenous rights to land.35

The enhanced visibility of indigenous peoples has, as a result, thrust them
into the global power circuits influencing the fate of their lands, once
again underscoring their agency upon the landscapes that shape and re-
flect their cultural identities.36

In her contribution to the current special section, Susanna Hecht
highlights the importance of proto-political ecologists in establishing con-
temporary traditions. She highlights the work of Euclides da Cunha (1866–
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1909), the important Brazilian journalist who received national and in-
ternational fame for his impassioned description of the Canudos War (Os
Sertões, 1902) and for his report as part of the Brazilian-Bolivian survey
team published in 1906. Although Hecht’s contribution is not “historical
ecology” per se, she uses the work of da Cunha to discuss four recurring
themes in Amazonian studies—the empty Amazon, accidental colonial-
ism, environmental determinism, and the nature of nature. In this sense,
Hecht’s contribution is part of a growing trend in political ecology and
environmental history to examine current human-environmental debates
in the context of past—and often underappreciated—literary approaches
to critical scholarship.

A second group of political ecologists making use of historical sources
includes those working in what I have termed a land-use/land-cover (land-
scape) change tradition. This tradition is arguably the most closely associ-
ated with Blaikie and Brookfield’s historical approach to land degrada-
tion, their emphasis on the state, and their reliance on biophysical field
methods. For Blaikie and Brookfield, land degradation needs to be placed
in a historical context because contemporary land-use decisions often re-
flect changes that occurred in the past. Their “chain of explanation” model
to understand this process has a lot in common with Vayda’s earlier no-
tion of “progressive contextualization,” the progressive movement out-
ward in space and backward in time necessary to explain local, contempo-
rary human-environmental relations. For Blaikie and Brookfield, this of-
ten meant looking back to the period when older forms of mercantilist
capitalism and colonialism gave way to more direct forms of colonial con-
trol, or postcolonial state intervention.37 In practice, many geographers
working within this tradition today look back one or two generations. As
a whole, this work represents a strong critique of state intervention at the
community level, as well as explanatory models of environmental change
that propose single-causal factors such as population growth, grazing pres-
sures, surplus production, crop expansion, or burning regimes.38

Other geographers working within this tradition concentrate less on
land degradation per se than on understanding how the multiplicity and
changing configuration of social, economic, political and biophysical pro-
cesses affect landscape change. Rather than using historical or biophysical
sources to contextualize current land uses, these geographers often do the
opposite: they reconstruct local environmental histories, or the history of
local environmental change and its conceptualization, and then
contextualize these histories in social, political-economic, state interven-
tion, and discursive changes extending back a couple of generations. Po-
litical ecologists working in this historical tradition frequently make use
of aerial photographs, vegetation transects, geomorphologic and soil stud-
ies, remotely sensed data, and geographic information science combined
with oral histories, local-regional archival investigation, household sur-
veys, reconstruction of the social relations of production, and landscape
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observation to characterize landscapes and compare them with their conflict-
ing representations, institutional efforts to control them, socioeconomic
changes, and the material consequences of shifting ideological positions.39

The contribution to the current collection by Christian Brannstrom
fits solidly in this historical approach to political ecology. In his paper,
Brannstrom raises four issues that spring from his title question: “what
kind of history for what kind of political ecology?” He does this by draw-
ing upon his published work on the conversion of woodland mosaics
(Cerrado) in western São Paulo state in southeastern Brazil during the rise
of coffee cultivation in the early twentieth century. Here, Brannstrom
seeks to explain the causes and consequences of landscape change in rela-
tion to the microeconomics of labor relations and land use in the context
of surplus extraction. He focuses on the ways that elites captured subsi-
dized rents of the state, exploited privileged access to information, and
acquired land through the manipulation of the legal-judicial system. In so
doing, Brannstrom also highlights his research methods, and particularly
his use of local judicial archives and sedimentation studies in local catch-
ment basins. Sifting through rich judicial proceedings and spatializing
their contents on contemporary maps, Brannstrom is able to chart the
spatial distribution of land conflicts. This allows him to theorize land-
scape conversion in relation to socioeconomic changes based on actual,
small-scale environmental reconstruction. His chapter ends by sketching
out some future directions in historical political ecology. His work is
strongly influenced by economic and commodity-chain approaches to
landscape change and exemplifies historical political ecology within the
landscape change tradition.

