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CHAPTER 1

Moral Ecologies: Histories of Conservation, 
Dispossession and Resistance

Carl J. Griffin, Roy Jones and Iain J. M. Robertson

I go back my full life knowing about it [the common] … my father before 
him as well, went right, back. So he was very protective of it in his day 
… What his idea was … It’s a piece of limestone grassland, basically, and 
that’s what it should still be … our common was in the condition that it 
is now because of the way … it has been looked after. One of the biggest 
differences between all my life and all my father’s life—and his father, but 
we won’t go on to that…1

If we thought for some reason it [the common] was getting a little bit 
dodgy, and there were one or two places where the grass did grow, because 
the cattle couldn’t get to them, because it was down the bank, and if it 
was really ripping through it, we would put a bit out ourselves. We’d say, 
“We’ll keep that edge back, away from the wood,” or whatever.2
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The practice of burning the grassland on the common of the 
Gloucestershire parish of Sheepscombe ended in the early 1980s. As the 
common-side cottages of the small villages nestled in the valleys north of 
Stroud, immortalised in Laurie Lee’s Cider with Rosie (1959),3 were sold 
to those who sought a rural idyll away from the soot and noise of the 
city, the established, vernacular ways of managing the common fell into 
disuse and even disrepute. The customary winter practice of burning the 
old, dead grass on the local commons to encourage new growth did not 
meet with the approval of those who wanted clean air and calm, rather 
than the ash, smell and seeming chaos of the common ablaze. Approval 
for this practice was similarly withheld by the forebears of English 
Nature, the organisation which became officially involved in the manage-
ment of the common in 1984: burning was not something allowed in 
a National Nature Reserve or a Site of Special Scientific Interest. But it 
was, in the words of one long-time resident, the regime of burning and 
the grazing of cattle that “kept the common a common … Burning and 
grazing together was excellent.”4 So, when the commoners stopped com-
moning, the end of burning and grazing allowed the grassland to slowly 
become scrub, and the scrub to become woodland. Intervention, in the 
form of scrub clearance and the lopping of trees, therefore became nec-
essary in order to preserve grassland habitats. Or, to put it another way, 
in the attempt to conserve the local commons, they effectively stopped 
being commons. A vernacular, informal and unwritten way of managing 
the common as a space which had sustainably supported the commoners 
for generations, gave way, in the name of conservation, to a new way of 
managing the common emanating from statute and national policy.

This issue, in microcosm, embodies the arguments, ideas and con-
flicts that define this book. The case studies that follow demonstrate how 
and, to some extent, even why elite conservation schemes and policies 
can often inscribe customary and vernacular forms of managing com-
mon resources as variants of banditry—and how and why the ‘bandits’ 
fight back. Our inspirations are many but foremost is a volume which 
will surely go down as one of the classics of early twenty-first century his-
torical writing: Karl Jacoby’s endlessly suggestive and powerful Crimes 
against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves and the Hidden History of 
American Conservation. First published in 2001 and, as a revised edition 
in 2014, Jacoby’s book ostensibly rests on a simple hypothesis: namely 
that the early history of the conservation movement in the United States 
was premised on denying the customary practices of those who lived in 



1  MORAL ECOLOGIES: HISTORIES OF CONSERVATION, DISPOSSESSION …   3

areas newly inscribed as national parks and labelling many of their land 
use and survival practices as ‘crimes against nature.’ Simply put, and in 
line with Jacoby’s subtitle, dwelling without deeds in these parks was 
now to be an illegal squatter; to take game to eat was to poach; and 
to take wood and other biotic and mineral resources to fuel and build 
homes was to steal. The denial and inscription of these practices sug-
gested that they were Crimes against Nature not only because of shifts 
in the law and federal policy but also because they were carried out sup-
posedly indiscriminately and with no regard for the sustainability of these 
now hallowed and protected spaces. And yet, Jacoby shows how these 
alleged plunderers of the environment not only acted in ways which we 
might understand to be sustainable but also used community sanctions 
against those who did abuse their unwritten, vernacular laws of place, or 
what Jacoby calls their ‘moral ecology.’5

Our starting contention, following Jacoby, is that the language and 
practices of conservation often dispossess poor indigenous peoples and 
settlers representing their lifestyles and livelihoods as threats to the sus-
tainability of the land, and that such peoples therefore resist by contin-
uing to live their everyday lives as they had always done, frequently in 
defiance of the new laws and regulations of ‘conservation.’ We use the 
word ‘starting’ deliberately. What follows, both in this introduction but 
more importantly in the thematic chapters, further develops and chal-
lenges this definition. Indeed, this book presents an extension and appli-
cation of Jacoby’s approach and conceptual framework, taking moral 
ecology beyond the specific study of the early days of the US national 
parks and applying and testing it in a variety of spatial, temporal and 
cultural contexts. It takes both a global stance and a temporally deep 
perspective, examining the complex ways in which local custom and 
state and even international claims to conservation and their resultant 
attempts to restrict and dispossess collide in a variety of contexts from 
the early eighteenth century to the past in the present. Intriguingly, 
moral ecology as a concept is worn lightly in Crimes against Nature and 
is only explicitly articulated on two separate pages.6 If, therefore, our aim 
in this collection is to test the validity of moral ecology beyond its orig-
inal context, it is also, at heart, an attempt to extend and to firm up this 
most suggestive of concepts. Collectively, we aim to do this in three key 
ways. First, we examine several forms of dispossession which have been 
enacted in the name of conservation and attempt to understand their 
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histories, not least in terms of the manner in which past policy decisions 
underpin contemporary ways of being and conflict. Second, this collec-
tion examines those acts of being in place by local populations which, 
to draw on the phenomenology of Martin Heidegger, serve to resist the 
discourses and schemes of elite conservation by asserting, as anthropol-
ogist Tim Ingold would have it, the right to dwell.7 Finally, our aim to 
bring moral ecology more into the light of academic scrutiny is pred-
icated upon bringing our chapters into dialogue with each other and, 
more fundamentally, with the progenitor of the concept, Karl Jacoby.

In so doing, we do not claim that all conservation schemes represented 
clandestine—or even overt—attempts to dispossess. Many conservation 
schemes, past and present, have undeniably been socially and ecologi-
cally well-intentioned and carefully constituted. Nor are we claiming that 
conservation per se always privileges environmental and material worlds 
before human ones. Indeed, examples abound of conservation schemes 
either instigated to protect threatened and marginalised populations or 
to preserve access, something now given force in the UNESCO-WIPO 
World Forum on the Protection of Folklore and its advocacy for the pro-
tection of ‘intangible cultural heritage.’8 Rather, we seek to demonstrate 
the remarkable depth and persistence, across space and time, of how the 
languages and practices of conservation, and of how attempts to prevent 
‘abuses’ and ‘spoil’, have been used to dispossess. In doing so, we also 
highlight the centrality of claims for the purification of space by race and 
class, a practice especially evident in the making of settler colonialism.

This, then, is a book about a world all too readily lost in the shad-
ows. Our concern is with the murky subtexts of rational and scientific 
management principles and with the popular responses thereto, both 
clandestine and dramatic acts of protest and everyday forms of resist-
ance, and therefore with James Scott’s ‘hidden transcripts’ of the poor.9 
It is also necessarily a book about ‘commons,’ those spaces in which 
resources—in this context ‘natural’ resources—are held and managed in 
common rather than being subject to the exclusive and exclusionary doc-
trines of private or state property rights. We use inverted commas here 
deliberately: for while commons were—and, in many places, continue to 
be hard, material entities—this noun has long since transcended these 
(literally) grounded signifiers. In part in response to Garret Hardin’s 
provocative ‘tragedy of the commons’ thesis, and to broader concerns 
about renewed forms of dispossession and privatisation, ‘commons’ has 
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become an adjective, a concept and a metaphor for a far broader range of 
relationships over the use and regulation of commonable things material 
and conceptual (on which more below).10

This collection brings together historians, geographers, anthropol-
ogists, archaeologists, folklorists and critical heritage studies theorists 
united by a shared interest in ‘commons,’ offering a range of different 
approaches and insights to Jaboby’s moral ecology and drawing upon 
a diverse ‘archive’ embracing official documents, oral testimonies and 
material culture. What follows in this introductory chapter establishes the 
argument of the book and grounds the diverse individual chapters, with 
a flushing and fleshing out of Jacoby’s ‘moral ecology’ concept. At the 
same time, however, we weave into this explication a detailed discussion 
of the influences that underpin moral ecology—both as explicitly attested 
in Crimes against Nature and more broadly—drawing on the founda-
tional works on rural resistance by E. P. Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm and 
James Scott, on environmental history, and, critically, on the subaltern 
studies movement.11 We adopt this integrated approach here in part to 
locate Jacoby’s concept of moral ecology more firmly within the litera-
ture to which it clearly belongs. We also relate this concept to the new 
protest studies literature, a body of work which, to its detriment, has 
hitherto given little attention to moral ecology.12 In part, we take this 
approach to our narrative because although the story of the development 
of moral ecology intersects with the historiography of rural resistance 
only infrequently, it does so at important ‘moments’ in that story. Finally, 
this introduction maps out the themes and structure of the book, intro-
ducing and lacing together the arguments of the separate chapters.

Moral Ecology: Concept and Roots

The intellectual trajectory underlying moral ecology is a fascinat-
ing one. Jacoby’s concept is first apparent in an embryonic form in a 
paper on “Class and Environmental History” published in the journal 
Environmental History.13 Here, Jacoby signals his interest in the early 
icons of the North American conservation movement by offering a case 
study of what he sees as a class war in the nascent Adirondacks Park. 
To approach class in this way—through the lens of environmental his-
tory—was an important innovation. Even by the late 1990s, the topic 
of class relations had rarely surfaced in the work of those who wrote on 
the American conservation movement. There was, Jacoby has argued, 
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a certain blindness to class differentiations in this context. Further, the 
intellectual closeness between early environmental history and the con-
servation movement acted to obscure the ways in which conservation 
schemes, whether intentionally or not, might act to dispossess the indig-
enous and settled poor.

Fascinatingly, and seemingly in the face of his earlier paper, Crimes 
against Nature began, as the author relates in his preface, as a conven-
tional work of American environmental history, an analysis of the ‘wil-
derness cult’ that developed in late nineteenth-century America.14 And, 
in many ways, his book remains firmly rooted in the pantheon of envi-
ronmental history, the doctoral thesis, from which the book emerged, 
being supervised by no less an environmental history luminary than Bill 
Cronon.15 Moreover, Jacoby’s central theme of conservation and its 
temporal framing—the key moments in the making of the environmental 
movement—are located at the very heart of the Nashian environmental 
history project.16 Indeed, to read the endnotes, and the acknowledge-
ments, is to read a who’s who of American environmental history.17

It is clear, however, that Jacoby was dancing to a different tune. 
Simultaneously, he was listening to the siren calls of the cultural turn and 
of the history from below movement.18 What emerged in his subsequent 
writings is an environmental history told differently, a novel collision 
with many of the very different concerns of social history, not least class, 
conflict and criminality. Importantly, however, Crimes against Nature 
emerged virtually alongside Bill Cronon’s provocation around the cul-
ture (to eschew the word ‘nature’) of ‘wilderness.’ In taking a similarly 
cultural turn, Jacoby too saw that social and environmental relations 
were both irreducibly interwoven with and have given rise to “the mate-
rial reality that we call nature”.19

None of this is to say that, before that point, environmental his-
tory was acritical. Indeed, the defining contribution of Cronon’s work 
is to bring a critical sensibility to environmental history.20 Nor is it to 
say Jacoby broke entirely new ground in studying the social unrest that 
conservation policies and practices so often wrought. As Jacoby put it 
himself: “Having begun this study with the sense that I was voyaging 
alone into uncharted territory, I have been pleased to encounter sev-
eral fellow explorers of conservation’s hidden history along the way.”21 
Rather, it is to note that Jacoby’s conceptual influences transcended the 
environmental history canon. For while, as Donald Worster suggested, 
“Environmental history [in the US] was… born out of a moral purpose,  
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with strong political commitments behind it,”22 Jacoby’s different and 
antithetical ‘morals’ challenged the elitist, exclusionary morality of early 
conservationism which failed to see any worth in the lives and lifeworlds 
of those who were captured within and around the physical and con-
ceptual boundaries of the Adirondack Park.23 Consequently, for many  
Adirondackers, the most striking feature of conservation was its recon-
ceptualisation of many long-standing local practices as crimes: hunt-
ing as ‘poaching,’ the cutting of trees as ‘timber theft,’ foraging as 
‘trespassing.’24

If the notion of moral ecology is never actually given this name in 
his initial paper, it is present in embryonic form. Everyday resistance to 
the imposition of new values from without and above is exposed, as is 
local and communal support for such practices and the refusal to aban-
don those activities which had been criminalised. This resistance is tem-
pered, however, by the recognition of clear bounds to acceptable practice 
and attempts (if not always successes) at internal regulation. The strong 
vein of archival material tapped in this early exploration of moral ecol-
ogy flows ever more strongly in Crimes against Nature. It is in Jacoby’s 
book-length treatment where the concept emerges fully formed as a spe-
cific attempt to explain the dwelt experience of conservation as locally 
practised and to write an environmental history from below.

Beyond question, when historians of any hue pull back the curtain on 
the ‘shadow world’ of the subaltern, as Jacoby does in his story of con-
flict that centred on resource utilisation, their debt to the history from 
below movement is profound. Moral ecology is no exception to this. 
With the touchstones of the concept readily acknowledged by Jacoby, 
the moral belief system of the rural poor, accessed via the rereading of 
elite documents and inspired by the subaltern school of Indian studies, 
saw their activities captured under the category and concept of social 
crime. Jacoby has adopted perspectives rooted in a movement which 
originated partly in the historians group of the British Communist Party 
and partly in the pages of the journal Past and Present. To unashamedly 
re-use one of the most frequently deployed quotations by those who 
seek to write the experiences and perspectives of ordinary people, here 
are the intellectual and political origins of a project which sought

…to rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite cropper, the “obsolete” 
handloom weaver, the utopian artisan and even the deluded follower of 
Joanna Southcott, from the enormous condescension of posterity.25
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The formidable figure, intellect and oeuvre of Edward Thompson 
sit at the centre of moral ecology. In drawing Thompson’s moral econ-
omy into dialogue with the concept of social crime, Jacoby both follows 
a well-trodden path and brings together the founding fathers of protest 
studies: Thompson and Eric Hobsbawm. Thompson sees, in English 
eighteenth-century crowd actions, the assertion of a moral universe and 
economy as against the very different world view of the then hegemonic 
political economy. It is this sense of the moral, simply understood as the 
popular consensus over the right and proper way of behaving, acting 
and believing across society and social relations, that is the wellspring of 
moral ecology. So it is that, having issued the initial critiques that envi-
ronmental history had hitherto been little concerned with the social and 
the demotic, and that conservationists and historians had been too quick 
to view all acts of opposition as malice-laden evidence of rural backward-
ness and deviance,26 Jacoby draws on Thompson’s concept of moral 
economy as offering the ideal definition and model for ‘recreating’ the 
“moral universe that shaped local transgressions of conservation laws.” 
In “glimps[ing]” into “the pattern of beliefs, practices and traditions 
that governed how ordinary rural folk interacted with the environment.” 
Here we see a complex and consistent value system, a vision of nature 
‘from the bottom up’ that offers a radically different take on the forms 
and purposes of human–environment entanglements.27 In asserting this, 
Jacoby is not only drawing on Thompson’s seminal studies of the shared 
values of the eighteenth-century English crowd in relation to the fair 
retailing of foodstuffs but he is also inspired by Thompson’s analysis of 
the battle between vernacular resource use and the imposition of state 
will in the Crown forests of southern England. It is the great strength of 
moral ecology that, even though Thompson’s moral economy has argu-
ably been subject to more scrutiny and has been transposed to a greater 
number of contexts than any other concept ever penned by a social histo-
rian, it draws also on Whigs and Hunters, the central thesis of which has 
hitherto been less influential outside Britain.28

Thus Jacoby’s work—a telling of the ways in which customary prac-
tices in a settler society were reinscribed as offences against conserving 
natural things—while it is inevitably similar to Thompson’s analysis of the 
forests of Berkshire, Hampshire and Surrey, develops these ideas to bring 
moral economy and social crime into dialogue. This is indeed something 
of an innovation since, in the early protest historiography, these issues 
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were treated somewhat separately. The identification and classification of 
practices made illegal by the policing state, but regarded by rural work-
ers as being part of their customary code (‘social crime’) was pioneered 
by Eric Hobsbawm.29 In a series of influential essays, Hobsbawm began 
the work which established a number of key parameters that frame the 
concept.30 These include law breaking as a more-or-less deliberate act 
of resistance, with the criminal as a conduit for widely held social griev-
ances. This points to a second framing element, that of the existence of 
wide community support for the transgressive act—an element intro-
duced into the oeuvre in the pages of the ground-breaking Albion’s Fatal 
Tree.31 Critical here, for moral ecology, was the assertion, expressed most 
clearly by John Rule, that this sanction came from communally held 
beliefs that such acts, though reinscribed as illegal, were not in fact crim-
inal.32 Finally, and the most important element that has fed into moral 
ecology is the recognition that social crime involved the criminalisation 
of hitherto customary behaviours, rights and beliefs. Consequently, and 
central to the formulation of moral ecology, was the revelation, in the 
pages of Albion’s Fatal Tree, that activities such as poaching, wood- 
taking, sheep-stealing, smuggling and coastal ‘wrecking’ all embodied 
an element of social dissent which was carried out with the support of 
the working community and in defiance of the law. Crime, as any critical 
legal theorist will concur, was and is socially defined.

It is at this point, however, where the study of rural defiance, dissent 
and disturbance rather ground to a halt. Much subsequent effort was 
expanded on delineating protest’s multifarious trajectories and diverse 
geographies in a stately gavotte that has been charged by one of the cur-
rent authors as more closely resembling “two steps forward; six steps 
back.”33 Until comparatively recently, the consequences of this Brownian 
motion-like activity have been the ossifying, if not actually the withering 
away, of any prospects for greater conceptual innovation in the field of 
protest studies.34

By contrast, moral ecology carries clear echoes of wider and growing 
debates in the humanities and social and environmental sciences con-
cerning the relationship of indigenous and poor settled peoples to the 
land and to other biotic resources. In this way—by turning to the cul-
tural meanings of nature—Jacoby draws attention to the position of 
rural subalterns in, to borrow David Featherstone’s phrase, “the con-
testation of particular relations between humans, animals and spaces.”35  
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Indeed, the perspectives of subaltern studies feature large in Crimes 
against Nature—even if the ‘unofficial mind’ that Jacoby’s counter- 
narrative exposes is that of conservation’s practices and consequences— 
“the attitudes of country people towards nature.” By contrast, the origi-
nal subaltern project was concerned with “how to reconfigure or rewrite 
the problem of class relations within a social formation which could not 
be described as a fully developed industrial economy.”36

These diverse threads constitute the warp and weft of moral ecology 
as it met top-down scientific conservation in the differing and conflict-
ing social enrolments of the non-human: plants; animals; technologies. 
These assemblages—to draw on the concept of Gilles Deleuze and  
Félix Guattari—of all these things were articulated and legitimised in 
bottom-up protests through claims to the natural right of subsistence 
and to custom.37 The upshot was that “country people often spun a web 
of local use rights that held the natural world in a tight embrace” and 
from which materialised a set of beliefs and practices that appropriated 
natural resources for purposes of basic subsistence. In short, rural folk 
sought to “impose a common rights doctrine from below.”38

A further, and perhaps final, thread from which Jacoby wove moral 
ecology is captured in Timothy Beatley and Kristy Manning’s view that 
“a sustainable community … nurtures a sense of place by understanding 
and respecting its bioregional context … [it] … respects the history and 
character of those existing features that nurture a sense of attachment 
to, and familiarity with place.”39 For Jacoby, sustainability is rooted in 
a vernacular and quotidian view of nature which, in turn, interacts with 
community, its socio-economic norms and practices, and with both place 
and taskscape—a space of human activity defined and bounded by the 
practices performed therein—to form the bedrock of moral ecology.  
A shared understanding of the interactions of ecology, economy and 
society, forged over generations, modulates the ecological base to local 
lifeworlds, and prescribes and frames sustainable and context-specific 
resource utilisation practices. Moral ecology, in short, embraces a set of 
vernacular “beliefs, practices and traditions that governed how rural folk 
interacted” with their local environments.40

For the encroaching bureaucratic state and its early leisured prac-
tices of elite hunting, it was the whole apparatus of moral ecology that 
lay beyond their bounds of acceptability. Conservation’s ambition was 
therefore to (re)define, delimit and proscribe vernacular and indigenous 
ways of being in the world. In order to achieve this, the instigators of 
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conservation movements enacted new laws by which to prosecute the 
newly criminalised, thereby concretising a set of fundamental opposi-
tions around laws, beliefs and values in which both sides were seeking to 
buttress “what kind of society they should inhabit and how this society 
should relate to the natural world around it.”41

Sitting alongside this conceptual framing, Jacoby’s preferred 
method was to allow demotic views and resistances to emerge in these 
lifespaces.42 He turns, in short, to three weighty case studies of conflict 
between moral and managerial beliefs and that is where we must follow 
him. In the Adirondacks, Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon, time and 
time again, local inhabitants found what they understood as legitimate 
ways of utilising the natural world proscribed and what they understood 
as their hunting and fishing areas sealed off. In the Adirondacks, moreo-
ver, it was the growth of private parks which presented the greatest chal-
lenge to their lifespaces, physically enclosing the best grounds over which 
rural folks would roam and out of which was fashioned their individual 
and collective biographies and their environmental relations. One such 
vernacular practice involved grass burning to encourage a spring flush.43 
These fallow fires were swiftly reinscribed as arson. But the resultant 
significant growth in their number following reinscription was, Jacoby 
asserts, something more than simply a criminal response or revenge, it 
was the means by which Adirondackers asserted their, and the forest’s, 
freedom from state management.44

These nuanced insights into the moral ecology of the rural poor con-
tinue in Jacoby’s Yellowstone. Here, poaching is revealed as being both 
multi-faceted and as considerably more morally ambiguous than most 
other studies allow. In particular, the practice could be contested from 
within the poaching community: there were, in short, acceptable and unac-
ceptable poaching performances. Perhaps the best example of this nuanced 
understanding is found in Jacoby’s approach to communal support for 
criminal activities, a foundation stone of the notion of social crime.45 As 
laid out by David Hay in his study of eighteenth-century poaching on 
Cannock Chase in the English Midlands, “a wall of silence” would greet 
estate keepers when seeking information, but they faced word spreading 
“like lightening” when they came to serve a search warrant. By contrast, 
Jacoby shows that there were clear limits to communal support and that, 
when given, it could be provided grudgingly or even under coercion.46

This subtle reworking of the interactions of customary right, econ-
omy, society and culture as expressed through social crime, continues 



12   C. J. GRIFFIN ET AL.

with Jacoby’s third case study, which offers his clearest example of moral 
ecology as a sustainable approach to resource utilisation from below. 
The Grand Cañon Forest Reserve was created in 1893, with the local 
Havasupai people almost overnight being reinscribed as squatters and 
poachers, although it took some time for this policy to be enacted on 
the ground. The Havasupai used the Grand Cañon plateau on a sea-
sonal transient basis, a lifespace and a timeframe that did not fit well with 
rational and managerialist conservation discourse. In fact, such was the 
disjuncture between these two ways of interacting with the Grand Cañon 
environment that it took a number of years before the Havasupai appre-
hended the fact that their nomadic lifespace had been proscribed. To this 
they resisted in a number of interlocking ways. Havasupai claimed ‘prior 
right’ to resource utilisation, based on the fact that both Indian and deer 
had been there before the white man and were part of well-established 
assemblages of the human and non-human. Confusingly to them, this 
prior right was only secured by the continuous performance of those 
rights. To fail to use this—overwintering in the traditional places or 
hunting deer—meant that the right had ceased to exist, an idea without 
meaning to the Havasupai. Conversely, the hunt and other cultural forms 
carried deep meaning for them. Havasupai environmental practices and 
performances—lifescape and identity—were thus inextricably intertwined 
and buttressed by a vernacular moral ecology.47

Further, Jacoby demonstrates that, for the Havasupai, a success-
ful hunt both relied on significant preparatory rituals and delineated 
the passage into manhood. On one level, to hunt drew the natural and 
supernatural even closer together—with ‘game shamans’ playing a piv-
otal role—but, on another level, the distribution of any kill among the 
community reinforced ties of kin and obligation.48 What is revealed by 
these case studies is layer upon layer of informal, local and quotidian 
interactions and assemblages, not static bur rather constantly evolving, 
between indigenous peoples, settlers and the non-human. These inter-
actions, from which emerged a moral ecological taskscape, were, at the 
same time, mutually supportive and constitutive but were also delimited 
by a “bounded, circular, jealously possessive consciousness.”49

Moral Ecology: Parallels

The great strength of Crimes against Nature is that it offers a con-
vincing example of the critically important interdisciplinary conversa-
tions between the social and environmental sciences; between historical 
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geography, and environmental, social and cultural histories. This is the 
ground upon which the current volume rests and which, with significant 
insights from subaltern studies, has reinvigorated and propelled forward 
the study of protest histories. It was a missed opportunity, therefore 
that, until very recently, the field of protest studies has ignored the pos-
sibilities offered by Jacoby’s monograph and by his articulation of moral 
ecology in particular. This interaction, notwithstanding clear indications 
of the power and utility of these broader conversations, did emerge at 
about the same time as Crimes against Nature, in the work of Jeanette 
Neeson and Brian Short in particular.50 Both have placed the sustenance 
of the body and the culture of plebeian households at the centre of their 
analyses and have convincingly shown how critical the maintenance of 
common rights was thereunto. What emerges from their work is an 
appreciation of everyday lives as the taskscape, as something enmeshed 
with landscapes and the senses:

within which to work, to court and socialise … a space within which land-
owners, tenant farmers, cottagers and landless labourers were bound in a 
mutuality of exchange … dependent upon a local discourse concerning 
exactly what could and could not be undertaken on the Forest …. activi-
ties which were socially recognised, which were part of the landscape, and 
which … gave a sense of belonging to a community.51

Perhaps even more than Short’s analyses, Neeson’s work on commons 
and commoners is an important step out of the blind alley into which 
protest studies had turned by the late 1980s. To break the mould, to 
convincingly turn away from the old shibboleths and to pay full respect 
to the protestors and their motivations, has required commentators to 
engage with the ‘infrapolitics’ of conflict and resistance. In this, there 
are elements of a broader trend in protest studies away from a monoc-
ular focus on overt disturbance and towards the work of James C. Scott 
and what Michael Braddick and Walter term, in their Negotiating Power 
in Early Modern England, as the tactics by which the relatively pow-
erless seek to defend their interests.’52 Indeed, the impact of James C. 
Scott’s twin conceptualisations of everyday forms of peasant resistance 
and of hidden transcripts has been profound.53 These emerge in a body 
of work, which weaves together cultural and political anthropology and 
political theory to explore the exigencies and conflicts that inhere to 
rural life. This initiative has injected considerable intellectual energy and 
a new dynamism and vigour into intellectual engagements with socially 
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criminal behaviours and the study of peasant resistance more generally. 
As with Jacoby, Thompson and much of the history from below move-
ment more generally, Scott’s body of work developed out of a concern 
to understand the transitions to capitalism in agrarian social relations 
and the resultant resistances to this shift. An additional underlying con-
cern lies with recovering the agency and ideologies of the rural poor. 
Ultimately, however, Scott’s formulation of everyday forms of resistance 
derives from his understanding of class relations and from the probability 
that the rural poor and their masters mutually recognised the advantages 
of avoiding open confrontation. It is here that Scott follows Thompson 
and foreshadows Jacoby in foregrounding custom and usage and the 
everyday ‘weapons of the weak’ such as “foot-dragging, dissimulation, 
desertion, false compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance, sabotage.”54

Once the mould had been broken, even though the gaze of new pro-
test historians failed to alight on moral ecology, it did turn to the pos-
sibilities offered by both environmental histories (more generally) and 
subaltern studies.55 Perspectives that have been drawn together in the 
work of Ramachandra Guha, who has repeatedly shown the critical reli-
ance of the Indian rural poor ‘past and present’ on the sustainable use of 
ecological resources in their communities. In such contexts, issues of sus-
tainability are key: the idea that, without the need of outside regulation 
and forms of control, such communities carefully protect, and indeed 
must protect, that which is needed to carry on the future life of the com-
munity.56 Against this, attempts to impose outside regulations and rules 
restricting demotic uses of biological resources—what Arun Agrawal has 
called ‘environmentality,’ the technologies of environmental govern-
ance—have been a persistent theme in recent protest scholarship, fusing 
understandings of environmental management with ideas of privatisation 
(‘enclosure’) and forms of colonial and state dispossession.57 This is not 
to say that all such work has focused entirely on ideas of one-way con-
trol; for instance Adil Najam has shown how systems that were initially 
in conflict can be resolved to mutually beneficial environmental ends.58 
Rather, and in common with Jacoby, it is to acknowledge that top-down, 
external and elite environmental schemes, whatever their intentions, 
invariably generate conflict and can thereby provoke resistance to such 
attempts at dispossession from those we ought to recognise as internal 
subalterns. This is certainly the subtext, if not the actual text, of recent 
work on the processes of those acts of dispossession and privatisation that 
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comprised the English enclosure movement. Additionally, as McDonagh 
and Griffin suggest:

It is important to note that the lessons learnt from enclosing rural England 
were directly applied in the carving up and making private property of 
those sovereign states the British Empire colonised. In this way, privatisa-
tion and colonisation are intertwined in land, and struggles against priva-
tisation and colonisation similarly rooted in the soil of the dispossessed.59

Attempts to ‘thicken’ our understandings of enclosure (broadly 
defined) and the responses thereto by rural subalterns form the core of 
a literature that aims to entangle environmental, social and cultural his-
tories and geographies of dispossession and resistance.60 The most sig-
nificant strand of this way of writing, moreover, is that which draws a  
recognition of hybridity and of the dynamic and constitutive role of 
nature/culture relations into the discussion.61 Thus hedges and trees 
come to be recognised as actants in the enclosure drama, with the lat-
ter understood as being the ‘living capital’ of those instigating major 
socio-economic change in the English countryside. In this view, attacks 
on trees became forms of everyday resistance to these changes by those 
who had been denied access to these resources, with both flora and 
fauna inducing a cultural myopia within eighteenth- and early nine-
teenth-century state silviculture schemes.62 In one instance, the capabili-
ties and roles of both mice and rabbits in oppositional assemblages of the 
non-human and human simply passed unrecognised.63

In all this, finally, the ground has been laid for the successful and over-
due return of moral ecology back home. For too long, Jacoby’s study of 
the shadow world of North American conservation has remained in the 
shadows of protest studies. Illustrative of this is the fact that, while one 
of the most important recent contributions to the perspectives embraced 
by this volume—Featherstone’s study of the Irish eighteenth-century 
peasant protest movement—explores and expands the utility of subal-
tern political ecology, a way of thinking that finds its way into Crimes 
against Nature, Jacoby’s arguably more persuasive and appropriate 
concept was not even offered up as a comparator. This certainly cannot 
be said for students of dispossession and resistance beyond Britain and 
Europe. Here, even though Crimes against Nature rather glosses over 
the constitutive and dynamic roles of the non-human, something this 
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volume intends to do something about, its influence has been profound. 
It is therefore to a consideration of these influences of and parallels to 
Jacoby’s original that we now turn.

Moral Ecology: Routes

An interest in the heterogeneous associations of humans and non- 
humans is one of the many threads which Crimes against Nature shares 
with the contemporary upsurge in ‘commons’ research and with a turn 
to the study of popular responses to green development. Indeed, while 
Jacoby both explicitly and implicitly drew on a wide range of concepts 
and approaches, it is important to note that his work intersects with a yet 
broader set of literatures. At the time of writing, Crimes against Nature 
has been cited 679 times on Google Scholar, an admittedly crude meas-
ure and metric but one that conveys the extent of the uptake and impact 
of Jacoby’s study.64 Perhaps more telling still is that a qualitative anal-
ysis of these citations suggests that Jacoby’s book has been influential 
in a wide variety of contexts broadly captured as: work on US national 
parks; conservation and development; US environmental history; world 
environmental history; hunting; and rural crime today. While the book’s 
influence on work on US national parks and wider American environ-
mental history is easily understandable, its wider global influence is tell-
ing. This influence is not writ explicitly in terms of the concept of ‘moral 
ecology’ (only 28 of the 667 citations mentioning moral ecology explic-
itly), but rather in terms of the broader argument that elite conservation 
schemes act to dispossess, swapping one set of vernacular ‘conservations’ 
for legally defined and centrally enforced ones. In this vein, we should 
perhaps pick out, not for any critical purpose but simply to illustrate 
the sheer timeliness of Jacoby’s work, José E. Martínez-Reyes’s Moral 
Ecology of a Forest. This work seeks to explore the human and cultural 
dimension of forest biodiversity and, although it does not go as far as 
many of the recent works which seek to make the nature/culture binary 
problematic, there are clear hints in this direction. For Martínez-Reyes, 
moral ecology is about the mutually constitutive relationships between 
local peoples and their environments, where “their history, identity, 
spiritual beliefs, (and) communion with other species are rooted.”65 His 
central concern, however, is with their interactions with external forces—
commercial and central governmental—and with the struggles that result 
therefrom “over how the Maya Forest … should be preserved, or how 
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it can be exploited.” In short, his thesis focuses on the pressures and 
conflicts generated by the neoliberalisation of nature as it meets indig-
enous and vernacular environmental beliefs. This is a clash around colo-
nialism—“‘the coloniality of nature’ in which the history of colonial 
relations subordinates place-based indigenous knowledge while privileg-
ing Western institutionalised ways of knowing nature.”66 We recognise 
the value of this approach but, we argue, this emphasis on the interplay 
between conservation claims and market imperatives involves a very dif-
ferent set of dynamics to those at the heart of this book.

Similarly, Martinez-Reyes claims, for his moral ecology, an “onto-
logical political ecology perspective” in order to write an environmen-
tal anthropology that combines ontological and dialectical concerns of 
place, nature and landscape with a critical reading that political ecology 
provides.’67 In so doing, he is reducing moral ecology to a valuable, but 
nevertheless limited, means of categorising the Maya Forest lifeworld. 
He defaults to political ecology to do the heavy conceptual lifting. In 
so doing, Martinez-Reyes is keying into a by-now diverse and influen-
tial field of study that offers some clear parallels with moral ecology as a 
concept rather than a simple category. Indeed, as Jacoby acknowledges, 
moral ecology, in part, draws upon aspects of political ecology through 
the shared lens of Marxian understandings of political action, even if the 
former pays increasingly less attention to matters of class and other inter-
sections of difference, moving instead much more firmly in the direction 
of conservation science. Crimes against Nature more persuasively reveals 
its links to environmental history through the interweaving of class with 
the cultural. Thus, both epistemologically and more prosaically for mat-
ters of space, this is not the place for a review of political ecology. It has 
been done better elsewhere.68 But, whatever the debt Jacoby’s formula-
tion owes to the perspectives wrought by political ecology, a fundamen-
tal and convincing difference remains. Moral ecology insists both on a 
singular focus on those issues and actors often otherwise hidden from 
environmental history and on beliefs, practices and performances other-
wise ignored by protest studies. It is in this singularity that its power to 
persuade and enlighten can be found.

However, it would be foolhardy to claim a uniqueness for moral ecol-
ogy. There are clear parallels between Jacoby’s thesis and many other 
like-minded works on similar topics from across the globe and with those 
who have drawn far more explicitly on Crimes against Nature. One who 
falls into the latter category is Pete Hay, whose initial concern was to 
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uncover senses of identity and place-making in a hitherto unrecognised 
cohort of the contemporary Tasmanian logging industry. This, however, 
necessarily expanded into an account embracing resource utilisation and 
flora-sensitive and respectful ways to fell a tree and work with timber. In 
this publication, Hay outlines a vernacularly derived sense of appropriate 
assemblages of humans and non-humans which manifested itself in oppo-
sition to timber science.69

“There are people up here can’t read and write”, said one local, “and none 
of us are scientists, but we’re here all the time, and we see things—dead 
wombats in the creeks and that, the creeks foaming like y’wouldn’t believe, 
algae up here where none’s ever been known before—we see stuff that the 
bloody scientists never see because they aren’t here when it’s right there in 
front of you.”70

In common with, and acknowledging Jacoby’s lead, Hay returns to 
the Thompsonian original in his analysis, not only to delineate local value  
systems of socio-economic mutuality, but also to make the convincing 
point that moral economy does leap the eighteenth-century southern- 
England fence. Hay’s moral ecology, in short, owes a singular debt to 
Jacoby’s formulation and manifests “…a generations-forged sensibility 
of what is and what is not appropriate interaction with the ‘ecological 
basis of their way of life,’ a sensibility that is profoundly affronted by the 
practices and processes of present-day industrial logging.”71

Of perhaps even greater significance for the current volume, Hay 
suggests that, despite its power to encapsulate and conceptualise an 
ecologically based sense of place, moral ecology remains a significantly 
underutilised concept in comparative studies of processes of disposses-
sion, enclosure and resistance. The fact remains, however, that Crimes 
against Nature as a text remains significantly more influential than is 
moral ecology as a concept. Given the ways in which many develop-
ment schemes in the global south have mirrored the Anglo-European-
American model of enclosing land and making it private property, while 
applying the fig leaf of conservation discourses and practices, this is per-
haps understandable.72 The impact and influence of Jacoby’s book has 
taken two principal forms. First, it provides a critical, historical con-
text for a consideration of problems with the canonical ‘Yellowstone 
Model.’73 Thus, in the most recent edition of Bill Adam’s influential 
text on ‘green development,’ Jacoby’s work is mobilised to analyse the 
issue of race and dispossession. Similarly, Adams and Martin Mulligan’s 
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Decolonizing Nature: Strategies for Conservation in a Post-colonial  
Era—a series of closely argued local case studies of the ways in which 
colonial expropriations of ‘nature,’ or what Alfred Crosby famously 
labelled the making of ‘neo-Europes’ can be undone—utilises Jacoby to 
think about the afterlives of those who have been dispossessed.74 Second, 
Crimes against Nature provides a conceptual apparatus to understand 
the mechanism of conservation as dispossession today. Arguably, the best 
example of this is Alice Kelly’s essay on conservation practice as primitive 
accumulation, in which she draws directly on Jacoby to claim that: “The 
violent acts of enclosure and dispossession related to the creation of pro-
tected areas may lead to private benefit, and expand the conditions under 
which capitalist production can expand and continue.”75

There is a circularity of influence at play here: Jacoby having been (as 
detailed above) influenced by Thompson and the subaltern studies move-
ment, not least Guha, who, together, then influence Scott, who also 
provides a direct influence, for Jacoby, who then influences new criti-
cal work on conservation and development. But, whatever the influence 
of Thompson and Scott, Jacoby’s concept is different from theirs; his 
emphasis, not just on how the rural poor oppose elite attempts to restrict 
customary practice but, specifically, on how their oppositions challenge 
the dispossessing ‘fig leaf’ of conservation and on how these resistances 
are often not dramatic protest interventions but are, instead, banal. And, 
of course, there are other works that betray a family similarity to aspects 
of Jacoby’s work and draw on similar influences, but ultimately exist on 
a different intellectual register. Mark Dowie’s Conservation Refugees, 
by way of example, considers one hundred years of conflict between 
elite conservationists and ‘native peoples’ in Africa and Asia and comes 
to broadly similar conclusions to Jacoby, though the conservationists 
here fare rather better as “good guys” than do those in Crimes against 
Nature.76 In a parallel context, Lyuba Zarsky’s edited collection Human 
Rights and the Environment: Conflicts and Norms in a Globalizing World  
explores development schemes rather than conservation per se in the con-
text of threats to the legal rights of local peoples over access to land and 
other biotic resources. Likewise, in Melissa Leach, James Fairhead and Ian 
Scoone’s recent, but already influential, work on ‘green grabbing,’—the 
appropriation of land and resources for environmental ends—we see a 
depiction of the same processes: exclusion, dispossession and the rework-
ing of rural social relations in the name of conservation, broadly defined.77

Perhaps the fact that such studies of the here-and-now do not draw 
directly from Jacoby does not matter. Arguably, why should work on 
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Africa, Asia and Latin America cite a work of environmental history on 
late nineteenth-century US? Ultimately, what matters, and this is what 
such parallel studies prove, is the underlying importance of the moral 
ecology concept. As noted above, the recent resurgence of interest by 
geographers and political scientists—arguably anthropologists and his-
torians never lost interest in enclosures of material commons—in forms 
of ‘enclosure,’ for which read making private and thereby dispossess-
ing others of things, spaces and ideas that were used in common, is a 
simple enough response to the fact that, as Alex Jeffrey et al. put it, 
“enclosure has emerged in recent years as a key process of neoliberal glo-
balisation.”78 This ‘new commons’ literature might relate to new forms 
of common(-able things) and new waves of enclosure but the processes 
remain the same.79 But what is striking in so much of this work is that 
resistances to enclosure, if they are considered at all, are, in the words  
of Amin and Howell, “quickly swept aside.”80 There are exceptions. 
For one, Alex Vasudevan’s complex and suggestive work on the politics 
of squatting in post-World War II Berlin. Colin McFarlane and Renu 
Desai’s work on the subaltern struggle of “urban metabolic commons,” 
with their emphasis on the persistence of everyday life as resistance, also 
offers a mirror to moral ecology’s prescriptions. But these are the excep-
tions that prove the rule.81 Rather, in the ‘new commons literature,’ 
the very idea—for it is reduced to that, rather than being a material-
ised space—of the commons becomes a shorthand for an abstract set of 
oppositions to neoliberalism. In this way, commoning becomes a set of 
political languages, another way of being in the world, something con-
ceptually analogous to Jacoby’s moral ecology as resistance but simply 
ignoring forms of conservation as enclosure. Analogous to, however, 
is not the same as ‘directly inspired by’ and this leaves Crimes against 
Nature out on something of a limb. It is the central aim and purpose of 
this volume that it seeks to offer a substantiating prop for this most valu-
able of theses. It is to a discussion of and a dialogue with the scaffolding 
that we intend putting in place to this end that we now turn.

Moral Ecologies: The Book

In building on—or, indeed, scaffolding—Jacoby’s Crimes against Nature 
and the concept of moral ecology, we consider the value and the appli-
cability of the ideas raised in and by both the book and the concept in 
a broad range of contexts. In spatial terms, there is an emphasis, in the 



1  MORAL ECOLOGIES: HISTORIES OF CONSERVATION, DISPOSSESSION …   21

following chapters, on the study of settler societies, and particularly on 
Australia. This is, in part, an acknowledgement of Jacoby’s own conten-
tion that “one facet that cries out for greater elaboration is the history 
of settler colonialism.”82 Jacoby’s American, and therefore settler soci-
ety, case studies are diverse, extending almost from coast to coast and 
from the peri-urban Adirondacks to the arid and remote Grand Canyon. 
In this volume, our Australian case studies likewise traverse the country, 
from North West to South East, and, if anything, we extend this con-
tinuum by taking in environments from the centre of a large city to the 
farthest outback. We also include other settler society studies from the 
Appalachians, Brazil’s Atlantic Forest and, perhaps arguably, Tanzania. 
However, these examples are complemented by several from very dif-
ferent cultural and geographical contexts: from the global periphery, in 
Nepal and Indonesia; and from its core—certainly in southern England, 
if not quite so much so in the Scottish Highlands and Islands.

Jacoby’s volume covers a key period in the development of 
American—and global—conservation as theoretical endeavour and prac-
tised pursuit, from the publication of George Perkins Marsh’s Man and 
Nature in 1864 to the designation of the Grand Canyon as a National 
Park in 1919.83 Two of the chapters in this collection also focus on this 
period but several, if not most, of the case studies include a consideration 
of more recent and even current events, while one interrogates the moral 
ecology of ‘squatters’ in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The 
histories written here are many: of many peoples; of many places; and of 
many times. Indeed, the chapters variably span longue durées and short 
time periods and consider the ancient past as well as pasts in the pres-
ent. Further, while several of the contributions are primarily concerned 
with considerations of conflicts between conservation bureaucracies and 
Indigenous and poor settler groups, many—either instead or in addi-
tion—portray disputes between local populations and authority more 
generally, be the various government agencies concerned legal, adminis-
trative, colonial or even military. In one case also, a group’s moral ecol-
ogy is primarily examined in the context of its relation to culture rather 
than to nature. While this is an attempt to test and extend Jacoby’s con-
cept in a variety of global contexts, it is important to state that it does 
not attempt to consider—nor could it possibly encompass—every spa-
tial and temporal context. Inevitably, there are gaps in our coverage. 
Readers might well ask questions about continental Europe, much of 
the Americas and the periglacial and glacial zones of the north and south 
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that this volume can only hint at. It is a global history but not the global 
history of moral ecology. Rather, we hope that the examples herein pro-
vide not only evidence of the applicability of the concept but also inspira-
tion for further studies testing and teasing these issues in other contexts.

Given the spatial and temporal diversity of the case studies, our organ-
ising principle in this volume has been thematic and it centres on the 
twin processes of conservation as dispossession and conservation as 
occupation, the two major, and characteristically oppositional, forces 
that contest in almost any conservation conflict. Inevitably, in these case 
studies as is the case in Jacoby’s own work, these processes coexist and 
overlap. Furthermore, there is an ironic, and even a tragic, inversion in 
that change and dispossession are often invoked in the name of conser-
vation, while the terms occupation, and especially ‘Occupy,’ have taken 
on radical, rather than conservative, overtones in the current century. 
Nevertheless, the various chapters have placed differing emphases on 
conservation as dispossession and conservation (or resistance to conser-
vation) as occupation and they have therefore been grouped accordingly. 
While all of the case studies describe the varying degrees of resistance 
exhibited by local populations to a range of conservation and/or coloni-
sation initiatives, the first group of chapters focus on the dispossession of 
local Indigenous and settler groups, frequently of their homes and their 
land, but invariably of their former ways of life.

Sudeep Jana Thing recounts the experience of the Sonaha, a numeri-
cally small ethnic group in lowland Nepal. As a royal hunting forest was 
gradually reconfigured as a National Park over the course of the twenti-
eth century, to a large extent on the recommendations of western con-
servationists, the Sonahas found that their traditional activities of fishing 
and gold panning in the rivers of the park and its buffer zone became 
increasingly circumscribed. These activities could be constructed by 
the park authorities as poaching and thieving, and even as squatting on 
the river islands where they camped. Furthermore, these were seen, in 
Western scientific terms, as crimes against a nature in which the Sonaha 
had no part. Thing contrasts this view with a very different moral ecol-
ogy in which the Sonaha conceive of themselves and their environment 
as a single ‘riverscape.’

