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INTRODUCTION


Relations


THE INTERNATIONAL GEOPHYSICAL YEAR (IGY) 1957–58 was one of the products of postwar globalising science. A collaboration involving more than 20,000 scientists from sixty-seven nations, it was a key moment in scientists coming to envisage the Earth as a single dynamic system. As it happened, I was born that year.


One of the lasting legacies of the IGY was the Keeling curve, named after scientist Charles Keeling who nailed down methods for the consistent monitoring of carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere. The first daily measurement on the first published Keeling curve was dated 29 March 1958, with atmospheric CO2 at 313 parts per million (ppm).1


By this time, I was six months old, wrapped in the handknitted love of grans and aunties, and giving my parents sleepless nights. As my mother told it, I cried a lot in those first months. Having been advised by the professionals to breastfeed by the clock, she finally worked out that I was hungry. A more peaceful life ensued when she started to feed me on demand, and I avoided being thrown out the window. I am part of the hungriest generation in human history, our life cycle tracking the accelerating build-up of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere and the lifestyles of those of us in the affluent Global North responsible for it.


The Keeling curve is one of the sources of evidence that led to the concept of the Anthropocene, a mooted new geological epoch in which




[h]uman activities have become so pervasive and profound that they rival the great forces of Nature and are pushing the Earth into planetary terra incognita. The Earth is rapidly moving into a less biologically diverse, less forested, much warmer, and probably wetter and stormier state.2





When Keeling’s measurements from the Mauna Loa observatory in Hawaii were put together with geoscientific evidence of carbon dioxide levels in earlier times of the Earth’s history, they produced the emblematic curve of the Anthropocene, turning exponentially upwards in the so-called Great Acceleration after World War II. The carbon dioxide curve was paralleled by others: population, GDP, water consumption, fertiliser consumption, species extinctions, motor vehicles, numbers of McDonald’s stores. Current levels of atmospheric CO2 are above 425 ppm, exceeding anything seen on the Earth up to 800,000 years ago, a time well before modern humans existed. On current trajectories, the extinction of we humans is a distinct possibility, and we may take many other species with us. As climate scientist Kevin Anderson puts it, there are no non-radical futures.3 Either we manage to stay within the 1.5–2°C of global warming already in train, necessitating rapid and radical changes in minority world lifestyles, or the Earth changes for us.


As encapsulated by the quote above, the concept of the Anthropocene provides just one example of a key divide that I suggest we need to dismantle, rework and go beyond. On one side is Nature. On the other is variously Culture, Society, the Human. The Anthropocene is the exemplar of a contradiction: even as human influence on the Earth’s processes risks tipping the planet into a new set of conditions beyond our control, we reinscribe separate and separable concepts such as ‘human impacts’ and ‘the great forces of Nature’. While humans have many things in common, they do not have equal influence on and responsibility for the destruction of the Earth’s systems; this is highly differentiated by location and wealth. The real driver of the climate change and biodiversity crises is not the Human but the processes of colonial capitalism.


My body is an Anthropocene body in various ways. It has accumulated too much fat, but it has been strong and fit enough to carry me through many outdoor adventures, thanks in part to the diet of my maternal grandmother when she was a teenager. Moles and freckles now require regular vigilance after all that time in the Australian sun. The privileges of an Anthropocene body include not dying in childbirth, and being irradiated to stop breast cancer in its tracks.


But is it so separate? My teeth are buttressed with something bovine to see me through another couple of decades of chewing. The other teeth, like my bones, will carry a record of major dietary habits—Australian wheat, meat, and fruit and vegies will reflect the soils and water they grew in. If I am buried in a context where my bones survive over time, future archaeologists will be able to discern much about my life history, and my connections to those places, from my remains.


And are those timeframes so linear? My body enfolds generations. The egg that became me existed inside my mother by the time she was a twenty-week-old fetus, so my grandmother, in a way, was carrying me for several months. My granddaughter (born at 413 ppm) spent time inside me as her mother’s ovaries were formed. She now carries the inheritance of her own prospective grandchildren across two centuries and hopefully into a third. As palaeoecologist Jacquelyn Gill discussed on Twitter (now X) when drawing attention to these matters of biology, ‘what small, quiet things are waiting in the present, only to grow in years to come? What would the world be like if we behaved like we carry those seeds within us every day?’4 Environmental politics scholar Christine Winter helps us extend this little capsule of a more enfolded understanding of time by drawing on Matauranga Maori (Maori knowledge and wisdom). She asks, ‘what happens to our imaginings of intergenerational environmental justice if we think of generations living not in competitive sequences, but synchronically?’5


My lifetime also tracks the intellectual shifts that bring us to the Anthropocene. These shifts help us understand it as both radical idea and more of the same. As a child I was taught I was part of a species that is the pinnacle of God’s creation, set above and apart from the rest of creation by our soul, of which the body is the flawed and temporary carrying vessel. These teachings reflected not only the influence of frugal and modest Presbyterianism, but the full weight of western thought and humanism. It is the work of a lifetime to undo such understandings of the Human/Nature divide and rethread things differently.


Although it took me a while to realise it, fundamental refigurings were occurring as evidence from the humanities and the sciences converged. The human as the inevitable destination of evolution was undone by geology, evolutionary biology and archaeology. The mind–body dichotomy was undone by both chemistry and feminism. We came to understand our guts as multi-species communities, ones we need to feed with yoghurt, lentils and leafy greens.


