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Abstract: At the Conference "Beyond Modernity: Alternative Incursions into the 
Anthropocene" I presented the idea of a premodern Anthropocene, ranging from the late 15th 
century onwards, and marked by the European expansions and the so-called first 
globalization. This was supported by the establishment of colonial territories, the 
development of imperial trading networks, and the exploitation of resources. Continued and 
large-scale extractions of sea resources, for instance, led to habitat degradation, long-term 
impacts and drove populations and species to the brink of extinction. Known as the 
Columbian Exchange or a Wet Globalization, it was a moment of geographic, environmental, 
and sociocultural disruption. Are part of this history the co-constructed narratives that must 
include the ocean as a corridor and a connector, as a place and a home, and as an entity, as 
well as by the entangled relationships of humans and nonhumans. 

Keywords: Blue Humanities; People and other animals; Nonhuman agency; Ocean history; 
Early Modern Atlantic 
 

Advocating for the Humanities for the Ocean in the Anthropocene 

populations expand in numbers and geographic range. Refusing monocultures requires that we entangle 

construct a pluralized Anthropocene, multiple possible conceptions of this epoch must overlap, connect, 
and entangle in ways that may seem only partially legible. A posthuman network of human and nonhuman 
actors may be difficult to reconcile with human desires for racial, sexual, and class-based justice  but no 
one said the Anthropocene was going to be easy. The essential technology for engaging plurality, however, 
is one we already have: stories. (Steve Mentz, 2019) 

We always find ourselves facing ourselves, as individuals, mirrored in the eyes of those 
others  men, women, birds, butterflies, fish, any small or large animal, tree leaves, water 
surfaces, waves, mists of forgotten environments. It is the mirror that shows us our 
appearance and of our family, of the landscapes behind us, but also the environmental 
contamination and destruction, the overexploitation of resources, the simplification of 
habitats and of natural systems, and very sharp ecological, social, and cultural discontinuities 
(Brito, 2021). This is our geography.  

 

6 Assistant Professor at the History Department at NOVA FCSH and the Director of CHAM - Center for the Humanities, 
Lisbon. She has an interdisciplinary, comparative, and cross-cultural approach to her research in early modern marine 
environmental history, Blue Anthropocene, perceptions about and uses of the seas, oceanic histories. She is member of the 

ERC Synergy 4-OCEANS. 
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The Anthropocene - a new geological age on planet Earth, coined by chemist Paul 
Crutzen and colleagues in 2000 - is also known as the epoch of humans, or Sapiens. It is one 
in which human actions have impacted and significantly changed and continue to change 
planet Earth; it is one in which the borders between the anthropic and the biologic dissolve or 
merge (e.g. Fuentes and Baynes-Rock, 2017), even when we do not realize it. In this sense, 
this time in which we move today is the time of humans, where all societies' activities 
temporarily or permanently affect the house we all inhabit and depend on. This is our 
chronology. 

To address and conceptualize this age of the humans, we may follow the perspectives of 
Donna Haraway (2015) according to which the Anthropocene is much more like a border 
than a period. It signals drastic discontinuities, and what will come next is, without a doubt, 
vastly different from what existed previously. Or follow the idea of anthropologist Anna 
Tsing (2021), to whom we need to pluralize the Anthropocene, and treat it as patchy and 
heterogenous, with many temporalities and intersections, as entanglements and historical 
conjunctures that set off new possibilities of being  the Anthropocene detonations. There are 
several current discussions on this topic and different directions of thought7.  

Homogenocene  
a world-  
the possibility of defining our current era, not as the Anthropocene, nor the Capitalocene, as 
others, namely Moore (2016) put it, but rather as the Chthulucene  in which the common 
and joint actions and agencies of all who inhabit the Earth, people included, will allow the 
co- Chthulucene entangles 
myriad temporalities and spatialities and myriad intra-active entities-in-assemblages  
including the more-than-human, other-than-human, inhuman Haraway, 2015). The Feral 

to explore the 
ecological worlds created when nonhuman entities become tangled up with human 
infrastructure projects  

These very brief introductory words show us the Anthropocene as a geological age is 
under avid debate in different scientific fields (Castree, 2014; Lewis and Maslin, 2015), 
including within the Humanities (e.g. Rose et al., 2012; Kitch, 2017) - its beginning raging 
from the Neolithic Revolution or the 20th-century Great Acceleration. Here I present and 
discuss the idea of a premodern or an early modern Anthropocene, from the late 15th century 
onwards, marked by the European expansions and the so-called first globalization  with geo-
political, economic, cultural, and ecological processes involved. This is an essay based on my 
current research in early modern marine environmental history as well as in reflections about 
our current days and social and ecological issues. 

