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1.  Preface and Introduction – or: Normalizing  
Environmental History in the Anthropocene 

Part of the (hi-)story that will unfold over these pages started on a 
roof top terrace in Seville on a sweltering September afternoon in 
2017. I was having a three-o’clock lunch with Heidi Scott, a histori-
cal geographer from the University of Massachusetts Amherst who 
was, like me, doing research on the environmental history of coloni-
al Latin America at the Archivo de Indias. Over our late-afternoon, 
post-archival tapas, we got into a long conversation about the diffi-
culty of teaching the field we were both researching, and Heidi sug-
gested organizing a roundtable discussion on Teaching the Environ-
mental History of the Colonial Americas for the annual conference 
of the American Historical Association (AHA) 2019. And so, at the 
end of the first week of January 2019, Heidi, Gregory Cushman, 
Daviken Studnicki-Gizbert, Cameron Strang and I were discussing 
this theme at the AHA conference in Chicago. Among many other 
important points, we agreed that environmental history still needed 
to be normalized.1 That is, despite the fact that environmental histo-
ry is an established field – at least in the U.S. and many Latin Amer-
ican countries, less so in Germany – it is still a field that stands out 
and is treated apart from “normal,” i.e. political, social, and cultural 
history. However, since environmental and climatic questions have 
affected human societies in various and often adverse ways 
throughout history and into the present, a goal, we agreed, would be 
to integrate environmental history to such an extent that it becomes 
normal to teach students the environmental effects of war, or the in-
fluence of climate and disease on early colonial settlers without hav-
ing to add an environmental history tag to the course. That is, in 
short, to close the nature-culture gap in the way we teach history.  

 A second strand of this (hi-)story pre-dates the Sevillean 
Tapas-eating by two years and begins in cold and rainy Germany, at 

                                                            
1  I thank all four scholars for the inspiring conversations before, during, 

and after our roundtable. 



2 Preface and Introduction 

Bielefeld University. Bielefeld’s Latin American history department 
has been hosting an interdisciplinary research project entitled “The 
Americas as a Space of Entanglements,” which is linked to a long-
standing Bielefeldian tradition of exploring entanglements in the 
global South, the “Bielefelder Verflechtungsansatz” developed 
throughout the 1980s (Evers 1986). The context of this project and 
discussions with my colleagues compelled me to think more in-
tensely and systematically about entanglements/entangled histories 
in the context of my own new book project on socio-environmental 
transformation in the colonial Caribbean. The initial experience 
when working through the research literature on entanglements/en-
tangled histories and post-colonial criticism was, yet again, that of 
staring squarely into the abyss of the nature-culture divide. So, the 
resulting vertigo became the spur for wanting to integrate “nature” 
and “the environment” into the concept of entanglement, ideas that I 
will outline a little further below.  

The third strand of this (hi-)story refers to the discourse and re-
search about the Anthropocene. It’s an often-stated truism that his-
torians are children of their time and so their questions and focus are 
influenced by the current events of their time as well. This study is 
no exception, and as may be evident, the first two strands mentioned 
above are closely connected or even encompassed by this third. The 
“Anthropocene” has been discussed as a new geological epoch in 
which humans have become a planetary-scale force in changing the 
globe from its deep soil layers and the oceans to the higher atmos-
phere. It was proposed by Dutch atmospheric chemist and Nobel 
Laureate Paul Crutzen and by U.S. biologist Eugene Stoermer in 
2000 (Crutzen and Stoermer 2000). The two researchers suggested 
the new term to contrast with the still-ongoing Holocene, which 
Geologists are dating, with the help of Greenland ice cores, from 
11’700 years ago (Walker et al. 2009). This is the era during which 
the Neolithic Revolution took place and during which human civili-
zations as we know them today have developed. This latter fact is 
largely due to the relatively mild climatic conditions that have per-
sisted throughout the Holocene and that have allowed humans to 