But the refigurings are only partial, and there is work to do. Nature usually refers to the physical environment (comprising plants, animals, and other features and products of the Earth), usually but not always excluding humans. Culture, Society and Human sit together on the other side of the divide. They overlap and are sometimes used interchangeably, but they have distinct meanings. Culture refers to particular meanings, values and traditions. It is often shared in groups and takes expression in the arts, rituals and festivals. It is also an everyday matter, and can be expressed in ordinary practices such as the getting and sharing of food. Society is usually used to refer to an aggregation of individuals connected by interpersonal relations, generally considered larger than and distinct from a family, kinship group or community. Human is the category that understands and connects us at species level: Homo sapiens.


This divide, in western thought more broadly, and western environmentalism specifically, is both a demonstrable fiction and true. It is fictional because human bodies are assemblages of the Earth’s products and species, and because there is now no aspect of the Earth’s surface processes that is unaffected by human activity. Further, as we have been shown recently, a virus a tenth of a micron in diameter can restructure social lives across the world. Yet it is also true. Biophysical life has an existence outside of and illegible to human experience. It is also true to the extent we make it so. We delineate Nature in legislation, in institutions and bureaucracies that manage it, in academic disciplines and everyday discussions. Nature and Culture are deployed to various political ends, including to oppress or liberate particular categories and groups of people and other organisms.


Given these tensions, some clarifications are in order. I use the upper case Nature, Culture, Society and Human—what I call big N Nature, big C Culture and so on—to denote fixed or reified forms. These monolithic forms are usually ones that I or others are critiquing. For example, big C Culture is an older form of usage, which reifies a unified or unchanging way of life, understood as a total package (applied often by the west to the non-western Other).


I use the lower case form to denote more dynamic, processual, differentiated and contested forms of nature, culture, society and human. For example, culture is now better understood as ‘a process in which people are actively engaged ... a dynamic mix of symbols, beliefs, languages and practices that people create, not a fixed thing or entity governing humans’.6 These more dynamic understandings are consistent with the findings and approaches of contemporary humanities and social sciences research, which has been critiquing the Human/Nature binary for most of my professional life. My arguments here are distilled from a very large body of critical scholarship over the last forty years on nature, culture and society. (There are many origin stories for this important intellectual trend. In geography they often start with a 1989 paper by Margaret FitzSimmons.7 In Australian archaeology I might start with Nick Thomas’s little-known 1981 paper.8 Different but intertwining origin stories pertain in anthropology, history, literature, philosophy, science and technology studies, and across the environmental humanities.9) Even as this scholarship is so well established that it can be understood as part of the contemporary western canon, a key feature is its encounter with Indigenous peoples, voices, writing, knowledges and ontologies. Part of the story of this book is that we cannot understand contemporary environmental thought in Australia without understanding the colonial encounter and its ongoing structures of violence—intellectual as well as physical. But in excavating that thought we also find the seeds of better ways to do things.


That scholarship encapsulates widespread attempts to unsettle and dismantle the Nature/Culture binary, as well as necessary work in analysing its extraordinary resilience and embeddedness in our thinking, our institutions and the ways we talk about ourselves. Culture—as conceived more dynamically—has found its way into common parlance; readers of this book will talk of workplace cultures, and of sporting clubs as having cultures. They will understand that the term culture here encompasses all sorts of things, from the HR policy to the code of ethics to the style of the jumper, and whether the CEO expects aspiring leaders to play golf with them. They will understand that we are each part of multiple and overlapping cultural groupings.


It follows that we have cultures of nature; we have environmental cultures.10


Human relations to their environment are conceptualised differently in different cultural contexts. They change over time and can be highly contested. They take form in common-sense understandings and deeply embedded assumptions. They are expressed and mobilised in legislation, policies, institutions and the practices of everyday life. This does not mean that people make them up or that cultures of nature are all in the mind; they are both symbolic and stubbornly material. According to how we think of nature, we might want to put a fence around it, create a bureaucracy to look after it, kill it, eat it, plant it or remove it. When we call methane gas ‘natural gas’ for several generations, we make it much harder to remove it from our infrastructures of supply. So while we can think of environmental relations and the entities they create as dynamic, they also congeal and solidify in forms and processes that persist over long periods of time.


We can study environmental cultures using research methods from the humanities and social sciences, even as we have to remain conscious that those disciplines, and the languages we work in, carry the legacy of the Human/Nature divide. In English we use the word ‘nature’ to describe both the non-human world and the inherent features or character of something. This language cements the idea that nature is the way it is, in contrast to human creations, which are moulded by culture. Geographic perspectives on environmental cultures—the main disciplinary tradition in which I work—pay particular attention to their spatial characteristics, their relationships to place, and their manifestation in the biophysical environment.11 We use fine-grained methods that help understand motivations, behaviours, contradictions, tradition, change and flexibility in the requisite depth. Cultural methods are also applied to examine how large-scale institutions, economies and structures of meaning are created and maintained.


So, straightforward definitions are not the point. Rather, the work of this book is to identify and analyse the ways cultures of nature operate in Australia, how they are limiting our capacity to deal with the challenges of the climate change and biodiversity crises, and how they might be otherwise.