Roy Jones, Joseph Christensen and Tod Jones consider recent envi-
ronmental conflicts along the coast of the arid Gascoyne region in 
Australia’s far North West. In the late nineteenth century, small num-
bers of European settlers dispossessed an Aboriginal population and 
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established pastoral (sheep rearing), pearling and fishing operations, 
albeit with the assistance of both Aboriginal and Asian labour. For over 
a century, these settlers experienced high levels of local autonomy as a 
result of both their extremely small numbers and their high degree of 
remoteness from the colonial/state capital of Perth. As the twentieth 
century progressed, however, first the ecological and then the touristic 
value of the Gascoyne’s coastal environments were perceived, initially 
by the Western Australian government and population and later both 
nationally and internationally. In parallel with a large growth in tourist 
numbers, as roads into the area were constructed and sealed, increasingly 
stringent and extensive environmental restrictions were imposed, culmi-
nating in the World Heritage inscriptions of Shark Bay in 1991 and the 
Ningaloo Coast in 2011. While extensive marine sanctuary areas now 
preclude commercial and even recreational fishing and some of the most 
profitable areas of several pastoral lease properties are being excised and 
placed in the conservation estate, it is the removal of local control and 
autonomy rather than that of territory that fuels much of the sense of 
dispossession felt within large sections of the local communities.

Shaphan Cox and Christina Birdsall Jones provide this volume’s sole 
urban case study. Their focus is on the dispossession of the Nyoongar 
Aboriginal population from the South West of Western Australia in a 
local context where this dispossession could perhaps be seen as being 
at its most complete, namely from the centre of the state capital city, 
Perth. They utilise two recent examples of Aboriginal protest (and occu-
pation; the two component parts of this volume do indeed overlap) to 
show how dispossession is viewed in Nyoongar terms, as in many other 
Indigenous moral ecologies, not as an isolated incident but as an ongo-
ing and incomplete process. When the first British settlers replaced native 
bush and animals with farms containing European livestock, they charac-
terised the Nyoongars as poachers when they, inevitably, turned to this 
alternative food source. Almost two centuries on, however, and for many 
Nyoongar people, their spiritual connection to the land that is now the 
centre of the city of Perth is something that ‘always was, always will be’ 
their country.84 For this reason, they see themselves as neither squatters 
nor thieves (to use the other pejorative terms from Jacoby’s title) on 
land from which they have, in Western frames of reference, long been 
dispossessed.

Scott Hoefle provides comparative histories of the Atlantic forests 
of Brazil and the United States. In both countries, settlers dispossessed 
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the Indigenous populations but often struggled to develop sustainable 
agricultural economies in mountainous areas vulnerable, once the for-
est was cleared, to soil erosion and exhaustion. These problems came to 
the notice of officialdom in the early part of the twentieth century as, 
particularly in the United States, an environmental conservation move-
ment was gaining momentum. A moral ecology focused on non-human 
‘nature’ could therefore be used to characterise such farmers as negligent, 
if not as actually criminal, in their treatment of ‘nature’ and many farmers 
were removed from their tenancies with no compensation or transferred 
from their farms to smallholdings that were insufficient to provide them 
with a livelihood. Although much of this land was reafforested as con-
servation estates, these areas, in both countries, are now being adversely 
impacted by urbanisation, industrial pollution and large-scale tourism and 
recreational developments, often to an extent that makes the earlier dep-
redations by the dispossessed small farmers seem rather less immoral.

While the threat, if not the actuality, of dispossession pervades sev-
eral of the remaining chapters, their authors give greater emphasis to 
the manners in which their subjects occupy or, in Ingold’s terms, dwell 
within their surroundings and to the moral ecologies which they adopt 
to place or, perhaps more accurately, to ground themselves within the 
lifeworlds and taskscapes that they seek to conserve.

Tod Jones and Adrian Perkasa’s study of Trowulan in East Java 
departs from the other case studies presented here and seeks to extend 
the applicability of Jacoby’s ideas by examining a disconnect between 
local/communal and official/global views on the conservation of cul-
tural, rather than natural, heritages. Trowulan was a major centre of the 
Majapahit Kingdom in the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries. As such, it 
contains numerous historic sites and artefacts of interest to archaeolo-
gists and other specialists who seek not only to preserve and conserve 
significant items of cultural heritage, but to do so according to values not 
unlike those used by officials seeking to conserve notable examples of 
natural heritage. Jones and Perkasa explore the contrasts and the tensions 
between the official conservation regimes and local community practices, 
ranging from the presence of numerous local brick making operations/
excavations in areas containing Majapahit remains through the contem-
porary production of ‘Majapahit’ sculpture to contemporary cultural, 
and to some extent non-conforming, uses of significant Majapahit sites.

Similarly, Iain Robertson and Mary Macleod Rivett’s study of dis-
possession in the form of restriction of access to land in the Scottish 
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Highlands and the Isle of Lewis in particular is rooted in a deep, cultural  
reading of place-making. Yet Robertson and Macleod Rivett seek less 
to recover the way of life of the ‘Highland Gael’ and more to use the 
responses of the land-working tenantry to test, extend and witness  
moral ecology in action. Their aim: to scrutinise moral ecology as con-
cept in different contexts thereby rendering the concept more nuanced 
and robust, is something that speaks to all vernacular environmental his-
tories and studies of dispossession and resistance. Taking the view that 
a time-deep but place specific approach enables this necessary scrutiny, 
Robertson and Macleod Rivett focus through three selected episodes 
on the longue duree of Highland moral ecological relations and the 
growth. From these episodes they show that moral ecology as practice 
neither axiomatically rests on sustainable foundations, nor emerges as a 
fixed, inert set of values and beliefs. It is, they suggest, constantly in the 
making, a protean moral ecology, found in the performance and mem-
ory of quotidian tasks. These tasks are shaped by routine, grooved in, by 
and through the body, and expressed as appropriate assemblages of the 
human and non-human.

Peter Hay weaves the concept of moral ecology into a story of work, 
dwelling and environment in the former mining town of Queenstown 
on the west coast of Tasmania. Queenstown is (in)famous for the despo-
liation of its surrounding environment by pollution from the mine’s 
copper smelter between the 1890s and the 1990s. Hay uses archival 
sources to trace the environmental views/moral ecologies of the town’s 
population through the three phases of the town’s ‘occupation,’ indus-
trial growth, industrial decline and post-industrial survival. In doing 
so, he describes the deforestation and despoliation of the area around 
Queenstown by pollution from the copper smelters which provided this 
small and isolated community with its livelihood. However, while the 
mine was winding down and jobs were being shed in the 1980s, this 
area of Tasmania became the epicentre of an environmental battle to 
prevent the damming of a local ‘wild’ river for hydroelectricity genera-
tion. Non-local ‘greenies’ protesting (successfully) against the proposed 
dam and local Queenstowners fearing for their jobs clashed, sometimes 
violently. Hay uses both Jacoby’s moral ecology and Thompson’s moral 
economy frameworks to interrogate the changing circumstances and 
changing value systems of a Queenstown community which had been 
represented as the apotheosis of environmental vandalism over the last 
three decades.
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Graham Seal’s consideration of the moral ecology of the Kelly 
Country in North Eastern Victoria takes us both to the time period of 
Jacoby’s case studies and to the milieu that produced Australia’s most 
famous thieves and poachers. He uses archival documents to contend 
that a delicate ecological balance that existed on this dynamic agricultural 
frontier was complemented by a complex and flexible network of morali-
ties which allowed a diverse group of established settlers and ex-convicts, 
English and Irish and Catholic and Protestant, to work together within 
and even a little beyond the law. As the Kelly Gang’s crimes became more 
serious, the authorities could no longer countenance them. However, not 
all members of the local community held this view and Ned Kelly himself 
proffered an alternative moral and even ecological manifesto in the form 
of the Jerilderie Letter. Seal’s account shows how the Kelly Gang’s mis-
demeanours and the authorities’ (over)reactions to them escalated into 
chaos as these differing moral ecologies came into violent conflict.

Carl Griffin’s study of squatting as moral ecology in England’s New 
Forest takes us to an earlier time, one before the discourses of conser-
vation as an ecological good—if not an ecological imperative—had been 
articulated. Nevertheless, this chapter clearly traces, through a range of 
archival sources, a dispute between forest officialdom and several gener-
ations of squatters that extended from the late seventeenth to the early 
nineteenth century. It demonstrates how small local communities were 
able to settle and to use forest land, and to do so largely sustainably, in 
accordance with their own sets of environmental values and in spite of 
official and legal opposition. Furthermore, it demonstrates how Jacoby’s 
framework of ‘crimes against nature’ can be successfully applied in con-
texts earlier as well as later than those used in his own studies.

The final case study chapter, by Thaddeus Sunseri, traces the settle-
ment of Afrikaner trekboer farmers in Tanzania—then German East 
Africa—in the period immediately following the Boer War. Sunseri 
describes the Calvinistic basis of the moral ecology of this group which 
emphasises the supremacy of humans over nature. In the relatively 
uncontrolled conditions of eighteenth- and even nineteenth-century 
South Africa, the Boer farmers were able to enjoy a mobile and often 
hunting-dominated lifestyle readily incorporating the dispossession of the 
African inhabitants of the lands they occupied. However, those trekboers 
who moved from South Africa to German East Africa to escape British 
domination were unable to occupy their new lands in such an untram-
melled manner. The German colonial authorities, to a certain extent 



1  MORAL ECOLOGIES: HISTORIES OF CONSERVATION, DISPOSSESSION …   27

disturbed by African native uprisings, were allocating more land to tribal 
reserves and, at the dawn of the environmental conservation movement, 
some of the first nature reserves were being established. While, notwith-
standing the British takeover of German East Africa following World War 
One, numbers of trekboer settlers remained in the colony, they were no 
longer able to occupy their lands in the untrammelled manner to which 
they had been accustomed nor to operate under their traditional forms 
of moral ecology.

Taken together, these case studies constitute a substantial expansion 
of the scaffolding which has been added to Jacoby’s studies of Crimes 
against Nature and, even more so, to what we consider to be the vital 
concept of moral ecology. It is therefore with pleasure and respect that 
we provide him with an opportunity to reflect on this volume’s offerings 
in its afterword.
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CHAPTER 2

Politics of Conservation, Moral Ecology 
and Resistance by the Sonaha Indigenous 

Minorities of Nepal

Sudeep Jana Thing

Introduction and Background

This chapter provides a critical ethnography of the poor and indigenous 
Sonaha minority groups of lowland Nepal, with a focus on their unique 
ties and interactions with the lower Karnali river delta. It documents the 
contestations that are the consequences of the imposition of state man-
agement practices in the Bardia National Park, and the resultant Sonaha 
resistance. The Sonaha have historically adapted to and maintained inti-
mate relationships with the riverine environment of the delta, through 
their unique knowledge and skills associated with small-scale fishing and 
panning for gold dust in the rivers and these practices are culturally and 
economically significant for them. Sonaha customary livelihoods, which 
are embedded in the river and the riparian environment of the delta, have 
come under pressure from state conservation regimes since the creation 
of the national park in the early 1970s, and this has culminated in their 
exclusion from that part of their ancestral riverine territory that is under 

© The Author(s) 2019 
C. J. Griffin et al. (eds.), Moral Ecologies,  
Palgrave Studies in World Environmental History, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-06112-8_2

S. J. Thing (*) 
Curtin University, Perth, WA, Australia

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-06112-8_2
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-06112-8_2&domain=pdf


38   S. J. THING

the jurisdiction of the park. The discourses, practices and policies of con-
servation now govern the riverscape and therefore the lives of the Sonaha. 
The Sonahas’ livelihoods and cultural practices are therefore undergo-
ing significant changes brought about by a multiplicity of internal and 
external factors, but their most significant hardships are the result of the 
restrictive policies emanating from the creation of the national park.

It is in this context that this chapter explores and examines the moral 
ecologies of the Sonaha in the light of their resistance to the politics of 
conservation in this contested riverscape. While the dominant and pow-
erful conservation discourse problematises Sonaha livelihood practices as 
antithetical to conservation, the Sonahas’ moral ecology and claims chal-
lenge and counter such views. In examining the politics of these contes-
tations, I argue that the Sonahas’ moral ecology encompasses complex 
meanings and fosters the subsistence use of resources from the natural 
environment in ways that have been marginalised by the conservation 
discourse. In so doing, their actions and perspectives challenge the sim-
plistic and uncritical view of environmental sustainability as perceived 
from a strict conservation viewpoint.

The ethnographic and empirical data in this chapter are largely drawn 
from fieldwork undertaken between 2011 and 2013 in the lower Karnali 
river delta and the Bardia National Park, Midwestern Lowland Nepal (see 
Fig. 2.1) as part of my doctoral dissertation research and from subsequent 
short visits to Sonaha villages in the Park buffer zone in 2015 and 2016.1

I draw inspiration from the seminal work of Jacoby in conceptualising 
moral ecologies as the shared environmental ethics of the poor which are 
embedded in their everyday lives and lived environments.2 Griffin and 
Robertson engage with Jacoby’s concept of moral ecology in their his-
torical examination of English rural workers’ opposition to state-induced 
conservation regimes and discourses, and demonstrate how vernacular 
environmental beliefs in forest, river, and grassland resource use prac-
tices challenge the top-down imposition of conservation regulations.3 
They affirm that the concept of moral ecology opens up possibilities 
for a more nuanced understanding of these tensions and contestations.4 
Norget’s conception of indigenous moral ecology draws the analysis ever 
closer to the Sonaha. Here, in the context of environmental conserva-
tion in Oaxaca, Norget identifies an ethics of sustainability which has 
material as well as sacred dimensions, both of which are deeply embod-
ied in and connected to the landscape.5 In a similar vein, Martinex-
Reyes theorises the Mayan moral ecology of a forest environment as 
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‘profound, historical, human-nature exchanges and the spiritual dimen-
sions…’ which demonstrate a principle of life within the forest, based on 
the mutuality and interdependence of human and non-human species.6 
Campbell’s use of the concept of moral ecology in the context of the 
Tamang peoples’ complex historical relationships with non-human nat-
ural environments through their livelihood practices also identifies the 
contradictions inherent in many modern environmental conservation 
initiatives.7

In the course of this chapter, I first conceptualise and unpack the 
Sonahas’ complex moral ecology by exploring their customary live-
lihoods and cultural practices in the river delta, and the significance of 
their cultural rituals and beliefs in fostering reciprocal relationships with 
their non-human environment. Secondly, I, interrogate the state’s con-
servation interventions and their consequences for the Sonaha in general, 
and for their moral ecology in particular. I then summarise the Sonahas’ 
resistance to the conservation regime before examining contestations 

Fig. 2.1  The Karnali river delta and the Bardia National Park (BNP), 
mid-western lowland Nepal (Source Author using ArcGIS)



40   S. J. THING

between several of the Sonahas’ livelihood practises and those conser-
vation measures which inhibit them, including counterclaims by the 
Sonaha of their practices in relation to conservation. I conclude by mak-
ing a case for an appreciation of Sonaha moral ecology, in an attempt 
to reconcile these indigenous moral ecologies with overall riverscape 
conservation.

Sonaha Moral Ecology, Customary Livelihoods 
and Practices

The Sonaha moral ecology can be attributed to their historical occupa-
tion of and their relationships and intimate interactions with the natural 
environment of the lower Karnali river delta, an area which is consid-
ered by the Sonaha to be their ancestral territory (see Fig. 2.1). This 
set of ‘rules’ governing vernacular environmental entanglements is fur-
ther inextricably linked to their semi-mobile ways of life among the 
river islands and in the riparian environment of the delta, ways of life 
which result, in turn, from their river-based customary livelihoods and 
cultural practices. The river, river islands and forests have historically 
shaped and sustained the Sonahas’ livelihoods, and their ancestors pre-
ferred semi-mobile lives over an agrarian existence despite the fertility of 
the river delta land. Their way of life has long co-existed with the rich 
non-human biodiversity of the delta including its wildlife, aquatic fauna 
and forest. Tipariya ma dera (sheltering in river islands) describes a cus-
tomary way of life based on taking refuge in temporary makeshift shel-
ters, away from the village settlements, while fishing and gold panning. 
The local riverine environment is a lived space within which the Sonaha 
co-exist and are embedded, and which not only facilitates the Sonahas’ 
construction of the riverscape but is actively created through their active 
engagement, interactions and everyday lived experiences in a process 
suggested by Ingold.8 As discussed elsewhere at length, given the Sonaha 
socio-cultural meanings and practises associated with the environment, 
this riverscape can be conceptualised as the biocultural heritage of the 
Sonaha from which they derive their complex moral ecology.9

Fishing and gold panning in the rivers are two key customary prac-
tices that have traditionally sustained Sonaha livelihoods.10 The Sonaha 
view and understand their customary occupation as Swan Macchi Kheti! 
(Gold and fish as cultivation) and consider the river, fish and gold dust 
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as sampatti (assets). These understandings have been central to the 
construction of the Sonahas’ historical identity. Both Sonaha men and 
women engage in fishing. Women fish collectively with their hands in 
the shallow rivers and with nets from the river banks, and divide the fish 
catch equally. Sonaha men are skilled fisherfolk, and often fish in pairs 
from canoes in the fast flowing river. On occasion, they fish collectively 
from two or three canoes in an allocated stretch of river and share the 
earnings from the fish catch equally.11

Sonaha elders still recall how fish were hunted with Saunkhi (cast 
nets) from moving canoes or on foot along the river edges.12 They also 
used iron spears, fishing hooks and other traditional techniques, for 
example, fish traps. The use of traditional cast nets is now less common 
given declining fish stocks. Since the 1980s, these have been replaced 
by Chiundhi, nylon woven gill nets of varying size that can drift and be 
dragged from a moving canoe to trap the fish.13 A narrow and stream-
lined canoe, made by precision carving of a single Simal tree (Bombax 
ceiba), is well adapted to the narrow, yet fast and furious, water currents 
of the Karnali River. Collective memory suggests that no specific fishing 
rules existed among the Sonaha, since the river is considered to be an 
open access area where fishing can be carried out freely.14

Once Sonaha ancestors ferried a god whom they helped across the Karnali 
River. For the service, the god offered gold to the Sonaha ferrymen. They 
accepted the gold on their fist. Only upon returning home, they realised 
that the offering that spilt out of their palm was gold. Hence, they kept 
going back to the river to recover gold.15

This popular legend alludes to the Sonahas’ historical occupation of gold 
panning that is carried out in pairs or collectively by women and men at 
specific locations along stretches of the river. Sonaha women are reputed to 
possess a special skill in assessing the availability of gold dust, using a prac-
tice termed Bichar Garney, which precedes both the actual gold panning 
and the rigorous process of extracting fine particles of gold dust from the 
mixture of sand and gravel at the riverside. Often women lead the process 
and men contribute by digging and carrying the material. Gold panning 
requires groups of at least two individuals, in which one person manually 
filters the material while the other carries and unearths the material from 
the bottom of the river or the river banks.16 Earnings from the sale of con-
densed gold dust are distributed equally among the participating members.
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Sonaha historical and cultural connections with the riverscape can 
also be discerned in some former cultural and customary practices 
which are well remembered by Sonaha elders and adults today. The 
Sonaha originally worshipped animistic beings and spirits, but now 
consider themselves to be Hindu.17 Each of the 12 Gotra (lineages 
or clans) reveres several Hindu gods and goddesses.18 Each lineage 
that practices Hinduism possesses its own collective shrine known as a 
Darshan, revered by all members of the respective lineage. This sacred 
shrine of a god is possessed in a hereditary manner and remains under 
the custodianship of the eldest and most respected male living mem-
ber of the lineage, who is known as the Mul Manche (key person). A 
shrine of the Dalaiya lineage, hosted by a household in Saijana village is 
recalled, by Dailaya Sonaha now at Rajipur, as being triangular in shape, 
twice the size of a paw (hand) and with imprints of gold from the 
Karnali River.19 When the household in Saijana abandoned the shrine 
that was in its keeping after adopting Christianity, this generated resent-
ment among their fellow Dalaiya Sonaha. According to a myth among 
the members of Banchauriya lineage abandonment of the shrine in the 
river by the family hosting the shrine led to misfortune and numerous 
deaths in their former settlement at the Baghaura grasslands near the 
Geruwa River (now under the jurisdiction of the Park).20 A new shrine 
of the clan was created and reinstated by another family to overcome 
this crisis.

A unique customary practice of governing and managing collective 
gold panning areas was known as Kafthans. Although gold panning is 
still practised, the customary practices of the Kafthans have been grad-
ually discontinued over the past few decades. Kafthans were allocated 
among Sonaha lineages at various points along rivers across the whole 
delta.21 This practice evolved mutually and collectively among the 
Sonaha and was based on the belief that

Our ancestors gathered and divided lands among themselves as per their 
lineage. We heard from our elders that they would release an arrow. The 
land as far as the bow could shoot would belong to one specific line-
age group. Boundaries were therefore crafted to a given area of each 
lineage.22
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A key person in each lineage who had hereditary possession of a collec-
tive sacred shrine (Darshan) also had a de facto authority over a particu-
lar Kafthan and this ownership was respected by the remaining Sonaha. 
The key person regulated the allocation and distribution of gold pan-
ning plots among fellow Sonaha. Specific areas along the riverbanks were 
therefore understood to be and were referred to as belonging to the key 
person on behalf of their lineage group, rather than as exclusive private 
property. During my fieldwork, the Sonaha elders, clearly identified the 
various Kafthans: ‘This area belonged to him, that area belonged to 
another or this area fell within our boundary’.23 Within a Kafthan, each 
Sonaha household in the village could claim a specific plot as their bhag 
or hissa (de facto share) for gold panning purposes (see Fig. 2.2).

Before any given area could be allocated or accessed for gold pan-
ning, it was both customary and important that rituals be performed at 
the Kafthan by the key person who possessed and hosted the Darshan. 
These could involve worshipping the shrine and the Bhutta (holy or 
revered and feared spirits) inside his house at sacred sites (Thaan) in 

Fig. 2.2  Kafthans, and lineage-based allocations of gold panning areas (not to 
scale) (Source Author’s field notes)
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the village and at the Kafthans in the river, and making offerings to the 
Bhutta of the respective lineage. A Sonaha at Rajipur recalled that ‘gold 
panning used to take place only after the person to whom the Gaun 
[customary gold panning area] belongs, performed a ritual; only when 
the person under whom an area falls [the key person] goes to the area, 
then they could earn gold’.24 A living key person of Dahitwa lineage at 
Rajipur, who possessed a Darshan with a double-headed beast resem-
bling a tiger and a wild boar and performed this ritual at his Kafthan, 
recalled that

We had to worship our own respective Bhutta; offer a chicken in a bas-
ket, alcohol along with a miniature canoe and a Khadau/chappal [slipper 
of saints]; and install a sacred rock. We also worship the river to prevent 
bad spirits from harming us. A person can die, our canoe can capsize and a 
person can be drowned because of spirits.25

In addition to fishing and ferrying, canoes provide vital access to gold 
panning sites on the river. The Sonaha also feared spirits and revered their 
gods at the river. A Sonaha of Makunnaha lineage in his late 50s informed 
me that they used to perform a ritual annually adjacent to their Kafthan 
at Gola Ghat (ferry point), on the Geruwa River. This was for Kalika Mai 
(Mother Kali), a female goddess, to protect the Ghat from misfortune 
and to prevent the capsizing of canoes while ferrying. He recalled

An idol of Lord Mahadev [her divine husband] was also created at the 
Ghat. We used to install a rock, offer a chicken or a goat and its blood 
[the practice known as bhog dinu], and place Sindoor [sacred red powder] 
and Dubpatta [female clothing] at the site. A shaman would also pierce his 
throat during the ritual.26

Likewise, an elder of the Golaha lineage at Rajipur, recalled the time 
when his clan used to perform a similar ritual and worship Kanya 
Kumari Mai or Mata, the river goddess, at the Gola Ghat. This elder 
expressed his belief and reaffirmed his fear, saying that

We used to offer one female goat, and a chicken along with a miniature 
canoe, rice and other things. If we do not offer a goat, sometimes our 
canoe can collide or we can even drown in the river…..We used to pray, 
‘Please do not deceive us, and no crisis or danger shall befall upon us while 
we go fishing’. We are protected from tiger.27
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Thus these rituals to appease spirits and gods that were performed at 
Ghats and Kafthans, had wider spiritual significance and meaning 
beyond gold panning. However, these practices were driven by a strong 
belief that, unless the rituals were performed, gold would not be avail-
able and misfortunes would plague the village. Whenever there was a 
sense of scarcity of gold at a particular Kafthan, or at a time of crisis, the 
rituals were performed. Often only wooden equipment would be used 
in the rituals and in gold panning because of a taboo that prohibited 
the use of metal and a belief that doing so would lessen the availabil-
ity of gold dust. The wearing of slippers, making unwanted noise and 
whistling were also discouraged at these sites because of their associated 
taboos.28

After such rituals, the key person would allocate and demarcate sub-
units in the given plot of land on a river bank under his de facto jurisdic-
tion under a customary practice respected by all Sonahas known as ‘Jasko 
gaon tesai ley bhag garchan’ (the person to whom the Gaun belongs 
also divides the area). Sonaha elders recall that their fellow Sonaha 
used to gather at the Gaun where the key person would use sticks to 
measure and allocate plots.29 The portion at the farthest upstream 
point of the area (which was considered to have the highest availability 
of gold) would be allocated as the share of the key person. He would 
then allocate the remaining areas on the riverbank to his fellow Sonaha. 
Therefore, each Sonaha wishing to pan gold in the area, irrespective of 
their lineage, could only do so after the key person had allocated them a 
share in a given plot.

Based on the oral histories narrated by the two elders, who had per-
formed the role of key person in their respective clans, two lines of 
explanation emerge with regard to lineage-based gold panning at the 
Kafthans.30 First, since settlements were lineage based in the past, only 
members belonging to the same particular lineage who were living 
together could have a share in a gold panning plot. Therefore, Kafthans 
had the character of common property but were exclusive to that par-
ticular lineage/village. Secondly, as members of several lineages began to 
live together, in settlements containing different lineages, gold panning 
spaces regulated by the key person of a particular lineage became availa-
ble to all local Sonaha irrespective of their lineage. A key person in one 
village could also delegate the authority to allocate plots for gold pan-
ning to a member of his lineage who was resident in a village close to a 
given gold panning area.
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State Conservation Interventions

The gradual deterioration of those customary practices and institutions 
in the river delta described above, and therefore a weakening of the asso-
ciated Sonaha moral ecology, have been brought about by multiple and 
complex factors. To fully grasp this complexity these changes need to be 
situated in the context of the Sonahas’ dwindling access to and control 
of their ancestral riverine territory. Since the 1970s, the state’s modern 
conservation regimes, and their restrictive policies and rules have had a 
growing impact on the river-based customary livelihoods and practices of 
the Sonaha.31

The creation of Bardia National Park was very much shaped by a dis-
course of tiger conservation, since the tiger was a key megafauna species 
in what was formerly a royal hunting reserve. The Park’s establishment 
was supported by a network of powerful institutions and actors includ-
ing the Nepalese royal family (hunters turned conservationists), the state 
forest bureaucracy, and foreign wildlife advisors.32 Interestingly, several 
Sonaha elders remembered their encounters with the Nepalese mon-
arch during royal hunts in the 1970s in positive terms, which indicates 
that there was some official level of tolerance of the Sonahas’ presence 
and practices in the delta in the early days of the Park’s creation. For the 
elders their memories of royal hunting trips in the Park were rich.

King Mahendra or Birendra had come to the Bardia forest. I had also 
caught fish weighing 4-6 kg. I also spent a night at Baghaura [grass-
land in the western section of the Park]. King’s hunting camp was set up 
there ….I expressed my wish to ride a helicopter with the King’s guards 
and other officials……. I had offered them fish, they were happy, so they 
gave me a chance. Earlier Kings used to come here to hunt deer and tiger. 
They [park authorities] used to call all the Sonaha and ask us to go [to the 
river], and fish.33

Another elder recalled, ‘We had to give big Sahar [Mahaseer fish]. They 
[the hunting party] used to take photographs of us with the fish. We 
received only bones with minimal flesh from their hunted game’.34

However, Sonaha access to and mobility in the rivers, their ability to 
dwell in the river islands and their fishing and gold panning practices and 
harvesting of forest resources in the Park were all gradually constrained 
with the imposition of restrictive rules and policies, enforced by the Park 
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management authority, armed military and guards. This disrupted their 
customary livelihoods and led to their gradual dispossession from their 
ancestral riverine territory. The livelihood crises and the hardships engen-
dered by the Park’s restrictive policies pushed many Sonaha away from 
their original settlements inside the Park to riverside settlements beyond 
the Park’s jurisdiction. The Sonahas’ customary livelihood practices were 
framed as punishable offences, rendering them subject to imprisonment, 
fines, and confiscation of their possessions.35 Thus modern conserva-
tion intervention has brought about the criminalisation of the Sonaha, 
a phenomenon observed by Jacoby with respect to the criminalisation 
of custom and by Peluso with reference to customary rights over forest 
access.36 Fears of harassment and of punishment by the Park authorities 
have triggered the adoption of exploitative bonded agricultural employ-
ment in the delta as well as seasonal labour migration to India by many 
Sonahas.37 Access to the Kafthans and the ability to perform cultural 
practices associated with Kafthans on the Geruwa river have been gradu-
ally eroded, as have the customary roles of their community leaders.

However, it is also important to note that practice and system of 
Kafthans have also declined gradually on the river stretches outside the 
Park’s jurisdiction. Multiple factors have contributed to this.38 Increased 
migration of new settlers from the hills into the delta since the 1960s has 
resulted in the intensification of the Sonahas’ ethnic minority status. With 
the growth in this migrant population, it became increasingly difficult for 
the minority Sonaha to enforce their customary rules and controls over 
the Kafthans. Furthermore, inter and intra Sonaha tensions concerning 
gold panning spaces have also increased. Restrictions on customary occu-
pations in the river channels bordering the Park (at the northern tip and 
in the east of the delta) triggered increased competition over the remain-
ing gold panning areas on the Karnali River to the west of the delta.

Since the Sonahas’ lives and cultural practices have been undergoing 
changes, the values and meanings associated with key persons and with 
Kafthans have also changed. There has been a gradual weakening of kin-
ship ties between and among members of the Sonaha lineages. Many 
Sonahas who have adopted Christianity have also relinquished their cus-
tomary rituals and rites. The de facto authority that sustained these prac-
tices, based on customary rules, has also withered and weakened since 
coded rules and formal legal titles over the communal spaces which 
formed the gold panning sites of the Sonaha never existed. In addition, 
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since the 1990s local community forestry institutions have been set up 
under the state policy guidelines to manage and conserve the local for-
ests. These Community Forest User Groups also began to enforce con-
trols over forested lands in the riparian areas. There have been occasional 
conflicts between Sonaha and forest user groups over the issues of fishing 
and gold panning.39

Contestations and Resistance

In the manner noted by Scott, the Sonaha have engaged in acts of pas-
sive, silent everyday resistance and even of active resistance to the conser-
vation regime.40

When Sonaha enter the river [at night], we are the smartest people. We 
know where the wild animals and the humans are more than the army and 
the game scouts [of the Park]. We wouldn’t have survived if we had not pos-
sessed this knowledge. While fishing, we are always cautious about the wildlife 
and strangers…we are always alert at our Dera [temporary shelters]……. We 
never feel sleepy in the river. There is always a danger around us….We main-
tain silence when we paddle our canoe….even our enemy would not detect 
it. Sonaha are clever Jati [ethnic group], night in the river means daytime for 
us….If not how can we survive rhino, tiger and the army?41

These comments from a Sonaha fisherman emphasise the Sonahas’ sur-
vival skills and vigilance when they are at their Dera during their fishing 
trips. Despite the Park restrictions and surveillance, and regardless of the 
risks of contact with the Park guards and wildlife encounters, the Sonaha 
secretly contravene the Park rules by fishing and gold panning in the riv-
ers in the Park. Sonaha encounters with the Park Patrols, and subsequent 
arrests, confiscation of fishing and gold panning equipment, and mon-
etary fines were more frequent when the water volume in the Geruwa 
river (on the Park boundary) was significantly higher than that in the 
Karnali river branch (west of the delta, outside the Park’s jurisdiction).42 
Sonaha women then panned gold dust at night on the Park boundary. A 
Sonaha recalled the situation at that time:

It used to be very difficult back then. The Karnali here [close to the vil-
lage] was smaller. So we had to drag our canoe up the river and then take 
it to the Geruwa [until two to three years ago]. We also used to take our 
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canoe to Gola [closer to the Geruwa] in a bullock cart. We used to fish 
at night and then get out of the river before dawn. There was no time 
to sleep, we had to be cautious….There was always a danger of an army 
patrol.43

Direct encounters and tensions with the Park management authorities 
dramatically lessened after the Karnali River expanded its course, signif-
icantly lowering the river flow in the Geruwa over the past decade. Most 
of the fishing and gold panning now takes place in the Karnali River, 
outside the Park’s jurisdiction. In a popular fishing ground, at the tip of 
delta adjacent to the Park boundary, Sonaha men, sometimes and cau-
tiously, cross the Park boundary at night. However, occasional fishing 
also takes place in the Geruwa River notwithstanding the danger of the 
Park patrol. In 2011, Sonaha women in bigger groups occasionally fished 
by hand and with nets in the shallow rivers of the Geruwa River. Thus, 
albeit in a cautious, secretive, indirect manner, the Sonaha resist the Park 
regime. Their everyday experiences and practices, therefore, encompass 
resistance and the art of survival. Their anger at and antipathy to the 
Park authorities and the guards are often acknowledged among them-
selves, and sometimes also find expression in physical confrontations with 
the guards.

As I have discussed at length elsewhere, the Sonaha have also resorted 
to organised and collective resistance to the Park management and the 
conservation state to secure fishing and gold panning rights despite the 
challenges involved and limited success achieved.44 In 2008, after vigor-
ous campaigns by Sonaha backed by human rights organisations the Park 
administration issued fishing licences for regulated fishing for those resid-
ing in the Park’s buffer zone.45

This granting of fishing licences was short lived. Within a span of 
three months, on May 10, 2008, all fishing licences were rescinded and 
further renewal and the granting of the licences was halted unilaterally 
by the Park administration. This was triggered by the involvement of 
two Sonaha youths from the village of Saijana, in the poaching of a rhino 
horn resulting in heightened mistrust of the Sonaha by the Park admin-
istration. Martin and Martin reported, that a rhino was shot inside the 
Park by ‘a gang of Soncha [sic] tribal people’ and that ‘a Tharu tribal 
leader organised a gang of four Sonchas [sic] to kill a rhino’.46 Sonaha 
leaders from the village Saijana contest that the rhino was killed by 
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Sonaha youths but do acknowledge that Sonahas were complicit in the 
uprooting of the horn from the dead rhino and that it was traded to 
a poacher by these youngsters. The incident is recalled as an unprece-
dented tragedy in the history of the Sonaha, since up to that date no 
Sonaha had ever been charged with poaching offences.47

Furthermore, the Sonahas’ contemporary fishing practices are at the 
core of contention between the Park management and the Sonaha. This 
was evident during a dialogue between protesting Sonahas and the Park 
warden at the Park headquarters.

The Park warden: Now what is the matter?
A Sonaha leader (from Saijana): We have come for our licenses
The warden: Haven't I issued licenses recently? [Temporary permits issued 
to the Sonaha from Saijana]
The leader: No Sir! We gave it back to your office! How can we take a 
license to fish for only three or four hours?
We want a license to use Chaundhi [gill nets].
The warden: That cannot be done, it is not there in the regulations. Only 
traditional fishing practices with cast nets can be allowed.48

Later in this dialogue, the warden went on to reveal a profound mistrust 
of the Sonaha.

Since the suspension of the fishing licenses two years ago not a single rhino 
has been killed. If, after the fishing licenses are reissued to you, even a 
single rhino is killed, then the fishing licenses will be suspended again….
What if a river dolphin or crocodile is trapped in your nets since you fish at 
night, and sometimes the nets are left unattended throughout the night? 
What if your license is misused by others? We cannot always monitor and 
check your licenses.49

A further root of this mistrust was a basic criticism of the Sonaha’s then 
contemporaneous fishing practices, notably their use of gill nets. This 
was based on the presumed impact of this method on other aquatic spe-
cies in the river. The warden’s view was reaffirmed during a subsequent 
interview when he claimed that issuing fishing licences to the Sonaha 
would further deplete the fish stocks in the river.50 He objected to the 
idea of permitting a modern practice and favoured strict adherence to 
the traditional fishing methods i.e. the use of cast nets, which is now 
considered impracticable by the Sonaha. Their leaders further arguing 
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that their fishing practices and use of gill nets do not harm the protected 
species and instead asserted that they are not involved in any form of 
destructive fishing practices and that they are supportive of conserva-
tion.51 The Sonahas’ struggle for sustained fishing and gold panning 
concessions continues.

In addition to the detrimental impacts of the Park policy on Sonaha 
customary livelihoods and practices, the Sonaha were invisible in the 
Park management plans until 2007. The recent plan mentions a proposal 
to offer fishing license for ethnic groups including the Sonaha in des-
ignated and monitored fishing zones.52 However, no such licences had 
been issued to the Sonahas at the time of my latest study visit. Likewise, 
although the management plan treated the Sonaha as a ‘Special Target 
Group’ for livelihood improvement and as a ‘Special Resource Group’ 
to be mobilised for conservation, and recognised their traditional fishing 
practices and skills, gaps in practice remain.53 Customary Kafthans and 
gold panning practices have been largely ignored in the conservation pol-
icies and plans to date.

The Sonahas’ moral ecology has therefore been disregarded and their 
practices misrepresented in the official conservation discourses and stud-
ies. A powerful and narrowly scientific conservationist discourse of river 
wilderness in the Karnali floodplain has impacted on Sonaha practices and 
has led to the marginalisation of Sonaha worldviews.54 During my inter-
views with the Park officials and conservation practitioners, the biodi-
verse Karnali floodplain and the riparian areas in and around the Geruwa 
river was constructed to be a critical habitat for endangered wildlife such 
as tiger, rhinoceros and elephant in addition to protected aquatic spe-
cies as identified in the Park management plans and other literature.55 
Studies on freshwater dolphins in the delta identify multiple factors for 
their decline including overfishing and the use of modern gill nets and 
advocate strong legal protection of the prime riverine habitats of dolphins 
and other river species.56 Indeed, this report contends that Sonaha fish-
ing practices are harmful to the fish stocks and dolphins, and portrays the 
Sonaha as users of destructive nets and even of fish poisoning.57 Based 
on the same top-down scientific principles, in a study of an otter conser-
vation, Joshi ignores the historical interactions of the Sonaha with the 
aquatic ecosystem and characterises their gold panning practices as det-
rimental to otters. Declining otter populations in the Geruwa River are 
attributed in this myopic view to the disturbance and destruction of their 
habitat ‘… by the traditionally gold mining Sonaha community as well 
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as fishermen restricting the otter movements’ and by their temporary 
shelters.58 Powerful discourses of aquatic fauna crises, as articulated in 
the conservation literature either ignore Sonaha quotidian environmen-
tal entanglements and performances or merely offer simplistic representa-
tions, if not misrepresentations, of Sonaha practices. They thus contribute 
to a perception of the Sonaha moral ecological beliefs and performances 
as antithetical to conservation. These studies proscribe small-scale fishing 
practices and gold panning. They do not appreciate the specificities of the 
Sonahas’ history, worldviews and moral ecology or the wider forces and 
circumstances that have shaped their changing fishing practices, nor do 
they recognise the possibilities of Sonaha coexistence with the river, if the 
possibility of achieving just livelihood options for the Sonaha is realised.

Although they are less powerful, the Sonaha have also provided coun-
ter claims to the conventional conservation discourses. The Sonaha 
contend that they do not engage in the destructive mass fishing prac-
tices that have been universally condemned. During my interviews, the 
Sonaha consistently claimed that there has never been a case of Sonaha 
net trapping of protected species and that the use of the gill net is not 
destructive or in any way harmful to the river dolphins.59 In fact, their 
popular claim is that presence of dolphins in the river complements 
their fishing practices and thus they have always abstained from hunting 
dolphins. A strongly held belief is that they, as a small minority ethnic 
group, have a minimal impact on declining fish stocks in the rivers and 
that their traditional actions are insignificant given the larger ecologi-
cal crises besetting the area. Rather, they view themselves as being on 
a par with the dolphins, and as victims of a threatened aquatic ecosys-
tem. The Sonaha are aware of the decline in fish stocks since the times 
of their elders when the fish catch was plentiful. In the Sonaha view, fish 
stocks in the Karnali river would regenerate and be in abundance were 
it not for the threats posed by the destructive fishing activities of those 
who live away from the rivers, and in particular, the growth in numbers 
of non-Sonaha people now engaged in fishing. But more important, 
they feel, is the direct impact of river water diversion by a mega irriga-
tion canal project currently undergoing construction on the west of the 
delta.60 The Park management plans also cite commercial fishing opera-
tions using destructive practices such as poison, dynamite and the use of 
electricity which need to be brought under control. Likewise, the Sonaha 
also challenge the commonly held view that their gold panning could 
lead to riverbank erosion on the forest edges.
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Conclusion

I have demonstrated in this chapter that the Sonahas’ complex moral 
ecology emanates from their long historical occupation of, and rela-
tionships and interactions with the riverscape of the delta, and that 
it is shaped by their customary livelihoods and practices of fishing and 
gold panning. It is embedded in the riverine environment, to which 
are attached associated meanings and cultural practices. The pressures 
imposed by the Bardia National Park’s conservation regime and their 
resultant detachment from their ancestral riverine territory have been 
critical and defining forces in the gradual weakening of the Sonahas’ 
moral ecology and of their related customary livelihood practices not-
withstanding the compounding influence of external factors such as the 
demographic and environmental changes impacting on the river delta. 
More importantly, these shifts have led to a weakening of the custom-
ary roles and authority of clan-based key persons which were vital in fos-
tering relationships of mutuality, both among the Sonaha and with their 
non-human environment.

The contestation between the Sonaha and the conservation regime 
can be attributed to the tensions and politics generated by two compet-
ing worldviews, ontologies and discourses. First, the powerful conserva-
tion discourse and practice of science and the state either marginalises 
or problematises the Sonahas’ customary practices and livelihoods, fram-
ing them as antithetical to conservation. This legitimises the Sonahas’ 
exclusion from the riverscape and from any role in its conservation. By 
contrast, the marginalised Sonaha worldview and ontology constructs 
the riverscape as their lived environment and supports their claims to 
resource use rights and the continuation of their customary livelihoods 
which enable their cultural survival. It sees them as co-existing with and 
as having no major conservation impact on the local environment. The 
Sonahas’ moral ecology contests simplistic and exclusionary scientific 
notions of environmental conservation and sustainability. It challenges 
both the conservation discourse and science as failing to appreci-
ate Sonaha moral ecology, in order to situate Sonaha practice within 
the broader forces of change and ecological crisis. This case study has 
sought to illustrate some of the complexities and politics of environmen-
tal sustainability and conservation discourses as they encounter the moral 
ecology and practices of indigenous peoples like the Sonaha. It adds 
to discussions of the marginalisation of indigenous peoples by western 
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conservation practices as postulated by Colchester.61 Given the current 
crisis facing the Sonaha and their moral ecology and the conservation 
challenges facing the Park and the river, I have sought to articulate the 
need for a just appreciation of the marginalised Sonaha moral ecology in 
order to reconcile Sonaha livelihoods and cultural practices, and thereby 
indigenous justice, with the broader goals of conservation, in line with 
the ideal articulated by Norget that ‘in the indigenous moral ecology, 
social justice and sustainability come together in a sacred perspective 
on ecology’,62 and to pursue a just alternative to modern conservation 
practices.63
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CHAPTER 3

Global Ecologies and Local Moralities: 
Conservation and Contention on Western 

Australia’s Gascoyne Coast

Roy Jones, Joseph Christensen and Tod Jones

Introduction

This chapter considers the moral ecology of UNESCO World Heritage 
Site designations. Specifically, it examines how the processes by which 
Shark Bay and the Ningaloo Coast in Western Australia were inscribed 
on the World Heritage List were perceived by sections of the local pop-
ulations as both dispossessing the “settler” populations and as delimiting 
and restricting their customary and, to them, supposedly environmen-
tally sustainable practices. In so doing, it considers, as Karl Jacoby puts it, 
how “the pattern of beliefs, practices and traditions that governed how 
ordinary folk interacted with the environment” came into contact with 
“the decision making power of the state in the hands of a corps of highly 
trained technocrats” with, at least initially, divisive results.1

The Gascoyne region, located at Australia’s North-western extrem-
ity, is arid and remote from major population centres and is therefore 
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sparsely populated. Its 138,000 square kilometres are inhabited by a 
mere 14,500 people, over 8000 of whom live in and around the regional 
centre of Carnarvon. The two local authorities that contain most of the 
region’s coastline, and are the main focus of this study, are the Shire of 
Shark Bay with ca. 950 inhabitants and the Shire of Exmouth with ca. 
2500 (Fig. 3.1). In 1616, the Dutch navigator, Dirk Hartog, surveyed 
the coast of Shark Bay and left behind a plate as a marker of the first 
recorded European encounter with the Western Australian coastline 
on the island subsequently named after him. However, the reports of 
the early European explorers on the area were negative and the coast-
line became most known to them through its reputation for shipwrecks 
(characteristically of vessels losing their way en route to the Dutch 
East India Company base at Batavia) rather than as a potential site for 
European settlement.

The British established the Swan River Colony and the capital city of 
Perth ca. 1000 kilometres to the south in 1829 and, by the 1880s, pioneer 
settlers had established pastoral stations across the Gascoyne region. In this 
arid environment, land holdings tens of kilometres across were required 
to make an extensive sheep holding operation viable. In some locations, 
the sea offered an alternative, if precarious, livelihood. A pearling indus-
try developed at Shark Bay, whalers established beach stations near North 
West Cape and a local fishing industry began to develop in the early twen-
tieth century. Although these ventures were largely run by Europeans, 
the displaced Aboriginal population provided a labour force for both 
the pastoral and pearling operations. The cultural mix of what remained 
an extremely small population was further diversified by the use of Asian 
workers in the pearling industry in Shark Bay from its early stages.

Until and, for a time, even after World War Two, the population of 
the Gascoyne existed with minimal control by the Western Australian 
colonial and state authorities. Produce was shipped to and supplies 
obtained from Perth by sea. Bitumen roads reached no closer than the 
regional centre of Geraldton 500 kilometres to the south and the large 
scale of the pastoral leases, the decline of pearling, the small scale of the 
local fishing industry, and the remoteness of the area made government 
oversight both challenging and a relatively low priority.