Conflict over resource access and control, particularly when manifest
as the continuity of colonial legacies in postcolonial societies, represents a
third major focus area of historical political ecology. Four characteristics
tend to identify studies in this area: a research focus in Africa and South-
east Asia; strong cross-disciplinary ties to environmental history; an analysis
of the discursive and material application of environmental science by the
colonial and postcolonial state; and peasant resistance. Rather than con-
centrate on measuring environmental change per se, this group focuses
on how the transfer of political economies and their attending ideologies
from the metropole to the colonies shaped patterns of resource use, access
and control, and how these patterns affected the livelihood strategies of
local peoples to affect environmental change. In the postcolonial context,
this work documents the continuity of material and discursive forms of
resource control under the aegis of forest, wildlife, or biodiversity conser-
vation. This research makes two important contributions to our under-
standing of society-nature relations in the developing world. First, it makes
substantial use of primary historical documents to reveal how Europeans
conceptualized “their” colonial landscapes and how those imaginations
produced material consequences for colonized peoples, environments, and
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wildlife. Second, this perspective shows how “received wisdom”—often
little changed from the colonial period—continues to frame debates, rep-
resent nature and local peoples, guide policies, and influence strategies of
peasant resistance in the postcolonial period.40

The application of this approach in Southeast Asia is epitomized by
the influential studies of Nancy Lee Peluso and Raymond Bryant in the
teak forests of Indonesia (Java) and Burma (Tenasserim) respectively.41

The central axis of their work revolves around how the authority of scien-
tific forestry institutionalized the control of resources, redefined the mean-
ing of forest resources, and criminalized customary rights to forest use.
This political process shaped environmental change by approving certain
forms of exploitation while simultaneously denying others, all the while
engendering specific forms of peasant resistance. In her study, Peluso found
“that most of the kinds of changes in forest cover that foresters pejora-
tively call degradation derive from a specific interpretation and interest in
what that forest should be, who it shall serve, and how it shall be used.
Forestry has not only evolved as a science, therefore, but also as a political-
economic system for resource control.”42 In his work, Bryant shows how
British colonialism first promoted a laissez-faire approach to forest access
and then instituted a form of scientific control that attempted to both
protect and commercially exploit teak forests. Needless to say, peasant
users held very different perceptions of Burmese teak forests. The contin-
ued but varied use of forests for subsistence needs thus reflected new forms
of popular resistance. This “politicized environment” approach to histori-
cal political ecology has been strongly influenced by social-environmental
historians of South Asia, as well as James Scott’s work on peasant moral
economies and everyday forms of resistance.43

Environmental historians and anthropologists examining the geneal-
ogy of environmental narratives, the application of the various “received
wisdoms,” have likewise influenced the African version of this approach
to historical political ecology and peasant responses.44 Working in Mada-
gascar, Lucy Jarosz shows how the French colonial government associated
deforestation with indigenous land use practices and demographic change.
In contrast, Jarosz found that the most rapid rates of deforestation oc-
curred during periods of low population growth but high rates of govern-
ment-sanctioned logging and forest clearing for coffee planting. Like Peluso
and Bryant, Jarosz found that the discourse of “rational” resource man-
agement served as a form of resource and labor control for the economic
needs of the colonial state.45 Roderick Neumann’s book Imposing Wilder-
ness is one of the more impressive and far-reaching monographs in the
African tradition.46 A theoretical elaboration of how Europeans constructed
African “wilderness” and initially sought to set “it” aside allows Neumann’s
work to speak more directly to current debates surrounding conservation
and global environmental intervention.47 Though concentrating on the
Mt. Meru area of Tanzania, Neumann shows how colonial settlement and
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the steady rise of protected areas in eastern and southern Africa restruc-
tured property relations and shaped the moral economy of peasant pro-
ducers. The strength of Neumann’s study is not charting the rise of re-
source conflict, but rather in showing how Mt. Meru became a source of
collective identity for Meru peasants, and how this took on a moral di-
mension in political practice as peasants began “defending locally consti-
tuted meanings etched in the landscape.”48 By showing how missionary-
educated elites first articulated a politics of peasant resistance, how colo-
nial administrators held different ideas from one another and conserva-
tion societies in the metropolis, how early land alienations allowed ad-
ministrators to misconstrue peasant notions of customary rights, how the
postcolonial government ignored peasant supporters once in power, and
how biophysical differences surrounding Mt. Meru influence peasant re-
sponses to this day, Neumann provides a nuanced exemplar of the colo-
nial legacy approach to political ecology.

