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ABSTRACT

A survey of African environmental history during in the period 1994 to 2004 is
is provided and distinctions between the environmental history of Africa and that
of other geo-regions are identified. It is argued that the promises of the earlier
environmental historiography have not been realised and that an emerging trend
embeds Africa’s environmental history within the framework of social history
and issues around science and changing societies. The article focuses on work
that has appeared in Environment and History, analysing the trend-setting role
that this journal has played.
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From its inception in the late 1960s as the formal name for a defined area of
historical investigation, environmental history has shown a strong self-reflec-
tive streak. It must be seldom (if ever) that practitioners have dissected the
historiography at such a proximate stage in its evolution. Since Roderick Nash
in 1972 provided environmental history with its name, its justification and its
first teaching syllabus,' there have been many defences of environmental his-
tory, a plethora of suggestions as to its disciplinary boundaries, descriptions
of its field of study and arguments for its academic significance and historical
relevance.? It is therefore entirely appropriate to celebrate in similar vein, the
tenth anniversary of the appearance of Environment and History. By attracting
articles from renowned established scholars as well as newcomers to the field,
this journal that has been both catalyst and forum for reflecting on the dimensions
of the historiography in various parts of the globe during that decade.’
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THEORY AND THEME

A considerable literature has developed around the self-conscious analysis of
environmental history and the present article augments it with respect to Africa.
Inits early phases, environmental history was proselytising or promotional, based
on a sense that something exciting, innovative and relevant was happening in
historical studies. Much of that zealotry was directly related to the eco-poli-
tics of the second half of the twentieth century, when profligate use of natural
resources, global warming, demographic growth, inappropriate conservation
practices and other environmental issues began to have global as well as local
andregional impacts. Many of these concerns were not original to environmental
history but when, in 1962 Rachel Carson published Silent Spring and drew at-
tention to the environmental damage done to promote short-term human interest
and inappropriate notions of ‘progress’; when remote places and wild animal
populations seemed under threat; when in the late 1960s and early 1970s Lynn
White and John Passmore philosophised about Judaeo-Christianity being an
ecosystem-unfriendly and nature-destroying belief system;* and when popular
ecology vitalised public thinking, the social sciences responded enthusiastically,
history among them. Within a Western paradigm ‘nature’, the ‘environment’ and
‘environmentalism’ quickly became strong tropes and environmental history gave
them an overtly intellectual and contextual twist.’ In a relatively short span of
time, environmental history became a vibrant field of study in the United States
and historians in other parts of the world began to take note of it.

Not only did environmental history respond to the problems of society and
encourage eco-political activism, it went further by appropriating an entirely
fresh set of sources. The environment itself was an historical document and one
able to suggest new narratives about human society and ideas on how better to
understand human action. In short, environmental history was new, committed,
intellectual and brought an extended range of sources into the profession. Es-
tablished academics in the more traditional areas of history were encouraged to
accept this newcomer as a valid long-term historical pursuit. Much was claimed
for this new field, and by 1990 the overwhelming power of the environment
in shaping culture was considered so fundamental that Donald Worster argued
that environmental history needed to be accepted as central to the discipline as
a whole. Being the very point at which the natural and cultural intersected it
could, he believed, consequently not merely be regarded as one of many equal
historical fields but one absolutely pivotal to understanding the past.°®

Overthe lastdecade (and indeed, even earlier) African environmental history
has encompassed both these historiographical innovations. Prioritising environ-
mental issues within an international framework alerted historians of Africa to
fresh subjects of investigation, issues relating to the exploitation or conservation
of natural resources and the effects of climate and specific geographies, while it
also promoted thinking about new sources and evidence. In Africa specifically,
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environmental history originated from a strong African social history paradigm
that had much to do with environmental justice: it was more eco-social history
than environmentalism.’

While discussion over the parameters of environmental history was vibrant
and purposeful from the start, its theoretical foundations appear to have been
less secure.® This lacuna has been remedied by the December 2003 theme issue
of History and Theory devoted to environmental history, a journal that ten years
ago ignored the subject entirely.® In 1995, the year in which Environment and
History was launched (and which is the chronological point of departure for the
present review essay), History and Theory included an article on the “New”
New History: A longue durée structure’ in which Ignacio Olabarri discussed
the most important ‘new histories’ of the twentieth century. Environmental his-
tory was not mentioned, although it shared a number of common points with
the ‘new histories’ that were acknowledged (the Annales, Marxist history, the
Past and Present group in Britain, American ‘social science’ history and the
German Bielefeld school). These included strong elements of social science,
an interdisiplinary agenda, an explanatory goal, an emphasis on the collective
rather than on the individual and a predictive dimension.'° With the publication
of the recent History and Theory issue environmental history has been treated
to a full (though not final) theoretical discussion and this may indicate —as J.R.
McNeill believes it does — that the field has ‘begun to reap some of the benefits
of maturation’."" Other historians would argue that together with a degree of
maturity and theoretical cohesion have also come a number of fresh directions
that deserve to be recognised. Tom Griffiths, for example, discusses the ‘new
environmental history’ and identifies those features that differentiate it from the
earlier literature.'? It is evident that there have been changes in environmental
history over the last decade that distinguish it from the writings of the 1960s,
1970s and 1980s. Environment and History has both encouraged and reflected
this evolution.