As the twentieth century progressed, this isolation was breached. In 
the 1960s, a Cold War military base was established at North West Cape 
in response to the need for the US Navy to communicate with its sub-
marines in the Indian Ocean, and Coral Bay’s first caravan park and hotel 
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were built. In 1969, the highway between Geraldton and Carnarvon 
was bituminised. By the 1980s, the surfaced road network extended to 
Exmouth and to Denham, which is the main town on Shark Bay, and 
it became possible to drive around Australia on bituminised roads for 

Fig. 3.1  Gascoyne Coast, showing Shark Bay and Ningaloo Coast World 
Heritage Areas (Source Joseph Christensen)
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the first time. Remote areas like the Gascoyne coast began to experience 
what Holmes termed a “multifunctional rural transition”.2 He saw this as 
a “post productive transition with a difference” whereby remote (or out-
back) Australia began a shift from a dependence on largely productivist 
activities, such as pastoralism, fishing and mining, and began to incorpo-
rate consumption (tourism) and conservation values into its land man-
agement and economic development mentalities.3

The Gascoyne region offers exceptional opportunities for coastal rec-
reation, including warm temperatures and warm seas year round, abun-
dant fishing and snorkelling potential, several hundred kilometres of still 
largely pristine coral reef off North West Cape and possibilities for inter-
action with iconic marine species including dolphins, dugongs, manta 
rays and whale sharks. In recent decades, therefore, tourism has become 
both a major employer and a major contributor to the economies of 
both Exmouth and Shark Bay. This has, in itself, changed and disrupted 
the social structures of these hitherto isolated communities. But it is 
the growing importance of conservation, rather than consumption, val-
ues which has led to some of the most intense social and political con-
flicts. While a few small conservation sites had been identified in the early 
twentieth century, it was not until the 1950s that larger sections of the 
marine and terrestrial Gascoyne coast were designated as conservation 
areas. Over recent decades, both the areal extent and the level of conser-
vation designation of these localities increased, culminating in successful 
World Heritage Area bids for Shark Bay in 1991 and the Ningaloo Coast 
(largely in the Shire of Exmouth) in 2011 (Fig. 3.1).

Many of the conservation initiatives, but particularly the two World 
Heritage bids, prompted local community concern and opposition. 
Conservation department workers were ostracised in Denham and 
Exmouth, state politicians were threatened with being “corralled” at a 
meeting near Ningaloo Reef and prevented from boarding a flight back 
to Perth and the World Heritage listings were even linked to global con-
spiracy theories in both cases. Following the Ningaloo Reef listing, the 
Western Australian Department of Environment and Conservation com-
missioned a report into the community aspects of both World Heritage 
listings.4 This report is based on archival and local newspaper research 
and on interviews with a range of stakeholders from Exmouth, Shark Bay 
and Perth. It also draws on earlier work on Shark Bay5 and Ningaloo.6 
These studies provide the basis for the following sections of this chapter.
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Shark Bay

Historical Background

There is archaeological evidence of an Aboriginal presence across the 
Shark Bay area extending as far back as 30,000 BCE. Three language 
groups, the Yingkarta, the Nhanda and the Malgana occupied different 
parts of the region and the Malgana, who inhabited the central and west-
ern parts of the bay, are now regarded as the traditional owners.7 While 
limited contact between the local Aboriginal population and wrecked, 
exploring and even mutineering European mariners occurred from 
the seventeenth century onwards, including a shooting incident when 
François Péron visited Shark Bay in March 1803, the Aboriginal way 
of life continued essentially unchanged locally until the mid-nineteenth 
century.

At that time, the pastoral frontier extended into the Gascoyne region. 
European settlers with flocks of sheep moved into more remote loca-
tions in Australia as ever more land was taken up by an expanding wool 
industry, and because existing grazing land was being eaten out.8 These 
pastoralists were, often retrospectively, granted extended leases over the 
land that they had occupied. Colonial and, after Australian federation 
and independence in 1901, state governments held these leases over 
what remained officially Crown Land and, at least in theory, these gov-
ernments retained control over how the land was used. For much of this 
period, however, the capacity of colonial and state governments to exer-
cise oversight over the pastoralists’ operations was very limited.

In the Gascoyne, Aboriginal resistance to this process of violent dis-
possession was sporadic and largely ineffective. In the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, many Aboriginal groups across Australia 
became incorporated into the pastoral labour force undertaking domestic 
and stock and land management tasks in exchange for subsistence sup-
plies.9 By the 1960s, wool prices and therefore stocking levels declined 
and, following the 1967 referendum, which granted Australian citizen-
ship to the Aboriginal population, pastoralists were required to pay all 
their employees at the same rates. Most pastoralists subsequently dis-
missed their Aboriginal workers. In the Gascoyne, these families moved 
into the local towns and especially into Carnarvon.10

European entrepreneurs also commenced pearling operations around 
Shark Bay in the 1870s and 1880s. Like the pastoralists, they employed 
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local Aboriginal labour, though they also brought in an Asian (“Malay”) 
workforce. Denham was one of the few sites with access to fresh water 
on Shark Bay and it eventually became the main centre for the local 
pearling industry. It was gazetted as a townsite in 1898 and, by the 
early 1900s, it had a store, a school, a pub and was the base for around  
30 pearling boats. Fishing supplanted pearling as the town’s major indus-
try after the Great Depression and, although the town has maintained a 
polyethnic character, mixed race descendants of the original Aboriginal 
and Asian inhabitants are now largely likely to identify as Aboriginal.11

For most of its European history, Shark Bay remained in very lim-
ited contact with the outside world. A post and telegraph office was 
set up at Hamelin Bay in 1884, but otherwise the area was depend-
ent on sea transport with the State Shipping Service establishing itself 
as the monopoly supplier of transport services to Perth in 1911, with 
a monthly service calling at Denham. It was only during World War 
Two, and under threat of Japanese aggression if not invasion, that the 
130-kilometre dirt track from Denham to the (also dirt surfaced) North 
West Coastal Highway was upgraded to take motor traffic.

Following the sealing of the highway to Carnarvon in 1969, tour-
ism began to develop in Shark Bay.12 Initially, this was on a small scale. 
Before the road was sealed, this was a relative backwater with 10,000 vis-
itors in 1984. The road to Denham was sealed in 1985, and, in 1986, 
extended a further 25 kilometres to Monkey Mia, where a pod of dol-
phins, which had been interacting with local fishers since the 1960s, 
became the subject of international scientific study in 1982.13 From this 
time on, annual visitor numbers to Shark Bay exploded. In the mid-
1980s, Monkey Mia was a camping ground and Denham possessed a 
single hotel, four caravan parks and a few rental cottages, all mainly used 
by Western Australian residents.14 Largely due to the attraction of the 
dolphins, 150,000 tourists, over half of whom were interstate or interna-
tional, were visiting the area by 1991.

This was also the year when Shark Bay was inscribed on the World 
Heritage list. World Heritage listing was the culmination of the evolution 
of conservation in Shark Bay. “Reserves for native game” were designated 
at Dorre in 1907 and the Bernier Islands in 1918, but no further moves 
were made until mid-century when these areas, together with several 
other islands in Shark Bay, were upgraded to A Class reserve status.15 In 
1962, a subcommittee of the Australian Academy of Sciences (WA) pro-
duced a report on the state’s need for National Parks and nature reserves. 
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Its findings were largely followed by the Conservation through Reserves 
Committee which, in 1974, recommended to the state government that 
most of the Bay’s inner gulfs be protected by aquatic reserve status, that 
most pastoral leases surrounding the Bay be resumed and that the area 
be managed as a National Park. The state government endorsed these 
recommendations, and declared Hamelin Pool as a marine reserve in the 
mid-1970s in order to protect a colony of stromatolites, the world’s old-
est life form. However, little further action was taken until the processes 
for World Heritage designation were instigated in the 1980s.16

World Heritage Listing

Just as tourism interest in Shark Bay had rapidly escalated from the 
state to the national and international scales in the 1980s, so did inter-
est in the area’s conservation and environmental accreditation. In 1982, 
the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural 
Resources (IUCN) placed Shark Bay on its Inventory of The World’s 
Greatest Natural Areas, noting in passing that the area possessed all four 
of the “outstanding natural universal values” (aesthetic value, geologi-
cal value, biological processes and biodiversity conservation) required by 
UNESCO for World Heritage designation on environmental grounds.17 
Shark Bay’s environmental assets include extensive seagrass beds which 
are the habitat, inter alia, of a globally significant dugong population, 
hypersaline pools containing the world’s largest and most diverse exam-
ples of stromatolites, and peninsulas and islands where remnant popula-
tions of native animals and plants have found refuge from the predations 
of exotic species.

As a result of this international listing, national environmental groups 
such as the Australian Conservation Foundation began lobbying the 
state and federal governments to have Shark Bay nominated for World 
Heritage status.18 The local population became aware of this initiative 
in 1987 when the state government set up a Ministerial Committee to 
consider whether to proceed with a World Heritage nomination. In turn, 
this Committee established a Working Group which included representa-
tives from the Shark Bay and Carnarvon Shire Councils.

From the outset, local opinion on the proposed listing, as expressed 
publically, was extremely negative. At a public meeting held in Denham 
in 1990 residents voted 399 to 1 to support a motion that no inter-
vention at Shark Bay by the Commonwealth Government should take 
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place in regard to World Heritage listing.19 The size of this majority 
might be due, in part, to the social pressures acting against the public 
expression of dissent in a small and isolated community. Nevertheless, 
the reference to the Commonwealth (i.e. Australian) government in 
the motion underlines a consistent local framing of the debate over the 
World Heritage listing as a conflict between the moral ecologies of the 
residents, who saw the occupation of this vast area by such a small popu-
lation as having relatively little adverse environmental impact, and of the 
conservationist outsiders who, as several locals believed, were framing at 
least some of their activities as “crimes against nature” in an exceptional 
and threatened habitat.

This framing was certainly reflected in the letters and articles pub-
lished in the Carnarvon-based Northern Guardian, and in the attitudes 
of the staff and council of the Shire of Shark Bay.20 This negative reac-
tion by the local media and community leaders to the proposed World 
Heritage nomination had two components. One was an issue of scale 
and process, a resentment by the locals of non-locals making decisions 
which would affect their lives. More than twenty years on, some of our 
interviewees still expressed resentment at the overall lack of local consul-
tation and in particular at the brevity of their stay and the lack of involve-
ment shown by two federal government ministers during a (literally) 
flying visit to Denham within the consultation period. However, these 
concerns were intensified by both party political and issue-based disa-
greements between the local and non-local stakeholders.

The largely conservative pastoralists and local businesspeople who 
comprised the Shark Bay council at that time were ideologically opposed 
to the Labor state and federal government representatives who were 
supporting the World Heritage designation. The shire council there-
fore refused to cooperate with the higher levels of government during 
the consultation and designation periods. This disagreement extended 
to both extremities of the political spectrum. A local newssheet, the 
Shark Bay Christian Herald, attempted to link the World Heritage bid 
to globalist and socialist conspiracy theories. At the same time, the fed-
eral Labor government was seeking Green Party support and preference 
votes in the upcoming 1990 election. Simultaneously therefore, the 
World Heritage bid could be portrayed nationally as a benign conserva-
tion initiative in an area vulnerable to the activities of locals and tourists, 
and locally as a threat to traditional freedoms and ways of life.
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Ironically, local primary industry groups used their national networks 
to bring representatives of the Mountain Cattleman’s Association of 
Tasmania and the Queensland pastoralists to speak at Denham on their 
own negative experiences of World Heritage listings. Since Shark Bay 
was Western Australia’s first attempt at securing a World Heritage list-
ing, such interstate experiences of the process carried weight. But, in 
spite of the local opposition, the federal Labor government, having won 
the 1990 election, lodged Shark Bay’s World Heritage nomination in 
October and it was approved by UNESCO in the following year.21

After World Heritage Listing

In the period leading up to the World Heritage listing, federal and 
state government rhetoric emphasised the potential positive impacts of 
such an initiative in terms of increased tourism and local investment. 
However, tourism numbers plateaued during the 1990s and, even 
though the economic recession in the early part of the decade and strong 
competition from newer dolphin interaction enterprises much closer to 
Perth contributed to this situation, the governments’ statements could 
still be construed locally as a broken promise.

Two other factors also contributed to, at least medium term, local dis-
satisfaction with the World Heritage initiative. One was the continued 
negative attitude of local community leaders, especially from the Shire of 
Shark Bay and the pastoral industry, to the World Heritage listing.22 This 
made it difficult for the state and federal governments to raise the profile 
of the area as a World Heritage site and discouraged them from invest-
ing in the area. Defeats of the Labor state and federal governments in 
1993 and 1996 respectively compounded the situation since the incom-
ing Coalition (conservative) governments reduced the levels of local 
World Heritage funding. At a more pragmatic level, it took six years for 
the three tiers of government to agree on the composition of an advisory 
committee for the World Heritage site and the so-called annual meetings 
of the Shark Bay Ministerial Council were seldom if ever held.

Dissatisfaction with the World Heritage listing was also exacerbated 
by local resentment towards several environmental initiatives, which 
were not necessarily World Heritage related, but which could be used 
to ascribe guilt by association. A major contributor in this regard was 
Project Eden. This initiative began in 1994 when a former pastoral sta-
tion which had been resumed by the government was destocked, fenced 
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off, designated as a reserve and, following the removal of feral intro-
duced animals such as cats and foxes, used as a refuge for endangered 
and reintroduced native species. One component of this project was 
turning off the bores which had fed stock watering troughs, an initiative 
which was blamed locally both for decreasing the numbers of birds and 
animals on the former station and for increasing the numbers of emus 
entering Denham and Monkey Mia. The collapse of the popular Pink 
Snapper fishery in the mid-1990s, and the subsequent introduction of 
strict management controls over this favourite recreational pastime, also 
fed local dissatisfactions with state government agencies and the conser-
vation initiatives that they were responsible for managing.23

More generally, our interviewees often saw conservation initiatives 
as inhibiting them in various ways. Some tourism operators complained 
of excessive regulation of their businesses. Several respondents alluded 
to what they saw as the excessively officious behaviour of the rangers 
at conservation sites, particularly those controlling the human-dolphin 
interactions at Monkey Mia. These issues, and the removal of exotic (but 
shady) tamarind trees from a popular local beach, the closure of station 
tracks that had once provided access to fishing and other recreational 
spots, and controls imposed by the state Fisheries Department were all 
environmental constraints that could be linked, in the local conscious-
ness, to the World Heritage listing despite attempts by conservation 
department staff to correct these views.

In a community as small as Denham, even minor economic or popula-
tion shifts can bring about significant social change. Pastoralism has been 
in slow decline for decades and the fishing industry is relatively stable at 
best. By contrast, tourism began to grow again in the new century and the 
Department of Environment and Conservation (DEC), with 28 fulltime 
employees by 2010, became the largest employer in town, eclipsing even 
the Shire Council’s staff numbers. These economic and demographic shifts 
eventually had a political impact. The 2009 Shire elections saw the DEC 
officer with responsibility for World Heritage elected as Shire President 
and the makeup of the council transformed, with most of the newly 
elected councillors having tourism and/or conservation backgrounds.

These changes coincided with the, albeit belated, promotion of the 
World Heritage area at an entry statement at the junction of the North 
West Coastal Highway and the road to Denham (newly renamed World 
Heritage Drive), the use of a new Shark Bay World Heritage logo by the 
council and many of the local tourism businesses, and the opening of an 
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eight million dollar World Heritage Discovery Centre in the town. Most 
of our interviewees were of the opinion that, almost two decades after 
the World Heritage designation, there was a growing acceptance of and 
even support for the “post productive transition” of the town and dis-
trict to an economy increasingly based on tourism and conservation. This 
view was strongly shared by both our Aboriginal informants, one from 
the fishing industry and one an ecotourism operator, who were support-
ive of both the conservation and World Heritage initiatives, which they 
saw as assisting in the maintenance of viable fish stocks and as contribut-
ing to the Aboriginal concept of “caring for country”.24 However, just 
as the conflicts over conservation and World Heritage designation were 
abating at Shark Bay, they were rising a few hundred kilometres to the 
north at Ningaloo Reef.

North West Cape and Ningaloo Reef

Historical Background

North West Cape is at the tip of a 100 kilometre long peninsula with 
the Indian Ocean to its west and Exmouth Gulf to its East (Fig. 3.1). 
Ningaloo Reef extends for over 350 kilometres along and beyond the 
peninsula’s western edge. As a fringing reef, it is never more than a few 
kilometres from the shoreline and can be as close as 10 metres. As at 
Shark Bay, this area had long been occupied by Aboriginal groups, in this 
case the Yinikutura and the Baiyungu. Shell middens in the Cape Range, 
which extends along the peninsula, have been dated to 30,000 BCE.25

Pastoral settlers moved into this coastal zone from 1876 onwards, 
building up the sheep population and exporting their wool from jetties. 
The most important of these, Maud’s Landing, was actually gazetted as 
a townsite in 1896 but virtually no development took place there. As at 
Shark Bay, most of the Aboriginal population moved into Carnarvon 
either at that time or following the granting of Aboriginal citizenship 
and therefore of equal wages in the 1960s.26 Only a handful of people 
claim descent from the Yinikatura people, and they generally identify 
more strongly with other language groups. Descendants of the Baiyungu 
are considered to be the Traditional Owners of the southern part of the 
coastal area, and have been granted some rights over pastoral and tourist 
operations on the Ningaloo coast.27
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Although fishing, whaling and pearling vessels regularly visited the 
area from the late nineteenth century onwards, there was little or no 
permanent settlement other than that of the coastal pastoral stations. 
Shortly before World War One, two lighthouses and a whaling station 
were established along the coast, but it was not until World War Two 
and the fall of Singapore that the area acquired strategic significance 
and experienced further development. In 1942, the US Navy estab-
lished a submarine base on Exmouth Gulf, to the south of the current 
Exmouth townsite. An Australian support base, offering radio, radar and 
fighter cover for the submarine base evolved into both the present RAAF 
Learmonth and the region’s (civil) airport. The submarine base closed 
after the cessation of hostilities, but, as previously mentioned, American 
military interest in the region was renewed during the Cold War. In 
1962, the Australian and US governments signed an agreement for the 
construction of a military base at North West Cape that would use very 
low frequency radar to communicate with submarines in the Indian 
Ocean. The town of Exmouth was gazetted in 1963 to service the base 
and to provide support for the expansion of the local fishing industry 
and nascent tourism activity. Both the town and the base were officially 
opened in 1967.

At around the same time, the beginnings of tourism development 
occurred at Bill’s Bay, at the southern end of the reef, near Maud’s 
Landing. This coastal location had become a popular recreational spot, 
mainly for residents of Carnarvon, and the first beach shack had been 
constructed there in 1933. In 1968, roughly coinciding with the seal-
ing of the coastal highway to Carnarvon, a hotel, caravan park and pet-
rol station were constructed at the site. The hotel was named, and the 
locality renamed, Coral Bay. The developments at Coral Bay were under-
taken with minimal oversight and planning on the part of the local shire. 
In this regard, they paralleled another form of Ningaloo Reef tourism 
development that also commenced around that time. The pastoral sta-
tions along the reef were experiencing financial challenges as a result of 
uncertain rainfall, uncertain wool prices and the recent unavailability of 
low cost Aboriginal labour. However, these properties were becoming 
increasingly accessible by land thanks to the road sealing programme 
and the growing popularity of four-wheel drive vehicles. Especially at 
Waroora station in the south and at Ningaloo station further north, the 
pastoralists began to obtain an extra income stream by allowing tourists 
to camp, fish and recreate on the beaches and dunes adjacent to the reef.
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As at Shark Bay, the first pioneering tourists were largely Western 
Australians taking basic camping/caravanning holidays. Indeed, many 
were “grey nomads” who travelled north in the winter and spent long 
periods fishing and camping on the beaches.28 Over the course of the 
late twentieth century, however, tourist numbers steadily increased and 
diversified and the region has gained a growing national and interna-
tional ecotourism reputation.29 Much of this has focussed on the local 
potential for human interaction with whale sharks. In 1989, Ningaloo 
became the first place in the world where this form of tourism took 
place, and a number of fishers and boat owners in Exmouth and Coral 
Bay are now licensed to operate in this field.30 Although the American 
base closed down in 1992, at the end of the Cold War, tourism growth 
was sufficient to compensate for this population and economic loss. The 
185 US Navy houses left vacant when 700 Americans left this town of 
ca. 2000 people were all sold within a year,31 and their part gifting to the 
Exmouth Shire provided funds to upgrade the airport, develop a marina 
and upgrade roads, all of which facilitated further tourism growth. By 
the early 2000s, Carlsen and Wood estimated that almost 190,000 tour-
ists were visiting the Carnarvon and Exmouth shires annually.32

A growth in conservation activity paralleled this expansion of tour-
ism. A 13,000 hectare reserve was gazetted in the Cape Range at the 
northern edge of the peninsula in 1964. Its area was extended to ca. 
50,000 hectares when, as at Shark Bay, a peninsular pastoral lease was 
resumed by the state for conservation purposes in 1969, and its status 
was raised to that of a National Park in 1971. A small marine reserve 
was established around Coral Bay in 1968 and this was followed by a 
major marine conservation initiative. 45,000 square kilometres of state 
and Commonwealth waters adjoining a coastal strip 260 kilometres long 
and 40 metres wide was proposed as Ningaloo Marine Park in 1974 and 
finally gazetted as such by both state and federal governments in 1987. 
Continued expansion of the level of conservation was also a factor during 
the World Heritage listing process.

World Heritage Listing

As at Shark Bay, the initial move for World Heritage listing of the 
Ningaloo Coast came from outside the area, but it was prompted, at 
least partially, by local developments. The Coral Bay Resort, which had 
“developed as a tourism settlement in a relatively ad hoc manner”, was 
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experiencing capacity problems, in particular with reference to water 
supply and effluent disposal.33 Given the continuing growth in tourism 
numbers, a development consortium investigated the potential for the 
development of a major (2500 bed) Coral Coast Resort at the adjoin-
ing location of Maud’s Landing. In 1995, the state Liberal-National (i.e. 
conservative) government signed a heads of agreement with the devel-
opers to allow detailed planning of such a resort and, in 2000, the devel-
opers, the state Department of Land Administration and the Western 
Australian Tourism Commission commenced work on a land develop-
ment agreement for a resort, a marina and a small boat channel through 
the reef at Maud’s Landing.

These proposals were immediately contested by (non-local) conser-
vationists. A “Save Ningaloo” campaign, which was launched in Perth, 
became associated with and received political and media advice from 
an established environmental pressure group campaigning against res-
idential development adjacent to a metropolitan beach. Given its asso-
ciation with such environmental icons as coral reefs and whale sharks, 
“Save Ningaloo” soon attracted national and international attention and 
the support of Australian celebrities including the actor Toni Colette, 
the basketballer Luc Longley and the author Tim Winton. In the 
2001 state election, several environmental issues, including the Maud’s 
Landing development, experienced an unusually high profile. The Labor 
party gained a significant and unexpected victory and the Green Party 
obtained a pivotal position in the upper house of state parliament. In 
2003, the state premier announced, simultaneously, that the Maud’s 
Landing development would not proceed and that the state would seek 
World Heritage listing for the Ningaloo Coast.

Clearly, there are broad similarities between the Shark Bay and 
Ningaloo listing experiences in that both entailed the conferring of a 
prestigious global environmental status on remote, sparsely populated 
localities by national and international organisations in the face of local 
opposition. However, the differences are not insignificant and, in many 
ways, they relate to the time lag between the two processes. Simply, 
this was the second World Heritage listing process in the Gascoyne and 
therefore it became inexorably linked to the first. Several Shark Bay com-
munity members, most notably the former Shire President, had remained 
opposed to their own area’s World Heritage listing and campaigned 
actively against the Ningaloo designation. In doing so, they repeated the 
arguments that the promised increase in tourism and investment had not 
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occurred, that a “land grab” excluded local people from areas and activi-
ties that they had formerly enjoyed, and that the area would face restric-
tions on further development.

Second, several restrictions on local activities either came into force, 
such as a 2004 expansion of marine sanctuary (i.e. non-recreational fish-
ing) zones,34 or were presaged, such as the excision of a 1–2 kilometre 
coastal strip from the pastoral stations when their leases came up for 
renewal in 2015,35 while World Heritage status was being sought rather 
than after its occurrence. Nevertheless, these initiatives, both connected 
to state-led conservation of the coastal and marine zones, led to local 
dissatisfaction and conflict and could be associated with the growing loss 
of local control which some elements of the local community sought to 
associate with the World Heritage bid.

Third, the designation process was more protracted and consulta-
tive in the case of Ningaloo, extending from 2003 to 2011. In part, this 
resulted from a shift in UNESCO’s own processes as “communities have 
moved to centre stage in the World Heritage debate” and more weight 
was given to local concerns.36 Over this period, this led to significant 
changes in the proposed World Heritage Area boundaries. The first pro-
posal encompassed not only the reef and the adjacent pastoral stations 
but also Exmouth Gulf and much of the land around it.37 In response 
to local and resources (primarily oil and gas) industry concerns, only the 
(potentially) excised coastal strip from the pastoral stations and exist-
ing government-owned defence and conservation land were included 
within the terrestrial boundaries of the World Heritage Area proposed 
to UNESCO in 2011 and included in a National Heritage Listing 
in 2010. Even so, the IUCN, in its technical evaluation of the World 
Heritage bid, noted the pastoral lessees’ concerns and all pastoral land 
was excluded.38 The World Heritage Area, as eventually designated, is a 
predominantly marine entity.39

Finally, while important community leaders in both locations were 
opposed to the World Heritage bids, at Ningaloo differing visions for the 
future and therefore differing moral ecologies were evident within the 
local population. The aim of one faction was to maximise the possibil-
ity for greater change and development rather than, as at Shark Bay, to 
preserve something resembling the status quo. This divided the oppo-
sition. The pastoralists at Ningaloo were seeking to maintain their con-
trol over the coastal zones of their leases, whether these were being used 
for stock or for wilderness camping. By contrast, the Chairperson of the 
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Exmouth Chamber of Commerce and Industry and his supporters saw 
World Heritage designation as a barrier to the commercial and industrial 
development of the town. In particular, they saw Exmouth as having 
the potential to become a support base for the growing offshore oil and 
gas extraction industry on Australia’s north-western continental shelf. 
A partnership of interests including the Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry, a sandstone miner and local pastoralists even provided funds 
for the Chairperson to attend the final hearing for the Ningaloo World 
Heritage bid at UNESCO in Paris. He met with the Chair of the World 
Heritage Committee but stopped short of opposing the Australian gov-
ernment’s bid in the public hearing.

After World Heritage Listing

Given both the significant reduction to the boundaries of the World 
Heritage Area in the final listing and the protracted nature of the con-
sultation period that led up to this, its approval was perceived locally as 
both a compromise and a relief. Most of our local interviewees hoped 
that this period of community division would come to an end and there 
was even a sentiment that “it was time to get on with it” through activ-
ities like devising a logo, setting up an Advisory Committee and brand-
ing and marketing the World Heritage Area accordingly. Whether this 
was consciously realised or not, there was a general aspiration to avoid a 
repeat of the period of drift and discord that had followed the Shark Bay 
listing 20 years earlier.

To a certain extent, this has been achieved. However, both the con-
servation and the development initiatives that paralleled the World 
Heritage bid have not been problem free. Under the pastoral lease 
renewal programme, five of the six stations adjoining the reef have been 
granted 50-year lease extensions following the excision of the coastal 
strip. The sixth station launched a Supreme Court action against the 
Department of Parks and Wildlife and the Minister for Lands in early 
2016 and some months later this dispute entered mediation.40 The 
coastal land excision is also not perceived as a very satisfactory arrange-
ment by the other pastoralists. One has been granted the right to man-
age coastal camping in the exclusion zone for a further 10 years, but 
fears that this concession might be rescinded remain.41 Another observed 
in an interview that, while the exclusion zone was only 10% of his prop-
erty, it represented the best land and comprised 40% of its value.42 More 
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broadly, the government seeks to develop a series of camping nodes 
along the reef coast, either itself or in partnership with private develop-
ers. Many of the existing wilderness campers fear that this will favour 
luxury “glamping” operators and exclude those who now enjoy inexpen-
sive holidays by the reef. The moral ecologies of the Ningaloo Coast are 
complex and contentious.

More recently, the Shire of Exmouth council has been suspended for 
six months by the state Crime and Corruption Commission over irregu-
larities in financial management relating to procuring and tendering for a 
science and research hub, the Ningaloo Centre, and for an aquarium.43 
For small, remote communities merely “getting on with it” in a context 
of both rapid change and increasing government oversight generates its 
own challenges and hazards.

Conclusion

In an afterword to his volume Crimes against Nature, Jacoby contends 
that “one facet that cries out for greater elaboration is the history of 
settler colonialism”, a process which “produces a series of inversions in 
which the settlers become the new natives while the indigenous peoples 
become outsiders in their former homeland”.44 An inversion of this type 
certainly took place in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 
along the Gascoyne coast as the pastoralist and pearler settlers dispos-
sessed the local Aboriginal groups. What this study of the more recent 
history of this area suggests is that, albeit partially, this series of inver-
sions has continued and that some of the area’s settlers/new natives 
have come to perceive themselves as being outsiders in their home-
land, at least in relation to the growing power of the conservation and 
planning arms of government over their lives, an experience shared by 
both Aboriginal and settler populations in remote areas of Far North 
Queensland, as documented by Veronica Strang.45 Jacoby’s insight-
ful characterisation of settler colonialism introduces and interrelates the 
concepts of scale (natives/indigenous peoples as opposed to settlers/
outsiders) and change (the series of inversions) which are central to the 
conflicts described here.

Graham, Ashworth and Tunbridge point out that “the array of dif-
ferent scales and the complex way in which these interact in cultural and 
economic terms significantly complicates the geography of heritage”.46 
At the local scale, and over several generations, a small population, 
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largely dependent on pastoralism and fishing, pursued a productivist 
existence. While it would probably be an overstatement to argue that 
they “lived too close to nature to appreciate it for other than its value 
as raw material”,47 their impacts on the environment were at least grad-
ual. In the context of their moral ecology, damage to the natural veg-
etation by commercial livestock, to native fauna by introduced species 
and to fish stocks by overfishing could be perceived by the local popula-
tion as being small and gradual in relation to the huge expanses of land 
and ocean involved. On a global scale, within the IUCN and UNESCO, 
and at intermediate levels by the conservation arms of governments 
and NGOs, both the perceptions of the area and the moral ecologies 
of those viewing it were rather different. The Gascoyne coast came to 
be seen as an area containing globally significant ecosytems, such as the 
pristine Ningaloo Reef, Shark Bay’s seagrass beds housing one-sixth of 
the world’s dugongs and several insular and peninsular refuges for threat-
ened native species, all of which were deemed to be in urgent need of 
protection.

A scalar clash was inevitable between a small and hitherto isolated local 
population that generally believed that they best understood the local 
environment and that they knew how to manage it in a way that pre-
served their lifestyles and livelihoods, and state and national governments 
and interest groups seeking to preserve ecosystems and natural land-
scapes which they perceived as being under serious threat. The two World 
Heritage bids took this conflict to another level as the local communities 
saw power and control being ceded to an even more remote authority. 
Liechti et al. quoted a letter sent to the editor of a local newspaper during 
the World Heritage nomination process for a part of the Swiss Alps which 
argued that “never should we allow foreign organisations, people from 
Paris, Berne… to decide what we have to do and how we do things in 
our mountains”.48 This mirrors the sentiments of many in the Gascoyne 
coastal communities about “their” beaches, reef, dunes and islands.

That these issues were being played out during a period of rapid tour-
ism growth and economic change along the Gascoyne coast only added 
to the complexity of these disputes. The local expansion of tourism in 
recent decades simultaneously generated economic opportunities and 
environmental threats. Recreational fishing became so popular at Shark 
Bay that stocks of Pink Snapper, one of the most sought-after species, 
collapsed suddenly, necessitating the introduction of strict management 
controls that aimed to sharply curb recreational catches.49 Wilderness 
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campers provided a much-needed income stream for struggling pastoral-
ists but, as their numbers grew, the lack of adequate sanitary arrange-
ments meant that their effluent and rubbish presented a threat to the 
nearby fringing reef.50 Controls and regulations were required to prevent 
various species, from stromatolites through dolphins to whale sharks, 
from suffering too much from human attention and contact.51

More generally, these recent economic shifts have diversified the 
makeup of the local communities and therefore the attitudes of these 
populations to their environments. Compared to the broad consensus for 
a continuation of the status quo in Shark Bay three decades ago, the more 
recent attitudes of the communities at or near Ningaloo are varied. While 
the pastoralists saw little need for change, many of those in the growing 
conservation and tourism industries supported World Heritage nomina-
tion (albeit for somewhat differing reasons), and a segment of Exmouth’s 
business community feared the impact of environmental restrictions on 
the town’s industrial and economic growth, local social adaptations that 
invite comparison with the processes noted by Thompson in his study of 
“the English crowd in the eighteenth century”.52

Walker et al. contend that “remote Australia’s diverse regions are con-
fronted by common issues: issues globally familiar and presenting com-
plex local challenges. They are common to regions where people reside 
remotely from centres of political and economic power but are facing 
rapid economic and social change”.53 In part, this description fits the 
Gascoyne coast, but it fails to acknowledge the major factor that links 
scale and change to disputes over conservation and land management. 
In recent decades, much of remote Australia has become significantly 
less isolated and much more accessible as a result of transport and com-
munication developments. These developments have driven remote 
area economic and social change and facilitated the exercise of political 
and economic power from afar over these areas inducing, for many of 
the local inhabitants, feelings of both loss of familiarity and loss of con-
trol. Just as the Aboriginal population experienced the “inversion” of 
settler colonialism more than a century ago, so are the current inhabit-
ants of the Gascoyne coast experiencing dispossession of the places and 
resources with which their lives have long been entangled, as the ending 
of their isolation allows tourism and conservation initiatives to construct 
aspects of their traditional ways of life as “environmental banditry”.  
It is only if we take the new constraints on residents’ activities and the 
pain which accompanies the unravelling of their relations with their local 
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environments into account that we can understand residents’ attitudes 
and actions (including their slow and partial acceptance) towards the 
“protection” and “development” of their home areas, largely by outside 
forces.
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CHAPTER 4

From Activists to Illegally Occupying Land: 
Aboriginal Resistance as Moral Ecology 

in Perth, Western Australia

Shaphan Cox and Christina Birdsall-Jones

Introduction

Settler colonial cities operate on inversions. By transforming the for-
eign into the familiar, settler cities create a spatial distinction between the 
“colonial self” and the “colonised other”.1 The cumulative effect is that 
Indigenous claims to place in the settler-city come to require authenti-
cation, while the city, for all its obvious inventions, comes to signify per-
manence. The discursive and physical eviction of Aboriginal people from 
their ancestral lands has been an ongoing trauma for Nyoongar people in 
Perth, Western Australia. In spite of this, the enduring presence and con-
nection that Nyoongar people maintain to their land and significant sites 
within it, continues to present profound challenges to the settler-state. 
Aboriginal resistance in Perth, in particular, occupying land, provokes 
an uncomfortable situation for the state. These movements remind the 
government of its colonial ancestry and necessitate a negotiation by which 
it took possession. It is in this way that inversions come to dominate public  
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discourse as the state seeks to reassert its position as host while original 
inhabitants who have survived, managed and cared for the land become  
the unwelcome guests.2 In considering Aboriginal resistance to settler-co-
lonial technologies of dispossession and elimination, this chapter seeks 
to extend the social justice work of Karl Jacoby.3 In the Afterword to his 
updated edition of Crimes against Nature Jacoby reflects on his work and 
states:

I find that the one facet that cries out for greater elaboration is the history 
of settler colonialism. At its most basic, this is a mode of colonialism in 
which newcomers seek to displace a locale’s indigenous peoples and claim 
their land rather than exploiting them for trade or labor, as in other forms 
of imperialism. The ensuing replacement of one population by another 
produces a series of inversions in which the settlers become the new natives 
while the indigenous peoples become outsiders in their former homeland.4

These inversions do not just occur at the point of annexation, they 
rely on the ongoing systemic structure of settler-colonialism. The rel-
evance to Jacoby’s writings has to do with important questions over 
rights and access to land, social justice and the criminalisation of vernac-
ular expressions of belonging. While much of the moral ecology liter-
ature has focussed on conservation movements in “natural” non-urban 
environments, this chapter brings Jacoby’s conceptualisation of Crimes 
against Nature into the urban sphere exploring the tensions between 
settler colonialism and Aboriginal sovereignty at a Nyoongar sacred site 
in Perth known as Goonininup, upon which sits a Brewery. This chap-
ter focuses primarily on the relationship between the Aboriginal activists 
who set up camp on the site in 1988–1989 in protest of a planned rede-
velopment of the Brewery and the alliances that formed with and against 
them. In the sections that follow we provide a brief description of the 
site before turning to an engaged discussion of settler-colonialism and 
sovereignty. We then present an analysis of the case study drawing on 
ethnographic writings and a review of scholarly work specific to the site.

The Site

The dominant landform of the city of Perth is the Swan River. The city 
is where the river is at its widest, just before it empties into the ocean at 
Perth’s sister city of Fremantle. While the Perth riverscape is dominated 
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by the modernist development of its urban context there are also some 
important examples of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
architecture, of which the Swan Brewery is one. The Brewery was estab-
lished in 1888, early in Perth’s urban development history to utilise a 
fresh water spring producing significant quantities of high-quality water. 
Not surprisingly, the spring was already known to the local Aboriginal 
people, for whom the spring and the associated river had acquired both 
sacred and practical significance over the millennia of their habitation of 
the area. For the local Wadjuk Nyoongar people, the spring and its asso-
ciated land is known as Goonininup.

The local Aboriginal people of the Swan River Valley are one of a 
cultural bloc of peoples native to the south west of the state who call 
themselves the Nyoongar, from a language word simply meaning per-
son.5 The individual names of the constituent groups of this bloc are 
not well known, in the Perth area in particular. The reason for this is 
that the south west in general was the area of the most intense and con-
centrated period of conquest and colonisation in Western Australia. In 
the metropolitan region in particular, this period was particularly rapid, 
spanning a period of only thirty years. By the end of this period, most 
Nyoongar people had been forcibly removed from the Perth region. 
They were discouraged from inhabiting the area of the city proper, and 
indeed between 1927 and 1948 they were legally prohibited from entry 
there. These and similar exclusionist policies prevailed throughout the 
state, and they ranged from the draconian to the brutal. Despite this, the 
people of the Swan River Valley, like other Nyoongar groups, managed 
to retain links with their countries by striving, with varying degrees of 
success, to remain on land as close as they could get to those areas.6 In 
this process, a number of cultural features were lost. What was not lost 
was group identification with country, the connection between people 
and sites of significance through story and myth, and the kin-based foun-
dation of Aboriginal social organisation. These elements determined the 
structure of Aboriginal activism along the Swan River.

At Goonininup in 1988–1989, a group of Nyoongar activists set 
up camp across the road from the Old Brewery (the Brewery) during 
a protracted development controversy to advocate for the protection 
and rehabilitation of a sacred site. Aboriginal activists were asserting 
their sovereign right to be in place, but despite forming alliances with 
non-Aboriginal groups and provoking significant public interest, the 
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group were ultimately arrested and removed for illegally occupying land. 
The authority of the state to dismantle the camp and arrest activists, 
we assert, should be understood through a review of the critical schol-
arly work on settler colonialism. This is the theoretical lens we will now 
develop.

Settler Colonialism, Sovereignty and the City

Jacoby briefly outlines the general function of settler colonialism as 
developed by Wolfe in two ways.7 Firstly, settlers come to stay and must 
therefore replace the unique connection Indigenous peoples have with 
land. Secondly, settler-colonialism requires land for production and is 
therefore infused with a need to continually expand and reproduce and 
does so in a creative destructive way. Yiftachel and Fenster argue that 
settler states seek to quickly establish patterns of control and oppres-
sion to blunt expected resistance to the appropriation and exploitation 
of Indigenous peoples lands and to minimise resistance to the necessary 
nation-building process through social exclusion.8 Wolfe describes the 
settler state’s requirement for land as its colonial “irreducible element” 
and presents the logic of elimination that runs through it in three stra-
tegic phases: confrontation; carceration; and assimilation.9 Wolfe argues 
that Aboriginal people who survived the shock of the first phase had to 
improvise in radically altered landscapes. As a consequence, what can be 
seen in Australia, or at least the Western Australian context, is the emer-
gence of a controlling discourse of protection whereby Aboriginal peo-
ple were removed from their homelands and located on missions and 
reserves “for their own good”.10 Wolfe explains that such policies were 
also a temporary measure premised on the existence of an enduring third 
phase of assimilation. The removal of Aboriginal peoples from their land 
paved the way for what was usually pastoral settlement in the apparently 
“vacant” land. Kinnane describes this process in action during the expan-
sion of pastoralism in the east Kimberley region of Western Australia.11 
He presents a set of figures that highlight the injustice of removals based 
on criminalisation and entrapment:

Out of fifty-eight reported cases of cattle killing in police files for the East 
Kimberley in 1906, one-hundred and seventy-nine Aboriginal men were 
brought to trial, of which one hundred and fifty-nine were ‘summar-
ily convicted’ of the charge… Even allowing for ten times the number of 
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reported cases of cattle killing, that would make maybe five hundred cows 
being killed out of tens of thousands.12

Haebich provides a thorough examination of the processes of disposses-
sion and the development of protection policies (notably the Aborigines 
Protection Act 1905) in the southwest of the state that resonate to this 
day.13 What Wolfe explains is that the logic of elimination does not only 
apply to the “liquidation of Indigenous people”, which would consign  
it to an “event”.14 Rather, settler-colonialism is a structure and the logic 
of elimination in a settler-colonial context permeates all dealings of  
the state with Indigenous people. Therefore there are many forms by 
which processes of elimination are occurring. While land is the irreduci-
ble element for settler-colonialism, the logic of elimination relies on what 
is represented as a quality of “temporariness” of Aboriginal claims to 
place.

This function of elimination is reflected in the enduring representa-
tions of Aboriginal people and culture in the education systems in 
Australia often reduced to nomadic people who did not own the 
land but belonged to it. Another important aspect of Wolfe’s work 
is that Indigenous peoples were removed, not as the original owners 
of the land, but as racialised others. In this case, the racial category of 
Aboriginal was imposed on the original owners and the complexity of 
cultural differences and identity smothered over. It is only recently that 
the diversity of Aboriginal peoples in Australia have been acknowledged 
in the education systems. The recent popularity of the Horton Map is a 
good example.15

Wolfe’s ground-breaking work is not without its critics. Strakosch 
and Macoun discuss a range of criticisms of Wolfe’s work, particularly 
its structuralist characteristics.16 They point out that the structuralism is 
“its explanatory power, but it also makes it difficult for Wolfe’s settler- 
colonialism to imagine colonial transformation”.17 The problem there-
fore is the potential to undermine Indigenous resistances while reify-
ing white authority. In this critique, the authors argue that, at its best, 
Wolfe’s work shows settler academics there is another side to the rela-
tionship and that “only genuine conversation and work with Indigenous 
people can create change”.18 In extending the possibility of Wolfe’s 
structuralism, Aboriginal assertions of sovereignty can be viewed as 
a refusal of settler-colonialism. A number of Aboriginal scholars have 
worked to conceptualise the sovereignty movement of Aboriginal people 
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in Australia calling into question the lawful authority of Australia’s exist-
ence. Such work asserts a position of Aboriginal sovereignty that was 
never ceded and continues to endure. The work of Aboriginal scholars 
such as Watson, Moreton-Robinson and Foley reposition Aboriginal 
people as having agency which is something of a deficiency in Wolfe’s 
structuralist critique.19 This is not to say that asserting sovereignty has 
been effective in overcoming settler-colonial regimes, but that they 
invoke important interruptions.

Sovereignty is a complex concept, particularly in the context of com-
peting sovereignties. Wolfe describes the means by which states such as 
Australia came into existence. Supreme power or authority is expressed in 
the notion of dominion claimed by Britain. Disavowal takes place in the 
logic of discovery where European colonisers reserve rights to the power 
of dominion while Indigenous peoples are assigned occupancy. In this 
structuring, Indigenous people could transfer their rights of occupancy 
to the discoverer (this was particularly relevant to lands with competing 
colonial interests), but they could not transfer sovereignty because it was 
not theirs to transfer.20 This is a phase of domination without conquest. 
Wolfe’s framing is important for understanding the ensuing removal and 
elimination of Indigenous peoples but the critiques above reflect how it 
can be reproduced as hegemonic. Instead, other scholars have sought to 
explore how Aboriginal groups refuse this imposition. Simpson details 
resistance to the imposition of colonisation by the Mohawk nation in 
Canada and discusses how what might otherwise be seen as ordinary acts 
in a situation of pre-colonisation or decolonisation, such as travelling 
on Indigenous passports, call into question the authority of the colonial 
structure.21 He suggests that

Like Indigenous bodies, Indigenous sovereignties and Indigenous politi-
cal orders prevail within and apart from settler governance. This form of 
“nested sovereignty” has implications for the sturdiness of nation-states 
over all.22

Simpson is particularly interested in Indigenous interruptions to the sto-
ries that settler colonial states tell about themselves. Stories that reiter-
ate a sense of being new, beneficent and acts of colonial dispossession 
and violence “settled” or in the past. In the Perth context Kerr and 
Cox describe how “Aboriginal activists have been seeking to reassert 
their sovereignty to get away from the state violence of protection”.23 



4  FROM ACTIVISTS TO ILLEGALLY OCCUPYING LAND …   89

The challenge for Aboriginal assertions of sovereignty in urban environ-
ments is complicated by the way cities work to alienate Aboriginal con-
nections to land. Cities perform a key role in the process of imperialism. 
As Anderson and Jacobs contend, “imperialism is a fundamentally spa-
tial project” and cities are implicated in this either as “the metropolitan 
heartland of imperial expansion”, or as “important nodal points in the 
establishment of colonies”.24 The critical question Anderson and Jacobs 
pose is: “If the city was so important to the imperial project then why 
was it that so many contemporary analysts of cities so rarely register 
this imperial inheritance?”25 The implication being a silence regarding 
Aboriginal claims to land in the city and an example of the unproblem-
atic stories that settler states seek to tell about themselves.26

In the next section we trace the origins of, and construction of the 
Brewery at Goonininup before introducing context and specific detail 
about the Aboriginal group who gathered there in 1988–89 to defend 
their sacred site.

The Battle for Goonininup

Shortly after the Brewery on the Swan commenced operations in 1888 
the company felt the need to expand as a consequence of the state’s gold 
rush. At the time it was “internationally acknowledged as a state of the 
art construction” but by the 1960s the company was rationalising its pro-
duction methods and reduced its operations at the Brewery to bottling 
and storage.27 It finally closed in 1979 and the building lay idle.28 But it 
remained central in the community’s vision because of its prominence on 
the riverfront. It lies in the foreground of impressive panoramic views of 
Kings Park and the Perth CBD. At night, the side of the Brewery facing 
the river was illuminated with changing images of a sailing ship, an ocean 
liner and a stylised swan which was the logo of the Brewery. Both ships 
were affectionately dubbed “the Good Ship Swan” in reference to both 
the name of the lager, the bird and the river. This common vision of the 
Brewery as a central feature of the landscape, visible by night and by day, 
led to a general appreciation of it as belonging to everyone, despite the 
fact that few people went there. When a redevelopment of the site was 
proposed, therefore, the hue and cry was widespread and general among 
the population of the greater metropolitan area.29

The Aboriginal occupation at the Brewery sprang from a differ-
ent imperative altogether. It occurred in the context of a long-standing 
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struggle for housing waged by a group of Nyoongar people who were 
among the traditional owners of the land and waters within the Swan 
Valley. This group was a small kin community led by their elder, Robert 
Bropho. They called themselves the Fringe Dwellers of the Swan Valley 
(FDSV). Theirs is a long story of struggle to remain within their own 
country, but prior to the time of our telling, they had been residents of a 
small, state-owned, Aboriginal community called Allowah Grove located 
on the outskirts of the metropolitan region. The community was closed 
and disbanded in 1968.30 Although most of the former members of that 
community were rehoused, the group that became the FDSV either 
refused or abandoned this alternative housing, reforming their com-
munity by camping out together, in and around the city and the Swan 
valley. The primary objective of the FDSV became to induce the state 
government to provide them with land and housing to establish their 
own semi-autonomous community within their traditional lands. The 
occupation of the Brewery provided the group with a means to further 
this objective because in seeking to protect their sacred interest in the 
land and waters associated with the Brewery site, they demonstrated 
their precolonial, and indeed ancient, connection with the area they 
claimed as their traditional country.31 In this way the occupation of the 
brewery site served to strengthen the pursuit of their case for housing 
and community with the state.