The contribution to the current collection by Peter Walker further
illustrates the colonial legacy approach to political ecology. Walker pre-
sents a paradox: small farmers in Malawi face increasing challenges in
acquiring tree products that are essential to their livelihoods, but they
have responded with little enthusiasm to decades of government and do-
nor-sponsored programs intended to assist them in planting trees. Walker
shows how Malawi’s colonial and postcolonial officials repeatedly built
reforestation policies around the belief that small farmers would share
their alarm about a perceived “fuelwood crisis.” The idea of a fuelwood
crisis derived from the historical dependence of the colonial and
postcolonial political economies on fuelwood for curing tobacco and for
transportation. This notion also converged with broader regional and even
global scientific narratives of the “fuelwood gap.” Walker uses archival
data, contemporary household surveys, and role-playing exercises to show
that these historical narratives fit very poorly with the priorities of small
farmers who were expected to carry out tree planting programs conceived
by colonial, postcolonial, and non-governmental planners. In so doing,
Walker argues that the true “fuelwood gap” was the gap between official
“received wisdom” and the actual perceptions and priorities of small farm-
ers. He further shows that the true roots of Malawi’s severe deforestation
lie not in overpopulation or even commercial exploitation so much as in
the historical persistence of flawed official understanding that precluded
truly effective conservation responses. Like other research in colonial legacy
cluster, the paper suggests that policy makers should critically examine
their own narratives and preconceptions. In sum, Walker’s paper demon-
strates the need to more closely examine the historical structural relations
and networks that can allow flawed “received wisdom” to persist over many
decades despite the consistent failure of associated policies.

A fourth cluster of research that I am calling geohistorical revisionism
takes a strong social, reconstructivist, field-based, scientific, and historio-
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graphic approach to political ecology. Ambitious and bold, this work re-
writes social, agrarian, and technological histories to underscore the value,
creativity, and resilience of “subaltern” peoples, their knowledge systems,
and their combined role in affecting landscape change.49 Research in this
area tends to reflect a long period of extensive (and often comparative)
fieldwork that relies heavily on ethnography, biophysical research, lengthy
archival investigation, and close re-readings of primary documents. Re-
cent studies in this tradition include monographs by Zimmerer, Bassett,
and Carney.50 In their own way, each of these studies is motivated by a
need to set the historical record straight, to de-simplify society-nature
processes, to critique our Western and self-righteous notions of what con-
stitutes and generates “development,” and to re-insert the ingenuity and
agency of subordinated peoples into the official histories that continue to
overlook and subjugate them. Each of these monographs reflects earlier
monograph studies emanating from the “Berkeley School” and related
traditions in geography.51

In his book Changing Fortunes, Zimmerer summarizes his immense
work among Quechua farmers in the Paucartambo valley of the south-
eastern Peruvian highlands. He argues that current wisdom articulating
the causes and consequences of genetic erosion overlook the manner in
which people actually created genetic diversity and the socioeconomic
processes responsible for its current demise. Zimmerer makes the case
that understanding the historical relationship among cultural identity,
agricultural biodiversity, and shifting political-economic power relations
not only explains the causes of genetic erosion but also offers a solution to
its downfall. Convinced that revisionist critiques of society-nature con-
ceptions need to offer specific recommendations for their remediation,
Zimmerer’s study offers the “prospect for uniting biological conservation
with agriculture that is economically sound and socially just.”52