As far as Africa is concerned (this observation also holds true for other parts
of the world) some of the promises of environmental history have not been real-
ised. Forexample, interdisciplinarity and the potential to overcome specialisation
have not come about. The newer literature suggests that environmental history
has retreated into the dominant historiographies of each geo-region, although
it has certainly added a fresh dimension to them. If this is what has happened
(and I would argue that it has) environmental history should not necessarily be
considered a ‘failure’ for it would still have achieved a significant goal —to make
all history more inclusive in its narratives than it has been.!* Thus to discuss
environmental history as being more ‘history’ than ‘environmental’ may in fact
strengthen the ‘new environmental history’ rather than weaken it.

Stroud would agree that environmental history has notbeen incorporated into
the wider body of historical scholarship and that even after decades of existence
it remains marginal to historical studies as a whole. Actively bringing it back
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within the historical fold may be helpful in giving it a more important place in the
academic discipline, while of necessity perhaps compromising its attraction to a
wider public audience. Butin order to assistenvironmental history in claiming this
larger voice within the academy, Stroud believes that theoretical consensus needs
to be addressed about how nature should be historically construed. For example,
neither nature nor the environment (these are not synonyms) are categories of
analysis, as are class, race and gender. What is needed now, asserts Stroud (and
here African environmental history is making a contribution), is to show that
paying attention to nature can teach all historians — not only environmental his-
torians — something new about their own work. Stroud therefore argues that the
environment should not be extracted from the historical equation, but employed
as a site for examining other axes of power.!* Nancy Jacobs accomplishes this
in Environment, Power, and Injustice: A South African History." In this respect
— the environment as locus of power — African environmental history has given
considerable insights to the discipline as a whole.'

Not everyone would agree with this assessment. In her (2000) review of
James McCann’s Green Land, Brown Land, Black Land: An Environmental
History of Africa, 1880-1990, Amy Dalton refers to African environmental
history as a ‘rather large can of worms’, in a book that raises ‘all the problems
associated with synthetic historical scholarship ... in the context of a subdis-
cipline that is one of the least understood in modern academia [that claims]
more inherent theoretical ambiguities and methodological dilemmas than any
other area of history — and probably more than any of the numerous discipline
it butts up against’.'” Dalton does recognise, however, what is in my opinion
one of the most important contributions that environmental history of Africa has
made: that to what has been called ‘one of the most important and chronically
unresolved problems in the philosophy of history’.!® This is the congruence of
human experience and physical science or the merging of what C.P. Snow in
1959 famously called the ‘two cultures’.!” Both David Lowenthal and Donald
Worster think that environmental history has the potential to close that gap, at
least between the humanities, social sciences and the environmental sciences.*
William Beinart’s The Rise of Conservation in South Africa: Settlers, Livestock,
and the Environment 1770-1950 is important in this regard, but all historians
have become more sensitive to the tropes and requirements of the natural sci-
ences. At the same time, particularly since jettisoning equilibrium theory and
acknowledging disturbance and change, scientists have put history into their
work.?> Worster’s significant thinking on this subject was aired in Environment
and History — but he warned historians against being too humble and merely
becoming ‘pupils of environmental scientists or their archival assistants’,* an
admonition that environmental historians of Africa have taken heed of.
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ORIGINS AND OWNERSHIP

Possibly the most divisive issue among the international community of envi-
ronmental historians is the debate around whether the field did in fact originate
in the United States and the modern popular movement of environmental
concern that arose there. It was this matter that gave rise to Environment and
History because some historians believed that they lay elsewhere and refused
to be subservient to the American literature or to become clones of it. Richard
Grove, the founding editor of the journal, was adamant that environmentalism
was a consequence of past imperial and colonial eras and not of the modern
environmental movement in the United States. He argued for separating clearly
the wellsprings of environmental history in the United States (where he con-
ceded that Carson’s Silent Spring had been critical to advancing the discipline)
from those in the rest of the Anglophone world where ideas around desiccation
theory, for example, let alone the colonial enterprise itself, had been far more
powerful. Grove promoted environmental history outside of the United States as
being more ‘interesting and innovative’, ‘more integrated, outward-looking and
comparative ... in uncovering the processes and discourses of colonial expan-
sion and cultural encounter’ than the ‘ultra-nationalist’ perspective so evident in
North America.? When Grove left the editorial collective of Environment and
History in 2000 he repeated his belief that there needed to be a ‘southern agenda
of environmental history’ and one that showcased African, Asian, Australasian,
Latin American and European scholarship.