I do so precisely because the issues are so fundamental and urgent. It can feel as though we do not have time to stop and think. But we risk misdiagnosing the problems if we describe them incorrectly. Scientific leaders have been calling for a ‘culture change’ in environmental positioning and policies for more than twenty years.12 But culture change is not a purely mental flip of the switch, nor does it necessarily translate in a very direct way to policy. Some bits are harder than we might have thought—we have to dig deeper into many issues to expose their colonial roots. Others are not as hard as we might anticipate— we have the resources to do otherwise that are right in front of us, if we can only perceive differently.


There are distinctive patterns of misdiagnosis that pertain to this land and nation that we call Australia. Historically, the separationist view of Nature has either absorbed Indigenous peoples into it or ignored them completely. In a complex pattern of cultural domination, peoples who did not practise agriculture, or those who did but were women, were relegated to Nature. Women digging, burning, harvesting murnong on the plains of western Victoria.13 Women managing extensive yam grounds on the Swan River plains in Western Australia.14 This move provided intellectual cover for the theft of Indigenous lands and the dehumanisation of Indigenous peoples; ‘the Australian was something “other than human” where to be human was to be separate from nature’.15 It also separated agriculture from environmental thought for more than a century.


On one side of the divide was Culture (civilisation, cities, agriculture, men, reason). On the other was Nature (primitiveness, country, hunter-gatherers, Indigenous peoples, women, emotion). A key modern legacy is that when we protect Nature we do so ‘out there’, in places away from people and their activities. The lure of nativeness, the ideal of pristine wilderness, and the separation of agriculture from environment are all part of the colonial heritage in Australian environmental thinking. Big N Nature in Australia is so strong—among both those who love Nature and those who are indifferent—that it elides people and human influences in all sorts of ways. The same process that left Indigenous peoples as the Other excluded wheat, for example, from any map of Australian vegetation. Wheat is not considered to belong in Nature.


To consider how we can do things differently—how we can be otherwise in the Australian context—it is necessary to excavate some of that colonial history. As I aim to show, bringing social and cultural dimensions to the fore in our environmental thinking is the best way to make room for non-human nature, for human flourishing and for the best of possible futures. This is a delicate balancing act: how to make the social, cultural and political dimensions of environmental thought and practice more visible, without reproducing the big N–C divide.


(In what I hope is not a contradictory move, I mostly use uppercase for Country. This is in recognition of its status as a proper noun, and it is a mark of respect. At the same time, I will also show that Country is a dynamic concept with many layers of meaning.)


We have many already existing cultural capacities to do otherwise, including in unexpected places. In my own very suburban upbringing, which wouldn’t be described as green, I was taught on Sunday excursions to walk quietly through the forest while listening and looking for lyrebirds, and on annual holidays to value smelly mudflats as habitats for wading birds, and to live carefully among penguins as they nested in and around the footings of the guesthouse where we stayed.


The path I trace through this book is particular rather than comprehensive. I try to situate my own journey in wider intellectual and cultural swirls of the times. The relations of which I write relate to these multiple connections, intellectual as well as familial. Trawlwulwuy woman Lauren Tynan and Gamilaroi woman Michelle Bishop draw attention to the imperial framing of much research, whereby ‘researchers are encouraged to “establish a territory”, “extract data”, “find the gap”, and “occupy a niche”’.16 In this and other work,17 they advance important challenges to the concept of ‘authorship’. To the extent that I focus here on particular bodies of work with which I have been closely involved, I hope my authorship—that of a white settlerdescendant Australian—will be read as working towards accountability, rather than claiming excess originality or giving insufficient visibility to the work of other scholars.


Just as I don’t do it alone intellectually, nor do we confront our existential challenges alone. My Anthropocene body is not a capsule hurtling towards a distant and problematic future. It is not a freestanding individual responsible for the sins of the past. Yes, it bears heavy responsibility for acting well, given the material comforts that have sustained and sheltered it these past decades. But these responsibilities are felt and acted on with rippling collectives of others.





CHAPTER 1


Who is this ‘we’, the Anthropos?


IN JULY 2023 the Anthropocene Working Group (of the International Commission on Stratigraphy) announced that Canada’s Crawford Lake would be nominated as the ‘golden spike’ marking the beginning of the Anthropocene, the geological epoch in which humanity has profoundly affected the Earth, and human activities have come to dominate many of the Earth’s surface processes. Sediments at the base of the waters in that limestone sinkhole preserve an undisturbed record of surrounding environmental conditions, including embedded contaminants such as fly ash from the burning of fossil fuels, and traces of radioactive plutonium from atmospheric nuclear bomb testing. The base of the Anthropocene, it was suggested, would be dated at 1950 CE, a common inflection point of those exponential curves.


The media discussion around this announcement replayed debates that have swirled for the two decades since the Anthropocene concept was mooted. Is this the right date? Do we need a new geological epoch? Is a single type site appropriate to encompass the full range of human impacts? Most particularly, the discussion was and is characterised by a persistent yet undefined ‘we’: We have instigated a sixth mass extinction of other species. We have changed the biosphere and altered the chemistry of the oceans by burning fossil fuels. We have uprooted forests and poisoned land with chemicals. We have set off a series of events and processes that now threaten to exceed our control.1


The we of the Anthropocene, like the we of irreversible human impacts, sees the undifferentiated human species as the heart of the problem. This is the universal human, whose activities and influences are not differentiated geographically, socio-economically or demo-graphically. It is also the essentialised human, imagined via notions of human nature (whether characterised by ingenuity or stupidity). The linear timeframe of the Anthropocene, whichever of several start dates are accepted, matches linear approaches to human history and connotations of progress and inevitability.