The occupation was therefore opportunistic but this is not to say that 
the heritage concerns of the FDSV were at all trivial. They mattered 
very much in the ongoing dispute over what should be done with the 
Brewery site. In the film Always Was Always Will Be, Ansara and Bropho 
describe the sacred significance of the site:

The whole of this area here is all sacred to the Aboriginal people. Where 
we are now with our tents; under the old Swan Brewery, there’s wells. 
Stones have been moved from there. Along these foreshores here, where 
the dreaming, water snake… the Waugal. He is responsible for creating all 
water ways, rivers.32

The parties concerned included those with concerns over the city’s 
architectural heritage, conservationists, and the FDSV among others. 
A number of prominent Nyoongar activist and leaders were also piv-
otal to the protest. The common concern of all the Aboriginal inter-
ests was the unextinguished spiritual significance of the site. It was also 
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an opportunity to protest in a way that had not been possible in more 
authoritarian times. Mingli Wanjurri explains:

Many of our people were set upon, they were shot because they spoke 
out… and it’s still happening today with deaths in custody. So you know 
this is an opportunity, the first big opportunity that we’ve had to speak out 
to protect our land which is our right and we’re going to continue doing it 
until the end.33

A number of other prominent Nyoongar activists were also quoted in the 
film including Nyoongar elder Ben Taylor who described the important 
platform that the Brewery protest had become:

I was told when I was a small child by my father and grandfather of the 
Waugal and its meaning to us Aboriginal people. And I will go on to tell 
my family what it means to us … In the past we couldn’t talk about this 
because we have never had a voice. But today we have got a strong voice.34

While opposite the Brewery the camp was disadvantageous being hard 
on a major urban thoroughfare, and it therefore lacked shade and was 
noisy and dusty.35 This did not represent a great diminution in circum-
stance for the FDSV. They were, and had been, homeless for around 
twenty years by this time.

The act of establishing the camp served to demonstrate both their 
patent lack of suitable housing and their attachment to the river fore-
shore and surrounds. It was the point about their lack of suitable hous-
ing that was lost in the course of the larger issue of the redevelopment of 
the Brewery. They wanted to live as a community because they conceived 
it to be their right as the traditional owners of the land on which the city 
was built. The Brewery was an opportunity to demonstrate their recog-
nised identity as traditional owners, but their rights as traditional owners 
went unacknowledged and in the end were rejected by the state and set-
tler community in general.

The protest was not lonely. It was in fact well supported by unions 
and the churches. The Construction, Mining and Energy Union banned 
work at the site, and non-Aboriginal protesters regularly joined the 
FDSV, attending meetings at the camp and holding up signs to alert 
oncoming traffic that they were on Aboriginal land.36 The end came 
after ten months, when in October 1989, one hundred police were 
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dispatched to clear the camp for “trespassing on Crown Land”.37 There 
were over 200 people at the camp, of whom fifty-four were arrested.38 
This was not the end of either Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal protest 
against the development of the Brewery site, but it was the end of the 
Nyoongar residence there.

Aboriginality and Settler Colonialism

A notable feature of the Aboriginal occupation of the Brewery site was 
the alliances that were formed, both for and against the Aboriginal activ-
ists’ call for demolition and returning the site to parkland. Supporters 
of this initiative included some trade unionists, building workers, church 
and social justice groups, and nearby residents. However, the moti-
vations of these supporter groups were varied.39 Some distrusted the 
state government’s close ties to business; some merely sought the dem-
olition of a former brewery because of their moral position on alco-
hol. Indeed, much of the support for the brewery’s demolition and its 
replacement by parkland came from settler establishment groups. Many  
residents from the surrounding suburbs opposed any riverfront build-
ing in order to preserve their own exclusive environment; the Royal 
Automobile Club and the Royal College of Surgeons supported demo-
lition to improve road safety on a dangerous bend; for the state Liberal 
(i.e. conservative) party the dispute provided an opportunity to embar-
rass their Labor counterpart. Many of these pro-demolition groups were 
therefore unlikely to offer outspoken support for Aboriginal land rights 
or resistance to the police-led eviction of the camp.40 Mickler extends 
his critique, and taking no prisoners, rebukes the Left for their refusal 
to engage with the complex questions relating to Aboriginal claims to 
place and belonging despite doing so in other comparable international 
and national examples such as land rights movements in remote parts of 
Australia.41 He claims the lack of engagement shows up the limits of the 
so-called politically progressive to consider the possibilities of a decolo-
nising movement. Mickler goes on to describe how colonial society often 
works to recuperate advances of the colonised “other” by controlling the 
terms of what is considered acceptable. In the battle for Goonininup, 
Aboriginal activists were described as “unreasonable”, asked to “back 
off” and deemed to have “gone too far”, not by their familiar enemies, 
as Mickler explains, but by those who professed to be sympathisers of 
Aboriginal rights such as Labor politicians, trade union leaders and 
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liberal journalists.42 Certainly, the state Labor government’s support for  
the building’s retention constrained not only Labor parliamentarians, but 
also sections of the union movement. Others, who may well have been 
sympathetic in other—and perhaps non-metropolitan—circumstances 
found it difficult to privilege seemingly intangible Indigenous heritage 
over concrete and colonial industrial heritage. Issues that were central for 
the local Indigenous population were at best secondary and at worst a 
convenient weapon for elements of the settler community on both sides 
of this dispute.43 Alexander and Yiftachel argue that “the interests of a 
peripheral indigenous minority— even when backed by large parts of the 
community— are time and again brushed aside by the government in the 
face of pressure from business and development interests”.44

Also at the centre of the debate are complex claims to place and own-
ership as Aboriginal activists asserted their connection to the sacredness 
of Goonininup in the city. Even before Aboriginal people were physi-
cally excluded from their homelands they were discursively evicted by the 
European cartographic representations of the landscape. Place naming is 
a political practice and Mickler argues that Nyoongar claims may have 
been harder to dismiss if the name Goonininup survived and was used in 
public discourse to frame the contestation. As it stands, this part of the 
foreshore has no stated name, although the spring appears on maps as 
Kennedy’s Fountain.

By Lewi’s update, a resolution had been made and there was no mis-
taking which side of the preservation-demolition debate had won out:

The completed redevelopment today includes apartments aimed at the 
top-end of the Australian market and foreign investors, private office 
rental, plenty of onsite parking and a large restaurant and bar complex. 
The paying public can gain entry to the bar and restaurant, while the 
non-paying can use the upgraded public walk and cycle track at the river’s 
edge. Any previous intentions of an Aboriginal cultural centre, art gallery 
or theatre, along with earlier requests by the Aboriginal community for an 
alcohol-free site were not enacted.45

Lewi concludes “that the privatisation of both the sacred and the public 
landscapes have well and truly won the day”.46 Given the protracted and 
lengthy controversy, the absence of not only any Aboriginal representa-
tions in the refurbished suite of buildings or a gesture to the complex 
and protracted dispute is a “potent example of the erasure of difficult 
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and messy local significance and memory” instead it can be read as “an 
intentional memorial… to the very processes of colonial power and 
marginalisation of indigenous histories”.47 For the most part what was 
centred in this dispute was the battle to either preserve and develop or 
demolish and revert to parkland the Brewery site while the question of 
Aboriginal sovereignty remained silenced.

Conclusion

Returning to the Afterword in Crimes against Nature Jacoby gestures 
at the power of the settler-colonial lens to reveal the motivation behind 
the exclusion of Indigenous people from their homelands in relation to 
nation building.48 Jacoby writes “the absence of indigenous peoples in 
the parks erased North America’s history of human violence— its Indian 
wars— and suggested instead that the continent ‘s pivotal encounter was 
between Euro-Americans and the natural environment: the “conquest 
of nature”.49 The diversion resonates strongly with Wolfe’s conceptual-
isation of settler-colonialism’s logic of elimination, the appetite for land, 
and the power of nation-building.50 Jacoby’s resolve is that “by craft-
ing as detailed a portrait of conservation as possible, one that acknowl-
edges its vices alongside its virtues, we can take the first steps towards an 
environmental policy that protects not only nature but also the human 
communities with which it is intimately entangled”.51 This is certainly a 
desirable goal to arrive at. A just resolution for all sides. But as has been 
outlined in the case study above, different ontological and epistemologi-
cal views abound and conflict.

More specifically on the site discussed and resisting the pressure to 
declare winners and losers, a rethinking of how space and place is con-
ceived offers a provocative conclusion that resonates here. In Massey’s 
reconceptualisation of space, it is conceived not as a fixed surface—which 
would represent a singular reading of the site—but as a space-time that 
invokes the here and now and the then and there.52 For Massey, this is 
the event of place and it is produced by a constellation of components 
that momentarily converge only to disperse again. All of the parts that 
constitute place are in motion. Consequently, travelling across space 
is not to cross a fixed surface but is rather to traverse a landscape that 
invokes a multiplicity of ongoing stories, trajectories and social relations. 
To stand therefore on the grounds of the newly refurbished Brewery that 
as Lewi points out, has erased any reference to Aboriginal occupation in 
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its varied manifestations, does not mean that one is no longer standing 
on sacred Nyoongar ground.53 Not because beneath the concrete sur-
face the ground is the same dirt, that is shifting all the time, but rather 
to know the stories and the contested claims to the place is to recall 
the Aboriginality of the space. The significance of this resistance move-
ment not only recalls a precolonial past but also creates the possibilities 
of a decolonised present. Taylor describes this as a double-geography. 
However, brief these movements are, or dramatically brought to a force-
ful end, the action works to disrupt a dominant social ordering.54 This 
is a challenge to the powerful operation of the settler-colonial inversions 
presented in this paper and is an attempt to reframe the Aboriginal sol-
idarity movements as at home while questioning the status of the forces 
aligned against them.
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CHAPTER 5

Ghosts in the Forest: The Moral  
Ecology of Environmental Governance 
Toward Poor Farmers in the Brazilian 

and US Atlantic Forests

Scott William Hoefle

Ghosts in the Forest

To the visitor who casts a tourist gaze at the breathtaking scenery of peaks 
and Atlantic Forest in the federal- and state-administered full conser-
vation parks of the Appalachians in the United States and of the Coastal 
Mountains in Brazil it would appear that no one had ever lived there when 
in fact extensive tracts were once deforested and occupied by Amerindians 
and later by poor immigrant farmers. During the twentieth century and 
continuing into the present century these areas as well as others located 
outside conservation units experienced large-scale forest regeneration.

The latter process involves what Hecht calls “invisible forests”, 
robust resurgent anthropogenic and secondary forest.1 This kind of for-
est is usually ignored by biologists and environmental activists who are 
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obsessed with untouched “primary forests”. Primary forests are artificial 
entities created to protect “nature” from “anthropic action”. This dualis-
tic view is based on Western environmental ethics opposing human soci-
ety to nature.2 A biocentric worldview often induces a historically false 
linear “misreading of the landscape” creating a “lie of the land” when in 
fact outside observers may only be gazing at regenerated or intentionally 
planted forest with a rich human past.3

Critical Perspectives on Conservation

As the above language implies, Radical Environmental History and Critical 
Global Political Ecology perspectives are used in this work to evaluate the 
social implications of environmental policy toward poor rural folk in the 
Atlantic Forests of Brazil and the United States. Radical Environmental 
History and Environmental Studies have their roots in the work of Cronin, 
Crosby, Merchant, Pepper and Wilson and Critical Political Ecology in the 
work of Blaikie and Brookfield in geography, Wolf in anthropology and 
Redclift in sociology.4 In the first decades of the twenty-first century both 
perspectives became increasingly radicalized in a global context of environ-
mental backsliding, geopolitical wars over energy sources, violent counter- 
imperial movements and increasing social and regional inequality.

Contemporary environmental historians castigate conservation icons 
such as Marsh, Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon for involving ethnic 
and class cleansing of the landscape. In the hundred-year conflict between 
global conservation and native peoples and poor farmers the latter were 
criminalized and turned into conservation refugees in order to produce 
pristine nature to be visited by upper-class urbanites from rich regions. 
Biocentric Western worldviews of an essentialized nature without (rural) 
human presence resulted in nature enclosures. Traditional populations 
were removed from their ancestral territories or their productive systems 
deformed by restrictions meant to reduce their output to an idealized sub-
sistence level. In contraposition to this, for radical environmental histo-
rians nature needs to be decolonized. Instead of US-style national parks, 
European-style conservation units and heritage sites with sustainable 
human use are promoted. In the place of biocentric environmental ethics, 
homo-ecocentric environmental ethics are advocated in order to attend to 
both human and ecosystem value and moral status.5 In both of the cases 
treated here conservation officials had the chance to adopt policy akin to 
this second model but instead insisted on removing rural residents.
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This line of action dovetails neatly with contemporary political ecol-
ogy. Provoked by the refusal of the United States to adhere to the Kyoto 
Protocol in 2001 and recently to withdraw from the Paris Agreement, 
political ecologists increasingly came to view international environmental 
summits calling for mitigation of climate change as diversionary green-
washing tactics that occult the true destructive nature of capitalism as 
well as carbon colonialism and green wars undertaken by metropolitan 
elites against tribal peoples and poor peasants.6

The objective of the present study is more limited in scope: to ques-
tion who benefits from the Appalachian National Parks in the United 
States and from the conservation units of the Coastal Mountains in 
Brazil. The comparison of historical trends in the North and South 
Atlantic Forests is meant to highlight parallel processes in similar biomes 
with nearly identical past experiences. Both biomes were the object of 
initial European colonization in each country at roughly the same time 
in which commodity production was undertaken on the coastal plains 
and highland areas became refuges for poor farmers. Later industrial-
ization and urbanization were intense in coastal cities located nearby 
which caused problems with acid rain. A number of conservation units 
were set up in mountainous areas in both biomes during the twentieth 
century.

Considerable forest regeneration is shown to have occurred in both 
biomes but at a high social cost for the local rural population. The 
debates provoked by the Mather and Needles Forest Transition Model 
are used as a starting point for constructing models of regional com-
plexity in both countries whereby trends in deforestation and affores-
tation can be reverted and then reversed again. After identifying broad 
regional patterns involving parallel nonlinear historical processes in the 
United States and Brazil the analysis in each country takes on a local and 
social focus showing how poor rural people were turned off the land 
and became specters of agrarian landscapes past where they still haunt 
the forests that replaced them. Other than the life experience of recrea-
tion activities undertaken in the forests and rivers of the Appalachians as 
a youth or visiting national parks as an adult tourist, the historical section 
on the United States is based solely on secondary sources while decades 
of field research have been undertaken in the Brazilian Atlantic Forest. 
Consequently, the section on the United States is brief and only meant 
to empirically and theoretically frame recent trends in the lesser known 
Brazilian counterpart.
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Afforestation and Biocentric Expropriation  
in the North Atlantic Forest

Land Redundancy, Conservation Units and Hillbilly Removal

In recent years considerable debate exists concerning the Forest Transition 
Model with regard to the United States. This model is associated with 
Alexander Mather who was a Scottish geographer who studied afforesta-
tion in Europe.7 He was also a past chair of the IGU Commission on Land 
Use and Land Cover Change, a group of researchers who study broad 
regional trends employing remote sensing and other geo-technologies.  
Mather argued that during the twentieth century a process of deforest-
ation in industrialized countries was replaced by afforestation. This 
involved both planting forests for timber and cellulose production as well  
as forest regeneration on redundant marginal land taken out of agricul-
tural production. Cole in a regional geography of the world independently 
showed that this was indeed the case for many Western European coun-
tries, the United States, Japan, Korea and Taiwan where one-quarter to 
one-third of the national territory was covered by forest by the end of the 
twentieth century.8 The Forest Transition Model has been criticized for 
being too general9 and for misunderstanding farming dynamics in under-
developed countries10 but the model had the merit of stimulating a lively 
debate concerning regional and local trends which resulted in a more 
complex view of deforestation and regeneration of forests.

The US geographers in particular have demonstrated that the nation-
wide trend of forest regeneration in North America during the twenti-
eth century masks important cross trends at the regional and local levels. 
Ramankutty et al. argue that forest regeneration occurs in marginal far 
northern and mountainous areas, such as the upper Midwest and the 
Appalachians, respectively, at the same time that urban and farmland 
expands in economically dynamic states such as California, Florida and 
Texas.11 Klepeis et al. show that regional factors of climatic conditions 
and soil quality are insufficient for explaining localized forest regenera-
tion in prime farmland of New York state, which was caused by the life 
path decisions of children who left the countryside and entered urban 
professions.12 Finally, Auch and Laingen point out that, with regard to 
the competing urban and rural land use, one can have it both ways in the 
lower Midwest, where farmland may have been lost to urban expansion 
but agricultural intensification has maintained overall production.13



5  GHOSTS IN THE FOREST: THE MORAL ECOLOGY …   103

Environmental and frontier historians have shown how the North 
Atlantic Forest was increasingly converted into farmland as European 
settlement of the United States advanced.14 However, when the myth of 
the prairie and plains constituting the Great American Desert was over-
turned and excellent soils were discovered in the Midwest, poor farmland 
with incipient soils in mountainous areas of the Northeast was aban-
doned to regrowth. At the same time going to work in the industry and 
in urban areas provoked out-migration so that both rural and urban pull 
factors emptied the landscape of people.15 Lewis presents an intriguing 
photograph of a cemetery from an abandoned village of the past which 
today is situated in the middle of the forest.16

The southern part of the Atlantic Forest has a milder climate and pos-
sesses better soils for agriculture. At the time of European colonization, 
magnolia, oak and red juniper dominated maritime forest on the outer 
coastal plains and pines on the inner coastal plains while oak, poplars, 
hickories and pines were common in the piedmont area and oaks, hick-
ories, maples, sassafras and pine on the lower slopes of the Appalachians, 
oak-chestnut forest with laurel and rhododendron underneath further up 
the slopes and finally spruce and fir at the highest altitudes.17

The highlands are characterized by steep slopes prone to soil erosion, 
which is caused by violent thunderstorms in the summer, when small 
creeks with crystal clear water are transformed into muddy torrents. 
During the first centuries of European colonization, after eliminating 
most of the Amerindians, the highlands became the refuge of poor Scot 
and Irish farmers who were pushed off better land located on the coastal 
plains, the piedmont and the bottom of mountain valleys where tobacco 
and cotton export crops were developed by middle-scale and large farm-
ers using slave labor. Poor farmers settled in grassy old fallows of fields 
originally opened by Amerindians who had died from introduced dis-
ease, colonial wars or were forcibly removed to the Oklahoma territo-
ries in a notorious death march in which half of them died on the way. 
As the colonists were accustomed to deforested landscapes of the British 
Isles the farmers cut down most of the surviving trees promoting the 
domestication of the landscape.18 In my native South the descendants 
of these poor farmers are socially stigmatized and called “hicks”, “hill-
billies”, “rednecks” and “white trash”. They were exactly the ones who 
suffered biocentric expropriation at the hands of upper-class conserva-
tionists during the early twentieth century in order to make way for the 
full conservation units in a second wave of depopulating the landscape.  
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The apparently pristine nature reserves of today thus occult a sinister past 
of violent dispossession and so create a “lie of the land”.

White and Foscue were two regional geographers at the time when 
the conservation units were being created and held the opinion that the 
hill farmers practiced “suicidal agriculture” on steep denuded slopes. 
As this provoked heavy erosion the land should not be cultivated at all 
but instead kept in forest.19 This in fact occurred over time, with part of 
the highland farmers on the leeward slope down from the Appalachians 
being benefited by the Tennessee Valley Authority while the rest of the 
highland farmers were removed to set up the Shenandoah National Park, 
George Washington and Jefferson National Forests, Cherokee National 
Forest, Pisgah National Forest, Great Smoky Mountains National Park, 
Natahala National Forest and Chattahoochee National Forest.

The Appalachian Trail, dubbed the Footpath for the People, now con-
nects all of these conservation units and can be hiked from Maine to 
Georgia.20 Johnson and Govatski in a book with a similar name, Forests 
for the People, recount the detailed history of the conservation movement 
against agrarian, logging and mining interests in the Appalachians,21 but 
the question remains: forests for which people? Certainly not for the 
poor mountain folk who became conservation refugees.

Reeder and Reeder present a study of this process in what became 
the Shenandoah National Park. Between 1924 and 1934 it took ten 
years to remove the farmers and to set up the national park. Based on 
the data from the Shenandoah National Park Evacuation and Subsistence 
Homesteads Survey published in 1934, the authors show that before 
removal over half of the farmers present rented land from large holders 
whose main operations were located in the valley and not in the highlands 
where they also owned land. To make way for the national park the tenant 
farmers were simply removed without compensation and thrown off the 
land during the Great Depression. Small landowners were relocated to the 
Ida Valley where only 10% received enough land to be full-time farmers. 
The other 90% received small plots only adequate for part-time farming 
and were expected to find other employment.22 Jacoby shows that this was 
a common policy in the South where “parks … [and] lawmakers instituted 
regulations … to drive country folk into the labour market”.23

The classic Marxist Kautsky called this kind of worker-farmer semi- 
proletarians, i.e. farmers who did not have enough land to be independ-
ent small commodity producers had to work for other farmers with more 
land. Kautsky held the view that the presence of semi-proletarians could 
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even be encouraged by large capitalist farmers who had difficulty in 
retaining full-time workers whose salaries and conditions of living were 
normally so deplorable that they left the countryside.24 Hillbilly removal 
can also be interpreted with the 1970s Neo-Marxist concept of expro-
priation whereby peasants lose access to land, either their own land, in 
which case they were external or independent peasants, or land rented 
or sharecropped, in which case they were internal peasants. If we apply 
this concept to the process of removing poor farmers from future full 
conservation units this can be characterized as bio-centric expropriation. 
This involved biocentric environmental ethics which only take the good 
of the ecosystem into consideration. The removal and/or marginali-
zation of the farmers can also be seen as a process of nature enclosure. 
Echoing Marx in Part 8 of Capital, in which he showed how pasture 
for sheep raising and forest for deer hunting replaced grain cropping and 
caused the rural poor to be expelled from the Scottish countryside, in 
Appalachia trees in conservation units caused this to happen.25

Independently of whether one accepts resurrected Marxist interpreta-
tions or not, the process of removal was unjust and deeply resented by 
those who lost land. In the words of the son of one person involved, 
“Yes, they took my people’s land and didn’t pay’em. And they’d worked 
that land for years” and another “They said they was givin’us the farms 
in Ida Valley and then they tried to make us pay. The gov’ment lied to us 
then same as it does now”.26 Reeder and Reeder include a photograph of 
an abandoned hearth in the middle of the forest, a ghost of an agrarian 
past, much like the abandoned cemetery presented by Lewis (1990).27 
The symbolic importance of these relics of a family’s ancestral memory 
is emphasized by Reeder and Reeder who encountered people who still 
visited the ruins of old house sites in the national park.

Gated entrances were built in the parks as well as installations for 
rangers who were to defend the forest from illegal logging and the ani-
mals from poaching. Roads and tourist facilities were built so that urban 
middle-class families could visit the parks in the comfort of their car. 
Jacoby criticized the former for turning native peoples and poor rural 
folk into poachers and thieves28 while Wilson questioned the tourist gaze 
of nature as seen from the roadside.29 Finally, luxurious lodges with mar-
ble bathrooms built with cheap labor provided by the Works Progress 
Administration during the Great Depression added insult to injury for 
expropriated hill farmers who lost their land and family homes in order 
to make way for upper-class tourists from the cities.
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Fig. 5.1  Remaining “visible” primary forest in 1920 (a); planted and regener-
ated forest in 1993 (b)30
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So a broad trend in accordance with the Forest Transition Model was 
set in course during the twentieth century whereby much of the upland 
area of the US Atlantic Forest was converted into conservation units and 
forest was planted for timber and cellulose or simply regenerated in other 
areas of redundant agriculture which more than compensated the growth 
of cities (Fig. 5.1).

From Regeneration to Deforestation and Back Again?

However, from mid-century onward, SOx and NOx emissions from old 
industries and power stations in the North and new industries installed 
in an arc around the Appalachians in the South expanded exponentially 
and acid rain and ozone depositions caused medium- and high-altitude 
deforestation in the national parks and regenerated forests. This trend 
was reversed after 2008 when considerable progress was made in reduc-
ing SO2 emissions. In Ohio, the state which pollutes the most, emissions 
fell from 2,169,000 tons in 1990 to 1,085,500 tons in 2005 and to 
281,990 tons in 2013 while at the other extreme in Virginia emissions 
increased from 158,630 tons in 1990 to 207,750 tons in 2005 before 
falling to 38,778 tons in 2013.31 This notwithstanding, emissions were 
still high enough in the early twenty-first century to continue affecting 
the forests of the Great Smoky Mountains.32

After 1980, wooded suburbs advanced into areas of secondary growth 
in the piedmont and mountains slowing down forest regeneration and 
further weakening the central thesis of the Forest Transition Model. 
The process was further complicated by the shift to shale gas in substi-
tution of coal and the post-2008 economic crisis which reduced overall 
emissions and could cause a shift back to regrowth in areas previously 
blighted by acid rain. This could be reinforced by the large-scale adop-
tion of solar energy and other sources of clean renewable energy in the 
future. However, a new US president contrary to green solutions and 
environmental safeguards could lead to forest degradation again.

Taking all of these trends into account one can conclude that it has 
been a long time since agriculture has caused deforestation in the US 
Atlantic Forest, a responsibility that industry and suburbanization 
assumed over time. However, the question remains: did the hill farm-
ers have to lose their land in order to set up the conservation units? 
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Rickard contrasts the US model of conservation units as exemplified by 
Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon, which exclude people from living 
within but are ringed by gaudy tourist development just outside the park 
limits, to the European model of regional governance, which includes 
both nature reserves and sustainable human land use within the same 
planning units.33 This is not just an academic question raised long after 
the events of the 1920s and 1930s because a similar debate existed at 
that time between proponents of full preservation on one side and on 
the other those in favor of something akin to the European model.

Reeder and Reeder cite a memo from the Office of the Director of 
the Department of the Interior concerning a meeting with editors 
of National Geographic who presented an alternative model for the 
Shenandoah in which the local people could have stayed in the park.  
The editors argued that American tourists went to Europe not just to 
see the natural scenery but also picturesque people with unique customs. 
Hence it would be a mistake to remove the mountain folk from the park 
or to seriously try to change their habits. This alternative was rejected 
and the socially unjust full-preservation model implemented because 
decision-makers held a biocentric worldview separating society from 
nature as well as class prejudice against the rural poor. For urban tourists 
of that time a quaint Swiss dairy farmer next to a snowy Alp is one thing, 
poverty-stricken hillbillies in a denuded landscape is another matter all 
together.34

Afforestation and Biocentric Expropriation  
in the South Atlantic Forest

Preservation Governance in the Most Threatened Brazilian Biome

Brazilian environmental protection agencies, activists and international 
development agencies consider the Brazilian Atlantic Forest to be the 
most threatened biome in the country and a critical global hot spot for 
conservation. The biome occupies an area of 1,315,460 km2 located 
along the east coast of Brazil, stretching from Rio Grande do Norte 
state in the North to Rio Grande do Sul state in the South and extend-
ing westward as one moves down the country where it reaches eastern 
Paraguay (Fig. 5.2).

The biome encompasses two parallel mountain ranges which run 
North–South: the Serra do Mar (hereafter the Coastal Mountains) and 
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the Serra da Mantiqueira located further inland. With altitudes ranging 
from sea level up to almost 2400 m in the highest peaks, the Atlantic 
Forest presents a huge variety of tropical and sub-tropical micro- 
environments and has one of the greatest biodiversities on the planet, 
being home to about 15% of the world’s species. Before Portuguese 
colonization, mangroves once dominated the coast, bays and estuaries 

Fig. 5.2  Brazilian biomes and political map35
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and low thickets of cacti, bromeliads and stunted trees occupied dunes 
located up to 30 km away from the shoreline. The flora of the piedmont  
consisted of a four-story canopy of broad-leaf evergreens, palms and 
giant ferns. Due to the presence of thinner soils on the slopes the for-
est was lower and the canopy had fewer stories. At the highest eleva-
tions montane grasses, sedges and forbs predominated. Similar but 
lower forest to that present in the piedmont was found in the inter- 
mountain valleys. Finally, in the cooler southern part of the biome 
Araucaria conifers dominated an open forest in highland areas.36

Dean’s definitive historical study of the Atlantic Forest up to 1990 
traces how successive export cycles provoked extensive forest clearing in 
one region which then leveled off during periods of slow growth, fol-
lowed by new cycles in other regions until the whole biome was affected 
and reached the low point of only 7–8% of the original forest cover 
remaining in 1990. The first cycle involved sugarcane in the Northeast 
from the seventeenth century onward, which devastated the relatively 
narrow strip of Atlantic Forest in the Zona da Mata of that region. 
Then after 1840 coffee production deforested the Paraíba valley of Rio 
de Janeiro and São Paulo states, moved further inland to other states of 
the Southeast and finally reached the North of Paraná state in the South 
by the 1970s. In the rich soils of this region production boomed until 
the climatic limitations for coffee cropping so far South became evident. 
Two successive years of freezing temperatures killed trees and caused 
Brazilian primary exports to plummet so that after this climatic event 
production shifted back to the Southeast.37

Even before coffee, the Atlantic Forest of the South was already 
under assault by frontier expansion and lumber export after 1920 and 
then soy cropping from the 1960s onward. This crop arose in the west-
ern part of this region then moved North into patches of Atlantic Forest 
in the southern part of the Central West region and after that into the 
savanna lands of the same region and westerly parts of the Southeast 
and Northeast, giving rise to an agro-industrial complex which com-
petes with the US Midwest for dominance of world commodity markets. 
Rapid industrialization and urbanization also occurred throughout the 
Atlantic Forest biome during the second half of the twentieth century 
and provoked widespread conversion of woodlands and farmland into 
metropolitan conglomerations. The final blow was the rise of agribusi-
ness sugarcane production of methanol centered in São Paulo state from 
the late 1970s onward. Recently, the spread of eucalyptus for cellulose 
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and for renewable energy has replaced the eroded pastures of the cattle 
ranches that had followed in the wake of abandoned coffee land in the 
past.38

Within this historical context, environmental activists were right to 
be alarmed at what seemed to be a linear trend toward to ever greater 
deforestation. In 2000 on the occasion of the fifth-centenary celebrations 
of the Portuguese discovery of Brazil the World Wildlife Fund protested 
against 500 years of deforestation and placed the word “discovery” 
between quotations marks denoting irony about European colonization. 
According to this linear view, if left unchecked, the other biomes of the 
country would surely suffer the same fate as the Atlantic Forest.

Perhaps the most active and effective environmental group working in 
this biome has been the Brazilian NGO SOS Mata Atlântica. This organ-
ization was created in 1986 by a group of concerned scientists, busi-
ness people, journalists and environmental activists who pressured the 
newly re-democratized government to declare the biome to be national 
heritage that should be preserved and this was enshrined in the 1988 
Constitution. The NGO is an example of new more environmentally 
conscious elites, which arose in many Latin American countries during 
the late twentieth century and replaced traditional agrarian and extrac-
tive elites who had historically degraded landscapes. However, the need 
for revenue generated by the latter produces contradictory alliances and 
policies.39

The SOS Mata Atlântica became a clearinghouse for scientific research 
and work mapping the biome in order to provide exact information 
with which to lobby federal and state governments. The NGO was also 
responsible for pressuring for the establishment of a number of conser-
vation units, particularly in the Coastal Mountains of the Southeast and 
South, where most of the remaining forest was encountered. Lobbying 
resulted in the federal decree 99.547, which prohibited cutting and com-
mercially exploiting primary Atlantic Forest. The ban was then extended 
to regenerated forest by the Ministry of the Environment in 1992,40 giv-
ing rise to the conflict with smallholders treated here.

Contradictory class issues are clearly visible when one looks at the 
urban actors responsible for founding SOS Mata Atlântica as well as 
the corporate partners who make contributions and constitute a Who’s 
Who of Brazilian and transnational industrial and financial institutions in 
the country. The NGO has achieved considerable success at promoting 
environmental conservation in the Coastal Mountains where the same 
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social actors have weekend homes. Since the nineteenth century, begin-
ning with the Emperor who had a summer palace in Petrópolis in the 
mountains behind Rio de Janeiro, the most powerful social groups of the 
country undertake weekend tourism in the mountains or on the seashore 
of the biome. The marginality of the mountains for Brazilian agribusi-
ness producing for global commodity markets also made the task of SOS 
Atlantic Forest far easier than promoting conservation in other regions. 
The extension of SOS Mata Atlântica activities into coastal and mari-
time preservation in 2007 must also be seen in this light as an act of self- 
interest to protect their beach houses.41

Inter-regional agricultural restructuring, involving large-scale conver-
sion of the Cerrado savanna and bushlands into cropland on the Central 
Plateau in the Center West region, mentioned above, also induced forest 
regeneration in the Atlantic Forest. Much in the same way as in the US 
Midwest, land on the Central Plateau was long thought to be poor for 
cropping but after 1980 the introduction of Green Revolution farming 
systems in mechanized commodity production for global markets com-
pletely transformed the region. As in the case of the United States this 
trend marginalized mountainous areas of the Atlantic Forest inappro-
priate for commodity agriculture and where historically there has been a 
high concentration of smallholders.

These farmers are situated near the first conservation units created 
in Brazil in the 1930s, which imitated the full conservation national 
parks of the United States. The Bocaiana National Park and the Itatiaia 
National Park are located in steep mountainous areas situated in south-
ern Rio de Janeiro and northern São Paulo states in a zone which was 
inappropriate for coffee cultivation in the past. Even smallholders were 
few in number and some were allowed to stay so these conservation units 
did not directly promote biocentric expropriation at that time.

Conflict arose when protected areas expanded significantly in the 
1990s onward. More land was incorporated into the existing parks and 
a string of new conservation units were created to link and preserve the 
last stretches of Atlantic Forest present on the steep windward escarp-
ment of the Coastal Mountains. Small farms present in the buffer areas 
lost land which was incorporated into the older parks and those located 
within the new conservation units were removed. Farmers bitterly com-
plain about not being compensated for the land which was taken from 
them. Farmers present in buffer areas around the new conservation units 
came under increasing pressure from environmental GOs and NGOs to 
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reduce their cropping activities well beyond the 20% of the farm which 
must be kept in forest according to environmental legislation passed in 
1998. As the mountains are located close to major metropolitan areas 
rural livelihoods were also pressured by urban-industrial encroachment, 
water-capture projects flooding their best land and urban dwellers tempt-
ing them to sell out to order to make way for second homes and hobby 
farms.

The emphasis on full conservation units in the Atlantic Forest needs 
to be explained because Brazilian environmental policy has changed 
over time and has added aspects of the European model of conservation 
which permits sustainable land use. The Forest Code of 1934 created 
the first three full-preservation national parks, where ideally only nature 
tourism could be practiced. In fact some farmers were allowed to stay 
who were later bought out by city people for weekend houses and since 
2000 the environmental agencies have been trying to remove farmers 
still present but do not have the funds to properly compensate them. 
The Forest Code of 1965 created new kinds of conservation of units: 
full-preservation biological reserves where only biological research can 
be undertaken and National Forests where economic use can occur. In 
1990 in a context of neo-liberalism, the federal government enacted leg-
islation permitting Private Natural Reserves.

A sea change in policy occurred in 2000, when the National System 
of Conservation Units (SNUC) was implemented, making an important 
distinction between full-preservation units on one side and on the other 
nature reserves with multiple sustainable uses. Full-preservation units, 
such as national parks and ecological stations, do not permit economic 
use or resident population. Sustainable-use conservation units, such as 
National Forests and Indigenous Territories, allow low-impact land use 
and permit prior residents to stay, particularly if they are native people 
and traditional peasants. All federal conservation units are administered 
by the Instituto Chico Mendes (ICMBio), which in 2005 was separated 
from the Brazilian environmental protection agency Instituto Brasileiro 
do Meio Ambiente e dos Recursos Naturais Renováveis (IBAMA). The 
latter agency now deals only with preservation outside conservation 
units. Indigenous lands are administered by a separate federal agency, the 
Fundação do Índio (FUNAI), which deals exclusively with Amerindians.

Just like what occurred in the US Appalachians, policy for the 
Brazilian Atlantic Forest could have permitted the local population to 
stay, but given the advanced stage of deforestation of the biome and 
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class perceptions, at the end of the twentieth-century policy opted for 
full conservation units. In a similar vein, the ban on farming in areas of 
regenerated forest must also be seen as a desperate move to preserve 
forest at any cost, though, the cost was borne by the weakest political 
actors, namely smallholders who were transformed into “enemies of 
conservation”.42 Cutting trees with a diameter of more than a hoe shaft 
(3 cm) was prohibited and a tree of this size is roughly the equivalent of 
that encountered in a one-year fallow. However, one year of fallowing is 
insufficient time for soil fertility to recover in a sustainable way so that 
this land is effectively lost for production, a severe blow for farmers who 
have little land to begin with.

Environmental Policy and Marginalization of Poor Farmers  
in the Coastal Mountains of Rio de Janeiro State

Environmental restrictions proved to be a disaster for interviewed farm-
ers located in a mountainous area of Atlantic Forest between 40 and 
80 km inland from the Rio de Janeiro metropolitan area. Research in five 
municipalities has been undertaken since 1994 at the point of transition 
from essentially rural space inland to the metropolitan region of Greater 
Rio de Janeiro located on the coastal plains. Three different kinds of 
rural landscape are encountered in this area, from North to South in 
direction of the metro area: (1) deforested landscapes in Paty do Alferes 
and Bom Jardim municipalities, which are situated on the leeward side of 
the Coastal Mountains, (2) mixed field and forested landscapes situated 
in the inter-mountain valleys of Nova Friburgo and Petrópolis munic-
ipalities, and (3) forested landscapes in parts of Cachoeiras de Macacu 
and Nova Friburgo which are positioned on the high windward slopes 
of the mountains. Each municipality is subject to different kinds of pres-
sures from the nearby metropolitan area and from an environmental 
policy which induce multi-functional combinations of agricultural and 
non-agricultural activities in a way not common in essentially rural areas 
of Brazil.

With regard to the agrarian history of Southeast Brazil, Paty do 
Alferes and Bom Jardim are more typical and were subject to greater 
deforestation in the past. These municipalities are located at altitudes 
between 600 and 1000 m and had relatively good soils and climatic con-
ditions for coffee so that they took part in this important export activity 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. However, coffee 
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cropping at that time was land extensive so that after the natural fertil-
ity of the land was exhausted and the topsoil eroded away, coffee farm-
ing shifted westward to São Paulo state. Typical coffee producing areas 
left behind degraded, deforested landscapes occupied by extensive cattle 
ranching.

Marginal areas, which had reverted to secondary forest, were sold 
off to smallholders and during the last sixty years, a relatively prosper-
ous class of capitalized small farmers arose on the leeward slopes of the 
Coastal Mountains. These farmers use family and sharecropper labor, 
plant tomatoes, yams and to a lesser extent, vegetables for the metro-
politan market. Farming methods are basically those of the Green 
Revolution with use of tractors, synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, result-
ing in the typical environmental problems of soil erosion and chemical 
pollution involved with conventional modern agriculture.

Before the advent of modern agriculture in the narrow valleys of Paty 
do Alferes municipality, food staples, such as beans, corn and rice, were 
planted in the bottomlands. With the introduction of irrigation, farm-
ers started to plant less in the bottomlands and shifted to cash cropping 
tomatoes and, to a lesser degree, green peppers on the hillsides. The lat-
ter had been pasture previously and as cropping advanced up to the hill-
tops, the last remnants of secondary forest were cut down. Farmers also 
began to buy staples instead of planting basic food crops, which were 
shipped in from more competitive regions being consolidated behind the 
advancing Brazilian frontier in the Center West. Attempts to cash crop 
cucumbers, green beans and swash in the bottomlands ran up against 
problems with the greater incidence of fungi and crop pests in these 
lands, which was now aggravated by the irrigation water running off the 
hillsides. Barren areas and toxic weeds appeared which further hindered 
cropping and stock raising activities in the bottomlands.

Nova Friburgo and Petrópolis municipalities are located at higher 
altitudes, between 800 and 2300 m, making their climate too cool 
and humid for coffee in the past and even for most tropical fruit today. 
Consequently, deforestation occurred later in these municipalities. 
Many outlying areas were only settled from the late nineteenth century 
onward by Brazilian and North European immigrant farmers who estab-
lished themselves on smallholdings scattered throughout the mountain 
valleys. These farmers grew a wide variety of cereals and vegetables for 
self-provisioning and for the local market. Transport improvements 
connecting the municipalities to the affluent Rio de Janeiro market 
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encouraged farmers to shift into commercial vegetable cropping and 
conventional modern agriculture methods were adopted from the 1950s 
onward.

With the advent of modern agriculture in the inter-mountain val-
leys of Nova Friburgo, farmers concentrated their activities in bottom-
lands which had been benefited by drainage works during the 1960s. 
Bottomlands were previously waterlogged so that farmers previously 
planted crops on the hillsides and pasture on the hilltops. With drainage 
of the bottomlands farmers reduced cropping on the steeper hillsides and 
let the hilltops revert to forest. This latter development was provoked as 
much by the desire to enhance water sources for irrigation in the lower 
lands as by the sharp increase in the price of timber. As the deforesta-
tion of the Atlantic Forest progressed during the twentieth century, tim-
ber became increasingly scarce and started to be shipped in at great cost 
from the advancing frontier in the Center West and the North regions. 
Local farmers reached the conclusion that it was cheaper to buy UHT 
milk and have wood supplies for their farm needs close at hand than to 
maintain a few cows on the poor pasture of the hilltops for their subsist-
ence needs.

All of this set in course a shift toward agroecology in Nova Friburgo 
and organic farming in Petrópolis resulting in significant forest regenera-
tion which stands in sharp contrast to the practice of conventional mod-
ern agriculture in the eroded deforested landscapes of Paty do Alferes. 
Agroecology involves downscaling mechanization, using manure, nat-
ural and chemical crop defensives and allowing forest regeneration of 
steep marginal land while organic farming eliminates agro-chemicals 
all together. Alternative farmers of Nova Friburgo interviewed in 1997 
had on average 27% of their land in forest while organic farms visited 
in Petrópolis in 2008 and 2013 only planted in bottomlands so that 
roughly one- to two-thirds of the farms were afforested (Fig. 5.3).

In addition to these land use systems, until 2000 one could still 
encounter slash-and-burn agriculture in steeper parts of Bom Jardim, 
Nova Friburgo and Cachoeiras de Macacu municipalities where deforest-
ation had been more limited in the past. Little or no bottomlands are 
present in these places and the use of modern agricultural methods was 
limited. The lower hillsides were cultivated with shifting agriculture 
and the hilltops were covered by 50- to 100-year old secondary forest, 
which considering the growth rate of the Atlantic Forest was practically 
in a climax stage.43 According to oral history, when the area was settled 
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a century ago farmers quickly realized that removing the hilltop forest 
caused extreme erosion in lands with slopes of more than 60°. Where 
cut, the hilltop forest was allowed to revert back to secondary growth. 
Food crops, such as corn and sweet potatoes as well as a large num-
ber of vegetables were planted for self-provisioning on the lower slopes 
together with yams, manioc and bananas for the market. A system of 
shifting agriculture with six-year fallows was practiced so that fertilizers 
were seldom used. The great variety of rustic crops planted also reduced 
the need for pesticides, which were rarely employed.

As these areas are located near to the conservation units set up from the 
1990s onward, farmers were pressured by environmental agencies to curb 
rotating fields and the practice of slash-and-burning. This represented the 
final blow to farming because during the 1980s farmers had been chang-
ing crops and methods to adjust to the loss of children and workers who 
left for other forms of employment in urban areas. Farmers ceased produc-
ing low-price staples on the drier convex part of slopes and concentrated 
on planting bananas in concave depressions located in hollows and along 
small creeks flowing down the slopes. Once planted this permanent crop 

Fig. 5.3  Organic cropping in bottomlands and forest regeneration on slopes 
(Source Author, field research, 2013)
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involves little work, does not need expensive agro-chemical products and 
generates reasonable income, but low in comparison to that earned in veg-
etable farming in the inter-mountain valleys. These changes caused consid-
erable forest regeneration on slopes and mirrored the experience of New 
England in the United States where afforestation occurred when the farm 
population was drawn off to work in industry and in the large cities.44

Where farmers tried to continue cropping in old fallows, the IBAMA 
forced them to stop or be fined. Today farmers become anxious when a 
helicopter flies nearby for fear that it may the IBAMA checking for ille-
gal fields. Recent legislation requiring farmers to geo-reference their land 
will make IBAMA’s work easier. The agency now has access to satellite 
imagery in real time which has been used effectively to reduce deforesta-
tion in other critical biomes of Brazil.

However, as fields are no longer shifted, land degradation occurred. 
Farm extension agents in vain tried to show that the fallowing system 
was sustainable as did more enlightened EMBRAPA researchers like the 
late Heitor Coutinho who argued that in addition to promoting recov-
ery of soil fertility the practice of fallowing also resulted in better soil 
structure than that found in permanently cultivated fields. These argu-
ments fell on deaf ears because the IBAMA officials are usually biologists 
with little or no training in the human and agricultural sciences and they 
tend to consider people to be a menace.

As a result, rural population has not been renewed and elderly farmers 
now predominate in forested rural landscapes. Of interviewed farmers in 
Cachoeiras de Macacu, 22% are between 50 and 59 years of age and 58% 
60 years and over. Farming now makes up a small part of their annual 
income, on average only US$247 in 2011. In that year no income was 
received for environmental services and farmers resent this fact. Some 
family members manage to find menial jobs as caretakers on nearby 
weekend homes, work weekends in a local hotel or full-time in a small 
mineral water plant and earned US$374 from these sources of income. 
Most income came from pensions and other government transfer pay-
ments: US$382.

Similar trends were encountered in the Pitu Aceso valley, situated at 
the upper reaches of the leeward side of the Coastal Mountains in Bom 
Jardim municipality. This area is not part of a buffer zone of a conser-
vation unit but has suffered the same restrictions to cutting fallows, has 
an aging rural population and has lost population since 1980. Over the 
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last three decades all workers and most children left the countryside so 
that of the 61 families previously present only 19 remain today. Closed 
houses and homes in ruins are a common sight. Farmers between 50 and 
59 years of age now constitute 39% of the total and 28% are 60 or over. 
In practice elderly couples try to till the land but they are no longer in 
physical conditions to do this and the only temporary labor available is 
that of neighbors who also lack labor.