It was thus in the spirit of promoting this agenda— ‘to move the environmental
history of the rest of the world closer to centre stage and to deliberately encourage
the writing of environmental history’ elsewhere — that Environment and History
was launched.? Its explicit aim was to prove incorrect the statement that much
non-American environmental history was derivative, mere poor examples of
applying models from the United States.” In this way, Environment and His-
tory has been a major promoter of African environmental history, empowering
it as well as providing a research platform. In fact, applying any over-arching
model to a continent such as Africa is impossible. One of the defining features
of African environmental history is its wide variety and the difficulty of ascrib-
ing any single direction to it. Categories and issues that apply to one part of the
continent are quite irrelevant when considering another. But despite Africa’s
diversity, there are a number of themes and approaches that might distinguish
its environmental history from that of the United States, Europe,?® Australasia
or South Asia and many of them have been promoted over the last decade in
articles that have appeared in Environment and History.
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CONTINENTAL CONTOURS

After ten years Environment and History now has a history of its own and a
reason to reflect on the contribution that this journal has made to vitalising
environmental history outside of North America. This publication has played a
powerful and encouraging role in illuminating different histories and environ-
mental scenarios to the extent that they now not only compete with the United
States but, it could be argued, even inform the work of some American scholars
as well as making comparisons and contrasts possible.?

There are many ways in which this reflection might be achieved. It is
customary to provide an overview of the field, organise it thematically and
explain various contributions to it. With reference to South African environ-
mental history, for example, Phia Steyn straightforwardly divides her subject
into nature conservation, exploitation and conservation of natural resources,
disease, precolonial societies and modern environmentalism.* In Social His-
tory and African Environments Wiliam Beinart and JoAnn McGregor offer a
more sophisticated trio of categories when considering the African literature as
a whole: African environmental ideas and practices; colonial science, the state
and African responses; and settlers and Africans, culture and nature.' Differ-
ently, in Ecology and Empire: Environmental History of Settler Societies, a
comparative investigation of a number of geo-regions, Tom Griffiths and Libby
Robin identify four themes: Ecologies of invasion; Empire of science; Nature
and nation; and Economy and ecology.*?> The approach taken here is to discuss
some general aspects of the historiography of Africa’s environmental history
and then focus specifically on the achievements of Environment and History in
this regard through the prism of contributions to the journal.

Now that some forty years have elapsed since the first environmental history
was written — a literature distinct from the disciplines that McNeill regards as
having ‘fuzzy’and ‘porous’ borders with environmental history** —it has become
clear that environmental history generally conforms to the historiographical tra-
ditions of each region of study. This is another way of saying that the promises
of global reach, multiple international influences and a common environmental
history agenda (part of the conversations of the 1970s and 1980s) have not come
about. Some might see this as aretreat into older parochialisms, but as far as Africa
is concerned, what environmental history has done is enrich existing strands of
African history, rather than replace them with anything entirely new.

Environmental history on African topics is diffuse rather than distinctive. It
generally lacks the proselytising ‘green’ political agenda that characterised earlier
literature and, in the same way as Tom Griffiths has argued for Australia, it has
become more recognisably ‘history’.3* There was a time in which environmental-
ism on a western model was fairly strong in parts of Africa, but environmental
thinking has changed and even in the United States the eco-political will has
flagged.* For example, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, a period when South
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Africa was poised for democracy, environmentalism was relatively powerful.
Swelling the enthusiasm of that time was the slogan ‘apartheid divides, ecol-
ogy unites’. After a divided political past, a common cause of taking care of,
or restoring, the physical environment across traditional barriers of race was
prophesied to be a crucial nation-building exercise. Arguments revolved around
the notion that environmentalism of all kinds, unlike authoritarian apartheid,
was bottom-up, or grassroots community mobilisation.’ Contrary to expecta-
tions however, since liberation in 1994, a declining economy, priorities of state
spending on job creation, the provision of essential services, and the need to
make nature economically viable (eco-tourism, mining etc.) have become far
more important. Optimists describe this as a ‘periodic bout of repositioning’
while others more pessimistically predict that environmentalism is heading for
permanent political obscurity.’

Specific features may be discerned in the environmental historiography
of each continent. Australasian writing, for instance, is replete with ideas of
nationhood (identity formation) based on landscape and, overall, concentrates
on settler/environment dynamics. In the case of Australia (‘more a new planet
than a new continent’*®), how European settlers came to terms scientifically,
aesthetically, economically and politically with an unusual and strangely fragile
landscape and biota, peopled by Aboriginal Australians with strong links to the
‘country’ that shapes their identity, are dominating concerns. New Zealand has an
important contribution to make because of the speed of ecological transformation,
this being ‘one of the last significant landmasses to be settled by humans ... the
nature of the interactions of people and nature ... have therefore been unusual
and dramatic’.* South Asian environmental history finds its unifying factor in
the ‘nature and significance of the colonial experience’, related particularly to
agrarian history and a strong tradition of subaltern studies.*’ Matt Osborn argues
that the overarching framework to environmental history in Britain is rooted in
traditional landscape history and historical geography.*!

