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PEOPLES, NATURE AND ENVIRONMENTS 

ANA CRISTINA ROQUE, CRISTINA BRITO  

AND CECILIA VERACINI 

 

 

 

The deep and intrinsic interconnection between humans and the natural 

world is becoming part of the scientific and political agendas, as is the 

relevant role humankind has – and has had – on the changing of this 

complex array of equilibriums and relationships.  

Since the dawn of humanity, survival has meant dealing with 

unpredictable natural situations and thus to experience and learn, to know 

and recognise the potential or diversity of resources that may be used and 

to adapt and create conditions that allowed such use in a variety of 

geographic spaces with different characteristics. This process determined 

specific forms of cultural adaptation to different environments and, 

consequently, an ensemble of anthropic impacts on natural communities. 

As a result, the human-nature relationship over time has become a 

privileged space in which knowledge, technique and science have 

developed, evincing the primacy of anthropogenic actions on nature.  

This idea of nature encompassing an "extraordinary amount of human 

history" (Williams, 2005, 67) draws attention to the importance of 

historical and cultural imprints, justifying the emphasis on the dialogue 

between human, social and natural sciences, and the need for an 

interdisciplinary cross-cultural approach (e.g. Holm et al., 2013; Kitch, 

2017). All these aspects are essential to inform about the role of human 

beings, in the past and today, or about the role they may play in the future 

as an integral part of a broader dialogue with the nonhuman world.  

The growing interest of the impact of humans on geological, biotic and 

climatic planetary processes is a sign of an important shift in how humans 

are coming to understand the relation with the environment. In the last 

decades, a growing number of scholars from different disciplines began to 

give great emphasis to the issues of historical interactions, connections and 

inter-dependency between peoples and the environment (e.g. Hornborg et 
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al., 2007; Hughes, 2001; McNeill & Steward Mauldin, 2015; Mosley, 2010; 

Nance, 2015, among others). Moreover, recent approaches to human-

nonhuman animal interactions strive to re-examine traditional ethical, 

political and epistemological categories in the context of a renewed 

attention to and respect for animal life. In anthropology, a concern with 

new attitudes to understanding cross-species intersections characterises a 

recent ‘multispecies ethnography’ (Kirksey & Helmereich, 2010). 

Similarly, in history and literature, we are witnessing an ‘animal turn’ (e.g. 

Alves, 2011; Nance, 2015). As such, a critical reflection on the status of 

our planet, on human subjectivity and actions, and on their inextricable 

entanglement, is absolutely needed. In other words, we “need to re-frame 

global environmental change issues fundamentally as social and human 

challenges, rather than just environmental issues” (Pálsson et al., 2011, 5). 

Another take can be seen in the growing interest in recovering historical 

information (Roque, 2019) and in the recent animal and ocean turns as 

well as in the multiple and plural efforts within the environmental 

humanities (e.g. Haraway, 2008; Van Dooren, 2016; DeLoughrey, 2017; 

Veracini, 2017; Brito, 2019). 

This book – Peoples, Nature and Environments – reflects some of 

these approaches. Bringing together contributors with different scientific 

backgrounds, perspectives and expertise related to these dynamics and 

interactions, it aims at exploring their joint potential for an innovative 

debate on this topic, surpassing the classic human/environment dichotomy 

and the separation between culture and nature (e.g. Haraway, 2008; Rose 

et al., 2012; Richter, 2015; Kitch, 2017). The multiple aspects of this 

complex process of interaction are here addressed in an interdisciplinary 

and a long-term perspective. 

Through multiple contributions informed by humanities, arts, social 

and natural sciences, the book deals with the way different disciplines 

approach this relationship. Interdisciplinarity or, as stated by Little (2017, 

2), ‘inter-humanities’ – the interdisciplinarity within the humanities – is an 

objective of this book. This publication also points out the importance of 

relating diverse concepts and perspectives to enable a cross-cutting 

analysis and global perception of the human/nature interface throughout 

history. Moreover, it addresses the present concerns about our common 

future, reflecting humans’ current commitment in a process of ‘relearning’ 

to live with nature.  