Colleagues and I have been advocating for the Humanities for the Ocean, to 
acknowledge the ecological and material foundations of cultures and societies, its energy and 
food sources, forms of biological coexistence, and the interdependency of humankind and the 
non-human world. Maritime, environmental, art and science historians, (zoo)archaeologists, 
geographers, can address far distant or recent societal and environmental challenges from 
their own disciplinary grounds or through an interdisciplinary lens. Together, we can discuss 
the construction of knowledge, technology, and science; perceptions and representations of 

 

7  
https://www.carsoncenter.uni-muenchen.de/outreach/past-projects/anthropocene/index.html 
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maritime communities and marine populations; convergent or divergent ways of exploitation 
of the ocean, transformation processes, uses and patterns of trade and consumption8.  

We do so based on the principle that human beings are an integral element of aquatic and 
oceanic realities and contexts, now, in the future as they were in the past. Following Helen 
Rozwadowski's words, it is necessary to 'humanize' the ocean in order to save it, that is, it is 
mandatory to include Humanities and Arts in ocean science and literacy (Rozwadowski, 
2020). Analysing trends at regional and global levels, will allow us to assess dynamics and 
impacts in marine ecosystems in the two millennia prior to industrialization and to set the 
boundaries of the Anthropocene earlier in the human chronology. 

This interdisciplinary approach to the epistemology of an early modern and blue 
Anthropocene, as well as to the scientific problematics and methods to be employed, allows 

ecosystems and human historical and sociocultural contexts  as well as the interactions 
between humans and nonhumans. And it is exactly the entanglements established, and the 
consequences of these entanglements, that I am interested in deepening. 

My work so far has been focusing on large aquatic fauna, especially manatees, the sea 
cows  but also whales, dolphins, sharks, sea turtles and other , as they were hunted, 
consumed, conceptualized, and recorded by different human societies across the early 
colonial Americas and Africa. It presents a cross-cultural approach, supported on concepts 
and analytical methods from marine environmental history, the environmental humanities, or 
blue humanities, and animal studies. My research usually tackles more-than-human systems 
where ecologies, geographies, cosmogonies, and cultures are seen and perceived as an 
entangled web of interdependencies. The present essay is focusing not on that research itself - 
not the environments nor animals nor the peoples - but on entanglements and 
interconnectedness. As Carolyn Merchant puts it in her 2020 book The Anthropocene & the 

we are all blips of life in a sea of eternity. We are all visitors in the earth   
We (all) live(d) in networks of interdependencies. 

An Early Modern (and Blue) Globalization 

Colón and his crew did not voyage alone. They were accompanied by a menagerie of insects, plants, 
mammals, and mic
crops like sugarcane (originally from New Guinea), wheat (from the Middle East), bananas (from Africa), 
an Charles C. Mann, 2011) 

As we know, medieval and early modern societies were living in an organic world, as 
people depended on the natural world to survive - for food (self and to feed animals), for 
protection, and for keeping warm. All energy production (physical work) was by means of 
human or animal labor  exception to the use of water and wind as power sources. This was a 

and when and where human societies numbers increased, came transformation of ecosystems 
and environments and, in many parts of the world, overexploitation of those resources  
animals, forests, waters, and so on. From the moment Europeans travelled from Europe to 
other parts of the world and colonized other territories, the appropriation, change and impact 
on peoples and resources became of global magnitude  this is the First Globalization.  