Africa, however, is a uniquely diverse continent. William Beinart, one of the
most prolific and accomplished environmental historians of southern Africa, has
deliberately moved Africa’s environmental history away from developments in
environmental history elsewhere and repositioned it strongly within African his-
tory. He believes that African environmental history has contributed to African
history in refiguring colonialism in environmental terms, re-evaluating domi-
nant ideologies and outmoded tropes such as ‘degradation’ and ‘decline’, and
questioning what is meant by precolonial environmental equilibrium.*? A close
analysis of colonial environmental responsibility and African agency, he argues,
influences our understanding of power relations and environmental transforma-
tion in Africa. For this reason, more recent environmental history has been able
to give us ‘more complex readings of the history of science and knowledge’.
Thus Beinart regards environmental history as an aspect of African history,
parallel with other trends in African history, rather than a stand-alone enterprise
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on a specific topic or one that is aligned with the concerns of environmental
historians in the rest of the world. He argues that environmental sensitivity is a
component of anew African historiography thatis characterised by an innovative
interdisciplinary approach, a corrective anti-colonial perspective, an extension
of the range of evidence in terms of new archival sources, by oral fieldwork, by
incorporating non-human agency and African cultural constructs.*

Thus rather than marking it off as a defined subfield, African environmental
history is being reconceptualised as a sophisticated tool for telling better social,
political, economic or any other histories.* In fact, this point of view is not
new and was aired in Environment and History by Ravi Rajan in 1997 when he
called on environmental history to reflect the wider character of professional
history in these different areas, to explore specific historiographical genres, and
be sensitive to particular historical traditions.* A recent book, Social History
and African Environments, is explicit (with respect to Africa) in acknowledging
one of these traditions, indeed an extremely close connection — that to social
history.* In addition to Rajan’s provocative article, Environment and History has
included other theoretical and historiographical pieces that chart ways forward
for improved environmental history, including Uekotter’s advocacy of a more
organisational approach*’ and Pawson and Dovers’s reminder of the challenges
of interdisciplinary research.*® Many of these ideas, but not all of them, have
been taken up by scholars of Africa.®

DIVERSITY AND DIFFERENCE

Asothershave observed, regional strengths and weaknesses in African scholarship
are evident™ and this is reflected in contributions to Environment and History
as well as in the literature generally. Some parts of Africa have had extensive
and nuanced treatment while others have been virtually ignored. There has, for
example, been an impressive special issue on Zimbabwe, a country well studied
from many different historical angles by a number of outstanding scholars.>!
There have been two articles each about West Africa’® and the Sudan,> three
about East Africa (Tanganyika, Uganda and Malawi),>* and one on Madagascar.>
The majority of articles in Environment and History, however, have reflected
the Anglophonic dominance of scholarship relating to southern Africa. These
— two articles on Lesotho, one each on Botswana and Namibia and three on
South Africa® — have expanded the southern African environmental history
considerably.

There are a number of reasons for the uneven coverage. First, researching
in many parts of Africa is often hard and financially costly work. There are
practical difficulties relating to problematic access both to localities and to
specific archives. Second, there are intellectual difficulties around disciplinary
boundaries, particularly anthropology-history and archaeology-history. Third,
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there are problems for scholarship within cross-cultural issues and language
barriers. Fourth, inspiring work by gifted individuals plays a large part in driv-
ing and encouraging certain historical literatures so that these are the ones that
burgeon, sometimes (although not always) at the expense of others. Enthusiastic
and committed scholars like Terence Ranger with respect to Zimbabwe, for
example, have guided students and led numerous colleagues to contribute to a
specific field.”” Some of them, like JoAnn McGregor,™ are today’s academic
leaders. William Beinart, Ranger’s successor at Oxford, has a similar ability for
enthusing students about South Africa’s environmental history and his talented
students are coming to prominence.”® In the United States an expert such as
James McCann of Boston University has promoted the history of Ethiopia®
and encouraged a vibrant African Studies Center at that University with a rich
working papers series. It is a pity that so little African environmental history
is written by indigenous Africans and so much by people McNeill refers to as
‘outsiders’.%! More forthrightly, Jacobs calls them ‘foreigners’ and is critical
because she believes that many do not have sufficient African insights into en-
vironmental issues.®? Capacity-building and academic encouragement for black
African scholars is a real challenge for future African environmental history.5

Certain African topics feature more prominently than others. Because of Af-
rica’s colonial history of subjugation, it is not surprising there is an emphasis on
environmental justice and the eradication of eco-racism. These surface in writing
about access to resources, to land and fauna and flora in particular® but also to
0il.% A further important theme in African environmental history is its practical
relevance in informing and influencing appropriate policies around economic
development,* including agriculture (subsistence and commercial cultivation®’
and land restitution issues), eco-tourism (wildlife reserves and hunting), and the
appropriate extraction and export of natural resources. Reference to the colonial
experience — so fundamental to many parts of Africa —is proving a most fruitful
avenue of investigation, generating nuances and uncovering agencies where none
existed before with implications for development policy as well as for histori-
cal studies. The cultural history of colonial and imperial science is one of these
high-growth areas. It is in the domain of colonial and imperial studies that the
source material is strong and some of it accessible in the United Kingdom and
Europe. For this reason, Anglophone Africa has received more attention by far
than other parts of the continent.