My perspective draws on a body of thought called posthumanist, in the sense (as with postcolonial) of going beyond, transcending, rather than coming after in time. (The ambiguity and inadequacy of the term ‘post’ itself signals how much linear frames pervade western thought.) Posthumanism tries not to treat the human as a pre-defined category, and does not see it as ‘disembodied and autonomous, separate from the world of nature and animality’.2


Sometimes these approaches are referred to as ‘more-than-human’, to acknowledge both the pervasiveness of human influences and their interactions with non-humans (plants, animals, rocks, weather). In both cases there is a focus on the relations and relationships that constitute both these interactions and the categories themselves.


Our companion species have included other species of Homo, and the microbiota in our guts that help constitute our bodily selves. Our very beings contain the signatures of the Earth itself, from the strontium in our bones to the pesticides in our breast milk. Even the boundary of life is not as clear as it once was, so the previously neat categories of technology, or materials, need close scrutiny. Artificial intelligence and intelligent plants challenge longstanding ideas of will, autonomy and agency. The relations under discussion are not best understood as relations between two pre-existing entities, Humans (or Society or Culture) and Nature.


It can feel contradictory to take such approaches precisely at the time when the evidence of a changed and changing world is so unequivocal. But let’s treat it as an open question: who is this ‘we’, the Anthropos? Ever since the Anthropocene was mooted as a concept, critics have claimed that the species concept is a category mistake. Species-level impacts are impossible to reconcile with the huge historical and contemporary differentials in access to resources. There is not a single human here, but many inequalities in influence over environmental processes. Indeed, as Andreas Malm and Alf Hornborg have argued, ‘uneven distribution is a condition for the very existence of modern, fossil-fuel technology’.3 Other concepts have been put forward to draw attention to more specific social and political drivers. Thus the Capitalocene names capitalism as the driver,4 the Econocene focuses on the contemporary dominance of market economies,5 and the Plantationocene notes the connections between the slave plantation system and the industrial factory system that drove climate change.6 Moving from diagnosis towards repair, philosopher Glenn Albrecht has advocated the Symbiocene, a future time ‘where humans symbiotically reintegrate themselves, emotionally, psychologically and technologically, into nature and natural systems’.7


While the divide between Nature and Culture in western thought goes back to the ancient world,8 historian and geographer Jason Moore helps us understand how the separation and purification of the domains Nature and Society intensified as a product of capitalism. He shows how capitalism, colonialism and modernity are all part of the same process: ‘The view of Nature as external is a fundamental condition of capital accumulation.’9 That accumulation depended, and depends, on what he calls the Four Cheaps: labour power, food, energy and raw materials. Colonies provided new frontiers of cheap labour and raw materials. Relegating that labour (slaves, Indigenous peoples) to the domain of Nature made the violence of modernity more palatable. Evidence of the global ecological imprint of colonialism has support in the sciences as well, particularly seen in the arrival of Europeans in the Americas.10 But that’s not the main point here. Rather, Moore’s analysis is important because of what it tells us about the very specific underlying drivers of colonial capital. In a somewhat hopeful vein, his view is that capitalism is in its death throes because it is running out of Cheaps.


Consider the ‘cene’ as well as the Anthropos, and the temporal concepts it invokes. From the Greek for ‘new’, cene is used for geological epochs that are new or recent (Pleistocene, Holocene and so on). The long evolutionary path—mobilising stone tools and manipulating fire—is a common trope in the standard geological Anthropocene narrative. I think this is more by default than design, as scientists have sought a communications hook for a complex narrative. But the default, of course, reverts to deeply embedded assumptions. The default is no accident. The linear view of history and deep archaeological time structures the dominant modes of visual representation: timelines and stratigraphic diagrams.


However, the human evolutionary path is not a particularly straight line. The model in which Homo sapiens is the last (so far) of many ancestors standing is a well-established cultural trope. But it’s quite wrong against the evidence provided by new archaeological and DNA discoveries. These include the findings that Homo sapiens and Neanderthals coexisted, Neanderthals contributing 1–4 per cent of contemporary European and Asian nuclear DNA, and that a genetically different population, dubbed the Denisovans, was living in Siberia at times contemporaneous with modern humans.11


My focus here is not on what this means for the specifics of the human migration story, fascinating as that is. Given the rapid pace of research, the details of any part of this story are likely to change considerably in the next few decades. (For example, it was once thought that Homo sapiens and Homo floresiensis lived together on the island of Flores, just north of Australia, but this evidence no longer holds.)12 Rather, it is on the way the unitary (and progressivist) model of human evolution is being broken down. The hero narrative of human progress, culminating in western civilisation, tells us more about our own deterministic and individualistic world views than about the lives of past peoples.13 These findings can be confronting; the mental picture that humans were not alone in their world provides a strong challenge to our deeply embedded understandings of the human self and its separateness. On the other hand, the unlikelihood of Homo sapiens surviving until now is itself confronting. As philosopher Tim Maudlin says, ‘it can be emotionally difficult to absorb the radical contingency of humanity’.14