Bassett’s book, The Peasant Cotton Revolution in West Africa, is set in
the Korhogo region of northern Côte d’Ivoire and documents the histori-
cal role of peasant farmers in the cotton production boom of the twenti-
eth century, especially in the last 40 years.53 Bassett shows how the dy-
namics of agrarian change reflect the ways in which peasant producers
contested, negotiated and innovated social organization and technology
in conjunction with larger political-economic processes mediated by the
state. Throughout a profoundly historical study that makes use of archi-
val sources from across West Africa, Bassett critiques modernist notions
of how “development” actually occurs (in this case, increased production),
and how alternative social histories should serve as the basis for a new
kind of development policy.

In contrast to Zimmerer and Bassett, Carney’s Black Rice does not
urge political ecologists to contribute to policy, though I cannot help but
feel that the book achieves the same goal. Carney uses her extensive knowl-
edge of West African rice cultivation to document (and effectively re-
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write) the process by which the trans-Atlantic slave trade brought an in-
digenous and gendered knowledge system of rice planting, tool use, water
control, threshing techniques, and grain storage to the colonial Carolinas.
The book represents a sophisticated and impassioned plea to reinsert Af-
ricans and their crops into our knowledge of the Columbian Exchange.54

As a whole these monographs show the revisionist power of a political
ecology approach that combines extensive fieldwork, archival research,
and lengthy reflection.

The contribution to the present collection by Philip Crossley fits well
within this tradition of geohistorical revisionism. Crossley builds upon
his decade-long study of wetland (chinampa) agriculture to investigate the
origin and perpetuation of beliefs about Mexico’s “floating gardens.” Con-
versations with chinampa farmers and the stratigraphic evidence from
field profiles inspired, in part, a critical re-reading of primary accounts of
what chinampas looked like, who actually saw them and where, and how
their views were appropriated over the centuries within different academic
discussions. Here, Crossley observes that three very brief descriptions be-
came inordinately influential as the narratives in which floating gardens
were significant became recast in various political and academic contexts.
But, like the three monographs just discussed, Crossley seeks to do more
than expose a historical fallacy. He shows how the image of “floating gar-
dens” became accepted truth, and an integral element of the “regional discur-
sive formation” of “Aztec Mexico.” Although Crossley does not dwell on the
ecological, economic, or social implications of this discursive formation, he
notes that they were profound but have remained largely unstudied.

History and Political Ecology in Eastern Nicaragua

Historical analysis in political ecology implies more than locating
contemporary human-environmental processes in a historical context. It
involves making connections between social process and material out-
comes across spatial and temporal scales; using combined insights from
lengthy field, biophysical, and historical research to examine the relation-
ships between social and environmental change; exposing the contempo-
raneous and current meaning of past social-environmental processes for
multiple actors—many of whom left little trace in the historical record.
By way of a conclusion, I return to the example that began this introduc-
tion: the nature of a historical political ecology in eastern Nicaragua.

The late geographer Bernard Nietschmann was instrumental in pio-
neering both the human-cultural and political ecology approaches in ge-
ography and, of course, the majority of his professional work focused on
the Mosquitia, or eastern Nicaragua. The publication of his seminal book
Between Land and Water in 1973 showed the power of a human-cultural
ecology approach that made use of historical materials to contextualize
the ethnographic present.55 Still, by Nietschmann’s own confession, his
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use of history remained problematic. In a follow-up article, Nietschmann
critiqued his earlier ecosystemic understanding of cultural adaptation:
“One-time village and regional studies allow little perspective on the pro-
cesses of socioeconomic or ecological change. . . . By concentrating on
one point in time, many ahistorical studies describe human adaptation
and ecological relationships as if they were static.” By the end of his paper,
Nietschmann conceded that “Miskito society and culture are much more
resistant to deep erosion from economic waves than [he] believed at first.”
What is perceived in Miskito society as “a tradition,” he wrote, “[is] more
an image of the observer than of the observed.” Indeed, to survive cultur-
ally, Miskito society has had to “change to remain unchanged.”56 It is my
opinion, however, that Miskito society and culture are not simply resis-
tant to externally induced processes and change but are, rather, a product
of them. This distinction puts the meanings of the past and of “human
adaptation” in a significantly different light.