Certainly these are important contributions, but nonetheless, great gaps exist
in African environmental history and it is true to say that there are both places
and subjects that have received very little study. There are, of course, excep-
tions, but generally speaking, the literature is not strong on disease,’® urban
studies (ancient or modern)®, cultural and visual constructs of the rich African
fauna and landscape, mineral and resource extraction, bioregional work (e.g. on
trans-national river basins or highlands), explorations of ‘deep time’ or cultural
fire,”* and aspects of public history to name but some.” World history is also not
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strong, although a promising avenue of linkages to global issues — as well as a
well-founded and substantial critique of the established literature on ecologi-
cal imperialism, has appeared in a recent article in Environment and History
by Beinart and Middleton entitled ‘Plant transfers in historical perspective: A
review article’.’” There is also an overall absence of active collaboration between
historians and other disciplines which make use of chronology — archaeology,
social and cultural anthropology, palacoclimatology, palacobotany and palae-
oanthropology, as well as linguistics, visual art and literature, veterinary and
other natural sciences, although there are experts of Africa in all these fields.”

While environmental historians of Africa have certainly made use of sources
from other discipines, environmental history in Africa has remained distinctly
‘history” and has not become what Stephen Dovers argued that it should be: a
vibrant interdisciplinary arena.” Despite the fact that Africans share a single
continent, the task of interpreting common themes within a common environ-
mental past seems daunting. How can a real historical link be made, for example,
between the environmental history of the ancient Nile river, the multiple urban
layers evident around the southern rim of the Mediterranean, the transhumance
strategies of the Khoikhoi of the western Cape, and the rock art of Botswana’s
Tsodilo hills? A book such as Shepard Krech’s The Ecological Indian would
simply not be possible to write for Africa as a whole.” Dealing with a large
and diverse continent is probably the greatest factor that has so far prevented
African environmental history from being an entirely coherent subject. If African
environmental history remains conceptualised as a component of modern, post-
colonial African studies, it will not be what Tom Griffiths thoughtfully calls ‘a
distinctive endeavour ... [that] ... moves audaciously across time and space and
species’, that ‘challenges some of the conventions of history’ and ‘questions the
anthropocentric, nationalistic and documentary bases of the discipline’.”® But
if Beinart is correct that the environmental history of Africa is a thriving field
closely linked with other branches of African studies’ then he would probably
agree with Griffiths that the strength of ‘the new environmental history’ is that
it prioritises the ‘historians’ traditional concerns of identity, agency, economy
and politics’ using the narrative form.”

ENVIRONMENT AND HISTORY

In the ten years that Environment and History has been in existence, it has
played an outstanding role in promoting and driving the environmental history
of Africa. One of the most exciting contributions (and a benchmark for other
studies) was included in the very first issue. This was an article by James Fair-
head and Melissa Leach who have, it would be justifiable to argue, transformed
African environmental history, and their example has been followed by many
other scholars eager to apply their models to other parts of Africa.” In ‘Read-
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ing forest history backwards: The interaction of policy and local land use in
Guinea’s forest-savanna mosaic’ and in their subsequent book Misreading the
African Landscape and other writings Fairhead and Leach creatively overturned
assumptions about the African environment and the role of African people in
it. In 1996 Leach and Mearns edited a cleverly entitled volume The Lie of the
Land: Challenging Received Wisdom on the African Environment that probed
‘science and policy based on unfounded narratives of environmental degradation’
and showed that many myths sustained over many years and with an extremely
influential bearing on matters of policy, were not historically valid.* It was John
MacKenzie who first critiqued Edward Said for casting Africans merely in the
role of victims and thus denying them power or agency.’! Beinart refers to a
‘struggle to free historiography and social studies from narratives of dependence,
victimhood and romanticism’®? and the research of Leach, Fairhead, McCann
and others has gone a long way to changing historical and current thinking about
African issues, particuarly on forests and landscape cover.