Geographer Kathryn Yusoff goes so far as to argue that ‘these recent discoveries have reconceptualised humanity as interspecies’. We increasingly have a picture of ‘hominin evolution as temporally, sexually, and geographically differentiated in their migration and forms of territorialisation’.15 Even the notion of modern human behaviour—a package of traits that supposedly characterise modern Homo sapiens—is being broken down into a more complex behavioural pattern, ‘an intricate mosaic characterized by spatially discrete, temporally variable, and historically contingent trajectories’, as archaeologists Eleanor Scerri and Manuel Will put it.16


So, the Anthropocene concept has much more in common with colonial constructions of humanity than is often acknowledged. It’s less a radical reconfiguration than a reinscription of longstanding views about human separateness from and transcendence out of nature. Anthropocene pioneers Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer acknowledged their debt to the two Wenner-Gren symposia resulting in the edited classics Man’ Role in Changing the Face of the Earth (1956) and The Earth as Transformed by Human Action (1990), as well as the earlier ideas of George Perkins Marsh, Teilhard de Chardin and others. Michael Simpson has identified three Eurocentric themes in these works that also flow into key Anthropocene writings,17 such as Steffen, Crutzen and McNeill’s (2007) article ‘The Anthropocene: Are Humans Now Overwhelming the Great Forces of Nature?’:




the narrative about the gradual progression of human cultures through different stages of advancement and development ... the contention that, at some stage along this trajectory of human development, human cultures step out of a state of Nature or savagery and into a state of Civilization. These states of ‘savagery’ and ‘civilization’ are distinguished by a society’s relationship to the nonhuman world ... this entire process of the development of human culture through the various identified historical stages is presented as having a teleological trajectory.18





I remember the excitement of encountering Man’s Role in Changing the Face of the Earth as an undergraduate. It was a massive volume, 1232 pages. One chapter in particular had tantalising discussions of the role of Indigenous peoples, even though they ‘appeared to be on the lowest level of material culture’, in burning the landscape for various purposes.19 There were suggestions that many grasslands across the world were the result of such burning, including in New Zealand. But these ideas were controversial; it was acknowledged ‘that some scholars appear reluctant to grant that the hunters and collectors had any influence on the geographic environment’.20 There was hope that pollen and charcoal preserved in lakes and bogs might provide evidence, as it had for the use of fire by Neolithic farmers in northwestern Europe.


There was a frustrating lack of mention of Australia throughout those 1232 pages. Reading and discussing them in the late 1970s, we didn’t have a lot more to go on. Anthropologist Norman Tindale had argued in 1959 that ‘man’ may have ‘such a profound effect on the distributions of forest and grassland that true primaeval forest may be far less common in Australia than is generally realised’.21 Drawing on historic sources and anthropological descriptions, archaeologist Rhys Jones had encapsulated the idea of ‘fire-stick farming’ in 1969.22 These early works and the people who taught them were enough to impel a number of us into research work in archaeology, geography and palaeoecology. The framings we were caught in were sexist, racist and progressivist, but they were also open to change as new empirical findings tumbled out over the next few decades. The wider Zeitgeist was also open to change. Jones had noted that evidence for fire-stick farming challenged concepts of ‘natural’ and ‘artificial’ environments. So Australian research has its own heritage of struggling with the historical tropes that have dogged the Anthropocene.


Indigenous scholars have built their own critique of the totalising dimensions of the Anthropocene. Heather Davis and Red River Métis scholar Zoe Todd have argued the species-level approach of ‘[t]he Anthropocene inadvertently and unintentionally signals our argument: that the Anthropocene as the extension and enactment of colonial logic systematically erases difference’.23 Citizen Potawatomi philosopher Kyle Powys Whyte goes further and talks about an enfolding of time, arguing that many Indigenous peoples already live in what their ancestors would have thought of as a dystopian future.24 For Whyte, the disruption of the present is just part of the disruption of the settler. He goes on to summarise a range of Indigenous scholarship that sees ‘colonialism is itself a form of anthropogenic climate change’, having brought rapid displacement and ecological change, and disrupted relations with many species.25 That such changes are more extreme than what many non-Indigenous people fear about climate change draws attention to the justice demands of dealing with climate change. Munanjahli and South Sea Islander scholar Chelsea Watego is more succinct, rejecting the mirage of progress towards the future in her injunction to mob to ‘Fuck hope. Be sovereign’.26


Consider another problem with this idea of the undifferentiated human. When I give public talks on environmental themes, I am often asked about ‘the population issue’. People (usually men) who ask about this issue almost always refer to it as ‘the elephant in the room’. (The frequency of such questions indicates it is anything but an elephant.) In the Australian context, it has often been used to discuss immigration, against a supposed carrying capacity of the continent. Immigration has been advocated for in order to fill up the continent’s ‘empty spaces’, particularly those of the tropical north. And immigration has been opposed on the basis that we are at carrying capacity, and the continent—particularly its largest cities—is ‘full’. Let’s step back a bit and consider some of the broader issues at play here.