All of these contrary pressures to farming resulted in forest cover 
increasing significantly, particularly in the higher part of the valleys. 
Before 1980 in the Batatal Valley of Cachoeiras de Macacu farmers had 
deforested much of their land while farms located in the upper valley 
now have 65% of their land in forest and farms of the middle valley 38%. 
This is well above the mandatory 20% of farms that must be maintained 
in forest land. To make matters worse farmers who still plant bananas 
along creeks located on the slopes in the upper valley are infringing envi-
ronmental legislation which protects watercourses and if enforced could 
exclude what little land that they still till. As one moves down the val-
ley it widens so that more bottomland is present in the middle part. 
Most farmers there no longer farm on the slopes and concentrate their 
activities in the bottomlands. However, many farmers have sold out to 
weekend tourists. Rural residences and weekend houses have spread 
throughout the mountains and it is a good question just who provokes 
more deforestation today, farmers or urbanites consuming the rural.

Farmers of the mountain municipalities have thus suffered forced 
afforestation without just compensation and they are no longer the cul-
prits for loss of forest cover. In 1980 22.9% of their land was in forest, 
which increased to 27.5% in 1985, 30.4% in 1996 and 35.4% in 2006.45 
Araujo et al. in a remote sensing study of the whole biome found that 
primary and secondary forests had increased to 20.8% at the time of 
their study.46 Walker cites GO and NGO data in which only 10.6% of 
the biome was covered by forest in 2005 and the figures for Rio de 
Janeiro state do not reflect what was observed in the field by the author 
in research undertaken throughout the state over the last twenty years.47 
Official sources show forest decreasing in Rio de Janeiro state from 
10,692.3 km2 in 1990 to 8155.38 in 2005 while the independent study 
made by Araujo et al. detected an increase to 11,607.52 km2.48 Maybe 
the official sources use a more rigorous definition of what is forest or 
perhaps the reasons are not so noble.
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Conservation and Guilt

It can be concluded that the breathtaking scenery of mountains and 
Atlantic Forest in the full conservation units of eastern Brazil and the 
United States is haunted by specters of the Amerindians and poor farm-
ers who once lived there in the past. The scenery cannot be contem-
plated without feeling guilt for how the original inhabitants of the land 
were removed and their agrarian landscapes erased in order to make way 
for nature to be consumed by middle- and upper-class urbanites, i.e. 
cleansed of the visual pollution of poor rural people. It can be conceded 
that the denuded landscapes of the past cannot be defended and the 
beautiful forest should be celebrated but the cynical way that the natural 
landscapes were constructed must be condemned.

Misguided by biocentric environmental ethics, conservationists in 
both countries attempted to preserve the last remaining tracts of Atlantic 
Forest by stopping poor farmers from pursuing their livelihoods. This 
pressure was unjust because it took the punitive form of removal or fines 
for cutting secondary growth instead of compensation for environmental 
services. Farmers also come under pressure, sometimes involving duress, 
to sell land to developers who build suburban sub-divisions and vacation 
homes. This trend together with acid rain from expanding heavy indus-
try threatens to reverse forest regeneration, turning to naught the social 
price which farmers suffered to set up the conservation units.

What can be done to compensate the conservation refugees? The pro-
cess of biocentric expropriation in the United States took place nearly 
a century ago and not much can be done today for farmers who lost 
their land so long ago. However, they should be remembered in the vis-
itor’s centers of national parks where the historical change of the land-
scape could be presented to tourists much like what is done in European 
heritage sites. In addition to this, an official apology should be issued 
by the National Parks Service in the same spirit that the US Bureau of 
Indians Affairs did in 2000 when it formally apologized to Native North 
Americans for previous acts of genocide and cultural repression.

Biocentric expropriation in the Brazilian Atlantic Forest is recent 
and still in course. A first measure would be to limit all forest reserves 
required on farms to 20% as the 1998 law mandates and revoke the 
decree prohibiting new fields in secondary forest. Large land hold-
ers in less roughed terrain of the Atlantic Forest can use up to 80% of 
their land so why not poor farmers who do not have much land? For 
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the environmental GOs and NGOs to insist on the contrary is cynical 
and indeed cowardly. Rich farmers have the financial means, social savvy 
and political clout to resist the abusive action of environmental agen-
cies while small farmers do not. Environmental organizations must show 
work to justify their existence and this is easier to do against poor farm-
ers. The latter are dismissed as ignorant country bumpkins considered to 
be enemies of conservation without feeling the slightest sense of guilt for 
perpetrating crass social injustice. To paraphrase Ball et al., the large GOs 
and NGOs practice “bad governance” as opposed to the more humane 
approach used by local social actors in the case these authors studied in 
the Ribeira Valley of São Paulo state.49
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CHAPTER 6

Crimes against Cultures:  
How Local Practices of Regulation Shape 
Archaeological Landscapes in Trowulan, 

East Java

Tod Jones and Adrian Perkasa

Karl Jacoby’s recounting of the arguments of various rural-dwelling 
Native American and non-Native American groups in Crimes against 
Nature challenges the narrow focus and appreciation of contemporary 
practices of heritage conservation today. His goal was no less than to:

[R]ecreate the moral universe that shaped local transgressions of conser-
vation laws, enabling us to glimpse the pattern of beliefs, practices, and 
traditions that governed how ordinary rural folk interacted with the envi-
ronment—a pattern […] that I have come to term the participants’ moral 
ecologies.1
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Jacoby’s exacting research on the practices, arguments and responses to 
what was generally an unresponsive officialdom and public commentariat  
continues to confront contemporary accounts of conservation, whether 
of cultural heritage or the environment, on two broad fronts: it called 
into question what it means to regulate nature; and in doing so 
revealed, in his words, ‘strikingly different sense of what nature is and 
how it should be used’.2 Both fronts are as relevant for cultural heritage  
conservation as nature conservation, although each case requires full 
consideration of the specifics of topic (in this chapter, cultural herit-
age), time (contemporary), and location (peri-urban Surabaya in East 
Java in Indonesia). The full brilliance and horror of Jacoby’s painful  
recounting (or recounting of the pain) of the advent of contemporary 
spatial regulation of conservation is possible because of his attention to 
the small, silent ripples left behind from the transformations of entire 
landscapes.

This chapter responds to Jacoby’s approach to resident relationships, 
with both their surrounding environments and externally imposed con-
servation regimes, through an examination of first the relevance and 
applicability of this focus for heritage, and secondly through a case study 
of the issues arising from the presence of Majapahit heritage and con-
servation regimes from local perspectives in the small town of Trowulan 
in East Java, Indonesia. In examining what we conceive to be Jacoby’s 
challenge to heritage studies, we elaborate a framework for approach-
ing heritage drawing on the work of Tim Ingold as well as critical her-
itage research. We then turn to the context of Trowulan to understand 
the time-space of resident practices and interventions. The third section 
briefly outlines our research methods. The fourth section is a case study 
split into two parts: resident relations with artefacts; and resident rela-
tions with sites. We conclude by considering the lessons from Crimes 
against Nature for heritage studies, and what a sustained response to our 
analysis could look like and achieve.

Heritage and Moral Ecology

The primary reason for the importance of Jacoby’s approach for her-
itage research is his fuller recognition of the presence and operation 
of local regulatory practices and of how these are displaced or influ-
enced by externally imposed conservation regimes. The term ‘fortress 
conservation’, where a conservation area establishes a hard perimeter 
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in order to forcefully keep people out, applies to both environmental 
and heritage conservation.3 However, the representation of local peo-
ple who seek to continue their customary practices and use of local 
resources differs between environmental conservation and heritage. 
According to Jacoby, conventional accounts of conservation histories 
located local people on one side of a binary that hides the moral com-
plexity of this transformation: heroic, civilized, law-abiding conserva-
tionists were confronted by underhand, uncivilized, criminal residents. 
In cultural heritage conservation conflicts, the binary is different: civ-
ilized, community-minded conservationists are generally opposed to 
uncivilized, profit-minded developers, and researchers position local 
residents as either split between these groups or convinced by one or 
the other.4 Resident concerns are generally not with either side, but, 
like Jacoby’s protagonists, with continuing their practices and live-
lihoods. This is the realm of heritage unrecognized by, and in many 
circumstances unrecognizable to, official conservation management 
regimes,5 or what historical geographer Iain Robertson labels ‘heritage 
from below’.6

Furthermore, Jacoby recognized and recorded how the object of con-
servation, elements of environments misrecognized as nature, is shaped 
by its use (by animals and plants as well as humans) in conjunction with 
physical forces. There is no natural environment separated from humans, 
but it is instead both a product of relations as well as constituting the 
terms of those relations. A useful way of conceptualizing this ‘environ-
ment’ is Tim Ingold’s concept of meshwork, or ‘entangled lines of life, 
growth and movement’:

It is rather a trail along which life is lived. Neither beginning here and end-
ing there, nor vice versa, the trail winds through or amidst like the root of 
a plant or a stream between its bank. Each such trail is but one strand in a 
tissue of trails that together comprize the texture of the lifeworld. This tex-
ture is what I mean when I speak of organisms being constituted within a 
relational field. It is a field not of interconnected points but of interwoven 
lines; not a network but a meshwork.7

Residents’ moral ecologies are entangled with the environments they 
interact with and shape. An environment like the Adirondacks in New 
York State was shaped by the learnings and arrangements of the commu-
nities who lived there in conjunction with the growth and movement of 
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plants and animals and in interaction with its physical geography. Human 
movement through this meshwork is skilled, and is communicated by 
stories: ‘we can understand the nature of things only by attending to 
their relations, or in other words, by telling their stories’.8 The impor-
tance of this recognition is that the moral ecologies of residents cannot 
be separated from their environments; they are their environments.

Cultural heritage phenomena, whether a dance, recipe, book, building 
or landscape, is similarly the crystallizations of human activity within their 
environments. However, it would be incorrect to focus on the crystalli-
zation itself as this mistakes the fluctuating object or event for the flows 
of materials that give it a form. This is the mistake of contemporary her-
itage regulation; it focusses on the correct categorization and treatment 
of objects.9 Instead, here we understand heritage as being the movement 
of humans and non-humans through the meshwork. Heritage is config-
ured movement. For instance, a tayuban dance performance in Indonesia 
requires skilled practitioners’ responses to their environment in their pos-
turing and movement, including constant adjustments with fellow per-
formers, audiences and conditions. While more fleeting than a temple, 
it is no less physical. The temple itself is a constantly changing physical 
form that responds to plants, animals, wind, rain and upkeep. Heritage, 
like ecology, is therefore much more widespread and entangled than most 
conservation regimes would allow, and is constituted by flows.10

There are differences between local people’s relationships with 
‘nature’ and cultural heritage, just as there are differences between envi-
ronmental and heritage conservation.11 The enlightenment legacies of 
nature and heritage allow for a greater engagement between people and 
heritage when compared to the separation of people and nature in the 
natural sciences. Nonetheless, a focus on maintaining the physical fab-
ric of heritage objects has created a legacy in heritage management that, 
despite strong critiques12 and, as is often the case in nature conservation, 
continues to overlook local peoples’ practices and community regula-
tion. Following Jacoby,13 it is also important to not replicate a division 
between nature and culture that has bedevilled heritage management 
including world heritage. The concept of meshwork dissolves ‘nature’ as 
a category as it is no longer detached from the world of humans, but 
is part of interconnected environments. Ingold writes that trees, like 
houses, ‘have life-histories, which consist in the unfolding of their rela-
tions with both human and non-human components of their environ-
ments’; he notes that the extent to which they seem like a building or a 
landform relates to whether the human or non-human prevails.14
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A field of research that has critically engaged with the application of 
conservation regimes is political ecology.15 Political ecology researchers 
differentiate how state institutions ‘have a predilection for management 
through abstract space, through the establishment and enforcement of 
strict boundaries of conservation and use’ and local institutions that ‘are 
seen as managing through complex spatial arrangements, using overlap-
ping and flexible boundaries of use and tenure’.16 However, this should 
not be conceived as a binary because, as demonstrated by Jacoby, the 
separation of state authorities and local people is impossible to maintain 
as ‘each category flowed into the other, complicating any easy moral 
tale about conservation’.17 Hence, following Robin Roth, the estab-
lishment of conservation zones should be understood ‘not as a conflict 
between state space and local space, but as a process of spatial reor-
ganization instigated by insertion of state space into a landscape long 
managed through non-state institutions’.18 An issue that permeates this 
literature is the contention that the state asserts an ‘abstract space’.19 
The application of a conservation regime, as Jacoby demonstrates in 
great detail, requires large and intensive movements of resources and 
people from the time of its inception until its dissolution. Most flows 
do not recognize boundaries, but are only countered by other flows, 
such as state-funded heritage management, or local practices, or, as is 
generally the case, a mish-mash of arrangements.20 In practice, there is 
no abstract space except in the imagination of planners and research-
ers. Our attention should be directed to the presence and effects of 
flows from residents’ perspectives and how they shape archaeological 
landscapes.

Our approach links Jacoby’s concerns with recent research that con-
fronts the rhetoric about looting and collecting in archaeological writ-
ings, in particular the division between archaeology, elite collecting 
and vernacular practices of collecting.21 Archaeologists are, unsurpris-
ingly, firmly opposed to artefact collecting. This was not always the 
case. Renaissance collecting was driven by curiosity, which came into 
tension with science during the Enlightenment period in Europe.22 
Archaeologists have characterized artefact collecting and looting as 
‘self-interested, antiscience and an assault on collective rights to history 
and memory’.23 Hart and Chilton24 and Dennis Byrne25 strongly chal-
lenge these characterizations, pointing out that antiquities collecting 
continues to overlap with archaeology in both its practices and how it 
values artefacts. Furthermore, Byrne argues both of these along with 
local excavations are within the collective of antiquities appreciation 
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and circulation that is global in scope. Looting, or informal excavations 
of artefacts for private collection or sale, is the heritage equivalent of 
poaching within nature conservation.26 Like poaching, looting is a char-
acterization of a social practice that both ignores its sociality, local regu-
lations and the complexity of its economics, while strengthening heritage 
experts’ claims for external intervention in regulation and exclusive con-
trol. These practices require a nuanced and contextualized account in 
order to avoid being hidden behind the ideological condemnation of 
class,27 postcolonial characterizations, and the claims for primacy of the 
nation-state.28 What we bring to this research is a broader account of 
what constitutes engagement with artefacts (adding to Rose-Greenland’s 
account of the artist Omero Bordo in Italy),29 and more attention to 
how local entanglements regulate, respond and shape artefacts and sites 
in the meshwork of local environments.

A Brief History of Majapahit

The Majapahit Kingdom was founded in the late thirteenth century by 
Nararya Sanggramawijaya. Under the direction of the famous Prime 
Minister Rakryan Mapatih Pu Mada, better known as Gajah Mada, 
the Majapahit army conquered the eastern part of Java and invaded 
Bali. This kingdom reached its heyday in the fourteenth century, when 
it traded with China and had vassal states stretching from the Malay 
Peninsula to the eastern part of archipelago. A Franciscan friar, Odoric di 
Pordenone, also visited the Majapahit capital in Trowulan and witnessed 
its wealth in the fourteenth century. He wrote that materials in the pal-
ace from the roof to the floor were made from gold and silver.30 Given 
its epic scale and reports of opulence, it is not surprising the Majapahit 
became an indispensable part of modern Indonesian political identity and 
nationalist history, much like Rome is for Italy and Athens is for Greece.

Majapahit rule only lasted until the fifteenth century. After its disap-
pearance, the people of Java and the surrounding islands retained mem-
ories of and attachments to the Majapahit kingdom. Sundanese and 
Balinese aristocrats regularly undertook pilgrimages to former capital 
of Majapahit in Trowulan. Thomas Stamford Raffles initiated the first 
modern documentation of the ruins of Majapahit in Trowulan, and ded-
icated more than 30 pages to the history and antiquities of Majapahit 
in his History of Java.31 Interest in archaeological exploration declined 
when the British gave back Java to the Dutch and returned in the late 
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nineteenth century. Official archaeological activities in Trowulan were 
accompanied by private ventures, in particular through the Majapahit 
Archaeological Association (OVM) founded by architect Henry Maclaine 
Pont and the Regent of Mojokerto (Adipati), Kromo Adinegoro in 
1925. Maclaine Pont and Kromo Adinegoro collected many artefacts 
in Trowulan and its surrounding area, and together built the Majapahit 
Museum in Trowulan. When the Japanese interned Maclaine Pont dur-
ing their occupation of Java in 1942, his archaeological projects in Java 
halted. The next wave of official archaeological activities, which was the 
largest investment by far, came under Suharto’s New Order regime.

While state activities expanded during Constitutional Democracy 
(1950–1958), they declined along with state revenue during the 
Sukarno-dominated Guided Democracy (1958–1965) period as 
Indonesia became increasingly internally divided and isolated interna-
tionally.32 Public funding limited state archaeological activities until the 
rise, on the back of international aid then oil revenues, of the General 
Suharto-led powerhouse state.33 Following the success of the recon-
struction of Borobudur between 1970 and 1983, the Indonesian gov-
ernment increased its investment in reconstructing Majapahit sites in 
Trowulan in the mid-1980s.34 A large team, which included the fore-
most archaeologists of the period including Soejono and Soekmono, the 
Director-General of Culture Haryati Soebadio, as well as locals, pub-
lished an extensive Archaeological Masterplan of the City Remnants of the 
Trowulan Majapahit Kingdom.35 The extent of the Majapahit capital’s 
underground remnant structures is thought to be spread across an area 
between 90 and 100 square kilometres.36

By 1995, six of a planned sixteen sites had been reconstructed at a 
cost of Rp.2.2 billion.37 The reconstruction effort survived the financial 
crisis and the fall of Suharto, but slowed after the decentralization pro-
cess through Regional Autonomy was instituted in 2002. Eight sites 
were reconstructed. While decentralization transferred control of most 
regional cultural institutions (such as the Taman Budaya, Provincial 
Museums and the regional Cultural Offices) to the city or regency level, 
the Bureaus for the Conservation of Cultural Heritage (Balai Pelestarian 
Cagar Budaya, BPCB) remained under centralized control within the 
Directorate of Culture. Hence the national government was the focus 
of much of the criticism for the two major Majapahit controversies of 
the Reform Period.38 In 2009, the Archaeological Conservation Bureau 
(the former name of the BPCB East Java) approved a plan to build a 
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Majapahit Information Centre on a site where there were a large number 
of Majapahit era structures. This controversy, the most prominent heritage 
conflict of the Reform Era, started a national conversation about heritage 
that led to new national heritage legislation in 2010.39 The second con-
troversy occurred in 2013 when BPCB East Java supported a plan to build 
a steel factory in Trowulan, once again on the site of buried Majapahit 
structures. A coalition of resident groups and Indonesian heritage activ-
ists opposed the factory and, with support of the World Monument Fund, 
pressured the Mojokerto and national parliaments to reject the pro-
posal. The second controversy led to Trowulan being listed as a National 
Heritage Area (Kawasan Cagar Budaya Nasional) in December 2013, 
and a Masterplan (Rencana Pengembangan Kawasan Cagar Budaya 
Majapahit Trowulan Mojokerto, henceforth Majapahit Masterplan) that 
was released for discussion in 2016.

The push for heritage protection and related industries (tourism and 
craft) constitutes one of three drivers of landscape transformation in 
Trowulan. The second driver is constituted by long-established small-
holder farming practices, in particular the production of rice and sugar, 
that continue to support many of Trowulan’s inhabitants. However, 
these practices and heritage protection are coming under pressure from 
what we term the Surabaya effect, or the expansion of the peri-ur-
ban fringe in connection with increasing urbanization in and around 
Surabaya, the second largest city in Indonesia after Jakarta. Trowulan is 
less than an hours drive from Surabaya, a city of approximately 3 million, 
and part of an urbanizing region with a population of 9 million in 2010.

The production of bricks and sand mining is the source of much ten-
sion given the extent of Majapahit artefacts. While Trowulan residents 
have produced red bricks and other building materials for hundreds of 
years, production has increased to keep up with the demands of urban-
ization. Production of building materials can be divided into large and 
small-scale production. Large scale, such as we observed in Jatirejo dis-
trict in 2016, includes the diversion of rivers and large-scale excavation. 
Small-scale production is based on local brick manufacturers renting 
part of a field where they excavate the top one to two metres of soil, 
mould bricks, then fire them in a brick kiln that they construct in the 
field. A brick maker we interviewed was renting 300 square metres for 
three years for US$1200 (Rp.16 million), and was selling his new bricks 
for 2–3 US cents (Rp.300–400) each. Excavation of the top layer of soil 



6  CRIMES AGAINST CULTURES: HOW LOCAL PRACTICES OF REGULATION …   137

often includes excavation of Majapahit-era structures, and an Indonesian 
research project in 2014 counted over 300 traditional brick facto-
ries in Trowulan. In terms of volume, traditional brick manufacturers 
are the leading excavators of Majapahit era structures and artefacts.40 
Manufacturers sell the excavated older bricks for over three times what 
they get for new bricks (Rp.1000–2000 or eight to fifteen US cents). 
These large-scale changes to the landscape and the pressure for new fac-
tories in proximity to Surabaya are in tension with the local, national and 
international groups who are seeking the conservation and promotion of 
Majapahit heritage.

Our Approach

We utilized a mixed methods approach to the case study constituted by 
archival research and two periods of fieldwork, all of which is built on 
a long-term engagement with both heritage and cultural policy issues 
and local players. While Tod Jones has over sixteen years of experience 
undertaking research into cultural and heritage issues in Indonesia, 
Adrian Perkasa developed the more important set of relationships with 
local residents and officials in BPCB East Java and the Province of 
East Java through his Master’s research into heritage controversies in 
Trowulan. The archival research was limited to documents following the 
1983 decision to begin restoration of a series of local sites. Data was also 
collected on the demographic and economic characteristics of the region. 
While we engaged with secondary sources about the archaeological and 
historical characteristics of Trowulan, these topics sit outside the scope of 
this chapter.

We undertook fieldwork in May 2016 when we conducted site vis-
its and eight interviews, and in May 2017 when we undertook a smaller 
number of site visits and six interviews (two were with people interviewed 
in 2016). The site visits were recorded using a field journal and photo-
graphs. The visits to the smaller sites included a meeting and discussion 
with the site caretaker, a local who lived nearby. All interviews utilized an 
interview schedule and were recorded and transcribed. They took place 
in Indonesian with the exception of one interview (with a brick manu-
facturer), which was in Javanese. Following Cope and Mayring, the data 
was thematically coded using NVIVO software following an inductive 
method.41
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Artefacts

Like Jacoby observes in relation to the history of conservation move-
ments,42 the relationships between Indonesian residents and artefacts 
have long been diminished then ignored in archaeological research and 
management. Thomas Raffles proposed that the historic structures he 
discussed in The History of Java were the product of Indian migrants 
and not the Javanese,43 a colonial proposition that was still believed by 
a minority of Dutch archaeologists in the 1920s.44 While most archae-
ologists by this time thought local people built the structures, they were 
still debating whether there was local appreciation and utilization.45 A 
postcolonial echo of this debate was still reverberating in the 1980s as 
indicated in the Majapahit Masterplan:

The interview results from residents who live around Trowulan’s archae-
ological sites indicate that they do not feel they ‘own’ or do not value 
archaeological remains as valuable heritage and the achievements of past 
cultures.46

The Majapahit Masterplan then states that residents only appreciate the 
economic value of the Majapahit artefacts through the sale of artefacts 
and bricks, and respond to ‘to the threat of law’.47 Senior staff at the 
BPCB East Java, which is based in Trowulan, now have a more nuanced 
understanding of local relationships and acknowledge local appreciation 
and that the conservation of artefacts will clash with local socio-eco-
nomic systems that mesh with broader changes (such as the urbanization 
of Surabaya). However, also they hold the misperception that increasing 
understanding of archaeology and the reasons for laws will prevent local 
rituals, like touching objects at heritage sites.

Similarly to the rural dwellers and native Americans in Crimes against 
Nature, our interviews and observation of residents indicate local resi-
dents have an appreciation of artefacts that is nuanced and critical. 
Trowulan appears to differ from Byrne’s observations at archaeologi-
cally rich Bantuan in the Philippines in that working-class local people 
in Trowulan have their own collections of lower value artefacts.48 For 
instance, Fig. 6.1 is a small collection of statue heads that was shown 
to us in 2016. These are not pusaka, or powerful objects capable of 
intervening in daily and spiritual life, but a reflection of local inter-
est in Majapahit material culture. Residents also have their own set of 
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sanctions, generally expressed as a strong dislike, if another resident sells 
an artefact to a dealer who takes the artefact out of the region. It is not 
illegal to sell an artefact to a collector within Indonesia, so local sanctions 
are geographically more restrictive than formal sanctions. Furthermore, 
local religious beliefs can prevent people from taking artefacts from 
important sites. One respondent said:

What is effective is when they take something, they become sick, pos-
sessed, crazy. That is an effective sanction because our community is a reli-
gious community.49

The effects of dealing with powerful objects are tracked quite closely in 
relation to dealers, whose health is thought to be regularly subjected to 
attacks from the objects they deal. Formal sanctions protecting artefacts 
can result in jail time of up to fifteen years and a fine of up to approxi-
mately $US375,000,50 but our informants only mentioned a single time 
a person was prosecuted, which occurred in the 1970s to a BPCB staff 
member. Local sanctions are both more restrictive and more often applied.

Fig. 6.1  A personal collection of small statue heads. 2016 (Photograph by Tod 
Jones)



140   T. JONES AND A. PERKASA

A moral ecologies framework needs to recognize the complex-
ity of relations between the state and local residents. As in Deerfield, 
Massachusetts (USA),51 there is local distrust of the state archaeolog-
ical managers (BPCB). When artefacts are reported to BPCB, they 
are often not seen again as they go into storage. Furthermore, there 
are rumours that staff at the museum have sold objects or exchanged 
them for new objects. However, the division between BPCB staff and 
Trowulan residents is not clear-cut. BPCB staff live in Trowulan, and 
there are a large number of long-term local residents who work in var-
ious capacities in or for BPCB. This includes most of the caretakers 
(juru pelihara) for local shrines, eight of which receive large numbers 
of visitors. As a retired BPCB staff member whose family has lived in 
Trowulan for many generations asserted, socialization of understanding 
about the history and value of artefacts spreads through the knowledge 
of local people.52 Trowulan residents also selectively make use of con-
servation rules and policing, and will contact the police or BPCB staff 
if they see activity that they regard as suspicious. Many of our respond-
ents reported that residents had in the past sold artefacts to brokers 
who are likely to have sold them to overseas collectors. As in Byrne’s 
account of ‘looters’ in Batuan,53 there was a strong economic motive 
given the low level of wealth in Trowulan historically, but there was also 
local resistance to these sales. In the present, locating artefacts of higher 
value is rare and, as stated by the Head of the History, Museum and 
Archaeology Section in the East Java Office of Culture and Tourism, 
most such ‘finds’ now are newly manufactured by Trowulan artists 
whose skill is such as to make the new artefacts indistinguishable to 
Trowulan Museum staff.

The intimate relationship between contemporary Trowulan artists and 
Majapahit artefacts has a long and fascinating history. It can be traced to 
the relationship between the Dutch architect Maclaine Pont and a local 
man, Sabar, who lived in the village of Bejijong.54 Sabar was born in the 
1900s to a farming family. Sabar began working for Maclaine Pont in 
1924 when he started designing the old Majapahit Museum. Maclaine 
Pont and Sabar built a close working relationship that included working 
together on a bronze statue of Jesus in the Pohsarang Catholic Church 
in Kediri, East Java, that Maclaine Pont designed (itself important to 
Indonesian architectural history due to its combination of European and 
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Indonesian architectural design) completed in 1936. After Maclaine Pont 
was interred by the Japanese and his archaeological work stopped, Sabar 
continued to look after his collection and correspond with him.55 Sabar’s 
grandson Nuryadi stated:

Nuryadi: When Maclaine Pont returned to the Netherlands, Sabar had a 
moral obligation to protect Maclaine Pont’s collection.
Adrian: Did Sabar continue to protect it?
Nuryadi: Yes, as the legacy of Maclaine Pont, Sabar felt a moral responsi-
bility to protect the collection.56

Sabar moved his workshop to the front of the museum and lived behind 
it. From 1949 until his retirement in 1965 he worked in an unwaged 
capacity at the museum, generating income from commissions from vis-
itors and other work connected to the collection. In the 1950s, his son 
Hariadi Sabar stated that his family with his second wife Rubeni57 and his 
seven children were very poor and at times could not afford the Javanese 
staple of rice. A few months before he retired in 1965 he was appointed 
to a waged position in BPCB so that he could claim a pension.

While the history to 1965 demonstrates one family’s strong con-
nection to Majapahit material culture, Sabar was also a key contributor 
to what can be called the New Majapahit Art following his retirement. 
At this time he moved back to Bejijong and began experimenting with 
producing Majapahit statues, initially using lead and simple forms (such 
as animals), then progressing to metal and bronze and more com-
plex forms. He started to sell his statues in front of the museum and to 
shops in Surabaya. His orientation, based on his extensive knowledge 
of Majapahit artefacts, was towards classical work in the style of the 
Majapahit with the goal of replicating their skill and design. It is difficult 
now to locate Sabar’s statues, and it is likely that his mark on them has 
worn down with time. The one statue we located was a bust he made of 
himself in the workshop of his son Hariadi (see Fig. 6.2). Sabar taught 
his family, friends and neighbours how to manufacture metal objects 
including large statues. Hariadi Sabar is the most well-known bronze art-
ist, and has worked with the staff and students of the nationally promi-
nent Jakarta Arts Institute (Institut Kesenian Jakarta, IKJ) since 1986. 
According to Hariadi, over 150 people in Bejijong work in some capac-
ity in the production of metal statues, jewellery and other objects. Sabar 
passed away in 1996.
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Fig. 6.2  Sabar. A bronze bust of the artist. Date unknown (Photograph by Tod 
Jones with permission of Hariadi Sabar)
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Today, Trowulan artists are perhaps even better known for their 
stone statues. Stone statue production began after metal in 1977 with 
the work of a blacksmith, Harun and then Wagiran in the nearby vil-
lage of Jatisumber. With the decline of blacksmith work, Harun turned 
to stone sculpture. Most of the stone sculptors today relate directly to 
these two founders. Wagiran was the father of Wakidi, who taught many 
of the sculptors in Jatisumber, including the internationally successful 
Ribut. Stone sculpture has become a successful exporting business, with 
75% of the production of the sculptors we interviewed being produced 
for an international market. A third industry, which has not received 
the same level of national recognition, is in the production of terracotta 
Majapahit art. Terracotta tends to receive lower prices and is more easily 
mass-produced.

The presence of the museum and sites is essential to the emergence, 
forms and operations of the New Majapahit Art. The museum was the 
only point of reference for early artists, and Sabar’s close relationship 
with artefacts in the museum both inspired his experimentation and led 
his practice. Both Hariadi and Ribut, currently the two most successful 
artists, still visit the museum weekly and make regular visits to sites both 
in and outside Trowulan. While younger artists are more likely to work 
from images, the connection to the museum remains. A younger artist, 
Tono, said to us: ‘If I get stuck, I go to the museum’.58 Stone sculptor 
Ribut links the presence of Majapahit art to the meshwork:

I myself still really feel that it [the art] is an impact from the museum, 
from the sites. Maybe not just here. One example in Magelang, there are 
sculptors… There are lots of sites… Its an impact from the environment, 
an effect of the environment.59

Majapahit stone sculpture in particular has reached a level of technical 
production that, with contemporary techniques for ageing, makes it 
very difficult to know if an artefact is new or from the Majapahit era. 
Furthermore, the museum now asks senior artists to make such deter-
minations, such as their familiarity and understanding of Majapahit arte-
facts, old and new.

Until now, the New Majapahit art has been understood to be making 
replicas, which threaten to undermine museums, galleries and collectors’ 
efforts to protect the provenance and value of Majapahit art. Such judge-
ments rely on a modern conception of creation that divides the processes 



144   T. JONES AND A. PERKASA

of design and making,60 and is inappropriate to regional art production 
in Indonesia and similar systems of production elsewhere.61 The division 
between design and making, essential to modern ideas about creativity 
and copyright,62 hides both the way creating art occurs in the acts and 
combinations of making, and the creativity and skill required for imi-
tation. We quote Tim Ingold at length here because he captures the 
dynamics of the New Majapahit Art that are missed when complaints are 
levelled at replication:

Far from yielding a concrete and objectified end-product, every perfor-
mance is just one moment in the work’s concrescence—its ongoing gen-
eration. This idea is reinforced by a method of learning in which, through 
repetitive practice in copying or imitating previous or classic exemplars, 
novices incorporate the movements and sensibilities of the masters into 
their own bodily comportment, only to surpass them in the development 
of their own personal style. At no point, however, do they cease to copy. 
For every original is a copy in that it is modelled on previous studies, and 
every copy is an original in that it can become a model for those who 
follow.63

Replication of an exceptional art form is a rare creative achievement. 
Replication of art that has not been practiced for over four hundred years 
and the achievement of art of such quality that experts struggle to iden-
tify its providence is phenomenal. Trowulan artists understand the pro-
cess of creating Majapahit artefacts better than internationally educated 
experts. To represent the New Majapahit Art as underhand or criminal 
misunderstands its origins, operations and achievements, and inhibits 
opportunities for museums to work together with Trowulan artists.

While the attitude of museums to local production is a negative colo-
nial legacy, an important insight from Trowulan is how colonial relation-
ships are transformed in the meshwork of local lives. The New Majaphit 
Art is the best example of this transformation. Here the focus on the 
historical markers of Greater India (that still dominates archaeology), 
through extensive engagement and experimentation, has become the 
basis for a skilled local engagement that is entwined with connections 
to place, family, livelihoods and history. Furthermore, this is not an iso-
lated incident. Magelan in Central Java also has many artefacts, sites and 
artists. Furthermore, it occurs in other countries. Rose-Greenland’s eth-
nography of ‘looters’ in Italy also identifies a ‘moral code that militates  
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against certain practices’, detailed knowledge passed down within fam-
ilies, and their criminalization by the state.64 She also identifies replica-
tion of, in this case, Eritrean wares as a basis for local manufacturing that 
were also dismissed by educated elites despite their remarkable similarity 
to ancient ceramics. Similar complexities and dismissals of local knowl-
edge and relationships were identified in Northern Peru.65 If heritage is 
the relationship between objects and environments that explains a val-
ued past, then there is an argument to be made for the equivalence of 
New Majapahit Art with the original artefacts. The difference is that, 
while museums use state funding and expert knowledge to control flows 
of materials to prevent change to existing objects, Trowulan artists skil-
fully engage in material flows, learnt through knowledge gained from an 
extended community engagement with Majapahit art, to create anew. The 
colonial legacy that remains to be overcome is the vast gap in apprecia-
tion and attention to these categories, and resistance to returning cultural 
control of these artefacts to their places of origin where the meshwork 
of local lives has more chance of creative engagement and entanglement 
with livelihoods. While artefacts in museums are sustained through state 
funds, separation from visitors and expert knowledge, the New Majapahit 
art is sustained through Trowulan livelihoods and economics, family net-
works, private sales and artists’ skilled interaction with materials.

Sites

With eight such monuments, Trowulan is one of the sub-districts (keca-
matan) with the largest number of state-reconstructed archaeological 
sites in Indonesia. Trowulan became a focus of reconstruction efforts 
due to the representation of the Majapahit kingdom as the precursor 
for Indonesia in nationalist histories, the success of the reconstruction 
of Borobudur,66 and, building on Raffles and Wardenaar, the archaeo-
logical work of Dutch scholars and local elites in the 1920s and 1930s. 
The presence of both locally maintained and reconstructed sites invites 
comparative analysis between them, particularly in relation to resident 
relations and state regulation. A moral ecologies approach recognizes 
the adaptiveness of local residents to new flows of people and resources, 
including those derived from state conservation initiatives and regula-
tion, while also acknowledging the pain caused when relationships with 
heritage are severed by these changes.
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A job that runs across and complicates the division between the recon-
structed sites and the locally managed sites is the juru kunci, or keeper of 
the key. The term derives from the Javanese juru kuncen, where certain 
staff were tasked with the role of protecting particular sites, communi-
cating their history, and facilitating related rituals. These are particularly 
important at sites of pilgrimage and tomb visitation (ziarah). James Fox 
identifies that juru kunci ‘keep these traditions alive and relevant to con-
temporary Javanese’.67 There are many people who have performed the 
role of the juru kunci on Java, and they have been appointed and paid 
through a variety of different methods and institutions. In 2016, the East 
Java Office of Culture and Tourism paid 420 juru kunci, who are state 
employees, at various fractions and levels.68 The juru kunci employed 
through the state system are now known as juru pelihara (Caretaker), 
and have a set of defined tasks and roles. While the two terms are both 
used now, we use juru pelihara to refer to state-paid and regulated 
roles, juru kunci to refer to roles regulated by non-state institutions 
with greater continuity with earlier roles, and caretaker to refer to all site 
caretakers. Most of the positions in Trowulan were waged, with Juru 
Pelihara at the local sites receiving a small salary through a fractional 
position. The Dutch East Indies government similarly paid a small sti-
pend to juru kunci at certain sites. Generally caretakers live next to or 
quite near their site, and often the position is retained within the same 
family. Other juru kunci are appointed by local institutions, including vil-
lages. A village that oversaw one small shrine in Trowulan elected a new 
juru kunci for life just before we undertook fieldwork in 2017, leading 
to a local controversy when the winner overspent the agreed amount for 
campaigning.69 This position was unwaged but, due to this shrine’s con-
nections to Suharto, it often attracted senior Golkar figures who tipped 
well, and it generated money through parking.

The restored sites correspond most closely to the notion of monu-
mental sites70 and fortress conservation.71 These sites, like Bajang Ratu 
(see Fig. 6.3), are surrounded by fences that have a specific BPCB style. 
They are open to the public during the day and generally closed at night. 
A critique of a senior staff member of BPCB was that ‘There are no vis-
itor facilities [at the archaeological sites in Trowulan] because it has the 
features of conservation, not of utilization’.72 The sites are surrounded 
by Western-style gardens with grass and often intricate hedges, but few 
tall trees, little shade, and no seating for visitors. This reduces their use-
fulness for locals who, on their day off on Sundays, prefer the Buddhist 
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Wihara (see Fig. 6.4), the location of the large, new sleeping Buddha 
statue that is surrounded by a garden, reproductions of other Buddhist 
sites (like Borobudur), and has many places to sit and relax. The restored 
sites have large numbers of staff, mostly attract visitors on day trips, gen-
erally from Surabaya, who stay at the sites for short periods before jour-
neying to the next site.

In contrast to the state-restored sites, the locally regulated sites are 
smaller and are not surrounded by gardens. Large trees provide shade, 
and there is often a shaded place for guests to rest. Whenever we visited 
a site, we would initially be alone, but a caretaker would generally arrive 
within five minutes. The sites were clean and well maintained. Often 
the trees and some of the structures had sheets tied around them, in a 
style similar to Bali, which indicated their spiritual qualities. Graves are 
a recurring feature of the locally regulated sites. As has been observed 
across Indonesia,73 the dead play an important role in the lives of the 
living. By visiting tombs and places where spirits inhabit, Islamic people 
in particular are able to ask for their intercession with Allah.74 Ancestors 

Fig. 6.3  Bajang Rau in Trowulan, Mojokerto, East Java, Indonesia 
(Photograph by Tod Jones)
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and these other spirits are powerful beings, able to influence the physi-
cal world, in particular through sickness or assistance. These beliefs are 
important to site maintenance and discourage unauthorized excava-
tions. Our local informants noted the frequency of graves at sites, not 
just in Trowulan but across East Java, and that the most popular sites 
have graves. Graves at sites are often acknowledged as potentially false, 
but pilgrims still visit the sites, often because of the presence of other 
spiritual beings. Indeed, the large trees do not just provide shelter for the 
living. Henri Chambert-Loir observes that ‘The place is usually marked 
by the presence of big trees (often banyan), which are themselves sacred 
as they are the domain of the spirits’.75 Most of the locally regulated sites 
therefore have the characteristics of Javanese Islamic pilgrimage sites. 
These sites are constantly shifting form in relation to changes in use.

The physical characteristics of these sites and the rhythms of their use 
are shaped through their relationship to local people. As these sites are 
places of local gathering and pride, they are cleaned physically and spirit-
ually. The patterns of their use correspond to special days and times in 
the Javanese calendar. For instance, a harvest festival (ruwat desa) in May 
will fill a local shrine for an entire day, ending with a Wayang performance 

Fig. 6.4  The Buddhist Wihara in Trowulan (Photograph by Tod Jones)



6  CRIMES AGAINST CULTURES: HOW LOCAL PRACTICES OF REGULATION …   149

late into the night. On Friday Legi Eve (Malam Jumat Legi),76 a time for 
making prayers and seeking intercession, pilgrims come from across East 
Java, in particular to Troloyo’s Tomb, a site made popular through the 
visits of ex-Indonesian President and Islamic leader Gus Dur. On this day, 
the village and local tourism office close the road and it turns into a busy 
street festival. We visited a different grave with a group of local men on 
Malam Jumat Legi in 2016 where they prayed, then ate together at mid-
night. Women and children went earlier in the day where they ate a tradi-
tional food. Furthermore, as can be seen in Fig. 6.5, at other times of the 
day these sites are used for other activities like drying rice, and are used 
by local guides as a tourist site that they can interpret out of the way of 
the official guides who tend to stick to the museum and larger sites. The 
physical forms of these sites take their shape through their presence in the 
environment of Trowulan residents.

The restoration of Majapahit era artefacts was in fact the transforma-
tion of locally regulated shrines into state-regulated, national monuments. 
These transformations took years and billions of Rupiah. Often they neces-
sitated the movement of homes and gravesites. Sabar’s grandson Nuryadi, 
who worked for over two decades supervising restoration work, observed 

Fig. 6.5  Rice drying in front of the Watu Ombo shrine, Trowulan, East Java
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that ‘moving people is much easier than moving graves.’77 While no graves 
or houses were moved at Candi Brahu, at Bajang Ratu over fifty graves 
and one house were moved, necessitating many ceremonies and much 
negotiation so as to not upset ancestors. Furthermore, the physical form 
of the reconstructed temples requires builders to imagine the shape of 
their original form. What is more, the actual construction is done by local 
people who place and set new and old stones. The massive investment in 
reconstruction does not stop with the end of a restoration. Physical forces 
and lines of life constantly transgress the boundaries of official sites, neces-
sitating large teams to maintain the gardens and the monuments. In the 
experience of Marsaid, the senior juru pelihara at Candi Brahu and local 
resident, the wet season requires far greater work than dry season due 
to the phenomenal growth of plants, grass and lichen. Marsaid and the 
other caretakers clean the Buddhist temple monthly using bamboo lad-
ders and ropes (see Fig. 6.6). The shifts then from local to state regulation  

Fig. 6.6  Candi Brahu, a reconstructed Buddhist temple at Trowulan, East Java 
(Photograph by Tod Jones 2017)
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require a large initial and ongoing state investment to shape and maintain  
the site in its imagined original form. Such investments should not then 
be assumed to sever relations or destroy moral ecologies. Moral ecolo-
gies shift with these investments, often shaping new relationships and  
forms, while older forms wither and become memories if their flows are  
no longer sustained.

The postcolonial nationalist imagining of a monumental and impres-
sive past is most obvious in the restored sites. However, as is usually the 
case, the situation is more complex because the restored sites also exist 
in local environments that give them their shape and form. Candi Brahu 
has a garden with plants trimmed to look like stupas and a Majapahit-
inspired star-shaped hedge along with some larger trees and a large 
grassed area. Its design was conceived and executed by the caretakers, 
all of them local residents. What is more, the responsibilitiesof an effec-
tive juru kunci are very similar to that of an effective juru pelihara.78 
They must undertake regular maintenance and keep the site clean. They 
should know the site’s history and not make things up. They should 
always be available for guests, day or evening. Marsaid and his team do 
these things and have the respect of people who carry out spiritual activ-
ities, and they often make use of the reconstructed Candi Brahu. They 
also use it for larger community events. Candi Brahu, as a Buddhist tem-
ple that was not a location for graves, was not used previously to any 
great degree by the local community. As a site with some shade and local 
caretakers, it has become more visited due to the restoration.

While residents then shape both restored and locally managed sites 
through their engagement and work, resident relationships are stronger 
and visits more frequent to local sites. However, as Marsaid and Candi 
Brahu demonstrate, this does not have to be the case, and local rela-
tionships with sites can take different forms and modes of engagement. 
These are intimately linked to the moral ecologies of the site, its physical 
form, and how the physical and organic forces that work on the temple 
are countered through residents’ physical engagement. However, in nei-
ther case should the structures be considered monuments because it is 
that conception that poses the greatest danger to local relationships. A 
Trowulan artist and regular visitor to shrines addressed this issue:

The current method [of site regulation] is where old structures are consid-
ered as only monuments that are only to astound. If we are astounded, it 
means we cannot do anything but be astounded, and not do anything, and 
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only do activities that are in the name of astonishment. We do not deeply 
consider; we are the astounded. That’s all, but if societal enrichment is 
economic—ok, spiritual—ok, scientific—ok, I think it can come alive.79

Living relationships, and all its benefits, requires flows linked to percep-
tions of what sites are and can be. Moral ecologies centres these relation-
ships in our research and thinking.

Conclusion

In Crimes against Nature, Jacoby foreshadowed an important critique 
in social science research of assumptions of progress and a turn towards 
alternative sets of relations, themselves particular and historical, that are 
ignored by scalable knowledge that seek universal application.80 Through 
his concept of moral ecologies, Jacoby practiced what Anna Tsing calls 
‘arts of noticing’ that allow for lower level engagements that cannot be 
scaled up and rolled out.81 By doing so, Jacoby highlighted the violence 
done and what has been lost when the narratives of conservation as pro-
gress go unchallenged. His detailed method and research avoided the 
romanticism that threatens research about geographically smaller, ‘local’ 
levels,82 and was an early contribution to a body of work that is now 
charting alternatives to singular paths of progress. Due to its attention 
to the particular and historical, cultural heritage is a field of practices that 
should be deeply engaged in these debates and conversations. It still has 
much to learn from Jacoby’s method and findings.