Because of its economic significance in the imperial endeavour, agro-
forestry and indigenous forests in tropical Africa have been the subject of a
number of articles in Environment and History. The path-breaking research
of Fairhead and Leach has already been mentioned, but forest coverage in
the journal has also included Cameroon, Tanganyika, Namibia and the Cape
Colony. Productive international links and insights are suggested by some of
these articles. Brown’s for example, on silviculture in the Cape Colony, shows
debts to Grove and MacKenzie on Scottish influence and expands on the career
of John Croumbie Brown.?* Harald Witt takes up the story for another colony
— Natal — in his chapter, ‘The emergence of privately grown industrial tree
plantations’, published in South Africa’s Environmental History.® In an article
that suggests comparisons between southern Africa with its British bureaucracy
and German Cameroon, Environment and History published an article by Tobias
Lanz, ‘The origins, development and legacy of scientific forestry in Cameroon’,
while Roderick Neumann considered the British and German legacy in East
Africa in his ‘Forest rights, privileges and prohibitions: Contextualising state
forestry policy in Tanganyika’.®

Owing to their imperial resonances, forest studies are extremely popular and
in 2003 the University of Sussex hosted an ‘International Conference on the
Forest and Environmental History of the British Empire and Commonwealth’.
Many of the papers presented there were innovative in respect of the social and
environmental history of forests and forestry in Africa.®*® Not only is there a
large international literature on temperate forests in North America and Europe
that invite comparisons with other parts of the world in terms of environmental
history, but imperial and colonial state intervention and ideas about ‘indigenous
trees’ versus economically productive ‘plantations’ of exotics are significant
because of the clues they provide to understanding the social, economic and
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political dynamics of many parts of the English-speaking former colonial world
and legacies that persist to this day.

Damian Shaw’s article in Environment and History, ‘Thomas Pringle’s planta-
tion’, is not primarily about the colonial bureaucracy, but about a specific settler
mentality and literary figure. This is more akin to the settler/identity literature
about the Australian environment because it unpacks attitudes to landscape and
their effects on artistic productivity, in Pringle’s case, poetry. Pringle himself
critiqued the use of an English aesthetic model and suggested that improved and
more practical environmental information could have been gained by collecting
the experiences of ‘boors [Boers] and Hottentots’. Local knowledge needed
to be acquired.’” While settler attitudes to environmental aesthetics comprise
a large body of historiography in Australia® this is less explored for Africa.®
Shaw’s work resonates with Jill Payne’s Master’s thesis, ‘Re-creating home:
British colonialism, culture and the Zuurveld environment in the nineteenth
century’.”* Emmanuel Kreike confronts changing environmental priorities in a
chapter in Social History and African Environments, ‘Hidden fruits: A social
ecology of fruit trees in Namibia and Angola, 1880s-1990s’,°" and in slightly
different vein Dahlberg and Blaikie (‘Changes in landscape or interpretation?’)
attempt to come to grips with the slippery history of perceptions and contribute
to the history of Botswana.”

While it concerns a relatively small district of Central Africa, Tamara Giles-
Vernick’s detailed cultural history Cutting the Vines of the Past with its explora-
tions of indigenous responses suggests what might be achieved for other areas
of Africa.”® Both this book and Henrietta Moore and Megan Vaughan’s Cutting
Down Trees emphasise the gender dimension inherent in natural resource issues
in Africa as does an article by Melissa Leach and Cathy Green, ‘Gender and
environmental history’ published in Environment and History in 1997.%* Ranger
explores the gender issue in “Women and environment in African religion; The
case of Zimbabwe’.%

Given the vastness of the arid areas of Africa, it is surprising that there is a
general absence of the environmental history of desert or arid areas. This was
once the case for Australia too, but the work of Libby Robin on how national
scientific priorities have taken shape around issues of aridity, has much to inform
African studies.” Water politics in Africa, generally, have not had the historical
attention that they have been given elsewhere — California and India for example
— but this may be changing with the work of Isaacman and Sneddon, Thabane,
Jacobs, Forrest, Nemarundwe, Kozanayi and Tempelhoff.*’

An extremely productive area of southern African environmental research
involves plant transfer issues and this also suggests global comparisons. Beinart
and Midddleton’s review article, ‘Plant transfers in historical perspective’, has
already been mentioned and Lance van Sittert’s research on the Cape is important
here,”® as is Katherine Middleton’s on Madagascar,” although cultural attitudes
to introduced plants (particularly crops!®) would reward research.
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COLONIAL TROPES

Whether implicit or explicit, African environmental history is strong on is-
sues relating to economic development — nature is an economic resource that
is extremely important to developing African countries. Ideologically, the
environment is, like everything, culture-bound, and much thinking about the
African environment is related to the colonial experience. Strong tropes were
developed in the colonial discourse and they affect environmental action (and
donor funding to Africa) even today. Whether African environments were ‘de-
grading’ and ‘declining’ as so often stated, is a case in point, and international
financial interventions, related to providing subsistence for growing populations,
are often based on this discourse. Grace Carswell’s article in a 2003 issue of
Environment and History is an excellent example because she links colonial
and post-colonial discourses into a seamless narrative. She interrogates closely
why these discourses have such a long life and concludes that ‘development’
in different historical contexts remains externally driven.!!