 

8 Much of it is the research agenda of and will be encompassed in the global and interdisciplinary ERC Synergy project 4-
OCEANS: Human History of Marine Life (https://www.tcd.ie/tceh/projects/4-oceans/).  
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This new global way of living on Earth resulted from the encounter of people who did 
not know each other existed; people adapted to spaces and accustomed to very diverse ways 
of living, with structurally different structurally different cultural systems and worldviews, as 
well as very different immune very different immune systems and adaptations to climate and 
environments. With the contact, the encounter. From the moment the transatlantic trade 
routes were established, a network of exchanges and trade was definitively set up between 
Europe between Europe, Africa, and America. People, products, objects, animals, native 
plants, ideas and knowledge, began to flow in the various directions in which the maritime 
communication systems, according to the economic and geostrategic interests of Europeans, 
were established. Objects produced in Europe were transported to Africa and the Americas; 
enslaved Africans were taken to Europe, but mainly the Americas; tropical products, natural 
resources and indigenous people were appropriated and brought to Europe. With contact 
came confrontation. Likewise, other living, albeit silent, elements were transported between 
Europe and the Americas - microbes, bacteria, and viruses. Diseases to which Europeans 
were immune and which did them little harm, such as influenza and chickenpox, but also the 
lethal smallpox, measles, and malaria, were introduced by the newcomers to these territories. 
These diseases wiped out hundreds, thousands (millions?) of people from the local 
populations. In the opposite direction, contact with the Amerindians led to the introduction of 
syphilis in Europe. With contact, contagion (Brito, 2020). 

The so-called First Globalization refers to the growing interdependence of the world's 
economies, their cultures, and populations, through contact and trade, knowledge and 
technology, investment flows, people, information, ecologies, through contact of the different 
geographic regions in the advent of European expansions and colonization. One that was 
constructed on the crests of the ocean waves and equally co-constructed by humans and other 
animals.  

This [aquatic] Columbian Exchange (Crosby, 2003 [1972]; Cook, 2015) 9  or Wet 
Globalization (Mentz, 2020) was a moment of geographic, environmental, and sociocultural 
disruption or dramatic transformation; or yet, following Anna Tsing, a spatial and temporal 
detonator. There is a world before, and a world after. And its history is constructed by the 
entangled relationships of humans and nonhumans, and by the co-constructed narratives that 
must include the ocean as a corridor and a connector, as a place and a home, and as an entity 
(Mentz, 2020). So, we can call  

These early modern processes were supported on the establishment of colonial 
territories, the development of imperial trading networks, and the exploitation of resources. 
Continued and large-scale extractions of sea resources, for instance, led to habitat 
degradation, long-term impacts and drove populations and species to the brink of extinction. 
Sharks, turtles, whales, sea cows, coral, pearls, ambergris, were appropriated, captured, and 
transformed into commodities shipped worldwide. They were exploited locally and 
regionally and included in transoceanic and global networks of trade and transfer. Moving 
from the local to the global, they allowed for the construction of an early modern exchange 
network of knowledge, techniques, ways of doing and ways of seeing the world. As John 
McNeill (2019) puts it, they were elements of ecological teleconnections  an ecological 
transformation that has an economic and social perspective and implies global impacts, 
transfers, or ecological disruptions at large distances of the globe. Animals as products and 

 

9 The multiple connections between the Eastern and Western hemispheres established across the Atlantic (and then other 
oceanic basins) as a result of the early modern European expansions, and the commercial, cultural and biological exchanges 
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resources, and as symbols and knowledge, are seen as an object of inquiry but should also be 
stated as main actors in the centre of studies and stories.  

Given the impact of human extractions and transformations  on the waters and on the 
land  on a global scale and given the number of early modern extinctions and extirpations, 
this moment needs to be taken into consideration while addressing the history or the onset of 
the Anthropocene. The European expansions from the 15th century onwards, which instituted 
global trade and the circulation of people, goods, and natural and ecological elements, should 
also be considered as preconditions for the Anthropocene. 

At a time when natural and exact scientists are beginning to review the solid evidence for 
the multiple ecological interdependencies upon which humans, other animals, and the rest of 
the non-human world depend, we humanities scientists are faced with the challenge of doing 
the same. In this case, to try to understand the historical interconnections and connections, 
not only between different human societies, but also between societies and the rest of the 
natural world. We can, and should, do this starting from one of these historical 'triggers' - the 
so-called first globalization and an early modern Anthropocene. 