By combining classic and innovative ways of examining the same 

theme in a variety of geographic spaces, the book also brings together 

contributions that merge traditional and scientific knowledge to better 

understand both the way humans have historically used nature for their 
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own benefit and the impacts of those same uses. Moreover, it joins authors 

at different moments of their careers, of different nationalities and genders, 

thereby broadening perceptions and providing different perspectives of 

analysis depending on specific cultural backgrounds and social contexts, 

thus contributing to stimulating a wide and innovative debate in the field 

of Environmental Humanities (Rose et al., 2012; Little, 2017). 

Peoples, Nature and Environments: Learning to live together is 

organised in five major parts, which mirror its title, and revolves around 

processes of the interactions of humans with other species; past climate 

and extreme events; environments, landscapes and human uses and 

impacts on nature; concepts and policies of management and conservation; 

and the memory, heritage, culture as well as history of science and natural 

history. In fact, the different chapters discuss transversally – across 

methods, subjects, geographies and time scales – how the natural world 

has been perceived, interpreted and manipulated by people, as well as the 

consequences of the secular exploitation of the different natural resources 

and the resulting current imbalances and major threats.  

 

Part 1 – Learning to live together – is a reflection on how we have 

conceived human-nature relationships and human impacts on the natural 

world.  

Patrícia Vieira brings an innovative approach to the way human beings 

relate to each other and to nonhumans with a holistic perspective and 

interspecies dialogue. She discuss theories of cosmopolitanism, embracing 

all human and nonhuman species, to delineate the notion of interspecies 

peace as an alternative to the current war of all against all – in a contest for 

the ‘survival of the fittest’ both individually and at the level of the species 

– that characterises most of our relationships with other living beings. This 

new perspective becomes more pressing when we consider the state of our 

planet and the effects of the ‘war’ which Homo sapiens is conducting 

against nature, other animals and himself. Telmo Pievani and Andra 

Meneganzin outline how the human species has become a dominant 

evolutionary force. Through a mix of different impacting activities (i.e. 

fragmentation of habitats, overpopulation, chemical pollution, invasive 

species, over-exploitation of resources in hunting and fishing), humans 

have produced the conditions for a serious extinction crisis. Therefore, it 

depends on us to solve the various problems and not to become the first 

‘self-endangered species’ on Earth. 

 

Part 2 – Climate and Environmental Changes – analyses aspects of this 

relationship from an historical perspective and from the point of view of 
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its close relationship with climate and environmental changes. It is 

unquestionable today that human actions have brought about major 

changes to the planet with a significant impact on many ecological 

systems. Yet, no less significant is the present need to be prepared to deal 

with climatic events with catastrophic consequences, which repeatedly 

affect a multiplicity of territories considered to be ‘at risk’. In recent years 

we have witnessed a continuum of ‘natural’ disasters which, all over the 

world, evidence this need and make it urgent to develop and implement 

strategies to combat, avoid or minimise them. In this context, reconstructing 

the trend of climatic and environmental changes over time can be a 

powerful instrument to understand long term changes and impacts as well 

as human and nonhuman adaptations.  

The contributions of this section bring us case studies from the Iberian 

Peninsula and Central America during the Little Ice Age (LIA). Cristiana 

Ferreira and her co-authors show how the climate was directly related to 

specific human activities in the Iberian Peninsula during the 17th century. 

Armando Alberola-Romá offers an historical approach to climate disasters 

in early modern Spain, showing the devastating effects of these extreme 

events in the past. Then, he and Luis Arrioja-Díaz Viruel, in a comparative 

study between Spain and the Spanish American colonies in the 18th 

century, demonstrate the unequivocal relationship between periods of 

intense rains, floods and earthquakes with production crises, famines, 

disease and epidemics. 