Some of the most exciting historical research relates to soil erosion and Envi-
ronment and History has given voice to work in this field.!”> The alpine kingdom
of Lesotho, where the scarred landscape has invited academic and development
comment, was the subject of two articles in 2000, Meena Singh’s ‘Basutoland:
A historical journey into the environment’ that prioritises missionary sources,
and Thackwray Driver’s modern political framework, ‘ Anti-erosion policies in
the mountain areas of Lesotho: The South African connection’. In a different
ecosystem, Harri Siiskonen analyses ‘Deforestation in the Owambo region,
north Namibia, since the 1850s’. Christian Kull’s article of the same year links
ideas about deforestation, erosion and fire in Madagascar, questioning rangeland
myths, delving into deep time and unearthing mistaken ideas about presettlement
environments.'” Increasing, as well as decreasing, tree cover is ecologically
and socially important and Jacob’s work, ‘Grasslands and thickets’, on bush
encroachment and herding in the arid areas around Kuruman in the northern
Cape links rangeland management and oral evidence in an innovative way.'*

Politics (local and imperial/colonial), culture and environmental science
are considered together in much of the new African environmental history and
this is a vibrant area of research and writing. Beinart’s The Rise of Conserva-
tion in South Africa is the most recent and most detailed work that melds these
disciplines into an historical whole.!® This theme — imperial science — is one
(climate is another!*) that can be taken up on a continental canvas, at least as far
as the British colonies in Africa are concerned. Leading scholars include Peder
Anker, whose stimulating book Imperial Ecology: Environmental Order in the
British Empire, 1895-1945 conjoins anumber of important environmental themes
under the rubric of discussing an epistemological alliance between the emerg-
ing disciplines of human and natural ecology within the international context
of the British Empire. The main thesis of this book is to contrast the colonial
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periphery with the imperial metropole and to argue that ecological science, as
we know it today, was shaped largely by the tension between South African
idealists who believed that nature’s economy was fixed and British mechanists
who believed that it that it could be planned and altered. The argument is pro-
vocative and encourages thinking on the burgeoning science of ecology in the
colonial endeavour, ranging across Freud, racism, Jan Smuts, pasture science,
wildlife observations, economics, ethology, and imperialism all interfaced in
totally fluid ways.!”” Helen Tilley, historian of the African Survey of the 1930s
(with which Anker’s book is also concerned), analyses the bureaucracy of the
time carefully'® and in turn, there are fascinating connections with Saul Dubow’s
analysis of the period with reference to South Africa, ‘A commonwealth of sci-
ence: The British Association in South Africa, 1905 and 1929°.1%°

ECO-RACISM

Implicit in much of the literature relating to colonialism and the environment
is eco-racism. This is a focus of environmental history that has not changed or
become more neutral''’ in political tone since 1995 and it is surely an outgrowth
of the strong social history tradition in African history since the 1970s. In many
respects, this, like social history, is often an engaged history, dealing as it does
either with issues of exploitation or the correction of that exploitation. In this
regard, access to indigenous wildlife or to national parks and protected areas
is a popular topic and it, too, has implications for development policy through
transfrontier natural resource conservation, community conservation and sustain-
able extraction. As MacKenzie demonstrated so well in The Empire of Nature:
Hunting, Conservation and British Imperialism'"! the hunting culture is a subject
thatalso brings regions of Africa together within a single environmental narrative,
although there are differences between various colonial histories and to date,
there is no synthetic work that links east, west, north and south Africa.!!?
Wildlife and ‘wilderness’ protection forms part of the global debate on what
consititutes sustainable development, abuzzword in development policy as well
as in the conservation arena. This is controversial, and as discussion around the
trade in endangered species convention (CITES) indicates, often divides the
‘developed’ from the ‘developing’ world. (The special issue of Environment
and History on Zimbabwe included an article specifically on this theme: Hill’s
‘Conflicts over development and environmental values: The international ivory
trade in Zimbabwe’s historical context’.)!"* The literature, especially the popular
literature, also fragments along racial lines, because nature protection is often
considered to be a ‘white’ concern, and also because protected areas are expected
to deliver material benefits to local communities and regional economies. Land
re-distribution and, in the case of South Africa land restitution through legal
redress, add to the mix of issues around wildlife protection/utilisation and land
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set aside for biodiversity conservation. This certainly embeds the environment
as a locus for struggles over political and economic power that reflects a history
of the nexus between western environmentalism and colonialism. As expressed
in Social History and African Environments, there are ‘explicit claims about
who best understands African environments, and who should have the right to
control them — whether scientists, national governments or local people. Such
arguments have become centrally important as bases for intervention, conserva-
tion and regulation. Environmentalists sometimes emphasise ... responsibility
to future generations for the well-being of the planet ... Africanists by contrast,
sometimes see access to resources as the critical issue for communities ... All
such approaches imply both historical investigation and historical judgment.’!'
Itis through careful and sophisticated historical scholarship that the postcolonial
trap of simplistic divides that Sachs believes has crippled environmental history
will be avoided and fresh perspectives on colonial and other power structures
unearthed.'