I could respond that carrying capacities are not the best way to think about relationships between population and environment. The concept of carrying capacity refers to the numbers of people or stock supportable in a given land area. Carrying capacities are mutable under different ways of life, and to think of them as in some way fixed for the continent is quite inaccurate. You can support more people per unit area, because more calories are mobilised, through subsistence agriculture than hunting and gathering, through industrial agriculture than subsistence agriculture, and through fossil-fuelled industrialisation than all the others combined. A key feature of contemporary carrying capacities is that they are much more spatially extensive than the term implies; many of the resources that support us, and many of those calories, come from long distances away. Australian lifestyles are underpinned by cheap labour in places such as China, an example of one of Jason Moore’s Four Cheaps. Rising living standards in China are enabled by resources such as iron ore extracted from stolen Indigenous land in Australia. Philosopher Val Plumwood used the idea of ‘shadow places’ to bring to light the many unrecognised ‘places that provide our material and ecological support, most of which, in a global market, are likely to elude our knowledge and responsibility’.27 As Moore showed, the globalisation of Cheaps is not only a recent phenomenon but has a long history, extending back to the colonisation of the Americas, the appropriation of its lands and the decimation of native peoples.


The resources that underpin us—or the Cheaps that we are not paying for—are separated in time as well as space. When we displace the waste products of industrialisation as greenhouse gases into the atmosphere and the oceans, our shadow places also become shadow times. We put the burden and responsibility of our own ecological underpinnings onto future generations. This is not just a linear human future, in the way that we imagine what our grandchildren, or greatgrandchildren, or great-great-grandchildren, will have to deal with. The oceans carry our waste products on timescales of their own, approaching carbon dioxide saturation and turning over their warm currents on cycles of hundreds and thousands of years.


I could explain that global population is a similarly slow-moving beast to ocean overturnings. Reducing birthrates and climate change mitigation both require a huge amount of complex work over many decades, with long time lags of response. This kind of work on population is way ahead of that on climate, having commenced in the 1960s and 1970s. The work to flatten the curve of global population growth, particularly through the education of women and girls, in a context where they have reproductive freedom, is succeeding. The 2005 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment saw overall population growth as beginning to decline in importance as a driver of environmental change over the twenty-first century.28 While the total global population will continue to grow throughout this century,29 the rate of growth has already peaked.30 The annual number of births peaked in 1990.31 Developing countries have accounted for most recent population growth in the past quarter-century, but there is now an unprecedented diversity of demographic patterns across and between regions and countries.32 Most population growth has been due not to births but to most of us living much longer. That is not an endless process; life expectancy growth peaked in 1981.33


So I could say the work of reducing global population as a driver of environmental destruction is well underway. Let’s look at consumption. The relationships between population and consumption are complex. Even though greenhouse gas emissions have increased by bigger proportions than population since World War II,34 a number of researchers infer that population is a primary driver of these changes. Population growth is most influential on emissions (or has the highest elasticity effect) in rich countries such as Australia because of our consumption.35 Hence many analysts argue that we should focus on the lifestyles of the wealthy: ‘Given that the top 10% of global income earners are responsible for 36% of the current carbon footprint of households, the discourse should address income distribution and the carbon intensity of lifestyles.’36 Overall, the bottom half of global income earners were responsible for only 13 per cent of emissions. I could ask my questioner, if we are to restrict or contain the reproduction of others, should we not also restrict or contain the consumption of others? ‘Inequality, greed and waste are the real problems of our time.’37


I could explain that there are many nuances to all these arguments: the number of households may matter more than the number of people; shifts in age structure may change consumption patterns; urbanisation may have either deleterious or beneficial effects on the environment.38 It is really the connections among all these processes that must be understood together.39


In having this discussion, or the abbreviated version of it possible at the end of a public forum, my interlocutors and I are following well-trodden paths of debate. We are shifting between global (population, economy) and individual (choices about reproduction, consumption) scales of analysis in ways that are prone to blame and do not take sufficient notice of the knotty connections in between.


We are also continuing a heritage in which race, environment and geopolitics have long been entwined.40 In the Australian context, these debates are exemplified by the work of Griffith Taylor, one of the founding fathers of geography as an academic discipline and often lionised as an early environmentalist. In a series of articles and books starting in the 1920s, Taylor developed and reiterated an argument challenging early twentieth-century assumptions that Australia would support a large white population.41 He argued in a more systematic way than others had done that northern Australia was climatically unsuited to agriculture and that the climate was simply too hot to be comfortable for white settlers. Very aware (as were the politicians who opposed him) of dense Asian populations to the north, Taylor argued that the best buffer was not to fill up the empty northern and central spaces of the continent but to more fully develop the temperate south-eastern crescent. He repeatedly halved his calculations of Australia’s carrying capacity to ‘cater for the attainment of higher living standards’.42 The dilemmas of how to maintain possession of one of the world’s least cultivated and least densely populated continents was a cause of anxiety for successive Australian governments in the early twentieth century. Having justified colonisation partly on the basis that the natives had not cultivated it, Australia was in a vulnerable position if its settlers too did not cultivate the land sufficiently. World population discussions regularly cited Australian emptiness and considered such lands ‘wasted’.43