The attention we have paid to resident relations to cultural heritage 
in Trowulan reveals similarities today in the realm of cultural heritage to 
Jacoby’s observations about environmental conservation. Local histo-
ries of relations and ‘becomings-with’ are marginalized and ignored.83 
The remarkable story of the New Majapahit Art becomes copying and a 
threat to the provenance of valuable museum and collector pieces. The 
moral ecology of heritage we explore reveals the continuing colonial rela-
tions that marginalize and denigrate the skilled re-creation of Majapahit 
art. More efficient and integrated local heritage sites have been reterrito-
rialized as national monuments at great and ongoing cost and with great 
difficulty. The rhythms of local sites come into focus when conceived 
as local moral ecologies, including their connections to local systems of 
belief, as do the ways in which a small number of sites are protected from 
and changed by the encroachment of peri-urban Surabaya.
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We also demonstrate that considering heritage as movement in con-
figuration with environments, as we do through our use of Ingold’s 
concept of meshwork, opens up finer grained considerations of resi-
dent-heritage interactions. Considering the New Majapahit Art as arte-
facts required us to acknowledge a new evolving knowledge and scale 
of perception that transforms postcolonial relations by using them as a 
resource within the meshwork of resident lives and livelihoods. Attention 
to flows of materials reveals the broader sets of relations that generate 
the production and care for these objects. Focussing on movement also 
complicates our consideration of resident relations with monumental 
sites. Even prescriptive state regulations cannot prevent resident mesh-
work from prising open and transforming these sites through residents’ 
daily interactions as gardeners, caretakers, visitors and community mem-
bers. Moral ecologies’ challenge to the hierarchies of power that rein-
force singular approaches at the expense of resident relationships and 
livelihoods must remain a focus of cultural heritage research if this 
research is willing to take on its conceptual limitations with regards to 
heritage practice. Being attentive to the multiple connections between 
cultural heritage and its environments both acknowledges the pain of 
unravelling entanglements caused by institutional interventions (however 
well-intentioned), and provides the tensions that will force important 
conceptual and ethical changes in how researchers consider and approach 
cultural heritage.
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CHAPTER 7

Of Necessary Work: The Longue Durée 
of the Moral Ecology of the Hebridean 

Gàidhealtachd

Iain J. M. Robertson and Mary MacLeod Rivett

The ground-shifting impact of Crimes against Nature as pioneer-
ing study of the histories of nature/culture interactions from below is 
beyond doubt. If there is less certainty around a similarly seismic impact 
for moral ecology, it is only because this vital concept has remained 
somewhat underdeveloped to date. It is the ambition of this chapter to 
do something about that. In testing, extending and making problematic 
this concept, we aim to unveil what moral ecology in action looks like 
and demonstrate that it has traction in times and spaces significantly dif-
ferent to those of the original.

The space and time in which we set this unveiling is that of the longue 
durée of the Hebridean Gàidhealtachd, an identifier that can refer var-
iously to the geographic space that is the Highlands and Islands or 
the more fluid cultural and linguistic ‘Gaelic’ areas of Scotland; and to  
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various subjective interpretations in-between. Here, the focus is on the 
Outer Hebrides where the Gaelic language is still part of a relatively con-
tinuous diachronic experience and history. We have settled on this space 
partly because of its enduring orality, partly to counter the dominance, in 
studies of dispossession and resistance in a United Kingdom context, of 
work that focuses on England and the English landscape, but also because 
the Highlands underwent a version of Jacoby’s top-down imposition of 
scientific conservation. New structures and regulation were imposed, 
either for sport or to serve the values and spatial arrangements of the mar-
ket economy. In effect, conservation was settler colonialism by sheep and 
practised against subjects who, geographically, were part of the metropole 
but who were viewed and treated as if a type of colonial subject by govern-
ment and landowners.1

From the late seventeenth century, a combination of the rationalist, 
modernising tenets of agricultural Improvement and the development 
of full-blown capitalism in the region ultimately materialised into the 
Highland Clearances and concomitant crofting agriculture. This assault 
on vernacular environmental arrangements was both material and men-
tal. New tenurial arrangements and new land working practices were 
brought into being, accompanied by enforced physical relocation and 
attempts to extirpate older belief systems.2

These processes were not pursued as far as they might have been. 
Crofting—the endpoint of those shifting arrangements and practices—
was a hybrid coming together of the old and the new. Notably, the prac-
tice of commoning remained a vital part of crofting life, both materially 
and as way in which ideologies and practices of being on the land were 
drawn forward into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. One such 
belief, that those who worked the land had a right to permanent occu-
pation of it, underlay, legitimised and impelled actions of the tenantry 
in their resistances to dispossession from the 1740s to after World War 
One.3 What this amounts to is a landscape, lifeworld and history that 
is both sufficiently similar to, and sufficiently different from, those of 
Crimes against Nature to permit useful comparison and critique.

To enable comparison and critique we draw on the archaeological 
and historical record and methods to detail three episodes from the ver-
nacular environmental history of the Isle of Lewis. These episodes com-
prehensively illuminate the dynamic and contested nature of landscape, 
lifeworld and the human/non-human assemblages inscribed therein and 
thereby. Whilst we do not suggest that the nature/culture binary which 
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lies at the heart of environmental history has been without scrutiny—
that would be to ignore the monumental contributions of both Jacoby 
and Bill Cronon, to name but two, it is the contention of the current 
chapter that there are benefits to be had by taking a further turn towards 
non-representational theory and to the performative in particular.4 From 
this multidisciplinary vantage point, we seek to draw the concerns of 
environmental history ever closer to studies of rural resistance through a 
mutually beneficial dialogue.

Our empirical sections engage with the emergence of an embryonic 
moral ecology and suggest that at first forming it is not axiomatically 
based on principles and practices that can be described and celebrated as 
wholly morally driven as understood in the most strict definition of that 
somewhat slippery term. In this first stage we recognise experimentation 
with the resource, testing and exceeding its endurance, and the tracing of 
taskscapes, out of which a lifeworld would ultimately emerge that those 
who lived on and from the land and in morally shaped assemblages of 
the human and non-human were prepared to defend against hegemonic 
and antithetical beliefs and assemblages.

From there, we discuss the response to the challenges represented by 
dispossession and the imposition of alien values and practices. Before 
finally exploring the meaning and implication of the persistence of a pre-
cognitive and muscular performance of a quotidian moral ecology. 
Emerging from this triadic structure—emergence; challenge; persistence—
is a deep, grounded counter to first the arguably romanticised connota-
tions of moral ecology first formulated in Crimes against Nature and 
second, the somewhat naïvely implicit assumptions of an axiomatic con-
nection between resource use and sustainability. Indeed we have much 
sympathy for Paul Warde’s view that whilst the peasantry, wherever and 
whenever they may be found, may have been “highly preoccupied” with 
practices we now call “sustainable”, they never talked about it.5 This is 
an insight that lies at the heart of Crimes against Nature which Jacoby 
circumscribes by reading against the grain of the archive, to see in rural 
folks’ practices as proscribed by moral ecological attitudes, transgres-
sions and regulations. Warde, on the other hand, sees the emergence of 
the idea of sustainability as socially, culturally and intellectually contin-
gent; emerging within the European intellectual elite towards the end 
of the early modern period. He, however, makes the important point 
that “one does not have to hold the concept of sustainability in order to 
engage in practices that might, quite inadvertently, promote that goal”.6  



162   I. J. M. ROBERTSON AND M. M. RIVETT

This chapter takes inspiration from this significant insight, even if, we 
contend, the Gàidhealtachd moral ecology arose rather more proactively 
than Warde allows. In their bodily performances, grooved by many years 
of experimentation, false turns and practice, crofters and cottars of the 
Scottish Highlands enacted a moral ecology that was shaped through 
episodes of conflict, as much as it was performed through everyday 
taskscapes. The fragility of their environment, the human/non-human 
assemblages thereby called into presence and the relationships of power 
and inequality the Gàidhealtachd was in friction with, combining to call 
moral ecology into being and into lifeworld.

Our first step in this triadic journey through the Gàidhealtachd moral 
ecology takes us back to the archaeological record and to the deep time 
investigation of Gearrannan township on the western, Atlantic coast of 
Lewis (Fig. 7.1).

Socially and culturally the island was Norwegian for around 450 years 
from c. AD800, and probably bilingual in Gaelic and Old Norse for 
much of that period. Thereafter a succession of feudal Gaelic Lordships 
emerged and controlled Lewis until the mid-nineteenth century. In that 
period feudal, paternalistic Clan Chiefs metamorphosed into capitalist 
landowners, imposing estate reorganisation and encouraging emigration 
towards the end of their tenure. This process continued under new own-
ers with Lord Leverhulme, in 1918, having the most ambitious plans for 
island modernisation.

Gearrannan was no exception to this sociocultural buffeting, 
although, despite its agricultural marginality, the township was not 
Cleared. Running since 2012, the Gearrannan Project is uncovering new 
oral and documentary material, place name and archaeological evidence 
to build up a deep-time understanding of landscape interactions which, 
at times could lead to inappropriate assemblages of the human and 
non-human but which would ultimately give way to what we recognise 
as a Gàidhealtachd moral ecology.7 The name of the township reflects 
its location, in a small valley exposed to significant maritime influence. 
Stray finds suggest that Gearrannan has been in use as a settlement since 
the Neolithic period, with permanent occupation since at least the eight-
eenth century.8

Setting the documented and oral history of the township into the 
context provided by archaeological information in the way here under-
taken reveals rich and deep temporal entanglements around resource use 
and acts to underpin our more time-narrow material. This is our base for 
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consideration of those quotidian practices which inhere to modern croft-
ing, and the extent to which they materialise beliefs and performances 
older than crofting itself.

Fig. 7.1  Location map (Courtesy of Anne Campbell)
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Our second study examines the 50 years from 1880, when crofter 
resistance and reassertion was at its height. In part, this is offered as 
counterpoise to the longue durée of the Gearrannan Project, but it also 
opens up to scrutiny the beliefs and performances that made their way 
into, and helped make, the crofting taskscape. We approach these beliefs 
largely through the lens of the struggles of the land working popula-
tion to regain land which they believed had been expropriated from 
previous generations of their families in the Clearances era and beyond. 
These beliefs propelled an extraordinary period of land disturbances 
that had and still have long-reaching ramifications in the contemporary 
Gàidhealtachd.9 Our study draws on the little used archives of the 775 
testimonies by the Napier Commission, established in March 1883 “to 
inquire into the conditions of the crofters and cottars in the Highlands 
and Islands of Scotland”.10 To bear witness was both personal and com-
munal psychological liberation involving the “sudden release” of the 
“pent-up memories of generations of savage exploitation … as the people 
spoke out and told their history in the open to strangers”.11 Data min-
ing of this evidence reveals an overwhelming preponderance of concerns 
which relate directly to conflicts between two sets of beliefs over the cor-
rect way(s) of working natural resources.

The final episode examines a different moment in time—the two 
decades after 1945—and methodology, taking advantage of the endur-
ingly oral culture of the Outer Hebrides. Indeed, it is a fundamental 
precept of this chapter that it is within collective and individual mem-
ory that we are most likely to find the strongest expressions of moral 
ecology.12 In searching for such expressions and the ways in which they 
were materialised, we adopt and adapt the methodology of elite oral 
history to the individual testimony of Dr Finlay MacLeod of Shawbost, 
although he was born in and speaks of Ness, an area to the far north-
west of Lewis where the older ways of life were perhaps preserved the 
longest. Elite oral history tends to seek to elucidate ‘the operation 
of power’ but our objective is not that.13 Dr Finlay is celebrated and 
feted by ‘new nature’ writers and commentators on Hebridean envi-
ronmental/spiritual belief systems, such as Alistair McIntosh and 
Robert Macfarlane. For McIntosh, Dr Finlay is his “Darwinian Druid 
guide”, whilst Macfarlane casts him as “naturalist, novelist, broad-
caster, oral historian, occasional selkie-singer and seal-summoner, … 
known throughout the Western Isles and the Scottish gaeltacht [sic] as 
one of the eloquent and combative presences of the Atlantic coast”.14 
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We approached his testimony, then, for a perspective on Hebridean 
vernacular culture/nature interactions; as expert in his chosen field of 
vision.15

This was offered and taken as a standalone discussion; a lone voice 
offered not as representative of the collective memory of the community 
but rather as representation of his Ness experience. As standalone dis-
cussion with one non-naïve collaborator, however, we must acknowledge 
the challenges that inhere to this approach, the most significant of which 
is the breadcrumb trail Dr Finlay laid for us. This was undoubtedly delib-
erately pointing in one direction of travel, and we have taken it freely. 
Further, and reflecting this signposting, such was his presence in this 
work it approached that of the co-generator of knowledge, even if he did 
decline to be identified as joint author.16 Methodological concerns not-
withstanding, there is no doubt that this was a totally heartfelt perspec-
tive and, as Macfarlane asserts, his “love for the landscape and histories 
of the Western Isles is intense but unsentimental. His filter for straining 
out romanticism … finely meshed”.17

Dr Finlay’s is one voice, captured in one place at one time. There 
was only one theme. To dice, slice and paraphrase his words dimin-
ishes their power and fails to represent the time and place-bound nature 
of their rendering. Thus, to retain faith with the richness of his voice, 
and inspired by the work of Svetlana Alexievich and Cave and Sloan’s 
Listening on the Edge, we present Dr Finlay’s words as verbatim as is pos-
sible with the confines of part of a book chapter.18

Together, these three insights serve to deepen and nuance the concept 
of moral ecology; to address the criticism that Jacoby’s initial formula-
tion was suggestive of, rather than detailing, how moral ecology worked 
in practice. What emerges from these case studies of vernacular envi-
ronmental entanglements on the Isle of Lewis is a moral ecology that is 
more robust, complex, critiqued and nuanced than the original.

Emergence: Gearrannan

An understanding of the deep-time connotations of moral ecology dic-
tates that we look at both the reciprocal relationship between environ-
mental change and shifting settlement patterns, and the longue durée of 
vernacular resource utilisation. The environmental past of the islands was 
fluid, an interaction between a very fragile environment and its depend-
ent populations.
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The arrival of humans in the islands was marked by a decline in arbo-
real pollen, as clearance and management of woodland began with the 
ubiquity of hazelnut shells on Mesolithic sites indicating the importance 
of woodland resources to this mobile community.19 The introduction of 
farming, at the beginning of the Neolithic period, continued this process 
of environmental change, and Neolithic settlement in Gearrannan was 
consequently established in the context of a very different natural envi-
ronment to the present day, with more woodland and much less exten-
sive peatland. The consequence of this is revealed in the area around 
Loch Langabhat, with its Neolithic island settlement, where a system of 
small fields, now buried beneath later peat and modern rough grazing, 
is evidence for the development of permanent, year-round land use of 
moorland in this period.20

This permanent settlement on Loch Langabhat, however, appears not 
to have survived into the Bronze Age, and the evidence then suggests 
that settlement moved from the interior of the islands towards the coast, 
possibly as a result of environmental change.21 This abandonment of cul-
tivated land, in the face of change, reflects a presumable lack of cura-
tion of fertility, and a failure of ecological understanding. However, the 
reuse, elsewhere in western Lewis, of early Bronze Age settlements for 
later Bronze Age burial, suggests that, despite this abandonment of field 
systems, mobility and memory were cultural characteristics of prehistoric 
landscape use, reinforcing identity whilst shifting settlement foci and cul-
tivation around a bounded area of land.22 Landscape setting and ongo-
ing management of a wider cultivable area can, therefore, be seen to have 
had a moral and cultural value as early as the second millennium BCE.

These principles and practices of wider landscape management appear 
to have been maintained into the Iron Age. From c.800 BCE, settlement 
in Gearrannan was located at a distance from the most sheltered and cul-
tivable land in the township, with the remains of a monumental block 
house on one Atlantic coast promontory, and round houses and pottery 
shards on another, on either side of the valley.23 By this stage, the valley 
itself may not have been occupied year-round, given the lack of settle-
ment evidence on the lower land, but it was clearly an active, perhaps 
seasonal, part of a wider settlement landscape.

Seasonal settlement probably continued to be a feature of Gearrannan 
into the Norse and Middle Ages; the presence of corn kilns and ruined 
shielings in the current inbye area of the crofting township suggest that 
the area was a subsidiary asset to surrounding townships.24 The place 
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name, Gearrannan, which can date no earlier than the Norse period, is 
neither specifically settlement-related, nor a shieling name, in contrast 
to surrounding settlements such as Laimisiadar (ON lamb shieling) and 
Borghaston (ON fort village), but refers instead to its value as cultivable, 
if not permanently cultivated, land. This seasonal and communal use of 
land, for grazing and intermittent cultivation, is a key component of the 
developing sensitivity to the fragility of the taskscape, as phenomenon 
of incorporation and appropriate assemblages and performances of the 
human and non-human. At its most muscular and corporeal this was the 
shifting of stock from the arable around the settlement, to protect crops, 
and maximise the use of summer grazing on exposed hill and moor-
lands. In the case of Gearrannan, this dates back at least 1300 years, to 
the Norse occupation of the islands from AD 800 onwards and further 
suggests that resource management must have been characterised by ide-
ology and practices which maximised the land’s productivity on behalf of 
the whole population and controlled over-exploitation.

Counterintuitively, the environmental stresses of the Little Ice Age, 
and the resultant land hunger of the late sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, may have triggered Gearrannan’s permanent reoccupation. 
As the poorer climate reduced the carrying capacity of the land, this is 
likely to have created land hunger, pushing the population to expand 
the cultivated area using intensive techniques, such as the creation of 
anthropogenic soils using dung, seaweed, peat and sand. The first areas 
which were permanently occupied in this phase of colonisation of out-
field would have been the better grazing areas with superior soil fertility 
and depth. This suggestion of a Late Mediaeval/Early Modern phase of 
colonisation is supported by the fact that there are a number of town-
ships throughout the Outer Hebrides with place names using Gaelic and 
Norse loan-word elements such as ‘achadh’ (G. field), and ‘gearraidh’ 
(ON. loan to Gaelic, meaning ‘field/enclosure’), including Gearrannan. 
That none of these are on the best agricultural land, combined with 
the post-Norse dates of the township names, suggests that they are 
Mediaeval or Early Modern settlements.

Documentary sources for the Isle of Lewis are first available from the 
early eighteenth century, with the Forfeited Estates Rentals listing the 
Gearrannan area as part of one very large tack, or landholding, covering 
the whole of the peninsula north of Loch Carloway.25 However, by the 
mid-eighteenth century, the township is listed separately, held jointly by 
the heads of household.26 From this point forwards, the integration of 
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documents, oral history and the archaeology demonstrates a variety of 
strategies towards an embryonic moral ecology pursued by the commu-
nity, namely land management, adding value to products, and moving 
people.

Initially, the estate rentals suggest that Gearrannan was a communally 
run township, held perhaps in runrig, with land being reallotted on a 
regular cycle. In 1781, for instance, each head of household paid the 
same rental and purchased the same amount of meal from the estate.27 
They also paid for land in kind, with the generation of cash income often 
problematic. Oral traditions, until recently exclusively amongst the men 
of the township, talk about illegal distilling as a source of income, par-
ticularly well-illustrated in the story of nineteenth-century emigrant Iain 
an ‘ic Iain.28 The sites of as many as six still-houses have been located in 
the inner grazings immediately around the inbye, and excavation on one 
with access to the shore, has found the debris of distilling and bottling of 
whiskey on a commercial scale, presumably as a source of cash income to 
pay rents.29

Communal management of arable land—a keystone of vernacular 
ecological practices—is reflected in the 6 inch, Ordnance Survey map of 
1854, which shows a nucleated group of houses in undivided cultivated 
land near the shore. This pattern of arable use, however, was already 
breaking down at the point of its recording. Archaeological evidence 
reveals that large areas of cultivation to the north of the village were 
overtaken by peat cutting and then succeeded by reseeding established 
in the 1950s. This succession was a product of key shifts in land manage-
ment. Initially, the land was cultivated by spade for oats and barley, but, 
with the introduction of potatoes, more calories could be produced from 
less land, and cultivation fell back to the core of the inbye around the 
settlement. As elsewhere in the islands, potatoes were introduced late, 
and adopted reluctantly, probably just before the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury.30 This resistance to change and experimentation reflects the mar-
ginality of being on the land; there was no room to risk a new crop that 
might fail, with social pressures in a communal settlement inhibiting risk 
taking. Peat cutting then expanded in this area as the township popula-
tion grew in the nineteenth century and encroached on the earlier culti-
vation beds. Crofting, and individual land-holding, were introduced in 
the mid-nineteenth century. Then, by the mid-twentieth century, with 
a population decreasing due to emigration, and cash income from croft-
ing becoming important, fencing and reseeding by a group of the crofts 
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in the township took some land out of the common grazings for their 
exclusive use.31 These changing patterns of land management demon-
strate a gradual move away from communality, marked on the landscape 
by the shift towards the enclosure of arable land in rectangular crofts, 
and, later, the enclosure of reseeding from the communal grazings for 
the exclusive use of specific families, although the wider grazings con-
tinue to be managed for the benefit of the whole township to the present 
day.

Movement of people off and back to the island, and the resultant 
input of external resources (cash, luxury items, marriage partners) was 
also key to staying on the land and was deeply tied to the Gàidhealtachd 
way of being and dwelling. The ecology of the communal lifeworld 
made and maintained through movement along lines inscribed in and 
by space and time. Both oral and documentary history record frequent 
local, national and international moves of longer and shorter duration. 
In the summer, the shielings on the moor were used for grazing until the 
1930s, with women and children spending most of the period between 
May and September out there with the livestock, taking the pressure off 
the inbye land. Many of the moorland shielings are located on top of 
large mounds comprising the accumulated archaeological remains of ear-
lier buildings, suggesting very long-term continuity of use of the moor, 
a physical representation of a social structure which maintained fertility, 
and maximised the use of land. The small houses on the moor are linked 
by routes and paths, stepping stones over burns and, also, by intangi-
ble social connections. The summer at the shielings provided an annual 
social change remembered as a holiday by children, and as a courting 
opportunity by young people, and the landscape was peopled by memo-
ries, stories and place names.32

Both men and women worked with the fishing fleet from the nine-
teenth century onwards, the women processing fish, and the men on the 
boats, sending cash back to island families. Longer periods of migration 
were also not unusual; for example Robert MacLeod, born in 1854, was 
absent from the township from his early 20s, returning in his 30s, having 
been in South Africa to earn sufficient capital to establish himself.33 If 
the function of a belief system of moral ecology is to stay linked to the 
supporting landscape, to maintain its productivity, and to incorporate its 
use into the moral heart of the community then, in this case, absence 
from the land was key to staying on it and was therefore part of that 
moral ecological system.
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After the Second World War, the island’s population started to 
decline. From that time forward, the landscape of Gearrannan became 
less essential to the survival of its occupants, as more resources were 
available to each occupant, more government support and external 
work was available, and living standards and conditions rose. Croft 24, 
which had supported three families in the 1920s, was occupied by a sin-
gle woman in 2000. Croft 25, which had supported six families in the 
1930s, was occupied by three adults in 2000. The population decrease, 
and ageing, reduced the amount of work done on the land, and reduced 
communal activity. However, the principles of access to resources shaped 
by an evolving moral code, rights to land and communal responsibilities 
remain theoretically and ideologically at the heart of cultural identity; 
in the words of an older community member “never sell the croft; you 
can’t eat money”.34

In what follows we explore the power and presence of the croft and 
the crofting taskscape to embody, through a particular set of emotional 
relations, the desire to dwell and a deep sense of rootedness, informed by 
vernacular and moral understandings of nature/culture relations. We do 
this through a search for a Gàidhealtachd moral ecology in the Highland 
Land Wars.

Challenge: The Napier Commission  
and the Highland Land Wars

Our excerpt from the Gearrannan project has offered a time-deep per-
spective on the birth, scaffolding and protean nature (to borrow Graham 
Seal’s formulation from this volume) of a Gàidhealtachd moral ecology. 
This excerpt, by way of contrast, turns to a time-shallow but cultur-
ally, socially and politically deeply resonant period—the forty years after 
1880—that has had a transformative impact on the region and during 
which the tenets of this moral ecology become visible in the archive for 
virtually the first time.

As the ongoing Gearrannan project is affirming, the period from the 
Norse era onwards is marked by the emergence of a society, economy 
and culture that, whilst punctuated by regular subsistence crises, has 
been a relatively resilient one.35 Clearance, crofting and Improvement 
seemingly irrevocably altered that and struck at all aspects of the ten-
antry’s lifeworld, including the cultural. And yet the transformation 
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that was wrought was an incomplete one, with the outcome a hybrid 
way of life that drew into it significant material and mental aspects of 
the old. Crucially, the cultural baggage freighted by this incomplete 
transformation was the ongoing belief in rights to land—to rent, not 
to own.36 Together, these mental and material assets form the basis of 
a Gàidhealtachd moral ecology in which the sense of morality is held in 
tension to what was clearly understood as the morally repugnant and 
inappropriate beliefs, assemblages and practices that were being imposed 
on the Highlands from at least the late seventeenth century, driven by 
capital, Enlightenment rationalism and the concomitant transformation 
of Clan Chiefs into landlords.

These mental and material assets were also the basis to the resistance 
to dispossession, gradually formulated within the land-working ten-
antry from the 1740s, which exploded in the 1880s; the time lag being 
explained by the profound nature of the collective trauma occasioned 
on the tenantry and the residual deference that continued to shape the 
attitudes of the tenantry until at least the 1880s. By this period the vast 
majority of Clan Chiefs, who had largely clung to vestiges of pre-capi-
talist beliefs and behaviours, had either fully adopted property-owning 
mores, or had sold their estates those for whom traditional beliefs were 
antithetical. On Lewis, for instance, ownership of the island passed out 
of the hands of the House of Seaforth Mackenzie in 1825. As our pre-
vious episode made clear, Clearance began in this post-Mackenzie era, 
with a succession of owners, and the estate managers who served them, 
representing the intervention and imposition of alien and antitheti-
cal world views, against which their tenants resisted. Resistance which, 
moreover, was both sharpened by and in turn sharpened the embryonic 
Gàidhealtachd moral ecology into a force of change.

Land disturbances took a number of forms but, from the 1880s 
onwards, the characterising action came to be the land raid. This was the 
seizure of often quite small parcels of land to which those occupying it 
believed they were entitled by right of inheritance and which had been 
expropriated from previous generations of their family and/or township. 
This was both an individual and a collective belief and legitimisation of 
action.37 It was this eruption of proactive resistance that led to the estab-
lishment of the Napier Commission.

The gentlemen of the Royal Commission of Inquiry into the 
Condition of Crofters and Cottars in the Highlands and Islands 
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arrived in Lewis on 4 June 1883, leaving some eight days later.38 The 
Commission sat in six different locations, taking evidence from 81 wit-
nesses. As elsewhere, testimony was dominated by members of crofting 
townships but also included factors, other estate representatives, Church 
Ministers and merchants.39 Whilst the crisis and collective trauma to 
which the tenantry testified had a distinct Lewis flavour, occasioned by its 
particular social relations and demographic and landowning history, the 
collective grievances given voice to were those which echoed across the 
Highlands and Islands. It was always loss—land, access to grazings, peat 
cutting rights, etc.—without reduction in rent. This economic rational-
isation was only the immediate, visible manifestation of a much deeper 
structural conflict, for these were also grievances which spoke eloquently 
of a set of community/ambient-environment interchanges that had been 
outlawed.

What emerges from the Napier evidence is the proscription and over-
writing by a very different assemblage of the human and non-human. As 
Donald Mathieson stated, summer grazings and moorland pasture had 
enabled “a comfortable living” but, with their loss, township crofters had 
to give up both horses and cattle and “if I have about a dozen sheep 
or so at Martinmas, they will be worried by the neighbouring tacksmen, 
whose dogs continually harass them, and poind [sic] them, so that we 
are scarcely able to live at all”.40 Elsewhere corn mills were destroyed 
and charges or severe constraints imposed “for the sake of sport and not 
disturbing the deer” on the hitherto customary practices of peat cutting 
and heather taking for thatching. Finally, in this litany of the proscription 
of custom, townships were disaggregated from their commons and made 
to pay for the upkeep of the fences which materialised profound divisions 
between lifeworlds.41

For Malcolm McPhail, this imposition of an alien lifeworld was man-
ifested in attitudes to the souming—the customary means of grazing 
regulation upon which Estate regulation was placing a new discipline. 
His cattle had been pounded because they exceeded the souming but 
his view was that “so long as the rent was properly paid, that was no 
business of the landlords”. It was instead a matter of township self- 
regulation: “my neighbour’s grievance”.42

Expressing similar feelings, George Macrae testified to the implica-
tions of a fire on the moor that ran into his township. The township con-
stable was sent to Stornoway to investigate and was told by the Lewis 
Estate officers that:
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the gamekeepers … might burn heather wherever they pleased … a most 
oppressive and terrible thing for us, because this very place that was 
burned was the place that kept alive our cattle during the winter in snow 
time ….

Are you not in the habit of burning heather for your own purposes?—We 
would be burning places that we did not think of much use, but the place 
that kept our cattle alive in winter … we would never think of burning …. 
There was another spot on the same piece burned fifteen years ago, and 
not a blade of grass has grown on it since. It is a black bog where the cattle 
go into it, and where they are very much injured by it …

Do you think this heather was burned from ignorance or from spite on the 
part of the gamekeeper?—They should have come to us and asked if it was 
of any use.43

The most clear and profound statement of these antagonistic assem-
blages can be found in the tenantry’s pejorative designation of land 
under the wrong type of sheep as ‘waste’. The sin here was that this 
land was “uncultivated” when “under the turf … lies the possibility of 
plenty of oatmeal and barley-meal for the sustenance of … people … 
whom God created for His own glory”.44 This was a view shared widely 
across the Lewis crofting community and often based in vernacular 
ecology. When pressed by the Commission to justify his view that land 
under sheep run was “waste”, Alexander Morrison suggested that it was 
because “the country is getting wild, and the grass itself does not grow 
right, and the heather is coming to grow again”.45 In the Gàidhealtachd 
moral ecology there was clearly a proper place for heather, and grass was 
expected to grow in the “right” manner. To go against this was a denial 
of the fact that “God gave [the land] to the children of men, and our 
right is better than the tackman’s”.46

Contained here in McPhail’s testimony is the belief that drew the 
tenantry together, lay at the heart of the Gàidhealtachd moral ecology, 
sustained it in the face of the sociocultural havoc wreaked by Clearance, 
crofting and Improvement and legitimised and impelled Highlanders’ 
resistance to dispossession. This can be seen in the frequent calls in the 
Napier evidence to restore “the land which belonged to their forefa-
thers”.47 It was present too as motivation in events of land seizure.

Both legitimation and the moral ecology that was its wellspring can 
be approached through drawing together “the classically phenomenolog-
ical manoeuvre of … embedding the [performing] body in landscape” 



174   I. J. M. ROBERTSON AND M. M. RIVETT

and the concept of taskscape. Enveloped in taskscape, Ingold asserts, is  
the only partially erasable record of the lives and work of past genera-
tions who have dwelt within it and who have left and gained there some-
thing of themselves.48 Thus, written into the bodies of those displaced 
by the Clearances were the performed tasks of the pre-Clearance tasks-
cape. The record of these past lives and past associations of humans and 
non-humans endures within mind, body and space. In other words, for 
those who had been cleared and for their descendants, the pre-Clearance 
world remained comprehensible. Tasks and a particular form of associ-
ation between the human and non-human being reinforced by material 
mnemonics of that past life. The Cleared crofting landscape was not a 
wholly eviscerated one. Not only did the remains of a past way of life 
litter the landscape in the form of abandoned houses, redundant field 
boundaries and the stories that were told about them, but people were 
able to both gaze on and poach on land that had been formally emptied 
of their (and their ancestors’) presence. Thus, the nature of the overwrit-
ing of the spatial technology of sheep run and deer forest from the late 
seventeenth century onwards contained within it the seeds of its own 
destruction.

Consequently, the forms taken in protest were fundamentally expres-
sions of the proscribed taskscape. Land was ploughed, seeded and 
manured. Cattle, horses and sheep were placed on the land, which was 
allotted to individuals who often built homes and byres on it and from 
which antithetical work tasks were performed. Here, driving forward 
resistance to the removal and criminalisation of customary behaviours, 
are near-direct expressions of a Gàidhealtachd moral ecology. Protestors 
were imprinting beliefs in rights to land and reasserting a sociocultur-
al-shaping taskscape through the placing of their bodies in an exclu-
sionary, and contested, space. The body positioned as local political and 
affective statement and as given clear indication in the testimony of Dr 
Finlay Macleod of Shawbost as materialisation of moral ecology.

Dr Finlay: Performing Moral Ecology

Interviewer: So that sets the scene. I’ll pass it over to you now for a wee 
while, and we can just chat.

Dr Finlay: Well, I can take you best to maybe the 1950s when I was 
growing up on a typical croft in a typical crofting area of Lewis, in 
Ness, in the northern tip of Lewis …. Each family had its own croft 
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… a relatively small croft, a few acres—maybe three to six, something 
like that. Very often one cow for the family, a number of sheep, hens 
and so on. The croft cultivated very thoroughly each year, and sheep 
to be out on the common grazing part of the time … and that was 
the way of life … and the cow was the centre of the family … One 
cow, which calved each year, and then when the calf was not very old 
it was slaughtered in the barn, and that provided extra sustenance for 
the family. In the house I grew up in … my father… he’d gone to 
Canada on one of the 1920 ships, Marloch. He came back … And 
he renovated the house so it was a two-up, two-down … Attached 
to it was the thatched byre where the cow was, and where the young 
lambs were in during the winter, where the hens were … Something 
else that was in was the manure. Inside. So that it built up over the 
winter, right up almost to the rafters, and then comes spring. A wide 
door … was opened at the end of the byre, and … with creels the 
manure was taken up to the croft … Added to that manure was turf 
that was broken up, taken in from the moor, turf cut up and added to 
the manure, to add richness to the manure and, though they proba-
bly wouldn’t have seen this, minerals, probably, to the manure. So the 
cow and the family … all the manure went up on the croft. That was 
very important.

I: Were there set places where you could take the turf from, from the 
moor? Was it on the common, or was it?
It was on the common for that turf … Although you had your own 
peat banks in a very different place. But the turf needn’t be near the 
peat banks; it was from a separate part … What was controlled very 
much on the common grazing was called a souming: how many sheep 
or head of cattle the common grazing could hold. So there was a graz-
ings committee that ideally looked after that and monitored that each 
house had a certain portion of it, as it were.

I: Yes. And do you think the grazings committees worked well?
Sometimes well, sometimes not. Sometimes controversial. A thankless 
job.

I: Yes, very much so. Local rivalries, of course.
Local rivalries, and if there was disputes over peat banks or something 
like that, somebody had to arbitrate, and that was never easy.

I:      No. What would be the disputes around? I mean, without naming 
names or anything, just so as I can get a sense of it. What would be the 
disputes around peat banks? Where they were, how they were cut?
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Yes, how one sector may have begun to run into another one, into a 
neighbour’s. It was very infrequent, very, very seldom. I only heard 
of it maybe two or three times in my whole life … They were worked 
very carefully. Once you learned it as a young person, you knew 
exactly what you had to do: How to cut the turf; where to place each 
individual wet peat, and how to replace the peat bank after the year’s 
work, after the spring’s work, so that it would not be damaged or 
affected, or be as flat as possible so that next year’s peat would lie on 
that. So it was carefully looked after, and there was a certain pride in 
that the face of the bank would be cut very neatly. People were well 
aware of that, that the quality of the peat, the higher it was in the peat 
bank, the lighter it was; the lower, the darker it got, and so on … All 
the peat were looked after very carefully.

I: Why do you think that was? Why were people so careful?
Just a sense of competence, I suppose. People always would have varied 
as to who was really careful and neat and who wasn’t. But the barn floor 
and around the peat stack, all of these things were kept very neatly.
No …

I: What about traditions around peat cutting?
Very often a household would do it on the same day of the year. 
Certainly within the same week.

I: Yes. And any reason for that?
Just the time of year, and it was believed that the oil would have come 
up into the peat.

I: Okay. And that was a good thing, was it?
Yes, oh yes.

I: Yes. Because it burned better?
So it was believed. Oh yes, the more oil in the peat. It was believed 
… you had your peat … the bank since you were, in my case, a boy. 
I knew which banks belonged to us. I can still visualise them in my 
mind.

I: You could take me to them, couldn’t you?
Oh my goodness. I could take it and I could cut proficiently [mimes 
peat cutting]. Because once you learn the skill, first of all you’re con-
scious of what you’re doing, but after a while the skill goes into your 
body, as with driving … it is with crofting skills, or working the land, 
or working peats. This is where the issue about consciousness is inter-
esting: how much is natural; how much is custom; how much you 
do without thinking about it. Because you can be thinking about 
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something else while you’re doing all these physical tasks, so that in 
the peat banks, which was in pairs, it was talk and joking and laughter 
and everything else all the time.

I:        Yes. But never actually talking about what they were doing, or 
consciously
Well, they may be commenting on the peat or something like that, but 
not on the skill, not on the speed. Each pair paced themselves.

I: Yes. So talk me through that in a bit more detail, because I know very 
little about how this works.
Well, it’s not easy to describe when you’re not seeing it. You’re stand-
ing on 18 inches, maybe, a width of 18 inches. You’ve taken the turf 
off and placed it very carefully. And then the first pair starts and takes 
the first layer of peat, and then the second pair is coming and taking 
the next layer. And all of this is rooted in Gaelic. It’s very difficult for 
me to be talking about it in English.

I: I’m sure it is.
I can do it, but it’s not the same, because all of these terms… This is 
where Gaelic was, in terms of the physical culture, very, very strong 
indeed … In a community like that, the family unit was prime. You 
defended your family; you kept its good name in every sense, in every 
sense. Because you know hundreds and hundreds of families. You had 
your relatives as well, your blood relatives, and then you had your 
neighbours. So you cooperated with your neighbours on certain tasks 
such as peat cutting or bringing the peats home from the peat banks, 
which was later on in the summer, or planting potatoes. Part of the 
crofting life that required more than two or three people. If it needed 
half a dozen people then it was communal. But other than that, it was 
individual croft work. And you protected your family. There was rea-
sonable relationships and close relationships with other people in the 
community, but also you knew about the other families, what they 
were like, what personalities they had.

I: Yes. And those were family personalities rather than individuals, were 
they?
Both, both. But tendencies for families as well…

I: Yes. And I guess that reputation for good or bad, or middling, lasted 
down the generations?
Yes it would, yes.

I: So in a close-knit community it becomes really important, does it not, 
to stand up?
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Oh yes, at the same time, as cooperating where it’s necessary. I don’t 
know of anyone who didn’t cooperate in what needed to be done 
cooperatively … I loved going to the peats as a boy…

I: When did you start cutting?
When you’d be about 14, I suppose. 14, 15. Carefully first, because 
it’s a long sharp … It’s a very sharp edge, and somebody else is stand-
ing beneath you, so you have to watch their fingers, you have to know 
what you’re doing.

I: Absolutely, yes. How do you learn that?
Just by doing the skill very carefully at first, and then it becomes cus-
tom … the cycle of the year was followed very tightly, very much so. 
When the cow would go to the bull, the best time of year to have a 
calf, what time of year when the cow wouldn’t be milking … All of 
that was patterned into the year …. The pattern of the year was very, 
very closely followed.

I: And how was that set?
Oh, by long custom. And also when you’re talking about potatoes, 
when you would plant them, when you would clean them, when you 
would lift them in October. You’d know in my case that that would 
be the time when the Ness communions were on, in October, and 
the family would be working lifting the potatoes. Before then the 
corn would have been cut, and then some of the potatoes would be 
taken into the house … I don’t think people were conscious of much 
of what they were doing in these skills, not deliberate. It had become 
custom; people had done it before them. It had worked. It had 
worked. And what worked: the kind of seed that worked, the kind of 
seed potatoes that worked. And then once the oats were brought into 
the oat enclosure, then the oats, the corn stacks were made. And then 
wound round the corn stack was of course hemp rope, and that had to 
be put on clockwise, always.

I: Always clockwise?
Always clockwise on the corn stack. I’ve heard of people who were 
checked, who as young men had not known that that was, and had 
been checked by somebody who said, “You’re not doing that right. 
You should be putting it on the other way” … I’ll instance another 
very interesting topic and that is buildings, houses, homes. There was 
a very, very old tradition, continuous tradition, probably varied along 
the way for what are called blackhouses or thatched houses … What 
happened was the Board of Agriculture and the boards after the first 
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world war … started giving grants for people to build white houses … 
So that people like Matheson would say “You cannot have the animals 
living next to the humans.” But of course, that didn’t work well … I 
knew one couple in Ness, and the man had started building the gable 
wall and the woman had pulled it down before he’d hardly begun so 
that the cow could still see the fire.

I: Why did the cow need to still see the fire?
Because it was thought to be good for it, and that had been learned 
from your grandmother … So the sense of belonging was amazing. 
But of course, the sense of control, also, because so many people knew 
of you … That comes with the community. The main element of con-
trol would be to avoid shame. Not guilt, shame. You weren’t aware all 
the time of shame, but you knew when something had happened that 
was shameful in some way … and there was also gossip. It was the way 
the villages defined themselves, to themselves … gossip, of what peo-
ple were like. What people’s products were like; they would see which, 
what, the corn enclosure with the stacks, how many people had, and 
how many were done well, who were renowned for not doing them 
very well.

I: Actually, the pressure on an individual within that system is really 
intense. Because you’ve got to perform, haven’t you?
Oh, you’ve got to perform. Aye, you’ve got to perform, because 
there’ll be chit chat…

I: Changing the topic completely I was thinking on the way over of the 
peat moor glossary that you were involved in, and all those different 
terms
The peat banks were named, yes … why there are so many names 
comes back to what I was saying in Gaelic. The peatland, ah, the 
peat moors were known intimately, functionally, through their feet. 
Literally. The families knew because part of the year was spent out on 
the moorlands in the past, at sheilings, to relieve the croft … they took 
the cow with them out to the shieling … So, naming was close … 
people used the moorland—they had their sheep out there; they cut 
their peat out there; they got their salmon from rivers out there, and 
the place had been named across generations … It comes back to con-
sciousness. Consciousness and morals and ethics. Uh, uh. They were, 
their contract was with the land … They knew that if they looked 
after the land, looked after the moor, the moor would look after them 
… It was a relationship, a symbiosis, with the physical surroundings, 
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with the cow, with the sheep, with the family, with the land, physically 
… Empathetic relationship, with all these things. With the tools you 
used, you looked after them. Because if you didn’t, they wouldn’t be 
able to look after you. The cutting, the instrument cutting the peat, 
it was covered in grease and bandages in my father’s case, so that 
it wouldn’t rust … And the same one lasted in our family from the 
whole time I knew him. It was known as a good instrument, in that it 
cut straight …. Right, I think we’ve done enough!

On a Gàidhealtachd Moral Ecology  
as Necessary Work

At the heart of this chapter lies a time-deep but place-specific engage-
ment with the longue durée of vernacular entanglements between 
nature/culture on the Hebridean island of Lewis utilised as ‘proving 
ground’ for moral ecology. In so doing we recognise that, if this impor-
tant concept is to be anything, it must be (literally) grounded in place, 
space and landscape and the tasks performed therein. Jacoby’s concept 
also needs to be made more robust if it is to survive the rigours of the 
journey it must undertake in order to be made more widely applicable. 
Increased durability, we believe, arises from the type and depth of cri-
tique here undertaken; out of which a multifaceted and more nuanced 
moral ecology has emerged. One, we suggest, comprised of a dynamic 
and fluid assemblage of land, people, cattle, sheep, heather, water and 
fish and the senses of the appropriate entanglements therewith. This 
moral ecology was made in and through material practices and perfor-
mances which are necessarily mutable and fluid but which are also, as 
the Gearrannan project shows, not axiomatically sustainable, in the sense 
somewhat unproblematically implied by Crimes against Nature. Moral 
ecology could, in addition, be brought into focus through a variety of 
prisms: through beliefs in rights to land for instance, and through the 
values of the market economy. But where this sense of the moral uni-
verse of the local rural poor emerges most directly is in the evidence 
given to the Napier Commission. Such open articulations are highly 
unusual, to say the least, and offer evidence of the imposition of pro-
found changes to the tenantry’s lifeworld and assemblage of the human 
and non-human.

Whilst the Napier Commission testimonies teem with the beliefs and 
grievances highlighted here, they fail to fully point to the roots of the 
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Gàidhealtachd moral universe, and to offer a full explanation for the fluid 
foundations upon which it was built. For Michael Newton these can 
be sensed in the density of Gaelic place names on the landscape and in 
the deep association with the place of one’s birth found in Gaelic cul-
ture but, primarily, they are located in the endurance “of the Palaeolithic 
worldview regarding nature and humankind’s relationship to it”.49

It is fortunate that the healthy scepticism engendered by this last 
claim need not detain us long here as our focus is necessarily on tasks 
and their performances in place and over time. What this suggests is that 
direct expressions of a vernacular and morally driven engagements with a 
very specific Highland land and taskscape are manifest only at moments 
of crisis and when the defeated and the dispossessed are given a platform 
upon which they can air their grievances. Our emphasis on the longue 
durée of moral ecology reveals that the interaction of people and envi-
ronment has precipitated a series of crises out of which a nascent set of 
practices were forged. Prehistoric landscape degradation caused both the 
spread of peat and changed the settlement pattern. Similarly, crofting 
reduced the diversity of landholding and land management types away 
from a communal commitment to land. In both instances, therefore, the 
question ‘whither moral ecology’ is an appropriate one. The response 
may well be that it was forged in adversity; born out of out of an aware-
ness of processes of over-exploitation, and vulnerability—a direct parallel 
with Jacoby’s own case studies of a post-European contact, colonised, 
depleted and damaged culture.50

What this further suggests is that moral ecology cannot arrive fully 
formed or prefigured. Over time a set of fluid but more robust practices 
and assemblages emerged alongside a recognisably ‘crofting’ taskscape. 
Moral ecology gets made and maintained in the fragile Lewis land-
scape as much by absence as presence. We should not look on moral 
ecology as a fixed set of beliefs and perspectives. More convincing is to 
conceive of it as co-produced “nature-cultures”, emerging from activ-
ity.51 Being thus constantly in the doing, moral ecology is built, figured 
and refigured through the lay knowledge present in the archaeologi-
cal record, expressed by crofters and cottars in and through their con-
flicts and vividly testified to by Dr Finlay. The emphasis here, then, is on 
the performative in which landscape and nature is known “as a body”; 
a “deeply sensuous, habitual and corporeally enacted” sense of being 
in the world.52 In the resultant practical ontology, nature is constituted 
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through everyday events in which the agency of the non-human comes 
to the fore and performed action “brings into being a felt and sensed 
world of experience in connection with the natural”.53

The “reiteration of the mundane, habitual and the everyday” is base for 
a performed moral ecology made and maintained in the doing and work-
ing to “a given choreography” and body discipline “often learnt in child-
hood and which pushes us in particular ways even before cognition begins 
to have its say”.54 The way of cutting the peat—with rhythm, neatness 
and without measuring, commenting on or comparing the cut, stroke, 
thrust and lift—is exactly that: a motion, meaning and muscular practice, 
precognitively grooved in childhood. In performing these everyday tasks 
crofters and cottars are immersed in and by performed space. Movement 
on the moor, in the byre and at the peat banks, as described and mimed 
by Dr Finlay, is a multisensual encounter in which the body—hands and 
feet especially—is paramount; “a feeling through which [it] can express 
itself”.55 The affectual aspects of the bodily performance in working land 
and sea in its multifarious manifestations, in its assemblages of human and 
non-human and in its “transpersonal capacity … to be affected”, shape the 
ongoing and dynamic performance of moral ecology.56

The Gaidhealtachd moral ecology was as much process and protean 
as it was a sedimented and cemented set of beliefs; a form of necessary 
work from an entwining of human and non-human, culture, cultivation 
and nature. Community prescriptions of what was, and proscriptions of 
what was not an acceptable set of interactions clearly were present at the 
heart of the vernacular lifeworld and taskscape. But these understandings 
shifted over both time and space and under differing pressures, proscrip-
tions and performances. Moral ecology is made and maintained in the 
encounter and through the doing. It is made sense of through practical 
action and constantly, but inconsistently, refigured and reworked in mul-
tisensuous embodied practice.
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CHAPTER 8

Demographic Fluidity and Moral Ecology: 
Queenstown (Tasmania) and a Lesson 

in Precarious Process

Pete Hay

Introduction

Karl Jacoby’s adaptation of E. P. Thompson’s thesis of “the moral econ-
omy of the English crowd in the Eighteenth Century”1 into a theory of 
long-term local ecology/local community sustainability is compelling in 
both concept, evidence and argument. This notwithstanding, it is argued 
here that Jacoby’s case2 for a “moral ecology” could be usefully enriched 
through recognition that there is a fragility to moral ecology; a precari-
ous element pertaining to both its formation and capacity for longevity. 
The development of moral ecology can be frustrated by the channelling 
of community ethics into non-compatible pathways, and its longevity 
can be threatened by several factors external to the moral ecology con-
text. Jacoby points to one of these—externally-imposed ‘conservation’ 
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regimes driven by science and policy imperatives formulated in remote 
cities. I have myself pointed to another—the obliteration of community- 
controlled resource-based industry by state-promoted industry existing 
at a scale and with a decision-making locus that pays scant regard to local 
ways and mores.3

But other factors can be adduced, most notably the unprecedented 
rates of demographic fluidity within the western world today. The 
threat this poses is, of course, to the longevity of the traditional com-
munity itself and, where a community dissolves, so, necessarily, does 
the moral ecology it has sustained. Rural and small-town gentrification 
now probably constitutes the greatest threat to moral ecology. Such 
gentrification does not pose a threat to the presence of ecological val-
ues per se, but we need to acknowledge that the existence of conser-
vationist values is not, of itself, sufficient to constitute moral ecology.  
A gentrified rural community may well possess such values, but they 
will not be the specific, time-honed relations of reciprocity identified 
and described by Jacoby, these requiring the persistence of communi-
ties of long-standing.