Part 3 – Policies, Management and Conservation – provides an 

overview of the appropriation and use of different natural resources in 

different times and geographies, enhancing the importance of historical 

evidence to better address present-day conservation challenges. It includes 

chapters dealing with the impact of human activities on aquatic ecosystems 

during the European expansion, as well as on terrestrial ecosystems, 

especially in the chapters addressing the perception and conservation of 

animals and plants. 

Ana Catarina Garcia tries to identify what types of occurrences were 

considered pollution acts and in which terms the idea of ‘pollution’ was 

understood through the analysis of two case studies of Portuguese Atlantic 

insular harbours during the 16th and 17th centuries. Nina Vieira and her 

colleagues deal with Portuguese expansion during the late 18th century and 

the perception of aquatic animals – such as whales, manatees and dolphins 

–, showing how these animals have always been considered valuable and 

usable resources. The analysis of their exploitation provides information 

about the overtime variation of their populations and the impacts of human 

dominance over aquatic ecosystems. Susana Gonçalves Costa and her co-
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authors examine the symbolic way humans perceive and organise other 

animal species. They show that socio-zoologic models categorise species 

according to their roles in each specific cultural context, with important 

consequences for endangered species protection. Such a symbolic division 

between good and bad can influence conservation issues in places where 

nonhuman primates live. Tânia Minhós and Maria Ferreira da Silva, who 

worked in the Cantanhez National Park, one of the last pockets of forest in 

Guinea Bissau, also show the consequences of human impact on 

nonhuman primates. They studied two primate species who have exhibited 

changes in their behaviour as a result of the anthropic modification of their 

habitats. Whereas some species are more plastic and able to change some 

aspects of their socio-ecology (e.g. diet, dispersal, group size), others fail 

to adapt to the new environment and suffer from significant population 

losses or even local extinctions. The anthropic impact on complex 

ecosystems and the political views associated with these actions are 

highlighted in the other two chapters. Francisco Bidone attempts to build a 

coherent relation between economic/developmental thinking and the 

instruments chosen for policy implementation in the 1960s by the 

Brazilian government regarding the Amazon forest while explaining the 

maintenance of an eternal vision of the Amazon as a ‘frontier’ for 

economic growth. In turn, Paulo Guimarães, based on recent contributions 

and on empirical historical research, identifies different types of conflicts 

resulting from the expansion of extractivism in Portugal since the second 

half of the 19th century, with special emphasis on the mining industry, 

agriculture and industrial fishing. He shows how environmental conflicts 

provide a privileged perspective about competitive visions on the 

appropriation and use of natural resources and the irreversible processes of 

the transformation of the environment, while contributing to questioning 

contemporary representations and nationalist identity constructions of a 

country. 

 

Part 4 – Landscape and Heritage – points to the relevance of considering 

and using the operational concepts of ‘landscape heritage’ and ‘cultural 

landscapes’ when analysing past and present situations related to land use 

practices.  

Ana Maria Costa and her colleagues reconstruct the Mesolithic 

landscape of the Portuguese Sado valley, which was occupied c. 8500-

7000 cal BP by Late Mesolithic communities. Their results suggest an 

extensive brackish environment since at least 8400 cal BP, with an 

influence of marine water near the area occupied by the Mesolithic groups. 

The transfer and naturalisation of species is another very important issue 
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in the comprehension of today’s landscape. It deals with contemporary 

ecological issues, sustainable land use, and political problems as well as 

with communities’ identity. Many of these themes are analysed by Cristina 

Joanaz de Melo, who examines in particular the case of the Eucalyptus 

globulus, initially imported in Europe as a substitute for quinine and was 

then, as its use and plantations expanded, considered an undesirable tree in 

the 20th century. She discusses the process under which the same 

ecological object suffered a huge change in symbolic value depending on 

its context, time and space to understand the driving civilisational 

paradigms. Ana Duarte Rodrigues details the uses of vineyards in the 19th 

century and the construction of wine landscapes while farmers of the 

Algarve (south of Portugal) were adapting to their environmental 

conditions. Christine Rottenbacher’s contribution details a public 

participation process where people experienced repeated contact with 

‘their’ places and discussed cultural landscape values. She presents the 

results of her experience in landscape planning and contemporary dance 

performance, developing an assessment method (Moved Planning Process) 

based on the effects of moving together over sites to negotiate the use and 

maintenance of the places that build our cultural landscapes.  