It is my opinion that a large portion of human-cultural and political
ecology research takes theoretical positions that dichotomize subaltern
practice and past globalizations. This dichotomy, I suggest, assumes that
local, peasant/indigenous perspectives, ambitions, memories, ideas,
consciousnesses, and resource uses are somehow separated from global-
local continuums in the past. This is problematic. In the Mosquitia, as in
many other parts of Latin America and the world, many aspects of “local”
cultural traditions are the product of past globalizations and, in Latin
America, this means well before the late nineteenth century. My own re-
search finds that one of the most important Miskito “traditions” is cul-
tural syncretism—the ongoing appropriation, modification, and popular
dissemination of exogenous cultural forms. I have argued elsewhere that
most Miskito cultural beliefs, political manifestations of identity, and so-
cial practices are syncretic, the complex result of 450 years of contact with
Western (and African) ideas (e.g., kingship, sovereignty, nationhood, Chris-
tianity), technologies (e.g., the sail, iron, weapons), and market demands
(e.g., Hawksbill turtle shell, Indian slaves, mahogany).57 Does this mean
that the Miskito did not culturally adapt to their regional ecosystems?
No, but it problematizes the manner in which this adaptation occurred
and the social meanings attached to particular patterns of resource use. It
also problematizes the notion of culture, how it forms, and how it medi-
ates human-environmental relationships—cutting to the heart of all hu-
man-cultural and political ecology approaches. As Nicholas Dirks posits,
“If culture itself, as an object of knowledge and a mode of knowledge
about certain objects, was formed in relation to colonial histories, it is all
the more difficult to recognize the ways in which specific cultural forms
were themselves constituted out of colonial encounters.”58

Despite his own research showing that the Miskito extracted land
and marine resources for European markets no later than the early 1600s,
for Nietschmann “subsistence considerations usually have predominated.”59
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This belief combined with a genuine love for the Miskito people to in-
form his later and openly political writings about the “Miskito Nation”
during their war against the Sandinista government in the 1980s.60 If at-
tempts to illuminate the Miskito past had been subsumed in Nietschmann’s
effort to explicate the viability of their subsistence ecology before 1980,
his post-1980 writings highlighted Miskito history, albeit selectively to
emphasize Miskito self-determination.61 A great writer, Nietschmann nar-
rated a stable Miskito story of fierce ethnic resistance first to a colonial
empire and then to a centralized state. Thus, in his historical accounts,
Miskito slave raids upon Spanish settlements in the eighteenth century
were described as “homeland defense”; the Miskito Kingdom—a com-
plex polity constituted by British colonialism—was an autochthonous
social institution. Meanwhile, U.S. neocolonialism, colossal resource
economies, and racially segregated company towns do not seem to have
impacted Miskito culture much at all. A Miskito ethnic identity was a
long-time fact, not a difficult social formation constructed in relation to
colonial symbols—such as crowns, scepters, swords, ornate uniforms, and
the Miskito flag displaying the Union Jack—that varied and antagonistic
Miskito groups used to instill a shared identity only in the early twentieth
century.62