I develop this case through an investigation of the (in)famous min-
ing town, Queenstown, on Tasmania’s West Coast. Queenstown is as 
much a misfit within Australia’s landscape iconography as it is possible 
to be—cold, not hot; wet, not dry; mountainous, not flat; tangled tem-
perate forest, not sandy desert. Its history has been fashioned by mining; 
within a national context, it is one of a handful of Australia’s larger-than-
life mining communities. I have had four periods of immersion in the life 
of Queenstown, and it is the data gathered on three of these occasions 
that form the basis of the case presented here. The first of these took 
place late in 1993, when I was employed as a consultant by the State 
Government to ascertain what regime, if any, the people of Queenstown 
wanted implemented to promote or prevent reforestation of the famous 
denuded hills that have provided such a dramatic background to the 
township. The details of my project are given at the appropriate place 
in this chapter. My second sustained stint took place in 2015, when I 
undertook a creative writing residency in Queenstown. I was there to 
produce an essay on the 1903 visit to the West Coast by the English 
socialist firebrand, Tom Mann, and to generate a body of Queenstown-
themed poetry. Since then I have accepted a position on the Creative 
Directorate of The Unconformity, a high-end Queenstown arts festival 
held for the first time in 2016. I took advantage of this commitment 
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to interview six of Queenstown’s opinion leaders, and insights gained 
thereby have also informed the paper.

E. P. Thompson and the Idea of the Moral Economy

When E. P. Thompson formulated his concept of the “moral economy” 
he assumed, wrongly in part, that it was historically bounded; that the 
construction of an economy based upon informal rules of reciprocity 
could not survive the advent of the hyper-rationalist economic formalisa-
tion of industrial capitalism. The old economy of reciprocity did not go 
down without a fight: it is central to Thompson’s analysis of the English 
food riots in the eighteenth century: “the men and women in the crowd 
were defending traditional rights and customs.”4 Their actions, in gen-
eral, “operated within a popular consensus as to what were legitimate 
and what were illegitimate practices in marketing, milling, banking, 
etc.,” and this was “grounded upon a consistent traditional view of social 
norms and obligations, of the proper economic functions of several par-
ties within the community, which, taken together, can be said to consti-
tute the moral economy of the poor.”5

Thompson was adamant that the triumph of the “political economy 
of the free market” was so comprehensive as to signify the “final demise” 
of the moral economy.6 But a socially constructed view of the norms and 
obligations of parties within any given community remains a significant 
aspect of social discourse and power relations within that community. 
As I observed in an earlier paper, “most contemporary commentators… 
proceed from an assumption that [the moral economy] is not histori-
cally bounded—and certainly not insofar as its normative relevance is 
concerned.”7 I argued that “vernacular and organic formulations of the 
moral economy have survived to become, now, a discourse of resistance 
to the amoral and place-obliterating interactions of the global market.”8 
Further, “the place discourse not only accords with the moral economy 
tradition—it may be that the former has become the latter’s contempo-
rary standard-bearer, for much of the literature of place contains obser-
vations that correspond with the idea of the moral economy.”9 Much 
literature of place valorises the re-construction and/or preservation of 
local economic and social relations of reciprocity. Likewise, scholarly 
attention has been drawn to analysis of local socio-economic systems and 
their relations with other characteristics of place, particularly the natural 
settings within which communities function.
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Developing Jacoby’s Idea of Moral Ecology

In 2001 the American scholar, Karl Jacoby, took Thompson’s idea of 
the moral economy as an economy of informal, trust-based reciprocal 
relations and applied it to a mode of relationship between “the com-
munity, its socio-economic norms and practices, and the natural world 
upon which they draw—and this, too, is an ethical relationship.”10 
Jacoby studied local conservation norms and practices within communi-
ties in the Adirondacks, around Yellowstone, and at the Grand Canyon, 
describing his project thus:

I seek to recreate the moral universe that shaped local transgressions of 
conservation laws, enabling us to glimpse the pattern of beliefs, practices 
and traditions that governed how ordinary rural folk interacted with the 
environment – a pattern that, paraphrasing E.P. Thompson, I have come 
to term the participants’ moral ecology. This moral ecology evolved in 
counterpoint to the elite discourse about conservation, a folk tradition that 
often critiqued official conservation politics, occasionally borrowed from 
them, and at other times even influenced them. Most of all, though, this 
moral ecology offers a vision of nature ‘from the bottom up’…11

Jacoby’s coinage of “moral ecology,” then, identifies quite specific 
relationships of reciprocity and trust between grounded, place-attuned 
individuals, their local communities, and terrain recognised (both inter-
nally and externally) as embodying significant ecological values. He 
points to a mismatch of value between officially imposed, often pro-
tectionist, policy regimes, and communal mores that have, over time, 
“fashioned a variety of arrangements designed to safeguard the ecolog-
ical basis of their way of life.”12 Though it is more nuanced than this 
(as the quote above indicates), for Jacoby the counterpoint to his moral 
ecology is professional conservation, characterised by its external and 
science-based derivation, and its official codification and sanctioning. 
Against the preservationist ethic of much official environmentalism, 
Jacoby sets an ethic of sustainable use, this being necessary to enable a 
treasured way of life to continue, one based on a mandated usage, but 
a usage that is governed by a time-forged and time-honoured ethic of 
wise husbandry. His sympathies are firmly with the latter; indeed, he 
makes a grand claim for his findings: that “the belief that, prior to the 
advent of conservation, rural folk, in keeping with the supposed rugged 
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individualism of the American frontier, did as they pleased with the natu-
ral world,”13 fails the test of empirical investigation.

In 2008, the present author took Jacoby’s formulation of a grounded 
moral ecology and applied it to a community of small sawmillers in the 
high country of the upper North Esk valley in the southern Australian 
island, Tasmania. This is an island similar to Sri Lanka and Ireland in 
size, though with a population of only half a million people, and with 
a pronounced conservation sensibility. Much of it is uninhabited, under 
dense wetland forest, and accorded national park and even World 
Heritage status—and it is managed accordingly. A mountain national 
park abuts the northeast uplands that were the focus of my investigation, 
and the park is managed for preservationist purposes (although it con-
tains a ski field). The only commercial use activities permitted therein 
are normally, then, activities associated with tourism. Nevertheless, the 
adjacent region “is currently the epicentre of perhaps the most rapid 
conversion of native forest to plantation on the island.” In terms of 
infrastructure, “there is no shop, school or church, not even a grave-
yard,” though “this was once core sawmilling country, with a network of 
self-contained villages attaching to each mill.” Now “there are only the 
diehards left, small sawmillers—not necessarily even old—retired millers, 
retired ‘fallers’ (as they call themselves), more men than women, and, as 
yet, no sea-changers.”14 This last observation will be of increasing rele-
vance to the argument mounted in this paper.

I found, amongst these remnant timber communities, a strong expres-
sion of the reciprocal person-environment relationship that Jacoby has 
described, with the significant variation that, in the case of the sawmill-
ers of Tasmania’s upper North Esk valley, the assertion of the relation-
ships of reciprocity that characterise the condition of a moral ecology 
was not articulated in opposition to environmental agencies and exter-
nally-imposed conservation regimes, but in opposition to aggressive, 
externally-imposed forestry regimes, and the capital city-based agencies 
that promulgated them. I supplied elaborative quotes from interviews; 
for example:

That bush up there is all I know. I can take you up there and show you 
how the wind shifts when you go a yard or so that way, and how the tem-
perature pools differently over there. And this summer they’ll flatten that 
bush. They’ll plant it out in nitens [the favoured eucalypt, one not native 
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to Tasmania, of Tasmanian plantation practices], but it wouldn’t matter if 
they let it grow back – it still wouldn’t be the bush I know. And that’s all I 
know. They might as well cut my brain out.15

I catalogued the elements of the pronounced moral ecology of this 
largely unrecognised cohort within Tasmania’s timber communities. 
These included a contempt for forest science and a strongly expressed 
affirmation of the value of careful vernacular observation; a sadness for 
the fate of fauna destroyed through the application of clearfell technolo-
gies; and pride in the old forest worker’s craft: “‘we used to spend hours 
working out how to fall a tree so as to do the least damage to the forest’, 
said one retired ‘busher’—another local colloquialism—and then, with 
bitterness: ‘I don’t know why we bothered.’”16

A Suitable Site for Investigation? Queenstown, 
Tasmania’s Iconic Mining Town

Searching for another Tasmanian site against which to test the moral 
ecology paradigm, I hit upon the western mining town of Queenstown, 
a town almost as geographically distant from the upper North Esk as it is 
possible to be in Tasmania, and one with a different economic base, dif-
ferent cultural traditions, and a different ambient ecology (though there 
are similarities here in some respects) (Fig. 8.1).

Queenstown sits within a cold and mountainous terrain of tangled 
wet temperate forests—rainforest connected by an ancient lineage to the 
Gondwana supercontinent; wet sclerophyll forest that, although dom-
inated by more recent planetary arrivals—eucalypts—contains ancient 
Gondwanan rainforest species; and sodden “button grass” moorlands 
dominated by sedges and heaths, which occur within flat valleys of poorly- 
drained, peaty soils entirely unsuited for agricultural production. They 
are, indeed, “some of the most nutrient poor situations to be found in 
the world.”17 Aboriginal people dwelt in the region, though mainly near 
the coast, and for almost a hundred years after the arrival of Europeans it 
was of scant interest to colonial settlers. Today the vast majority of lands 
surrounding Queenstown are within national parks which have been 
accorded World Heritage Area status by UNESCO, listed for both natural 
and cultural values, although primarily for the former.

The scarcely-penetrable forests of the West Coast held a secret, 
though—a highly mineralised ore belt (the Cambrian Mt. Read 
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Volcanics), which runs almost the length of the coastal hinterland. As  
early as the 1850s speculation persisted that fabulous riches were to be 
found below the forests and moorlands. Initially defeated by the for-
bidding nature of terrain, climate and flora, from the mid-nineteenth 
century a small number of true believers prosecuted the search for 
a Tasmanian Eldorado. Enough intriguing indicators were reported 
to maintain enthusiasm and, finally, in 1873, a determined farm-
er-turned-prospector, James (“Philosopher”) Smith found payable tin 
near Mt. Bischoff, towards the north of the mineralised belt, tipping 

Fig. 8.1  Locations of Queenstown and Upper North Esk
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what had previously amounted to little more than curious scratchings 
into an earnest “rush.” The search for profitable ore bodies was on in 
earnest.18

The pattern of settlement that ensued was typical of gold rush coun-
try. Mines were opened up and new towns sprang into existence with 
the civic confidence that signifies an expectation of permanence—the 
perpetual myth of mining towns everywhere. Inevitably, most of these 
passed away as quickly as they came, the main streets with their grand 
hotels rapidly swallowed by the fecund bush. Some few generated signif-
icant wealth, though briefly—and one did make good its presumption of 
permanence, surviving, albeit barely, the vicissitudes of economic uncer-
tainty that invariably characterise mining economies, and giving rise to a 
combative place mythology along the way which has been both a conse-
quence and a cause of its communal resilience. This is Queenstown.

Queenstown came into being in the early 1890s as a gold rush shan-
tytown on the banks of the then-beautiful Queen River. The fledgling 
village, Penghana, was razed by fire in 1896, but a new town with a new 
name quickly came into existence a little further downriver. Mining here 
was not, in the main, characterised by the endeavours of the heroic indi-
vidual. With attention not on gold, but copper, Queenstown was soon 
became the preserve of capital-intensive enterprise, which ultimately coa-
lesced into two companies. The portentous early history of Queenstown 
features a dramatic struggle between these two colossi, the North Mount 
Lyell Copper Co. and the Mt. Lyell Mining and Railway Company. The 
resultant 1903 merger, very much to the favour of the latter—indeed, 
the newly-merged entity retained the latter’s name—was, in Blainey’s 
words, “the greatest merger in Australian mining history,” one in which 
“the largest and the fourth-largest copper producers in the British 
Empire… were one.”19 Queenstown’s prosperity was guaranteed, grand 
buildings proliferated (many of them extant, endowing Queenstown 
with a main street—Orr Street—characterised by a dramatic grandeur), 
and the town set about acquiring a distinctive place mythos.

Much of this has to do with the drama of the surrounding landscape. 
The central figure in Queenstown history is Robert Sticht, “a short, 
scholarly American”20 (Blainey 1967, 74) given, in his private life, to 
obsessive collecting.21 He arrived in Queenstown in 1885 as chief met-
allurgist for the Mt. Lyell Company, and in 1903 took control of the 
newly-merged company as General Manager. He was, Blainey observes, 
“probably the greatest figure in the huge Australian mining industry of 
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the day.”22 Sticht was a man of mercurial temperament and of techni-
cal genius. He pioneered pyritic smelting—indeed, he was the world’s 
foremost champion of it. This was “the most attractive in theory of all 
smelting techniques, for it utilised the heat generated by the combustion 
of the iron and sulphur in the pyritic ore as a fuel in the furnace, thus 
dispensing with large quantities of expensive coke. But the process was 
full of practical pitfalls…”23 Sticht was accustomed to getting his way, 
and the force of his character overrode all opposition. So it was that Mt. 
Lyell had bestowed upon it the world’s first successfully operating pyritic 
smelter.

The most visible long-term consequence was the creation of the 
“lunar landscape” for which Queenstown became notorious, and for 
which Sticht’s new smelting process was in largest part responsible:

Sulphur was the curse of Mt. Lyell. When the big company smelted its 
pyrite in ten or eleven furnaces Queenstown found its climate changing. 
In still weather sulphur from the smelters thickened fogs into pea-soupers, 
choked Queenstown, and blanketed the valley. For days on end men work-
ing in the flux quarries on the hills above the town basked in the winter 
sun, and looked down on the creamy waste of cotton wool in the valley… 
Sulphur was in every breath of air; even tobacco lost its taste.24

The sulphurous fumes given off by the smelting process poisoned the 
surrounding vegetation over a very large area, though an unsustainable 
rate of tree felling and almost annual wildfires also contributed to the 
rapid denudation of the mountains. Once stripped—and the surrounding 
hills, mountains and valleys were entirely denuded by 1900—“the omni-
present rain eroded the mountain to bare rock.”25 The same processes 
that had caused the denudation also conspired to preclude regrowth.

Sticht’s mettlesome nature was also one that had no truck with organ-
ised labour. And his workforce was militant. Unionism came early to 
Queenstown, and Sticht’s first decade in charge of the company was 
spiced by several rancorous strikes. Leftist agitators abounded in both 
mine and town. Though he lived in Melbourne, the colourful Labor  
pioneer, King O’Malley, represented the miners in the new federal par-
liament. The English-speaking world’s most prominent socialist agitator, 
Tom Mann, was twice on the West Coast in the early 1900s. West Coast 
newspapers tended to take the view of the men, not management. In 
1912 an underground fire at the North Lyell mine killed 42 miners, after 



198   P. HAY

which time the company recognised Sticht’s bellicose attitude towards 
the men as unhelpful, and responsibility for labour relations shifted to his 
talented deputy, Russell Murray.26

In this decade, the fundamentals of Queenstown’s combative sense of 
place were formed. In 1900 the town was the third largest in Tasmania, 
with a population in excess of 5000, rising to 11,000 once the inhabit-
ants of several nearby hamlets and mining camps are added in. Blainey 
thinks “the summer of 1902-3,” immediately prior to the company 
amalgamations, was when “the Mt Lyell field was probably most popu-
lous.”27 This sense of confidence in the perpetuity of the mine, and the 
fierce, future-focused socialist politics subscribed to by working families, 
supplied the bedrock of a muscular, workingman’s weltanschauung, cen-
tral to which was a conventional pioneering ethos with its strong belief 
in the utility (as opposed to the intrinsicality) of the natural world, and, 
slightly less conventionally, a faith that the workingman’s paradise would 
be a manly, industrialised one, a future in which the inevitable conver-
sion of Marx’s “first nature” into “second nature” would be complete.28 
Far from a source of communal shame, the bare, eye-blindingly white 
landscape was a source of communal pride, evidence of “man’s” heroic 
capacity to wrest an exclusively human prosperity from the gifts of 
nature.

Over the next hundred years the town’s fortunes fell victim to the 
whims of a volatile copper market, and a steadily declining resource. 
Though by all measure this has to be accounted an extremely prof-
itable mine, it underwent, through the second half of the twentieth 
century, death by a thousand cuts. In 1963 the last of the famous Abt-
system trains left Queenstown for the coastal port of Strahan (the railway 
has since reopened as a tourist venture, though without the remarkable 
central cog mechanism that hauled trains up the 1:16 gradients29). In 
1965, the refinery, set up in 1928 to much fanfare, closed. The smelt-
ers that had so revolutionised mining 70 years beforehand ceased work 
on Christmas Eve, 1969, and the last shipment of smelted copper left 
Strahan early the following year. The “open cut” closed in 1972. Major 
mine retrenchments occurred periodically thereafter—400 jobs were lost 
in one hit in 1974, for example. Queenstown bled population. Brass 
bands amalgamated and then passed away. The 13 pubs that existed in 
1903 had become four by the end of the century. In 1994 the Western 
Tasmanian Football Association folded, leaving only a single team to carry 
on playing that most physically demanding of games, Australian football, 
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on Queenstown’s famous gravel oval. And the copper mine itself closed at 
the end of 1993, though its imminent reopening is constantly rumoured.

Through all these vicissitudes Queenstown’s fiercely articulated sense 
of place remained intact, perhaps even strengthening as the town’s eco-
nomic basis slowly eroded. As I once wrote (with an excess of lyricism, 
perhaps) in a West Coast-themed art exhibition catalogue essay:

The struggle of this pitiless world and its elemental familiars takes on an 
essential heroism. Up the rivers, winning the gold heart from the pine, liv-
ing a life as unmediated as any white lives have been lived in this country. 
Heroic. Fighting Gondwana off the Queenstown mountains. Heroic. Tom 
Mann scattering visions of the End of History. King O’Malley all fire and 
socialist brimstone from the balcony of Hunter’s Hotel. The flame of revo-
lution ablaze in the mines. Heroic.30

In the 1970s Queenstown’s “heroic” productivist place mythos 
came under sustained attack (Fig. 8.2). The former port town of 

Fig. 8.2  The derelict balcony of Hunter’s Hotel from which King O’Malley 
delivered fiery political speeches
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Strahan, situated as it is on a large sunken harbour into which disgorges 
Tasmania’s grandest river, the Gordon, had already started to recon-
struct itself as a tourist town rather than an industrial port. It looked 
inland and up the mighty river rather than out to the sea, its local econ-
omy increasingly river tour based. When the state government, its world 
view very much in line with that of Queenstown, proposed a large hydro- 
electric dam on the lower Gordon River, a dam that would swallow up 
the lower reaches of the Gordon’s major tributary, the Franklin (the 
last major river still “wild,” in the sense that no part of its system was 
dammed), a wilderness preservation movement swung into action. This 
movement was already tactically and strategically fine-tuned from the 
recently lost battle to save Lake Pedder from inundation; and the Save the 
Franklin campaign was born. This was to be Australia’s first nationally- 
scoped wilderness preservation battle, the conflict dramatically fought out 
in the glare of national television on the river itself. It played a crucial role 
in the election of the Labor Party in the 1983 federal elections, and the 
river was finally saved when the High Court ruled 4-3 that the Federal 
Government had the constitutional power, through its international 
responsibilities as a signatory to the World Heritage Convention, to over-
ride the State of Tasmania in matters pertaining to the World Heritage 
Area, within which the dam was to have been built.

It is unnecessary to reprise here descriptions of this tumultuous time 
in Tasmanian politics. It has been much analysed previously.31 What is 
significant for our present purposes is how these events were received in 
Queenstown. Unlike Strahan, which had moved on in large part (as we 
have seen), Queenstown remained fixated on its industrial mythos. With 
its mine sputtering towards closure, the thought of becoming the base 
for a large programme of dam building fitted both its sense of self-in-
terest and the muscular clarity of its weltanschauung. The town was, 
accordingly, enraged. “Work on the Gordon-below-Franklin dam was 
seen as the saviour of the town,” observed prominent anti-dam cam-
paigner, Geoff Law, “and attempts to stop it were regarded as economic 
and social sabotage.”32 Protestors travelling from Hobart to the block-
ade’s headquarters in Strahan had to pass through Queenstown, often 
needing to stop for fuel or food, and to do so was to risk serious vio-
lence. When the leader of the Save the Franklin campaign, Dr. Bob  
Brown, was assaulted by a gang of pro-dam youths in Strahan on 13 
January 1983, it was taken as fact that they were from Queenstown.33 
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“The loathing,” I have written, “with which the people of Queenstown 
fixed upon ‘greenies’ may not have been surpassed in Australian his-
tory.”34 For the national media covering the blockade on the river, the 
Queenstown angle was irresistible. The town found itself nationally 
dubbed the most anti-green community in all Australia and, on the evi-
dence, this seems a reasonable assessment.

Even this, though, may not fully capture the depth of the town’s feel-
ings. As I have noted:

There was even a tendency to transfer hatred of greenies from the people 
themselves to the objects of green affection. Along the coast, and under 
cover of night, boat-borne saboteurs torched venerable Huon pines – how 
more eloquently to say “all this verdant life might impress you, but we 
value it at precisely nought?”35

Then, in 1982, a state election was held, and the dam was the only elec-
tion issue. In Queenstown “the socialist sons and daughters of social-
ist mothers and fathers were suddenly voting Liberal,”36 the Australian 
Labor Party now being seen as dangerously infected with the “green 
poison”:

For the people of Queenstown and the West Coast the old divide over 
industrial class interests was now seen as less fundamental than the divide 
between adherents of the old humanist faith in progressive modernism… 
and the supporters of a new trans- or post-modern politics that rejected 
the very context in which the old industrial struggle was played out… 
Conflict’s fulcrum shifts. No longer capital/labour, [it] becomes industrial 
modernity against ecological late- or perhaps post-modernity… And the 
children of red revolutionaries vote for the party of the bosses.37

Queenstown in 1993: Seeking a Moral Ecology

It would seem, on the basis of the foregoing, that Queenstown is not 
likely to be a community in which any articulated sense of moral ecology 
would be evinced. The mine closed in 1993 after a century of continu-
ous operation, reopened on a dramatically reduced scale (and with a very 
much smaller workforce) as Copper Mines of Tasmania in 1995, closed 
again in 1998, then resumed production until closing again in 2014. It 
has remained idle ever since, though it is in caretaker mode, and stories 
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of a restart as a high-tech “green mine,” employing only a small and  
specialised workforce of skilled technicians, continue to circulate.38

In late 1993, with the mine’s closure certain and imminent, I had 
a chance to test community views first-hand. The company had earlier 
negotiated a site rehabilitation plan with the government, and was now 
legally obliged to put it into practice. Central to the commitment was 
an ambitious revegetation programme (‘the reveg’) for the large area of 
the mine lease. To say that “the reveg” was unpopular with the com-
munity is an understatement. Finding itself in a bind, being obliged by 
law to activate a legal requirement for which there seemed no communal 
support, and with every chance that the program would be subject to 
sabotage, I was engaged by government to conduct a community con-
sultation, aimed at determining the strength of communal opposition to 
“the reveg,” and to ascertain what it was, exactly, that locals wanted to 
see happen to the hills.

I found, as expected, an extremely anti-green community, but 
no longer fanatically so. Parks and Wildlife was still a deeply unpopu-
lar face of government, but the Hydro-Electric Commission, the most 
visible official face of the industrial productivism central to the town’s 
long-standing sense of place, was also unpopular. Most surprisingly, the 
World Heritage Area (the designation of which, just prior to the 1982 
state election, had given the federal government the constitutional trig-
ger it need to fulfil its 1983 election promise and halt construction of the 
dam) was largely accepted. Attention had now turned to how the WHA 
could be put to good economic use.

Rather than the WHA itself, it was the perceived preservationist phi-
losophy underpinning it that was the focus of antagonism. Typical of the 
responses I received was this:

They say people come here to experience wilderness, but driving through a 
tunnel of trees, is that experiencing it? You have to get people into the mid-
dle of it. Into the bays on the coast, for example, and where the Huon pine 
is. We should be running day and half-day walks into the wilderness from 
here, but the government doesn’t encourage that, because their definition 
of wilderness is that no-one goes into it – you look at it from the outside. 
Parks and Wildlife want to close things up. We want to develop it.39

Several aspects of this observation intrigue. This is a mere decade 
on from the tumult of the Franklin Dam debate. A decade on from a 
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tangible transference of hatred of green people to the objects of green 
reverence. The above observation could not, I think, have been made by 
a typical Queenstowner at the end of 1983. In this observation we have 
agreement that the wild lands merit experiencing. That people should 
experience them. And that the people of Queenstown are best placed to 
direct outsider experience; further, to hold custodianship of those wild 
places. It is an articulation of a frustrated moral ecology.

I was intrigued by my interviewees’ attitude towards trees. It was 
certainly the case that most Queenstowners wanted the hills to remain 
treeless, because the denuded mountain backdrop was what gave the 
town its signature as an exceptional place: “for most people the fate of 
the hills had come to symbolise the fate of the town itself.”40 There was 
much complexity in this response, and it should not be taken as a dis-
like of trees per se. In part it is a response from self-interest. The bare 
hills constitute a formidable firebreak in a region excessively fire-prone, 
and as the bush was returning with ever greater rapidity in the quarter- 
century since the closing of the smelters, the risk that wildfire posed 
to the town was growing by the summer. But as I have noted, “most 
respondent sentiment was of a loftier nature. The affectionate regard 
with which the bare hills are held surfaced again and again in inter-
views,” such that “the hills constitute the single most important icon 
of the people of Queenstown’s sense of belonging to this place.”41 It 
should be noted that, by 1993, the hills were no longer that stark “eye-
blinding white” to which I was subjected when working there in the late 
1960s. By 1993 the hills, though still largely devoid of trees, had taken 
on an array of subtle and complex colouration, evidence of the simpler 
organisms that had colonised the slopes and valleys over the preceding 
25 years. As one interviewee said:

Everyone thinks trees are beautiful, but other things are beautiful. The col-
ours in the rocks are beautiful. You should see the colours in the rocks on 
a fine summer sunset. It’s got all the colours in it. Red. And the white is a 
beautiful white. The black is the jettest black. And we’ve got hundreds of 
miles of bush either side of the town. Why would anyone want to put trees 
here, too.42

Again, such views suggest a state of mind receptive to the relationships 
of reciprocity that constitute a moral ecology, though a sense of a lack of 
agency was frustrating its realisation. In this case, the welcomed softness 
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of the complexly coloured landscape that had succeeded the dazzling 
whites of yesterday presaged an eventual return of trees to the hills and 
mountains.

In constructing a place mythos with the defoliated hills at its cen-
tre, Queenstowners also had to confront the indignity of outsider 
reactions that were typically discordant, often primed by guidebooks 
telling the prospective visitor to expect to be horrified. In 1993, most 
Queenstowners were accepting of this, though not always complacently. 
As I have written:

One interesting response – quite common, whilst not a major-
ity response – constitutes a retreat from the heroic construction of 
Queenstown; an acknowledgement that the past should have unfolded 
differently. A sample: ‘We could hold it [the bare hills] up as a mon-
ument to what can happen, and don’t let it happen again. A scar. A 
reminder of what we need to avoid.’43

The majority position, by contrast, was an assertion of the weltanschau-
ung of long standing, “an aggressive affirmation of the heritage value of 
the cultural against the natural—an affirmation of the heroic project and 
an insistence on the rightness of ensuring its fair treatment by poster-
ity.”44 As one interviewee put it: “It’s the destruction of the human his-
tory that concerns me. What Parks and Wildlife are doing to the Raglan 
Road, the lighthouse, Jane River. God that makes me mad. It’s the pres-
ervation of the mining heritage that should happen here.”45

Even when affirming the tenacity of Queenstown’s venerable place 
narrative, the Queenstowner of 1993 was a more nuanced person than 
the Queenstowner of 1983. The place story was slowly ecologising; the 
rift between community and ambient landscape was starting to close. 
The affirmation of the cultural was not always, or even often, a rejection 
of the natural. Instead of “we value it at precisely nought” I found peo-
ple who spoke of trees with an unashamed affection, informing me, with 
a conspiratorial hush of tone, that they knew where to find as fine a stand 
of sassafras or King Billy pine as grew on the island, and to guarantee its 
security they were revealing its locality to no-one, least of all to a tran-
sient such as myself.46 In some instances these were the same informants 
who staunchly articulated the old and familiar values.

None of this amounted to a fully-rounded moral ecology sensibility. 
It was, rather, a moral ecology in-waiting, one fit to evolve in the years 
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ahead—given favourable material conditions—into the sort of vernacu-
lar ecology, one in which the cultural and natural seamlessly blend, that 
I had earlier catalogued in the case of the small sawmilling community 
of the upper North Esk, on the other side of the island. I stowed my 
recorder and clipboard and returned to Hobart, my report to govern-
ment following, roughly, these lines:

Given that Queenstowners want the hills to remain bare, and given that 
the regrowth is returning at an ever-quickening rate, what interven-
tionist strategies were strongly supported? Strangely – none. The most 
common response – by an impressive margin – was a wistful “let nature 
take its course”. Leave us our hills for the moment, but let there be no 
chemical defoliation, and no army of the unemployed scrambling on the 
mountainside pulling out the resurgent bush. My impression was that 
this was not the counsel of despair and hopelessness, but a rather more 
complex response, Buddhist almost, and certainly a long way from the 
image of redneck ratbaggery that… [is the] outsider’s construction of 
Queenstown.47

Queenstown Today: A Moral Ecology for the Present?
Robert Sticht, mercurial metallurgist whose pyritic smelter wrought 
more spectacular damage to Tasmania’s natural systems than any other 
single post-European environmental intervention, was a nature-loving 
conservationist. A member of Tasmanian Field Naturalists,48 his “sym-
pathy for the preservation of the natural environment” was such that 
“in 1911 he wrote to parliamentarian Sir Elliot Lewis… with a plea for 
saving the Gordon River from the ‘desecration’ of the construction of a 
saw milling enterprise on its banks,” and warning of “‘the damage to the 
present beauties of the river.’”49

In no way can Robert Sticht be made to fit the moral ecology para-
digm. But this does illustrate the attitudinal complexity behind human 
relationships with the natural world. One of the most valuable lessons 
from Jacoby’s work is his insistence that the proof of the pudding must 
be in the eating. The principles that inform an individual and a commu-
nity’s being-in-place must structure a way in which aspects of the ambi-
ent environment are utilised in practice that is nonetheless conducive to 
long-term ecological vitality. We need to acknowledge that the mere pos-
session of nature-positive attitudes is not a sufficient condition (though 
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it is certainly a necessary one) to configure a moral ecology. Back to 
Queenstown in 1993, then.

1993 is a quarter of a century ago. I have deliberately used past tense 
in the previous section of the paper, because what I found in 1993 is not 
necessarily what I would find if I were to replicate the exercise today. 
Given that the responses I gathered in 1993 are counter-intuitive for 
“the most anti-green town in Tasmania,” the question arises: could I 
have found similar responses back in 1983, a decade earlier? Except at 
the margins, I doubt it. I doubt that the attitudinal complexities exhib-
ited by the legendary mine manager of Queenstown’s formative years 
would have been much in evidence in Queenstown at the height of the 
Franklin Dam fracas, excepting perhaps in the case of a small few indi-
viduals, but these would have kept their heads down during the white 
heat of outrage that prevailed, letting others define the communal place 
meanings (a “key informant,” one of several people interviewed by the 
author in 2017, stated that one prominent local “used to run a safe 
house for greenies, though this is disputed,” and that it is now possible 
“to find people who say ‘even at the time I was an environmentalist but 
I never let it out’” (key informant A, interviewed April 19, 2017). As 
I have argued, the problem is that Queenstowners were never afforded 
the conditions within which they might develop a sense of moral ecol-
ogy. For decades the dominance of the mine and the muscular, hegem-
onic values that stemmed therefrom meant that interactions with “the 
bush” were occasional and utilitarian in the extreme, and certainly not 
conducive to the sort of understanding of ambient ecological processes 
that I identified in my study of the small-scale sawmillers of the upper 
North Esk. It could be argued, in any case, that Queenstowners were 
not dependent on a regime of reciprocity in order for nature to keep 
supplying what they wanted from it (in contrast to regimes based upon 
natural ‘product’ that grows). Nature is not going to replenish itself with 
minerals if you treat it kindly—so it could be argued that there was never 
a real need to include relations with nature in any moral code. The evi-
dence from my interviews of 1993 would seem to confound this view, 
however.

A decade later the communal world view of the people of 
Queenstown was becoming more complex, more receptive to a values 
framework that could foster the development of a moral ecological sen-
sibility. Again, though, the top-down management prescriptions of the 
World Heritage Area now established on the town’s doorstep seemed to 
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preclude any possibility for intensive economic engagement. The percep-
tion of Queenstowners at the end of 1993 was that they had been frozen 
out of the WHA. What has happened in the quarter of a century since? 
Does a moral ecology based upon “informal rules of reciprocity” now 
exist? In short, no. Such relationships exist. But they do not constitute 
moral ecology.

Continuities, Discontinuities

In 2015 I renewed an active engagement with Queenstown, courtesy of 
a Landscape Art Research Queenstown (LARQ) residency. LARQ was in 
the tenth and final year of its existence, having been established in 2006 
by nationally prominent artist and new Queenstown resident, Raymond 
Arnold. LARQ’S charter was “to develop a wilderness art space and 
artist residency program exploring the natural and heritage values of 
the region,”50 and during its ten-year existence “it hosted five funded 
international artist residencies, five unfunded international residencies, 
staged nineteen exhibitions, managed eleven art workshops, mentored 
young local students and welcomed many visitors to its gallery [located 
in the main living space in the home Arnold shared with his artist part-
ner, Helena Demczuk] for openings, artist talks, ‘arts industry’ nights 
and casual visits.”51 It was a “community development business foster-
ing connections, sense of place and artistic interventions in the contested 
space of the west where wilderness branding slugs it out with the tech-
nological forces of the mining, forestry and power industries—a hotspot 
in the constant debate between development and conservation forces 
in Tasmania.”52 Queenstown is “a unique place,” Arnold was quoted 
as saying. “With this completely unique World Heritage Area and this 
incredible mining heritage that exists here, the clash of the two things is 
a very powerful thing.”53 Though his presence in the town was initially 
resented by many, Arnold became a local maker and shaker, a person 
whose force of character and clarity of vision was in large part responsi-
ble for creating a radically new place meaning for Queenstown—one of a 
town of high artistic sensibility.

Along with LARQ, there are two prominent signifiers of change in 
Queenstown. They are also major contributors to that change. These are 
the reopening of the railway that had formerly linked the mining town 
with its industrial port, Strahan, as a wilderness-experience tourist rail-
way, and the nationally-profiled fine art festival, “The Unconformity.”
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At the end of 2002 the 35 km railway between Queenstown and 
Strahan reopened. No longer, though, was this the old industrial life-
blood between a mining town and its port. It was now a ‘wilderness  
experience’ and the old Mount Lyell Mining and Railway Company 
had given way to the West Coast Wilderness Railway. It shut for several 
months in 2013, when its licensee, Federal Hotels, bailed out with min-
imal warning, but some months later it reopened with different opera-
tors and its future now seems assured. As with LARQ, ‘the wilderness 
railway’ has played no small part in the reconfiguration of Queenstown’s 
profile away from mining town to tourist centre with the natural world 
at the centre of what it has to offer. It also gives jobs to locals, offsetting 
in large part the perceived absence of opportunities to profit from direct 
involvement with the World Heritage Area. In any case, the lack of eco-
nomic opportunities available in the WHA that was the source of such 
frustration in 1993 was later to change, and there are now wilderness 
tour enterprises operating out of Queenstown.

In 2010 a biennial Queenstown Heritage and Arts Festival was inau-
gurated. It ran until 2016, when it was rebranded ‘The Unconformity’. 
In its original incarnation, the festival was unashamedly nostalgic, an 
uncomplicated celebration of the town’s mining heritage. In its sub-
sequent incarnation that heritage is retained in part. The town’s past 
remains central to the new conception. But there has been a shift in 
emphasis from heritage to art—the new version, indeed, promotes itself 
as a festival of the ‘high’ arts. “It’s part of the change from being solely 
reliant on mining,” festival Director, Travis Tiddy (a man of impecca-
ble Queenstown provenance) was quoted as saying at the time.54 The 
present author is on the Artistic Directorate of the 2018 festival, held 
in October, and can affirm that the intent is to step even further away 
from uncritical celebration of the past, with a more overt questioning of 
aspects of the town’s values heritage (further confirmed in conversation 
by key informant B, interviewed April 19, 2017). The festival’s website 
foreshadows this, speaking not of an unproblematic past, but of “remark-
able cultural paradoxes.”55

It was noted earlier that Queenstown has never accepted that mining 
towns inevitably pass away. And it has not, though it has had to meta-
morphose to survive—and nothing that has occurred, since the body 
blows endured in the 1960s, has been able to halt the ebbing away of 
population. In the 2016 census the town’s population was a mere 179056; 
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attrition from a decade earlier, when the census recorded 2117, being 
very much in evidence.57

Possibly more significant than population decline, though, is a dra-
matic demographic change, one that may have been imperfectly picked 
up by the Census. “Fifty-five percent of the people living here now wer-
en’t here five years ago,” was the observation of one prominent local 
(key informant C, interviewed April 19, 2017), though the most recent 
Census reported that the percentage was almost precisely 33%.58 Even at 
the official rate of turnover, over a ten-fifteen year period the outcome 
will be a reconstituted community. Who are the newcomers? “People 
trying to find a bolthole who have run out of options elsewhere—dam-
aged people. And some authors. Other creatives. Climate refugees sick 
of the heat elsewhere. Some with capital and entrepreneurial skills—
not many of these, but they are important. And they’re all slightly 
nutty” (informant B). A similar, though not identical view was articu-
lated by informant C. He instanced men whose marriages or farms had 
gone bust, and “people who say quite openly, ‘it was too hot up there 
in Queensland.’ Every year there is a flotsam and jetsam ebb and flow. 
About one in four stay on.” Key informant A does give more credence 
than key informant B to the cohort of artists and environmentalists who 
have arrived, whilst key informant D (interviewed April 20, 2017) dra-
matically declaimed: “this has become a town of artists and environmen-
talists.” Certainly this is overstated, but such people, “those who are a bit 
spiritual,” are more inclined to stay than professionals or those further 
down the social scale (according to informant A). Concerning the latter, 
most of the influx occurs in the summer, with the ready availability of 
cheap, albeit humble, housing a major attractor. Having endured a West 
Coast winter, many of these people subsequently decamp. When the 
mine closed the professionals left (observation of informant B) whilst, of 
the pick and shovel miner population, from whom Queenstown’s anti-
green culture drew its oxygen, few remain. Informant A puts it at 20% 
(their now grown-up offspring included). “Those who didn’t leave are 
dead or going into old folks’ homes, and their kids left ages ago,” said 
informant B. This seems to be largely but not entirely accurate. The 
Unconformity in 2016 featured a “night club.” One journalist flown in 
to cover the event observed: “each night the festival club resembles the 
late hours of an unlikely wedding, with boundaries between locals and 
incomers dissolving on the dance floor where Bruce Springsteen, as ever, 
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proves the great unifier.”59 In fact, the boundaries failed to perfectly 
dissolve. Tensions boiled over on at least one occasion at the night club, 
with the young of “old Queenstown” reacting physically to the presence 
of city hipsters. At least some continuity with the past, then, is still in 
evidence.

The most tangible evidence of continuity with the past is the Miners’ 
Siding memorial on the decommissioned line of rail from the town sta-
tion to the mine. In recent years a series of bronze sculptures portraying 
21 “stations” in the pioneering history of the town has been installed at 
Miners’ Siding. These are extreme valorisations of the old values of the 
West Coast. The central plaque reads thus:

Over five generations of Tasmanians have mined for copper, zinc, tin, iron, 
lead, silver and gold. Mining has been a prime factor in the community life 
of the West Coast region, and a major contributor to the Tasmanian econ-
omy. With less than 2% of the States [sic] population, the West Coast pro-
duces 35% of the States wealth. The hard working pioneer spirit of these 
mining communities lives on today…

We can conclude that the town that exists today has been able to proudly 
carry its past with it, without any sense of incongruity. It can do this 
because those values have now become historically bounded, no longer 
constituting a fulcrum of conflict in the present.

The best signifier of change is to be found in the shifting shape of 
politics. “if you hadn’t gone through the turbulent times of the Franklin 
Dam blockade you don’t have that antipathy towards the environmen-
talists,” observed informant B, and “there was a bloke handing out 
Green Party how-to-vote cards at the last election—that couldn’t have 
happened a couple of decades ago.” A State Upper House election 
took place on a day when the present author was in Queenstown. The 
sitting member was an independent with a progressive voting record. 
Her opponent was an outspoken champion of the values of the old 
Queenstown. Both candidates lived on the more populous North-West 
Coast—but the only placards in evidence in Queenstown were those of 
the progressive incumbent and, whilst she often visited the town during 
the campaign, her “old school” challenger was nowhere to be seen. She 
won handsomely.

Queenstown is a mining town, then, that has bucked reality. It did 
not die, but it almost did, and to live on it has had to become something 
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else. With the passing of traditional Queenstown a fledgling moral ecol-
ogy was stillborn, though the newcomers seem to have brought with 
them a more generalised, less context-specific set of environmentalist val-
ues. There is an ominous, more general lesson here for moral ecology.

Conclusion

Thompson assumed that the moral economy could not withstand a new 
world in which economic relationships, vastly more complex in the wake 
of the industrial revolution, were rationalised and codified. Where such 
relationships were based upon long-standing socially-sanctioned prac-
tices of reciprocity and sustainability in the matter of community/am-
bient environment interchange, a condition described by Jacoby as 
“moral ecology,” Thompson’s scepticism can be largely discounted. I say 
“largely,” because the conditions that create and sustain a moral ecology 
are fragile—and are especially precarious in times of demographic fluidity.

Queenstowners were denied meaningful interaction with their hin-
terland for the 90-odd years that followed the mining town’s creation 
by, firstly, the grip of the muscular industrial place myth that set human 
endeavour and the natural world within a fiercely adversarial, zero-
sum relationship, and, secondly, the reality of the total destruction of 
that natural world for as far as the eye could see. With the mine wind-
ing down through the 1980s to its closure in 1993/4, and the need 
to reconstruct a local economy in part based upon opportunities for 
nature-focused tourism within the adjacent Tasmanian Wilderness World 
Heritage Area, and with the ambient environment re-naturalising rap-
idly of its own accord, the conditions for the creation of a moral ecology 
were finally in place, as interviews conducted by the present author with 
Queenstowners at the end of 1993 demonstrate.

This did not happen. In part this was because the top-down man-
agement prescriptions of the WHA precluded significant local involve-
ment. This has gradually changed, and the tourist economy has come to 
Queenstown, and with it a different local economic profile. In terms of 
the argument presented here, though, this came too late—because it is 
simply no longer the case that Queenstown remains a ‘traditional’ com-
munity, one existing in direct descent from those who angrily upheld the 
old industrial mythology in the confrontational days of the Franklin Dam 
dispute in the early 1980s. The memory chain has been broken, and the 
incomers’ more positive attitudes towards the natural environment are 
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generalised, not specific. Their environmentalism is abstracted, not based 
in concrete local knowledge systems. “You talk to people who’ve been 
here a few years about the old path to a particular falls,” said informant 
A, “and they don’t know what you’re talking about.”

For a moral ecology to persist through time the community within 
which the relevant mores were slowly formed also has to persist. The les-
son of this paper is that, in times of demographic dynamism, and par-
ticularly when the perceived enchantment of exotic small-town life lures 
an affluent, mobile, unsettled middle class, one cast upon the four winds 
in search of an elusive authentic way of living, it will become increas-
ingly difficult for those stable, geographically confined communities to 
resist gentrification. The newly gentrified community is likely to roman-
ticise the way of life of the community that it has displaced, but this is 
because that way of life will by now have been sealed behind the glass 
wall of history. The new community is likely to valorise the natural values 
of the ambient environment, but in ways that do not square with the 
conditions of ‘moral ecology’ as set down by Jacoby. And if this can hap-
pen in the case of grim, cold, wet, remote Queenstown—the last place I 
would have thought amenable to gentrification—then it can surely hap-
pen anywhere.

To Jacoby’s conceptual schema, then, the following ideas could use-
fully be added: that the processes of forming a moral ecology are pre-
carious, certainly not inevitable, and vulnerable to frustration via the 
intervention of incompatible ideas and historical developments; and that 
the persistence of relationships of environment/community reciprocity is 
almost impossible to sustain in times of robust demographic fluidity.
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CHAPTER 9

‘Fearless, Free and Bold’: The Moral 
Ecology of Kelly Country

Graham Seal

Introduction

Between 1878 and 1880 Edward ‘Ned’ Kelly and a gang of accomplices 
conducted Australia’s most notorious episodes of outlawry in the northeast 
region of colonial Victoria. This area became known as the ‘Kelly coun-
try’ as the police and even military resources of the state were deployed to 
hunt the bushrangers down with little success until an eventual showdown, 
largely engineered by the outlaws themselves, at Glenrowan.