 

Part 5 – Science and Natural History – brings together perceptions and 

experiences related to the progressive ‘discovery’ of nature and how, over 

time, they have been scientifically validated, thus promoting successive 

reconfigurations of knowledge and stimulating epistemic interactions 

among people of cultures and differentiated technologies. Consequently, 

this part contributes to a better awareness of the past, present and future 

role of knowledge as an essential component of a broader dialogue with 

nature, reinforcing the need for a ‘learn to live together’ commitment, 

while, at the same time, drawing attention to the importance of the 

historical dimension of this process. Hence the chapters of this part follow 

a chronological order, from the 15th century – the so-called Age of 

Exploration – to the 20th century. Most of the chapters deal with the 

circulation of the novelties and their consequences, both in their physical 

form – naturalia – and in the form of ideas, between Europe, Africa and 

the Americas. Since ancient times, many animals, particularly parrots and 

primates, have been in great demand as pets, which quickly made them the 

subjects of highly profitable transnational trade. However, animals were 

not the only subject of this intercontinental trade. Other transoceanic but 

‘silent’ passengers were living plants, namely seeds, rhizomes, tubers, 

bulbs and saplings, which were transferred from continent to continent 

throughout an expanding network of sailing routes during the 16th century.  
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Manuel Miranda Fernandes critically reviews some prominent 

examples of transoceanic plant transfer, highlighting the practical 

organisation and the trial and error approach required to overcame 

transportation problems. In contrast, Teresa Nobre de Carvalho discusses 

the relevance of collecting historical information and the importance of 

written sources (reports, treatises, letters) for the circulation of knowledge 

in the Early Modern Period, highlighting both the innovative approach 

shown in reporting Asian nature and the impact on the structuring of a new 

botanical knowledge, or on the very construction of a model of 

dissemination of knowledge that prevailed in the following centuries. As 

Fabiano Bracht notes, 18th century Portuguese colonial territories can be 

understood as places of intense and dynamic processes of the construction, 

extension, and reconfiguration of scientific knowledge. While Bracht 

focuses on India, Gisele da Conceição addresses similar issues for colonial 

Brazil. Analysing the panoply of agents and works involved in the 

processes of the recognition and construction of knowledge about 

Brazilian nature in this period, she underlines the association between 

knowledge and science on a transcontinental scale that is clearly global, 

bringing to the discussion the contribution of the scientific exploration 

journeys to the construction of a scientific knowledge about nature and, 

consequently, its integration into the scientific, political and economic 

context of the time. Wesley Kettle highlights the reports elaborated by 

scientists, colonial administrators and missionaries on their travels in the 

Amazon as part of the process of demarcating borders in the second half of 

the 18th century, and defends the idea of nature as an element capable of 

generating changes in the process of the Portuguese occupation of the 

Amazon and consequently modifying the plans of the Crown. 

 

In Peoples, Nature and Environments: Learning to live together, all 

chapters converge on the idea of the long-term human-nature relationship 

no matter the time, place or context. As humans settled, developed 

agriculture and urban spaces, colonised islands and shorelines, explored 

the hinterlands, and interacted with other humans, they impacted and 

changed the natural world, making out of it a mostly humanised world. 

And while doing so, they have historically (and culturally) tended to forget 

their deep connection to animals and plants, to the lands and aquatic 

spaces they depend on.  

We hope, with the present book, to contribute to this new scholarship 

as well as to the local and global understanding of how humans have 

related, still relate, and are expected to relate in the future, to non-humans 

and all parts of our common world. 
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