The truncated history Nietschmann used to justify Miskito armed
struggle in the 1980s opened him up to a great deal of criticism from
Sandinista supporters. These critics made use of their own equally selec-
tive interpretations of the past. Here—and I am synthesizing literally doz-
ens of narratives—the Miskito were described as “zambos,” or inauthen-
tic Indians, British lackeys (and hence traitors), victims of Moravian mis-
sionaries, labor cogs in the imperialistic wheel of U.S. capitalism, and so
forth. These discourses are intrinsic to Nicaraguan nationalism, ideas of
territorial integrity, and myths of mestizaje—a mixed-race ideology that
denies the existence of ethnic and cultural difference while simultaneously
discriminating against it. The more sophisticated of Nietschmann’s crit-
ics, however, noted that the Miskito expressed little concern about their
lands and made few political claims based on ethnic rights or identity (as
they did during and after the war) when North American ventures ran
roughshod over “their” natural resources. The idea that steady wage labor
subdued Miskito independence and instilled something akin to a false
consciousness was thus hypothesized to both explain capitalist acquies-
cence before 1980 and resistance to the Sandinistas after 1980. This view
is no less an idealized history than Nietschmann’s. Indeed, it is my con-
tention that both views are essentially ahistorical, and that this matters.
Despite their differences, these essentialized histories have become a part
of the larger political processes circumscribing human-environmental re-
lationships in the Mosquitia. They do this by shaping perceptions, advis-
ing markets, guiding policy, influencing public discourses, and instigat-
ing reactions: they become part of the social reality that political ecolo-
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gists need to understand to make sense of society-nature relations and the
forces responsible for change at the local level.

Dominant conceptions of the past have tangibly and intangibly in-
fluenced Miskito conceptions of their own past. My field and ethnographic
work among the Miskito and Sumu Indians of northeastern Nicaragua
suggests that understanding political-ecological relationships in
postcolonial societies requires getting a handle on how indigenous inter-
pretations of the past have formed within the crucible of poverty, political
marginality, and recent notions of ethnic rights. In the Mosquitia, indig-
enous interpretations of the past support and give meaning to political
struggles and, as in other parts of Latin America, “strategic essentialism”
underscores a good deal of their ethnic politics.63 Make no mistake, Miskito
ethnic politics are about gaining the power to control natural resources—
not to defend a “subsistence ethic” grounded in a moral economy (though
that is part of it)—for purposes of directing and benefiting from their
inevitable commercialization. A frequent indigenous refrain that I have
heard over the last decade in the Mosquitia is “we wish to benefit from
our natural resources in the same way that others have in the past.”64 If
narratives such as these are involved in shaping society-nature relations—
and they are—then we need to know where they come from and how
they tie into larger processes of identity formation that affect landscape
change.

Indigenous identities in the Mosquitia are influenced by the values
and ideologies embedded in their regional landscapes, the actual social
and material processes that created those landscapes, and the manner in
which the landscapes provide a cultural basis for social memory and col-
lective action.65 In Nicaragua, regional landscapes are literally and figura-
tively saturated with ideological premises emanating from colonial and
capitalist institutions in general, and the commercial role of natural re-
sources in particular. In the Mosquitia, defunct copper smelters tower
from rain forests, abandoned steam engines serve as playgrounds for chil-
dren, and narrow gauge rail lines once servicing banana plantations still
imprint the savanna. In other words, subaltern conceptions of natural
resources are strongly influenced by economic histories and continuing
market opportunities. Conceptualizing “subaltern” thought and practice
as somehow outside these conjunctures presents significant risks for po-
litical ecologists. It is my view that political ecologists often apply the
motifs of “peasant resistance” or “moral economy” without adequately
investigating how colonial forms and Western ideologies permeate them
both. Stated differently, although political ecologists do a good job expli-
cating that conflicts over natural resources are simultaneously struggles
over cultural meaning, they have been less astute at problematizing how
resource economies and struggles shape the cultural meanings of natural
resources for local users, the historical dimension of the discourses subal-
terns use to justify control of those resources, and how all this affects data
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collection in the field. Such complexity forces us to remove the ambigu-
ities associated with an ill-defined “historical context” and necessitates a
historical political ecology rooted in a field-informed re-reading of his-
torical sources.
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