PREFACE

Environmental history has the potential to transform our understanding of the
human past. Like the perspective of gender history, an environmental perspective
is not readily contained within existing subdisciplines of history. By focusing on
the impact of human activity on the biosphere, the environmental perspective not
only opens new topics for investigation but also changes our understanding of the
emergence of the modern world. Environmental history has developed its own dis-
tinctive vocabulary and methodologies. Yet most environmental historians, while
aware that ecology is a global and holistic science, have tended to frame their work
more narrowly and to focus on the impact of anthropogenic change on ecological
regions or even particular eco-niches. Few have sought to make broader connec-
tions to world-historical forces. Perhaps as a result, most world history textbooks
relegate environmental history to a polite few paragraphs, if that much. Recently
some environmental historians, among them Alfred Crosby, Richard Drayton,
Richard Grove, John McNeill, Carolyn Merchant, John Richards, and Richard
Tucker, have been seeking to inscribe their work in larger, even global, contexts.
Yet such large perspectives remain atypical.!

Moreover, because of the geographic origins of the field, environmental history
has been strongly dominated by accounts of the experience of the United States
and Western Europe. United States environmental historians, in particular, have
been slow to recognize that the emerging environmental histories of other areas

might cast American events in a different light. However, a recent survey by Paul
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Sutter provides a good example of what might be gained from a wider perspective.
Viewed from the perspective of South Asia, Sutter argues, the environmental his-
tory of the United States appears preoccupied with the impact of capitalism on wild
nature, and with conservation movements as the means of redressing the balance.
By contrast, historians of the South Asian environment have emphasized the impact
of colonialism on their societies and the agency of peasant social movements
against both the colonial and postcolonial states.’

Here the American unconsciousness of the presence of empire in westward expan-
sion is suddenly visible. Whereas U.S. settlers regarded North America (and particu-
larly the U.S. West) as an unpopulated space, the realm of “nature,” and the home of
the “ecological” Indian, British colonialists in South Asia could not miss the fact that
they were intruding into a landscape crowded with preexisting local uses and claims,
and so they made explicit their goals and rationales for subordinating those claims.*
From the South Asian perspective, U.S. conservation and preservationist move-
ments resemble nineteenth- and twentieth-century British colonial policies that
sought to police marginal (often indigenous) people and delegitimize their modes of
land use on behalf of major agricultural interests. Confirmation of this insight is
provided by Mark Spence, whose study of U.S. national parks suggests that the cre-
ation of national parks was shaped not only by preservationist imperatives but also
by struggles with the indigenous populations and American dominion over the con-
tinent.” The comparative gaze we find in Sutter’s stimulating essay has much to offer
those interested in constructing an environmental history of the United States that
integrates the history of colonialism. A central purpose of this book is to encourage
precisely this type of comparative thinking, which results in reframing and deprovin-
cializing familiar national or regional narratives.

Meanwhile, the new world history that has emerged over the last thirty years
also has the potential to reframe the way we think about history in general, rather
than simply becoming another discrete subfield. In particular, it challenges us to
rethink modern history not as the history of Europe at large, but as a shared history
of conflict and collaboration in which Asians, Africans, and Americans have also
participated.® Notable strides have been made in some areas, such as understanding
the early modern emergence of a world economy and the crucial roles of non-
European collaborators in the formation of what became formal European
empires.’ In this enterprise, world history, like environmental history, can help us
revisit the significance of any particular history—including that of Europe, whose
entry into modernity is often represented as independent of events anywhere else

on the globe. Thus far, however, civilizations, states, and cultures have remained
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the dominant units of analysis, even in world history—both because of the need to
maintain dialogue with historians who are deeply attached to those units and
because of the intrinsic difficulties of imagining and implementing alternatives.
Thus, despite its promise, world history has thus far done better at comparing
regional-scale phenomena than at providing new narratives in which the globe
itself is the unit under consideration. We do not argue for privileging either of
these levels of analysis at the expense of the other, but we suggest that both are nec-
essary if either global or environmental history is to influence how we think, both
about history and about our current global dilemmas.

Given the shared intellectual potential of environmental history and world history,
as well as the parallel intellectual agendas that call for reframing the relationship of
parts and wholes, it is surprising that a global environmental history, incorporating
the strengths of both perspectives, has been slow to emerge. Instead, the two disci-
plines have tended to proceed down separate tracks. Most world historians have rele-
gated the environment to the margins of actually existing world histories as a kind of
afterthought, rather than considering it as a factor informing the analysis from the
outset.® At a time when the consequences of human environmental impacts are
becoming increasingly evident, a more global environmental history and a more
environmentally conscious world history have much to offer us. Environmental his-
tories, with their attention to global, regional, and local ecologies, offer world history
the possibility of breaking out of its traditional civilizational and national frame-
works. The knowledge that human development has real, and increasingly ascertain-
able, limits, and that these are in large measure ecological, must inevitably shape the
kinds of histories we write and the kinds of shared lives we imagine. We do not know
just when a particular species will expire, or particular ecological niches will be ter-
minally polluted, or the atmosphere irrevocably poisoned; we do know, however,
that imagining these limits is not fanciful but a vital necessity. Putting the environ-

ment into world history is therefore an urgent intellectual project.

Edmund Burke II1
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