If he was considered a renegade for his opposition to the White Australia policy, Taylor’s view of racial difference was in other ways quite conventional for the time. He had a hierarchical view of civilisation and applied this to Aboriginal people; the Tasmanians occupied the bottom rung and the Australians were a peg or two higher. His environmentally determinist views that large areas of the continent were useless, empty and unsuitable for agriculture explained to him why the Australian remained ‘a primitive hunter living from hand to mouth’.44 Contemporary Aboriginal people were either invisible, considered to be doomed to extinction, or derided as not authentically primitive. The demise of the Aboriginal population, as depicted in Taylor’s writings, is the result not of the colonial engagement but the inevitable outcome of a progressivist evolutionary process and of Australia’s progress towards a higher type of civilisation. Here was an influential Australian who spoke out against several racisms—against the White Australia policy and against Nazism—but could nevertheless not envisage an Australia in which Aboriginal people had a future. Here too is an early Australian example not only of the fraught relationship between eugenics and environmentalism,45 but also of how the big N Nature of the arid continent depended on removing or ignoring the Aboriginal presence.


These troubled relations are not confined to distant history, but they became more submerged in the late twentieth century than in Taylor’s time. My questioners are right that there are elephants in rooms, but the real elephant is not ‘the population issue’. Rather, it is, what are you really saying? That some people should be able to reproduce but not others? That we have to get rid of people, either deliberately or through neglect? That we should protect our own standard of living at the cost of other human lives?


Historian of science Michelle Murphy has written ‘against population’ as a framework because of the way practices of population control since the 1960s have rested on racist calculations of whose lives matter, deflecting attention from the human and environmental violence of industrial accumulation and militarism.46 For Murphy, and other advocates of reproductive justice, the Earth systems optics of the Anthropocene, including its population curves, are too easily entangled with the structural drivers of that violence. It is ‘no accident that population thinking (with its own entanglement with cold war military global planning, and not just ecological modelling) fits well within the units of analysis of the Anthropocene’.47
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In March 2024, the International Union of Geological Sciences rejected the proposal to declare an Anthropocene epoch and for Crawford Lake to get its golden spike. Several members of the Anthropocene Working Group had resigned. There was much debate.48 The vote had not followed the rules. There were procedural irregularities. The date was wrong. Geologists are inherently conservative. The concept would continue in popular culture and in scientific research anyway. Rejecting the proposal was a good thing because it would have cemented the idea of a before and after of human influence at 1950. It was always the Capitalocene. So the arguments went.


Scientist Erle Ellis, who has put forward the idea of ‘anthromes’ to encapsulate how people have reshaped the biosphere,49 explained that one of his reasons for resigning from the working group was its narrow perspective of breaking up the Earth’s history into two parts:




A part that is considered to be transformed and a part before it where things are natural or untransformed ... That narrative is regressive and harmful politically, as it makes it sound like the kinds of changes that were brought about by societies like the colonial industrial societies, a hundred years ago, don’t count. The only things that count in transforming the planet are things that happened after 1950. So, that kind of silencing of the past in the Anthropocene and kind of ignoring the deeper roots of the transformative changes human societies have been making over the long term was something that I just felt was unconscionable.50





With uncharacteristic cultural awareness, the premier science journal Nature reported that the Anthropocene would remain a broad cultural concept.51 If this is the case, a greater understanding of the causal mechanisms and drivers of what we call the Anthropocene will help us to act more effectively. If the problem is the species-level Anthropos, what can we do except get rid of ourselves? Or the ones ‘we’ designate as Other? If humans per se are the problem, we have nowhere to go and should give up now. If the driver is not population per se but the extractive systems of capital, we designate a different enemy, and open ourselves to much wider and more generative possibilities of action.





CHAPTER 2


So much nature, so close to home


NATURE IS EVERYWHERE, and so are our connections to it. These are not only intimate local engagements but also connections to distant ecosystems. Urban and suburban Australians interact with nature in many contexts: parks, supermarkets, beaches, television programs, to name a few. When we turn on a tap, eat rice or drive the kids to school, we are affecting ecosystems both close by and a long way away. Our kitchen benchtops are made of trees or rocks from somewhere else. The water that sustains us and our gardens is brought from dams on forested rivers, or from aquifers deep underground.


According to a lot of thinking about relations between settler Australians and their environment, we portray our alienation from Nature through our attempts to tame and domesticate, or by projecting a European ethic onto it, rather than coming to terms with the essence of Australian Nature. Conservationist responses to urban nature in an industrial city are generally deemed far less important than work in Nature protection in remote areas. Suburban backyards are seen as peripheral to the urgent work of protecting ‘real’ nature. Such perspectives contain two central divides: between an immigrant Australian nation and its environment, and between Nature and Society. When we preserve Nature, we preserve it ‘out there’ in the bush. The city is seen as the place of Culture, for better or worse, but totally separated.
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A stone’s throw from the Port Kembla steelworks, Lennie and Connie lived adjacent to a small hillside reserve that helped protect a remnant stand of spotted gum (Corymbia maculata) in the middle of the Wollongong suburbs. Their backyard was dominated by an extensive and productive vegetable garden and chook shed, maintaining traditions they had brought from Italy more than forty years earlier. Lennie established some small vegetable beds out on the reserve, where he also grazed his rabbits in their mobile hutch. He was very careful to protect spotted gum seedlings, which he marked with stakes and tape, actively discussing his activities with local council officers.1


Discussing his garden, Lennie talked about productivity and his family and being involved with the soil, rather than species preservation. But the outcome was the ongoing stewardship of this locally endangered tree. Lennie believed if something happened to the spotted gums, the reserve status of the adjoining blocks would be in danger and they would be sold off. Newcomers building a house on such prime real estate would be unlikely to be happy about a large chook shed and rich compost pits right on their boundary. For that moment, protecting the spotted gum gave Lennie a buffer to pursue his intensive production without upsetting any neighbours.