Some of these fresh perspectives include the cultural importance of ‘indig-
enous’ versus introduced or ‘exotic’ animals and plants. Both Van Sittert and
Beinart have considered changing settler values and attitudes around jackal
Canis mesomelas'® and Gordon and Swart analyse historical emotions over
the African dog, argued by some to be a separate domestic dog species, Canis
africanus." Cultural ideas around sport-fishing have been introduced into the
southern African literature by Malcolm Draper in an article about masculinity,
colonialism and trout."® Jacobs considered the economic as well as the cultural
importance of donkeys in an article that appeared in The American Historical
Review entitled ‘The Great Bophuthatswana Donkey Massacre: Discourse on
the ass, politics of class and grass’.!"?

The historiography of indigenous animals has highlighted some of the early
history of colonial field sciences and this is growing field of interest, in line
with the cultural turn in the humanities as a whole. Entomology is one area of
study and work by Harries on missionary H.-A. Junod, Brown on economic
ornithology and Swart on the nationalistic and identity implications of the study
of termites by Eugene Marais are informative and important.!?® Ornithology is
also beginning to attract attention, as it has in the United States and Australia'?!
and there is preliminary work by Jacobs and Carruthers in this regard.'?> While
it is a rich vein in the humanities and social sciences, it has to be said that so
far, the natural scientists and protected area managers have not yet begun to
incorporate this historiographical and humanistic dimension into their research
work or management plans and ‘Postmodernism and African conservation sci-
ence’ by Attwell and Cotterill that appeared in Biodiversity and Conservation
in 2000 is an exception.'?

Most of the writings about nature focus on contests over large mammals and
the localities in which they are confined. Here the literature is rich and varied.
Southern and East Africa come in for most attention, although articles on the



394
JANE CARRUTHERS

Sudan have appeared in Environment and History by way of colonial biography
and property rights,'?* while Leach has published an article on hunting in West
Africa.'® For obvious reasons, the protected areas in which large mammals are
conserved are prioritised in the literature, the Kruger and other national parks in
southern Africa among them,!? although more careful study of regions within
colonial South Africa is also being given.!? The historiography of Zimbabwe’s
protected area policy is well advanced, perhaps because of the CAMPFIRE
scheme for community conservation in that country that has both admirers and
critics.'”® Interestingly, in a review of Chenje’s State of the Environment in the
Zambezi Basin 2000, Jacobs regarded as a limitation the fact that the biophysical
environment was conceived of only in terms of a developmental resource and/or
tool and that indications of any non-utilitarian value at all were absent. Duffy’s
Killing for Conservation: Wildlife Policy in Zimbabwe is also interesting for its
perspective on social equity within a global conservation arena and problems
generated by dividing conservation management and policy objectives between
rural development and poverty alleviation on the one hand, and the gratification
of aesthetic enjoyment of wealthy foreign tourists on the other.!?

Central and east Africa have also generated historical work over the past
decade and Environment and History has facilitated its advance. Morris, for
example, provided an overview of Malawi’s colonial wildlife protection experi-
ence, contrasting the opposing images of Africa either as ‘unspoilt Eden’ or as
‘hopeless political and ecological crisis’ and suggesting that there are sensitive
and practical management strategies that could be followed to bring the two
together.!* McCracken’s subject ‘Conservation and resistance in colonial Ma-
lawi: The “dead north” revisited’, in Social History and African Environments,
while also situated within the same country, is more agriculturally focussed and
illuminates resistance to colonialism expressed as reaction to agrarian conser-
vation rather than to wildlife policy.'* Two important pieces of research relate
to Kenya, Reuben Matheka’s Ph.D. thesis, ‘The political ecology of wildlife
conservation in Kenya, 1895-1975’, and Mackenzie’s Land, Ecology and Re-
sistance in Kenya, 1880-1952.'3

Over the past decade Environment and History has more than met the challenge
that its founding and subsequent editors set for it. The journal has been path-
breaking in showcasing creative thinking about the environmental history of
Africa as well as in other parts of the world. From the outset, the journal has
done a remarkable job of encouraging and attracting articles by leading and
emerging environmental historians of Africa that deal with a variety of themes,
many of which have entered the mainstream of African studies and expanded
the historiography of the continent. Certainly, African history can never revert
to its pre-environmental history socio-political paradigm and Environment and
History has been a major avenue in reconfiguring and even revitalising histori-
cal thinking about Africa. While there is much to celebrate and much that is
new, there remain certain elements that Nash alluded to in 1972 that would still
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seem to apply to the genre generally and that add to environmental history’s
resilience. More than other aspects of history, environmental history has purpose.
It is responsive to the problems of society, it has a strong intellectual thrust and
it is concerned with matters of morality and moral judgement.'*
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