Nonhumans as Agents of Historical Narratives 

Being an environmental historian for the early modern period and usually studying extra-
European spaces, environments and sociocultural contexts has allowed me to understand the 
past of human and nonhuman interactions, impacts on (mostly) marine ecosystems and value 
of other animals as co-constructors of common historical narratives. The impacts of these 
ecological exchanges were, at the time, devastating and irreversible, but are still little known 
and studied today. If the history of European maritime expansions and the 'first globalization' 
is usually conceptualized and taught from an economic, cultural, political, and military point 
of view, it is undoubtedly time to start understanding it from an ecological and environmental 
point of view as well. The human presence in certain regions of the planet, at certain times at 
certain times, and their movements, migrations and expansions sometimes have ecological 
causes, but more importantly, they always have ecological and biological consequences 
(Brito, 2020). So, nonhumans are fundamental agents of historical narratives, while not 
forgetting humans as relevant ecological actors. These integrated approaches have also 
pointed me into some recent reflections that emerged because of the 2020 and 2021 
lockdowns - the cleavage felt between the natural and cultural world, the dichotomies we 
have constructed but need to reconsider or de-construct as they were in the past and are so 
today much more fluid and permeable then before believed. 

In this age of people  the Anthropocene , all human practices affect temporarily or 
definitively the home that we all live in and on which we depend. It is the moment to reaffirm 
that humans are not at the centre and, most of the time, not in control.  

As I write these words, we have already lived through well more than a year in which 
daily human practices have been forced to slow down and stop by the action of a virus and its 
consequences on human survival. The Covid-19 pandemic has been, of course, a 'trigger' of 
events or a recent disruptive moment in this time of the Anthropocene  as so many before it, 
at least, for the past 500 years. It drastically altered human existence on the planet and led, in 
March 2020, to a moment lasting several months that many have called 'The Great Pause' or 

cities left empty, animals returning and occupying urban spaces previously colonized only by 
humans, the non-human world trying to reclaim some of its once natural territory. Since then, 
the world remains locked in successive waves. The idea of going back to normal is 
increasingly questioned.  
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As a consequence, we are discussing a 'new normal' in different sectors of civil society 
and academia, including historical views and the socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic. 
But we need to do that in an interdisciplinary manner, by grounding it in the basic issue - the 

-cultural-
of all other species on Earth. At a time when scientists are beginning to review the solid 
evidence for the multiple ecological interdependencies between humans, other animals, and 
the rest of the non-human world, scholars from the Humanities can strongly contribute by 
disentangling the natural-cultural relationships and in its many interconnected perspectives in 
human history. 

It is time to analyse, to think, to teach, and to act beyond our own frontiers and 
boundaries. It is time to get the word out, from our minds and closed circles of scholarship, 
well into the open. The Great Pause demands rethinking, reflection, and respect, and demands 
a recovery  of individual life, and life as an entity - supported on renewal and empathy.  

In our domain of investigation, in recent years, there has been a historiographical 
transition that has been called 'Environmental Turn' or 'Oceanic Turn' (e.g. Deloughrey, 
2017). These conceptual and methodological shifts consider that the study of different life 
forms and their natural habitats, and the development of a critical gaze towards the 
underwater world, allows reorienting historical knowledge and rethinking ecologies and 
imaginaries of the ocean in different geographies and chronologies (Bolster, 2006; 
Deloughrey, 2017). There has also been a historiographical turn towards 'Animal Studies' or 
'Animal History', according to which it is possible to conceptualize and add layers of 
historicity to animals other than humans (e.g. Nance, 2015).  

Considering that people have been using aquatic systems - inland, coastal, and ocean - 
for thousands of years, with strong impacts in the last few hundred years, and have been 
modifying these environments (Bolster, 2006), the human component is also essential to 
understanding the long-term dynamics and the ecologies of these ecosystems. We need to 
start considering the existence and influence of humans in the ecological systems and niches 
that coexist with other natural elements. And we need to reach out to natural scientists to 
include humans in their own questions. Likewise, it is essential to include nonhuman agents 
in the construction of historical narratives. Myself being as well an environmental 

 or one that advocates for the Blue Humanities (Mentz, 2019)  I need 
to consider all nonhumans, other-than-human, or more-than-human elements, and the human 
productions that mirror this plural and kaleidoscopic realities: words, stories, poems, 
paintings, sculptures, traditions, heritage.  

We must come to assume, in understanding the human past and in constructing historical 
narratives, the 'multi-species' systems that populate the planet and the oceans as a major part 
of Earth. As elements of the same (blue) biomes, humans and other species must be 
understood and studied as interdependent and interrelated. 
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