On the other side of the hill lived Kris, an environmental scientist. The remnant stand of Corymbia and eucalypts was the reason she bought her block, which contained a number of very large spotted gums. She had been actively trying to restore the native vegetation, including spotted gum seedlings and associated understorey plants, since she moved in several years earlier.


In her goal of ‘merging the Australian natural environment and our living environment’, Kris had strong views about which parts of that living environment should be tolerated. She described lawn, azaleas and geraniums as ‘pests’, and was in varying levels of conflict with the neighbours on her three boundaries, each of whom had a different attitude to trees in general and natives in particular.


Further down the hill, in Mira’s backyard, the strongest impression for the visitor was of order and tidiness. Mira described this area as being like a ‘small house’ that it was necessary to look after, clean and decorate. When Mira mowed her lawn or fed her roses, she was loving and nurturing a backyard that was ‘everything in my heart’. Despite or perhaps because of her demanding full-time job, her morning routine began with half an hour in the garden, looking at every plant, checking its needs and watering when necessary. She described this as a time that ‘makes me relaxed’, when she noted the cycles of plants and their flowering, and planned what she needed to do for them in the next few weeks.


Claire was also a morning gardener. She rose regularly at first light in summer to pull out buffel grass from her block on the suburban outskirts of Alice Springs. She could get in three hours of these exertions before the business of the day began. Her aim was to eradicate the invasive buffel (Cenchrus ciliaris) and other noxious grasses, to ‘let the natural regrowth occur’. Buffel is native to southern Asia and eastern Africa, and was introduced to Australia to improve pastures. Soon after rain is an important time for the removal of buffel, when it rapidly responds by creating a greensward across the landscape. Claire described this practice as her ‘art’: ‘if I can achieve that to a high degree, that’s my art within the community’. As the sun rose higher and temperatures climbed in the desert, she would come in to breakfast drenched in satisfied sweat.


Mira’s ‘small walk’ and Claire’s art practice are two embodied examples of engagements with nature. In their gardens, people touch, smell, hear, taste, breathe and desire. They engage in a ritual wander around the backyard, picking out the occasional weed. They lose track of time in pyjamas and gumboots, or forget to come in for lunch. They observe birds from the kitchen sink. These activities are associated with wellbeing in the sense that the garden provides the space, while the unstructured moments give people a time of just ‘being’, or time to think. On one level this could be considered a passive involvement, but it is more accurate to think of it as being actively still—listening, watching, touching, being.


These and other gardeners are not alienated from nature but embedded in it. They mulch, recycle, compost, grow food and experience pleasure and displeasure in their encounters with birds, insects, frogs, possums, cats and dogs. For Claire and her partner, ‘garden’ was not even the right word. Although they used the term for ease of communication with other people, they saw their space as an extension of the bush in which their house sat.


When I argue that people are engaging with nature in the context of the backyard garden, it is an interpretation that I put on them. Not everyone in the wider study of backyards in Sydney, Wollongong and Alice Springs from which these examples are taken,2 necessarily thought this themselves. They expressed the diverse and often contradictory articulations of themselves and/in Nature that many of us would recognise. People who define Nature as spatially distant, in the form of wilderness or bush, hesitate to include their backyards in the way they think about it. As Richard from Campbelltown in Sydney said, ‘nature to me is the original landscape, basically untouched. That goes for the fauna as well. It’s just pristine’. Another Sydneysider, John, saw a separation between the suburbs and the bush: ‘I’m not a greenie or anything like that, but we need to leave the bush and nature to its own devices.’ Richard and John did not consider people as part of Nature, and were inclined to a negative view of human influence on it: we do not belong. This makes it hard to think of ways in which humans benefit nature.


Both Richard and John kept manicured backyards of mostly exotic plants. But the purity discourse was strongest among very committed native gardeners, including those who propagated their own plants from local seed, sought out specialist suppliers, and facilitated the process of self-seeding of local plants. Wollongong resident Jennifer contrasted Nature with the impurities of Culture: ‘although I have grave doubts about Australian society, the bush itself to me is pure’. In a neighbouring suburb, Marie described how her approach developed as she gradually became more familiar with the environment she was living in and the bush adjacent to her backyard: ‘I have really appreciated how the native garden looks and how I feel about it. I’ve decided that I’m going to be purist and if anything foreign comes up, I’ll take it [out].’


In fact, the backyards of the most passionate native gardeners were as hybrid and contradictory as any others. They contained companion animals, vegetables, houses and (usually white) human selves who were conceptually exempt from the ideal. The huge amount of human labour required to get rid of or even manage ‘exotic’ or ‘foreign’ plants was often obscured or not noticed (Claire was an exception). That labour included sometimes fraught relations with neighbours who enjoyed the exotics, or who saw native plants as messy and big eucalypts as dangerous. Like the divide between Nature and Society itself, these bounding practices are both artificial and illuminating.
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