Ned Kelly’s rebellion was a response to the effective pre-dispossession 
of the environment by the pioneer colonising occupiers, or ‘squatters’ 
and their continued benefit from those resources in collusion with the 
colonial government, the police and the local power structures, which 
they monopolised. Kelly, and those ‘free selectors’ who came to the land 
thirty or more years after the squatters, who sympathised with him and, 
in some cases, supported him, perceived—rightly or wrongly—their eco-
nomic and social disadvantage to be the consequence of this arrange-
ment. Lacking a coherent political theory or organisation to challenge 
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this hegemony, Ned Kelly articulated his grievances and their solution 
in terms of a folk politic derived from his inherited cultural tradition of 
Irish resistance to English domination, convictism and the figure of the 
bushranger as a resistant hero. These events and the complex pattern of 
tradition, belief and historical experience that underpinned them provide 
a rare opportunity to observe the evolution of a local moral ecology.

‘Moral ecology’ is a term used in various ways in philosophy and the-
ology but also by historians. In his study of environmentalism in the 
United States of America, Crimes against Nature,1 Karl Jacoby adapts 
his version of the term from one proposed by E. P. Thompson in his 
studies of vernacular forms of protest and resistance.2 Thompson pos-
ited that a largely unarticulated but fundamental ‘moral economy’, an 
implied social and economic compact, could exist between the various 
groups in a community. This compact assumed certain customary under-
standings and arrangements that, while not matters of law, were never-
theless mutually understood by the main constituencies involved to be 
the appropriate and proper way to maintain stable relationships between 
competing interests.3

Jacoby intended his ‘moral ecology’ adaptation of Thompson’s idea 
to highlight the implicit sense of place—their place—that motivated the 
resistance of disempowered indigenous and settler groups to the impo-
sition of legal sanctions on their traditional practices by environmental 
conservation movements and the government regulations that followed. 
These frequently criminalised hunting, fishing, foraging and related 
activities that had previously been traditional pursuits, usually of neces-
sity. Jacoby’s extensive case studies provided an understanding of:

… the moral universe that shaped local transgressions of conservation laws, 
enabling us to glimpse the pattern of beliefs, practices, and traditions that 
governed how ordinary rural folk interacted with the environment…4

Subsequent scholarship has found the moral ecology principle valuable 
in trying to better understand the complexities and imperatives involved 
in resistance to the curtailment of common rights and other traditional 
rural practices,5 and to other forms of communal resistance.6

Ned Kelly’s outlawry, and the historical sources related to it, pro-
vide a rare opportunity to understand the origins and, in this case, the 
dramatic consequences, of that local underculture pattern. This situ-
ation arose before modern conservation movements and consequent 
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environmental regulation studied by Jacoby, but it reveals the usu-
ally suppressed potency of local tradition and its potential to mobi-
lise resistance to other forms of imposed state and private power. In 
this rural social crisis can be discerned the fundamental sets of percep-
tions, assumptions and practices that underlie the forms of local resist-
ance to imposed conservation regulation. This pattern evolved within 
the colonising settler community—firstly the ‘squatters, followed by the  
‘selectors’—who successively displaced the original inhabitants of ‘Kelly 
Country’.

The region in which these events took place was a finely balanced 
social and environmental system. In this system, competing and poten-
tially conflicting forces were maintained in a more or less stable situation 
through a complex and mostly unarticulated set of understandings and 
relationships between free selectors, squatters, police and other constit-
uencies, such as local businesses, government officials, trades and itiner-
ant peddlers, or ‘hawkers’. Resources such as land, water, livestock and 
access to markets via limited transport infrastructure were the focus of 
continual contestation between the primarily English and Protestant 
squatters, who initially appropriated the land from the indigenous inhab-
itants, and the more ethnically and religiously diverse ‘selectors’, that 
large group of mainly unskilled workers and their families left looking 
for livelihoods in the wake of convictism and the gold rushes. These peo-
ple, and the threat to social stability that their largely unemployed status 
implied, led to pressure on the colonial government to ‘unlock the land’ 
to prevent the rise of an indigent and potentially troublesome underclass. 
Blocks of land were made available for ‘selection’ under very favourable 
terms designed to encourage selectors to, eventually, become respectable 
landholders, colonial ‘bush yeomen’.7

That did not happen. Instead, a frequently disaffected faction of selec-
tors struggled to get by on inferior lands, often getting by through illicit 
activities and practices that often brought them into confrontation with 
their established squatter neighbours and with the police. In this commu-
nity, many were often prepared to turn a blind eye to illicit ‘poddy dodg-
ing’ and other forms of stock stealing, or quietly inform to the police 
where necessary. Tensions were more-or-less managed in a moral econ-
omy in which everyone got something, even if some got decidedly more 
than others. When this moral economy was unbalanced by the actions or 
omissions of any one of its constituent elements the unarticulated com-
pact of mutual convenience that kept it functioning immediately broke 
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down. The violent outbreak of social banditry, fuelled by the shared 
sense of injustice of the Kellys and their supporters over their share of 
the region’s resources, destabilised this fragile equilibrium. From the 
moment in 1878, when Ned Kelly killed three policemen at Stringybark 
Creek, the implicit antagonisms that underlay these murders were made 
explicit and so subject to potential punishment by the legal and coercive 
apparatuses of the colonial government, including the subsequent out-
lawing of the four Kelly gang members. People began to fear each other 
and coalesced into various factions based on their relationships. The usu-
ally unremarked lineaments of class, ethnicity and religion were now pre-
cipitated into clearly observable constituencies of interest. In this case 
(and arguably in others) the extraordinary allows us to better understand 
the ordinary. Through that understanding we can perceive not only a 
moral economy but also the origins of a moral ecology in northeastern 
Victoria, as mediated through an outbreak of social banditry.

Heroic outlaws, noble robbers or ‘social bandits’ are found in many 
cultural traditions around the world.8 The historian Eric Hobsbawm 
proposed that such figures could be understood as Robin Hoods, indi-
viduals seen by their supporting communities as righteous resisters of 
coercive state or private power.9 Many of these social bandits were legally 
outlawed. In the western world, the concept of outlawing malefactors—
that is of expelling them from the community, removing their property 
as well as their right to live, and placing them in the wild to be hunted 
like a wolf—can be traced back to the medieval period, and earlier.10 
From this era, the process began to be legally codified and an outlaw 
could be proclaimed for many reasons. The named individual/s were 
subject to the death penalty, should they survive their pursuit by the duly 
constituted forces of authority.

Proclamations of outlawry are essentially an admission that the 
law has failed to mediate social relations. The legislation suspends the 
usual rights and guarantees of the law in order to protect society from 
the perceived threat posed by an individual or group of individuals and 
unknown numbers of similarly disaffected individuals who might join the 
outlaws in their defiance of authority. If sufficient numbers of sympathis-
ers, supporters and harbourers of outlaws are disenchanted with the sta-
tus quo, there is always the possibility that they might mobilise around an 
outlaw figure, as has occurred many times in many places.11 There was 
deep concern within the Victorian establishment that the Kelly outbreak 
might precipitate such a broad challenge to authority.12
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Before the events of 1878–1880, the Kellys and their supporting con-
stituency had a close relationship with the northeastern Victoria environ-
ment. The outlawing of the Kelly gang forced them into an even more 
intensive relationship with their country, the place they knew intimately 
and to which Kelly professed a deep connection in his ‘Jerilderie Letter’, 
a major primary source for investigating otherwise unarticulated oral tra-
ditions of the kind so deftly deployed in Jacoby’s case studies. As out-
laws, the Kellys were legally and literally thrust beyond the pale and into 
the wilderness. As fugitives, they needed to embrace its secret gullies, lit-
tle-known tracks, terrain and climate in order to elude pursuit and sur-
vive. In a sense, they became the land, as Sidney Nolan’s famous Kelly 
series of paintings suggest.13

The Terrain

‘The bush’ was where the Kelly tragedy played out. Since European set-
tlement, it had been the terrain of ‘bushrangers’. Ned Kelly’s mentor, 
old Harry Power, operated there, as did Daniel ‘Mad Dog’ Morgan. 
They hid in the bush, lived in it, escaped through it and to it. Eventually, 
they were nearly always captured in the bush, usually by the police with 
the aid of informants. Kelly country is classic outlaw territory. But it was 
also the location of many other activities introduced by Europeans after 
the dispersal of the original inhabitants.14

After explorers Hume and Hovell showed the way to northeastern 
Victoria on their way to further explorations in 1824, pioneer settlers 
arrived in increasing numbers from 1835, staking out the best locations 
by the mid-1840s. There was resistance to these ‘squatters’ by Aboriginal 
people, notably in 1838 when seven Europeans were killed, along with 
their stock. An unknown but significant number of indigenous peo-
ple were killed in retaliation and it is thought that possibly less than 40 
Aborigines were left in the region.15 These initial acts of colonisation 
were implicitly and explicitly justified as improving the productivity of the 
land previously occupied by people considered to be unproductive sav-
ages.16 This act of dispossession established a form of prior occupation 
by the first comers in which the free selectors who came later were locked 
out of equitable access to the resources of the land, including water, as 
well as transport links essential for accessing regional and urban markets. 
This was the basis of the subsequent struggle over access to the land and 
the conflict of opposing views over how to manage it and its resources.



222   G. SEAL

Before that, thousands came to the region when gold was discov-
ered in the early 1850s. They were followed in the aftermath of the gold 
rushes by the free selectors, the poorer elements of the population and 
the class to which the Kellys, their kin and their kind belonged.17 The 
nature of the northeastern Victorian environment, considered to be 
around 1600 square miles in extent, and of settler interaction with it, was 
concisely described by the Royal Commission into the Victoria Police 
that followed the Kelly outbreak:

It is in parts well suited for agricultural purposes, and settlement of late 
years there has been rapid and permanent; but in the main, especially to 
the north-east, it consists of mountain ranges with innumerable spurs, 
forming steep ravines and slopes so heavily timbered, covered with scrub, 
and encumbered with huge boulders, that for the greater part it is almost 
inaccessible. The country is intersected by numerous creeks and rivers; and 
recently bush tracks have been cut, and roads capable of vehicular traffic 
constructed; land has been taken up eagerly, and an intelligent, honest, 
and hard-working population is steadily settling on the soil.

A rapidly increasing settler community inhabited this wilderness. But, 
with the wisdom of hindsight, the Royal Commission went on to note 
the extent to which this environment was conducive to the activities of 
‘lawless’ groups like the Kelly clan:

It was, however, evident from the first that the peculiar characteristics of 
the country afforded special facilities for the operations of such lawless 
characters as the Quinns, the Lloyds, and the Kellys, who, if pursued by 
the police, could seek refuge in the fastnesses of the mountains and defy all 
the attempts of the authorities to arrest them…18

In this terrain, community and crime were intricately linked with the 
environment and with different views as to how it should be managed, 
and to whose benefit.19 The main criminal activity in which this relation-
ship was manifested and, in some quarters celebrated, was in ‘duffing’, 
‘poddy dodging’ or stock stealing. This form of poaching rarely attracted 
moral censure from those who carried it out or from the many who ben-
efitted from it. It was, of course, illegal in colonial Victoria as it was in 
Britain and elsewhere. But it was an element of that hidden culture in 
which all was not as straightforward and official as many liked to believe. 
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Duffing was, until the Kelly outbreak itself, the major flashpoint in the 
region for differing views of the world. In his memoirs, Superintendent 
Chomley, who was stationed at Beechworth when the Kellys broke out, 
recalled:

The popularity of cattle ‘duffing’ in the neighbourhood may be 
accounted for, partly by the fact that it was largely settled by men of 
bad and lawless antecedents, and partly by the tremendous temptations 
to criminal adventure which the conditions of the country afforded. The 
King, the Ovens, and the Buffalo, the Broken River, and a number of 
minor rivers and creeks, all flow through fertile valleys, sparsely settled 
by farmers and graziers, into plain country, much of which is thickly for-
ested; and all the streams have trackless ranges not far distant from either 
bank. North of these is the Murray River, forming the border of New 
South Wales and Victoria, and also flowing, in its upper reaches, through 
a jumble of hills and mountains, while the headwaters of all the rivers 
named are absolutely uninhabited mountain country, stretching east and 
north for hundreds of miles.20

Chomley observed that even the towns were adjacent to mountains and 
provided endless opportunities to avoid detection. The country itself 
conspired to produce its problems:

… A careful study of the map of Victoria and of the relative positions of 
the towns and rivers named would be necessary to enable anyone to follow 
the doings of the outlaws and the police with proper understanding of the 
exploits of the former, and the terrible difficulties of the latter in attempt-
ing to capture them.21

He was able to give the policeman’s view of the links between local busi-
ness and the terrain in which it was carried out;

Enough has probably been said, however, to explain the temptations and 
opportunities which the country offered to cattle and horse stealers, who 
were encouraged in their pursuits by the conduct of law abiding, hon-
est stock owners almost as much as by nature. While comparatively very 
little of the country was fenced, cattle and horses belonging to different 
individuals were allowed to run together far from the homesteads, in the 
good land by the banks of creeks and rivers in the mountains, where their 
owners, who were, almost without exception, splendid bushmen, could 
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periodically inspect them, and muster them when required. This casual 
system of grazing would have worked better than it did but for the fact 
that dishonest adventurers, who were also skilled bushmen, found it easy 
to muster other people’s stock. Having done so, they drove them away by 
devious mountain tracks to some distant market, generally in New South 
Wales, and disposed of them, often months before their owners knew that 
they had suffered loss.22

Closely linked with duffing cattle was horse stealing. Horses were 
prized much more than stock, of course, not only for their use as per-
sonal transport across the long distances usually needing to be traversed 
in this country but also for the status imparted to the rider and the 
romance of the steed, a powerful tradition among both squatters and 
selectors, if with radically different views as to its observation. The Kellys 
and their compatriots were as serious about horses as many youthful 
males are enamoured of high-performance cars today. Like those youths, 
the Kellys and their friends knew all there was to know about horses—
how to care for them, ride them, steal them and sell them.23 Pivotally, 
they knew how to use the country to hide their booty and ultimately 
to get it to market. Ned Kelly boasted openly of his prowess as a horse 
stealer and the general love of horses evinced by himself and by other 
bushrangers was widely acknowledged. Autumn was becoming the 
winter of 1879 when ‘an old friend of the force’ wrote to the editor 
of Melbourne’s Argus newspaper, concerned at the threat to the many 
law-abiding citizens of the district.

In addition to this, in many rural districts cattle, sheep, and horse stealing 
has been pursued as a regular occupation by persons well known to those 
in their neighbourhood, and even to the police; but their plans are so well 
laid, and the fear of not being supported by the local bench of magistrates, 
or of giving offence to some one of political influence, naturally deters the 
constabulary from taking any avoidable responsibility, and thus the com-
parative impunity with which such offences have been committed leads on 
from bad to worse, till at last those who commence by what are considered 
minor offences develop into hardened bushrangers and murderers.

The author identified the cause of bushranging as ‘an inordinate love of 
horseflesh and a passionate admiration for every act of daring on horse-
back’ and observed:
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Of all the bushrangers who have given trouble here or in New South 
Wales, there was not one who was not remarkable as a good horseman, nor 
would any of them have taken to the bush or eluded capture for any length 
of time if on foot?24

Crucially, the Kellys and their selector community saw no moral conflict 
in their attitudes to, and exploitation of, livestock.25 Evidence at the sub-
sequent Royal Commission would show that the Kellys and their kind 
had little chance of survival without taking from the wealthy squatters. 
This was their belief and their practice.26

Within this challenging, but for those so-disposed, harbouring envi-
ronment lived a multifaceted community connected, yet often divided 
by, networks of religion, ethnicity and class. These everyday realities con-
ditioned the various responses to the news that the Kellys were ‘out’, as 
their outlawry was often described.

The Community

Northeastern Victoria was a cluster of social, economic, political and cul-
tural constituencies, each with its own interests, assumptions and atti-
tudes. While attending to their own needs and activities, each of these 
constituencies was obliged to fit into the broader canvas of the regional 
population and to interact with other constituencies in the daily lives and 
doings of each.

Not only were the authorities aware of these complexities, so were the 
bushrangers and the members of their supporting community. Reactions 
and responses were quickly polarised. You were either a supporter/sym-
pathiser of the Kellys or you were opposed to them, usually discreetly. All 
sides deployed local environmental understandings.

On 18 October 1878, an unknown resident wrote to Inspector 
Nicolson. He (presumably) wished to inform the police of the possi-
ble hideouts the bushrangers might use. The description shows a deep 
knowledge of the terrain, not shared by the police, as well as an aware-
ness of the potential dangers involved in providing this information: 
“… I beg to inform you that directly on the line of Country between 
String Bark Creek and Euroa on the Blue Range near the Hills Hole 
Diggings there is a ‘cave’ which such persons as the ‘Kellys’ might 
stay for years.” The writer suggested the police visit the cave without 
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mentioning his name ‘as if by any chance these fellows friends knew 
it would be easy to burn my establishment out. I hear that there are 
a good many of there [sic] relations near here farming, so I will rely 
on this being perfectly private….’ The advice went on to describe the 
whereabouts of the cave and was accompanied by a map of the loca-
tion.27 The Kellys never used this cave, aware that it was well known 
and so an obvious target for informants.

Others vented their spleen—usually anonymously—in the local and 
Melbourne newspapers: “That a mere cut throat, vulgar ruffian like Ned 
Kelly should pit himself against Captain Standish and the whole police 
force of the colony of Victoria for a number of months is surely derog-
atory in the highest degree…” thundered one unidentified local, later 
referring to Ned Kelly as the murderous fiend in human form.’28

Some displayed a more nuanced response. Later the same month 
a letter from ‘Mary Jane’ appeared in newspapers. It showed a sound 
understanding of the local situation and the web of usually hidden rela-
tionships that underlay affiliations within the community: “… the people 
are really afraid to open their mouths, so many friends and sympathisers 
have the Kellys, and so great is the reign of terrorism created thereby.”

The lengthy letter went on to castigate the police for incompetence 
and negligence, as well as noting the state of the country and the insidi-
ous effect that had on residents:

It is so simply an apparent fact (if apparent fact is not a bull) that fear rides 
so rampant throughout the entire districts named, that in every shop, 
house, or hotel, the information you gather is said to you, so to write, 
in whispers. Why? Because your next door neighbour, or your man on 
your right or your left, in shop or bar, is thought to be - believed to be 
- dreaded as being - a sympathiser! Why? Because directly, or indirectly, 
he supplies (fairly, honestly, by way of trade), rations as a grocer, as a 
butcher, as a baker, as a publican, as indeed a trader in each and every form 
you choose to put it; and he, or she, cannot help to that extent - being a 
sympathiser.29

At the other end of public opinion from this dilemma, many of the 
friends, families and accomplices of the Kellys immediately expressed 
their support for the bushrangers in both practical and other ways. Some 
of the Kelly family, their extended family networks and friends led the 
police on wild goose chases through the bush.30 The eldest Kelly sister, 
Maggie Skillion used her bush knowledge and skill to fool the police 
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on a number of occasions, leaving home in the early hours and riding 
towards the mountains with a full saddle pack. When the police caught 
up with her she was sitting on a log “her two hands extended from 
her nose, and taking what is called a ‘lunar’ at them”. When the police 
examined the woman’s saddle pack they found only an old tablecloth.31 
Others in this group also assisted by misleading police through the pro-
vision of false information about the location of the Kellys and giving 
material assistance of food, clothing and ammunition to the outlaws.

Another relative within the Kelly camp by virtue of marriage was 
the elder Patrick Quinn. In his careful evidence before the Royal 
Commission, Quinn admitted that he had often provided the police 
with information about the activities of the bushrangers and their sym-
pathisers and that, although the police offered to pay him for it, he had 
refused.32 Needless to say, Pat Quinn was considered one of the worst 
traitors by the sympathisers; they called him ‘the Blacktracker’, a lopsided 
insult that also indicated respect for the skill of Aboriginal people to nav-
igate the environment that had once been theirs alone.

The bush skills of Aboriginal men were legendary among settlers. 
Within and near their own country black trackers performed many feats 
that amazed settlers, including tracking down lost children as well as flee-
ing criminals. The indigenous people of northeastern Victoria were by now 
mostly gone and so the police had to rely on a group of six Murri trackers 
brought in from the Queensland police force. While they had no direct 
knowledge of this country, their skills were highly adaptable to pursuing 
anyone who moved through the local environment. Kelly’s own bush craft 
was considerable and any of the bushrangers could track police horses 
through the bush—their bush—with ease. Ned Kelly knew enough to 
understand that these black trackers would be his main threat, even though 
they do not seem to have been very deftly deployed by the police.33

Ned K’s Moral Ecology

It is through Ned Kelly’s own words that we glean something more of 
the protean moral ecology of northeastern Victoria. The ‘Jerilderie 
Letter’ was left after the bushrangers’ raid on the Bank of New South 
Wales across the border in the town of Jerilderie in February 1879.34 The 
letter Ned Kelly dictated to accomplice Joe Byrne is infused with aware-
ness of the local environment, its seasons, its flora, fauna and the earth 
itself. The letter opens with an incident involving the use of horses and 
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the miscarriage of a practical joke involving calves’ testicles in “… the 
spring of 1870 [when] the ground was very soft …”. The mosquitoes 
were bad, as they usually were during a wet spring. Throughout the let-
ter, Kelly is acutely aware of the quality and characteristics of horseflesh 
and descriptions of incidents—usually the cause of alleged illegality—
involving horses are liberally sprinkled throughout.

Kelly also details his activities involving bulls and cows. Claiming that 
he was wrongly accused of stealing calves, his account of the activities of 
two prominent squatters highlights the interconnection of land, stock, 
the agricultural cycle and the interests of various local constituencies, at 
least as the Kellys saw these.

I started wholesale and retail horse and cattle dealing. Whitty and Burns 
not being satisfied with all the picked land on the Boggy Creek and King 
River and the run of their stock on the certificate ground free and no 
one interfering with them paid heavy rent to the banks for all the open 
ground so as a poor man could keep no stock, and impounded every beast 
they could get, even off Government roads. If a poor man happened to 
leave his horse or bit of a poddy calf outside his paddock they would be 
impounded. I have known over 60 head of horses impounded in one day 
by Whitty and Burns all belonging to poor farmers they would have to 
leave their ploughing or harvest or other employment to go to Oxley. 
When they would get there perhaps not have money enough to release 
them and have to give a bill of sale or borrow the money which is no easy 
matter.

He returns to this theme at the end of the letter, specifically identifying 
the trouble over livestock, police corruption and what he sees as inequi-
table treatment with the social system of the region:

I wish those men who joined the stock protection society to withdraw 
their money and give it and as much more to the widows and orphans and 
poor of Greta district where I spent and will again spend many a happy day 
fearless free and bold as it only aids the police to procure false witnesses 
and go whacks with men to steal horses and lag innocent men it would suit 
them far better to subscribe a sum and give it to the poor of their district 
and there is no fear of anyone stealing their property for no man could 
steal their horses without the knowledge of the poor if any man was mean 
enough to steal their property the poor would rise out to a man and find 
them if they were on the face of the earth…
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Kelly went on to make his point even more sharply:

…it will always pay a rich man to be liberal with the poor and make as 
little enemies as he can as he shall find if the poor is on his side he shall 
loose [sic] nothing by it. If they depend in the police they shall be drove 
to destruction, As they can not and will not protect them if duffing and 
bushranging were abolished the police would have to cadge for their living 
I speak from experience as I have sold horses and cattle innumerable and 
yet eight head of the culls is all ever was found I never was interfered with 
whilst I kept up this successful trade.

The bushranger’s final threat is a rebalancing of the social and economic 
system of the region. Failure to obey will bring consequences worse than 
environmental catastrophes:

I give fair warning to all those who has reason to fear me to sell out and 
give £10 out of every hundred towards the widow and orphan fund and 
do not attempt to reside in Victoria but as short a time as possible after 
reading this notice, neglect this and abide by the consequences, which shall 
be worse than the rust in the wheat in Victoria or the druth of a dry season 
to the grasshoppers in New South Wales…

Throughout the document, Kelly’s striking language is infused with 
metaphors and similes drawn from the natural world. He leaves the 
policeman Hall “helpless as a big guano after leaving a dead bullock or 
horse…”. Then he “threw big cowardly Hall on his belly I straddled him 
and rooted both spurs onto his thighs he roared like a big calf attacked 
by dogs…”35 He is intimately acquainted with his country—“my own 
native land.” He knows that Stringybark Creek “is very rich [with gold] 
within half a mile from where I shot Kennedy.”

These statements point to a set of assumptive practices, customary 
behaviours and implicit understandings beneath the distribution of and 
access to the natural resources of northeastern Victoria. These were a 
product of the nature of settler society in this part of Australia, specifi-
cally the pattern of land settlement from the initial squatting and land 
granting of the pioneers, followed by the incursion of gold diggers, 
themselves followed by ‘free selectors’ whose need for land was mostly 
for subsistence and was satisfied through government land settlement 
schemes. These groups, particularly the free selectors and the squatters 
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came into almost immediate conflict over the distribution of and access 
to the natural resources of the region and the economic benefits associ-
ated with those resources and their exploitation. The largely unfenced, 
and so frontier nature of the region encouraged stock to roam widely, 
encouraging the false assumption among many that the area was essen-
tially a commons from which and on which they were entitled to do cer-
tain things, despite their unlawfulness.

This took its fullest expression in attitudes towards the ownership of 
livestock, especially horses. These were subject to a variety of customary 
practices that included borrowing for personal transportation, branding 
and re-branding, impounding and rounding up for movement else-
where with the intention of resale. The unfenced condition of the coun-
try encouraged “dishonest adventurers, who were also skilled bushmen” 
to muster stock found grazing in the bush and drive them along bush 
and mountain tracks to markets where they were sold, often before their 
rightful owners were aware of their loss. Another popular ploy was “to 
impound Victorian horses or cattle in the pounds of New South Wales 
border towns, purchase them for the trifle which impounded stock usu-
ally bring, and then resell them to innocent buyers, to whom the thieves 
were able to give an apparently good title.”36

The bushranger’s warning to his enemies is a crude but potent for-
mulation of a moral ecology within the realities of frontier colonialism. 
Kelly is arguing for a redistribution of the squatter profits from their 
control of the natural resources and a redistribution of power. He sug-
gests that money should be given to the poor—the bushranger’s selec-
tor constituency—making them a kind of community guard to prevent 
the kind of activity that he and his cronies largely live by. If the squat-
ters remedy the inequitable distribution of the profits from the land 
in this way, the police will no longer be necessary, or in Kelly’s more 
apocalyptic language “they shall be drove to destruction.” Within the 
jeering bluster and bravado of the Jerilderie Letter, Ned Kelly the out-
law is advocating a new economic and social compact between the con-
stituencies occupying his country—a moral ecology that will maintain 
the proper balance between the exploitation of the environment and 
those who depend upon it for their livelihoods. His ‘manifesto’, the 
blood-curdling Jerilderie Letter, is the longest threatening letter in the 
history of agrarian rebellion. Like most such documents, it ends with a 
proposal to make things better.
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The then-radical idea of wealth redistribution, together with some 
myth-making37 has led some commentators to posit that the Kellys 
intended to establish a republic of northeastern Victoria.38 This is a more 
sophisticated political apparatus than anything Ned Kelly’s experience 
and limited education would suggest. As with those American situations 
studied by Jacoby, this is a much more folkloric and fundamental notion 
of natural justice, common rights and customary assumptions that lies 
beneath his suggested balancing of the ledger—economic, social and 
environmental. Illusory—or even delusionary—as it might be, this is a 
proposal for a moral economy, a compact between the various constitu-
encies of the Kelly country.

And a moral ecology. Although the bush of northeastern Victoria was 
no longer a ‘commons’ after the local inhabitants were dispossessed, for 
many people in the region the bush was effectively a common resource 
and they treated it as such. It was a large, heavily forested area, mostly 
unfenced and over which both wild and domesticated animals roamed. 
While the land was legally owned by either private or government inter-
ests (the latter renting it to selectors), its resources were difficult to con-
trol. People used the bush, even when it belonged to someone else, for 
hunting, foraging, wood gathering, constructing shelter and working 
structures, some medicines, as well as to seek gold and to sustain their 
stock if they had any. Ned Kelly’s ethnic, sectarian, personal and political 
revolt instantiates an underlying network of assumed social and environ-
mental relationships.

Conclusion

The Kelly outbreak and its consequences in the local rural community 
has provided a possibly unique opportunity to discern the formation 
of a rudimentary moral ecology and crude accompanying politic. The 
‘pattern’ of tradition, custom, and belief that existed beneath the offi-
cial surface of northeastern Victorian society held local tensions and con-
flicts in check until the rupture of the murders at Stringybark Creek. In 
the aftermath of that traumatic incident, the outlawry of the Kellys and 
Ned Kelly’s response in his Jerilderie Letter provides a unique source 
for understanding the local underculture. The records of the subse-
quent Royal Commission, although an official source, also allows us to 
hear from many others involved, including extended family, neighbours, 
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sympathisers, antagonists and police. In this attempt of the government 
and the law to reconstruct the origins and causes of the disaffection that 
produced the Kelly outbreak we find further evidence of otherwise unar-
ticulated local traditions. Jacoby was able to use both official and unof-
ficial sources in his case studies of American moral ecologies and, while 
the colonial situation in Australia had significant differences to that in 
America, this combination of sources is a fruitful approach for historians 
seeking alternative narratives and unheard voices in the many places they 
are needed.
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CHAPTER 10

Squatting as Moral Ecology: Encroachment 
and ‘Abuse’ in the New Forest, England

Carl J. Griffin

At its heart, moral ecology can be conceived of as an ethics of the land. 
Conceptually, and as a practice of the poor, it posits a deceptively sim-
ple question: to whom should the land belong? This is not an obsess-
ing about ownership, about private property, but rather about use rights. 
Put differently, it responds to the question ‘who should be able to use 
the land?’ In pursuit of this understanding, Karl Jacoby’s Crimes against 
Nature analyzes a variety of ways of being on the land, or to use Tim 
Ingold’s (via Heideigger) phrase dwelling: the taking of game, the use 
of wood and other natural resources, and, the most fundamental act of 
all, building and residing upon. Reinscribed as crimes, these acts became 
poaching, the stealing of wood and other natural resources, and squat-
ting.1 The resistances of the rural poor, beyond adopting the classic tools 
of rural terror,2 figured on simply continuing to live their lives as before, 
to ignore (in as much as it was practicable and possible) the inscriptions 
of the law and the policies of elites to take wood, game and continue to 
literally live on the land.
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While, as the existence of this book attests, Jacoby’s concept has 
proved influential in a variety of geographical settings and contexts, 
applications have tended to figure most immediately in relation to other 
examples defiantly writ in the languages of environmental conservation.3 
In particular, given that Jacoby’s study drew direct inspiration from work 
by histories of conflict in rural England, it is surprising that his concept 
has stimulated so little notice in the vibrant field of rural protest stud-
ies.4 Given that Jacoby’s concept was a conflation of the demotic envi-
ronmental ethics of the poor (in what became US national parks) and 
E. P. Thompson’s ‘moral economy’ (the set of legitimizing practices as 
to what constituted a ‘just’ price and how that might be enforced) the 
example of rural England matters.5

As the introduction to this volume details, the reinscriptions 
in Jacoby’s tale mirror the concept of social crime devised by Eric 
Hobsbawm, and refined by subsequent historians of rural Britain, to 
describe the process of the criminalisation of those practices that were 
once either tolerated as customs, or whereby the spaces in which they 
were practiced had been enclosed and made private.6 But, whereas 
poaching and wood-taking form part of the social crime canon, squat-
ting has not only remained apart from such classifications and has been 
subject to remarkably little systematic study.7 Beyond Thompson’s moral 
economy concept, Jacoby’s work also drew explicit inspiration from 
Thompson’s endlessly suggestive Whigs and Hunters, his study of the 
battle between the forest dwellers of rural southern England and the 
Whig-appointed forest officers who sought personal advantage by lim-
iting the exercise of customary rights and practices. For Thompson’s 
deer stealers and wood thieves in the early eighteenth-century forests of 
Berkshire, Hampshire and Surrey, see Jacoby’s late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century squatters, poachers and thieves in the Adirondacks, 
Grand Canyon and Yellowstone.8 Indeed, forests, as Crown lands, rep-
resented the most significant and extensive state spaces in England,9 and, 
although quite different in terms of scale to federal and state lands in 
the United States, they may be considered to be broadly analogous in 
terms of bringing local populations into direct contact—and ultimately 
conflict—with the will of the state.

Drawing these strands together, this chapter returns Jacoby’s concept 
to its contextual roots—rural England—and acts to test the concept’s 
wider validity through a study of the moral ecology of squatting. The 
precise geographical focus is the New Forest in the southern county of 
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Hampshire. Legally encoded as forest in the aftermath of the Norman 
Conquest, the New Forest at 37,907 hectares was the largest remnant 
English Crown forest, a patchwork of ‘state’-owned lands and private 
lands subject to the strictures of forest law and set aside as vast ‘lordly’ 
hunting preserves. Being the largest single expanse of Crown land in 
the country, it therefore offered the greatest opportunity for practicing 
‘crimes against nature’ in the realm.10 The temporal focus is the period 
from the aftermath of the Restoration to the late eighteenth century, that 
episode in English forest history when the focus of governance shifted 
decisively to the management of forests for fiscal ends rather than for the 
pleasure of the monarch. Here, trees (and the other biotic resources of 
the forest) were now a resource to be protected from ‘abuse’ as opposed 
to either ‘venison’ or that which supported it, ‘vert’.

It is important to note that what we are dealing with here is not a 
conflict between vernacular beliefs and the expression of ecological 
beliefs given form in the practice of conservation policy. Rather, con-
servation here is understood as the act of conserving, the end being the 
protection of the fiscal resource of the state—both as the supply of tim-
bers to build and repair naval vessels and as a source of income through 
timber sales—rather than maintaining ecosystems and biological diver-
sity. This distinction is not anachronistic. Jacoby’s federal and state leg-
islators and officers were in no sense conceiving of conservation in the 
ecocritical sense—of protecting ecosystems and biological diversity—but 
rather framing their policies and practices in terms of protecting unique 
landscapes from manifold abuses. Besides, as Jacoby notes, the discourse 
of conservation was but a fig leaf to cover the deeper policies of dispos-
sessing and depopulating by race and class.11 As Paul Warde’s recent 
study of the ‘invention’ of the concept (and practices) of sustainability 
relates, not only was the period of this study that in which the idea of a 
need to sustainable manage finite natural resources came to be formu-
lated, but it was the European forest that was the space in which these 
ideas were most clearly articulated. The belief that even an industrial 
economy could be fuelled by well-managed forests and woodlands meant 
that these spaces became inextricably linked to growth and progress, 
their management to prevent a scarcity of wood tied not to ecological 
ideals but to economic and political ones.12

What follows starts with a brief outline of the changing governance 
structures of the forest and the shifting priorities of forest manage-
ment, both at the national and the local level. The chapter then goes on 
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to systematically explore, first, the resort to squatting and how this was 
responded to, and second, the way in which squatting was conceived of 
as, variably and paradoxically, both abuse and opportunity. The chapter 
concludes by returning to Jacoby’s concept and critically considering the 
ways in which squatting, and its defence, in rural England might be con-
sidered to be an expression of moral ecology. It is also important to note 
at this juncture that squatting stands here as a shorthand for all practices 
that involved the illicit taking of forest land (‘encroachment’) and set-
tling upon it, whether in the form of a dwelling or other premises, or by 
simply farming the land.

Governing the Forest

The history of English and Welsh forests has recently enjoyed a resur-
gence of academic interest. Although never completely moribund, 
multiple influences—from critical considerations of spaces apart from 
‘modernity’, renewed interest in the history of the making of the state, 
to the rise of environmental history and concerns for tree-bound spaces 
in the present—combined to refocus scholarly attention on the survival, 
use and regulation of forests. Indeed, the phrase ‘half our history’ pith-
ily describes, as John Langton and Graham Jones have asserted, “the  
hunting-and-gathering side of Britain’s ancient rural economy.”13 By the 
time of the Domesday survey of 1086, some 50% of the 12,580 recorded 
settlements included woods. If this figure fell in subsequent years, by 
1250 a more stable picture had emerged.14 A more intensive wood-
land management system emerged, this combined with the creation of 
legally codified Norman forests—though afforestation was not synony-
mous with woodland—meant that wooded spaces were now subject to 
far greater control and stricture.15

Southern England was especially defined by forests. During the 
Middle Ages a larger proportion of land was afforested in Wiltshire than 
in almost any other English county. In neighbouring Hampshire there 
were at least fifteen forests and chases—Ashley (‘West Bere’), Alice Holt, 
Buckholt, Chute, Forest of Bere (‘East Bere’), Freemantle, Harewood, 
Hambledon Free Chase, New Forest, Pamber, Parkhurst, Pernhill Wood 
Chase, Stourfield Chase, Waltham Chase and Woolmer—these cover-
ing over half the county.16 Not all of these persisted beyond the Middle 
Ages, many southern forests subsequently being disafforested, this 
meaning being removed from forest law as opposed to being denuded  
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of trees. Nor did the extent of the New Forest—the largest of the 
Hampshire forests—remain unchecked: the bounds were much reduced 
during the reign of Edward I, the disafforested areas becoming purlieus, 
no longer (legally) forest but over which common rights to the forest 
still pertained and on which restrictions to hunting remained. Yet, as 
the pioneering work of John Langton and Graham Jones has shown, 
forests—so often writ as remnant mediaeval spaces—survived in far 
greater numbers and in terms of geographical extent up to the English 
Civil War, and even beyond the Restoration, than we have hitherto real-
ized.17 The distinction here is important. While it was proposed that 
most surviving Royal forests should be sold off to fund arrears in army 
pay during Oliver Cromwell’s protectorate, the New Forest was to be  
saved,18 and made to make pay in other ways.19

The attempt to make Crown—or, during the protectorate, ‘state’—
land productive gets at the fundamental tension at the heart of forest 
governance. As noted in the introduction, the creation of Royal forests 
during the early years of Norman rule was to provide sanctuary and sus-
tenance (‘vert’) to the deer (‘venison’). As noted, English and Welsh for-
ests were, post-1066, spatio-legal entities created by the Normans and 
early Plantagenets as lordly hunting grounds, typically for the Monarch, 
but many forests were the privilege of ‘earls, barons and high clerics.’20 
Collectively, they formed a “vast deer preserve” on which lordly privi-
leges, encoded as laws in Henry II’s 1184 Assize of the Forest and given 
statutory force in 1217 by the Charter of the Forest (aka the Charter 
of Woodstock), were imposed to protect the deer above all else.21 It is 
also important to note that the New Forest, and also many other English 
and Welsh forests, was not exclusively Crown land. Other divisions and 
jurisdictions existed within the forest and overlapped with both the land 
and authority of the Crown. Beyond the aforementioned purlieus, pri-
vate lands comprised 27% of the New Forest, 10,035 hectares, which 
were subject to the jurisdiction of manorial courts (essentially limited 
to matters land tenure and contract). The forest was also divided into  
parishes—the unit at which rates and tithes were levied and responsibility 
for ecclesiastical, policing and most other social policy functions held—
and those extra-parochial areas which were without the rate, ecclesiastical 
and social policy functions of parishes.22 But forest law trumped all.

The ultimate and unqualified power of the Monarch was exercised 
through the appointment of a Lord Warden, their position being to 
protect the ‘pleasure’ of the Monarch. The Monarch also appointed 
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the Justice-in-Eyre (the highest magistrate in forest law) who sat at the 
essentially symbolic Court of Justice-seat, the supreme forest court, 
and was responsible for the practice of forest law, though it was at the 
Attachment Court that offences against forest law were first presented 
and at the Swainmote that cases were actually heard (by the verder-
ers, the judicial officers of the forest). Beneath the Lord Warden were 
manifold other forest officials responsible for on-the-ground manage-
ment, the direct line being through the Deputy Wardens. Under them 
were agisters (who collected fees for animals grazing illicitly in the for-
est); regarders (who presented transgressions against forest law at the 
forest courts); and rangers (who returned the deer that strayed into 
the purlieus back within the forest bounds). Under the direct aegis of 
the Warden were also the Chief Foresters, sometimes known as Master 
Keepers, each being responsible for one of the nine ‘bailiwicks’ in the 
New Forest. The bailiwicks divided into fifteen walks each managed by 
an underkeeper (or groomkeeper) who were charged with the welfare—
and thus the feeding—of the deer. Woodwards were also responsible for 
the maintenance and sale of Crown wood and timber.23

This ancient, and slowly evolving, structure changed with the crea-
tion of the office of the Surveyor General of Woods in 1542 under the 
power of the ‘Preservation of Woods Act.’ Being an appointment of the 
Exchequer rather than the Monarch, the creation of this new office rep-
resented a profound shift in the governance of the Crown forests, chal-
lenging the total control of forests as exercised by the Monarch through 
Lord Wardens and positioning forests as fiscal resources.24 The office 
of the preservator was also created to protect Crown wood and tim-
ber, while other powers in relation to the conserving and sale of timber 
now shifted from the Lord Warden to the Surveyor General. The shift in 
the balance of powers was extended in 1567 when the Justices in Eyre 
were stripped of their power to sell wood.25

As John Manwood, author of the Treatise of the Lawes of the Forest, 
put it, there was now a ‘divisum imperium’ in forest governance, the 
competing and often contradictory impulses in governing the forest put-
ting the offices (and officers) of the Warden and the Surveyor General 
at odds. Indeed, as Richard Reeves has detailed for the New Forest, the 
Warden’s officers “resisted the Exchequer in their attempts to reform 
their often long established and often questionable practices.”26 This sit-
uation remained until the Civil War, and then, on the Restoration, the 
same structure of forest governance was reimposed on the New Forest. 
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What changed was the imperative to make forests fiscally useful. And as 
their strategic importance as reserves of Naval timber quickened, so their 
value increased and consequently the tensions between the two sides of 
forest governance deepened. The Exchequer exacerbated tensions by 
bringing repeated cases under common law against forest officers for 
their taking of timber as perquisites. Further, a close surveillance of keep-
ers and their staff resulted in cases being brought under forest law for 
their supposedly excessive cutting of wood under the pretence of feeding 
the deer.27

Beyond that, the Exchequer policy of making the forest produc-
tive through sylviculture, and the related policy of eliminating ‘abuses’ 
as necessary to facilitate and protest the enclosures, to be successful 
required scrutiny and surveillance, thereby further engendering tensions 
in the forest. The policy, however, was not easily effected: the first plan 
being launched in 1669 to enclose 13,000 acres, 1000 acres for every 
walk of the forest, but it was not until 1702 that the first sylvicultural 
plantations proper were established—these supported by dedicated acts 
of parliament and created by the office of the Surveyor General—in the 
form of seven distinct plots totalling 1022 acres.28 Opposition by those 
who sought to live off the resource of the forest provided a real chal-
lenge to the creation and success of the plantations, the battle between 
the two branches of forest government meaning that the Warden’s 
officers were reluctant to protect the new enclosures.29

As James Scott has asserted in the context of German scientific for-
estry, “when several agencies superintending the forest have conflict-
ing utilitarian agendas, the result can be incoherence and room for the 
local population to maneuver.”30 This was undoubtedly true of the 
New Forest. Given the relative paucity of on the ground officers, that 
the forest boundary was contested, and that no systematic cartographic 
survey of the forest existed, opportunities ‘to manoeuvre’ were further 
increased. Squatting and encroaching was only one such way in which 
local populations took advantage of the dissonance in forest govern-
ment; poaching and (especially) the stealing of wood were also persistent 
‘abuses.’31 In the context of the intensification of agrarian capitalism that 
followed the Restoration but that notably gathered steam in the middle 
decades of the eighteenth century an increasing number of individuals 
and families did need to find somewhere to eke out an existence.32 As 
the number of commons and wastes declined, and as the pool of day 
labourers increased, so the rural poor were ever more dependent on  
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the vagaries of the demand for agricultural labour and the prejudices of 
parish vestries and overseers in giving poor relief in getting by. That so 
many individuals turned to acts of criminality and the illicit economy 
to survive speaks to both a need and a desire to find ways of existing 
outside of the narrow strictures and surveillances of agrarian capitalism. 
Forests—at least those that survived the same commercializing imper-
atives and remained unenclosed—provided an increasingly rare haven 
and opportunity. Indeed, squatters might be those individuals trying to 
eke out an existence from the land combined with practicing a variety 
of trades and providing seasonal labour for agriculturalists. Others liter-
ally tried to hide their illicit activities southern forests supporting smug-
glers, poachers and wood-stealers who existed by selling their illicit wares 
through fences and dealers to growing urban markets.33 Forests also 
allowed for other mobile peoples to find temporary shelter, support and 
work, tinkers and Romanies’ routes often taking in forests. Indeed, the 
wooded spaces of England were long associated with a variety of peripa-
tetics practicing their craft using the biotic resources of the forest: bodg-
ers, besom makers, peg makers, hurdle makers.34

Understanding the Resort to Squatting

Understanding the precise resort to squatting and encroachment on com-
monable land after the Restoration is an impossible task.35 As Sara Birtles 
has stated, commons and wastes were “magnets for the poor and dispos-
sessed,” their location “at the fringes of settlements” meaning that squat-
ting here was “less obtrusive.” The very gaps in surveillance—whether 
in forests, commons or wastes—that meant squatting was possible also 
meant that the encroachment was out of sight of the local (and central) 
state. Beyond spatiality, the “diverse natural products” that commons 
and wastes provided allowed squatters to eke out a “basic subsistence.”36 
The record of squatting and encroaching therefore is necessarily reliant 
on a need to survey commons and wastes. We know that, on manorial 
commons, there was some incentive to keep encroachments under sur-
veillance to clear and reclaim or to enrol in the manor and levy fines.37 
Official acknowledgement of the problem of squatting came with the 
passing of the 1589 Erection of Cottages Act, which required that all 
newly erected cottages must have at least four acres of freehold land 
attached to them, this a deliberate attempt to prevent squatting. Those 
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cottages erected with less land were to be presented to the relevant 
Quarter Sessions.38

In the context of the New Forest, the complex web of overlap-
ping jurisdictions and legal systems meant that there were potentially 
many ways in which squatting and encroachment might be recorded. 
Complexity, however, meant that encroachments might not be reported 
as they fell between competing agencies and officers: the manorial 
officers leaving it to the forest officers who left it to the magistrates and 
so on. The fact that the operation of forest law was sporadic is a further 
issue. As Thompson has shown, it was, at least in part, the attempt to 
reinvigorate a moribund forest law that spurred the ‘Waltham Blacks’ to 
their protests in the early 1720s. The Blacks were not active in the New 
Forest, this in part a function of the fact that, as Thompson put it, that 
it was “comparatively well-governed,” though this speaks more to the 
complete failure of governance in other southern forests.39

The decline of forest law was largely due to the fact that justice-seats 
stopped being held, that for 1670 being the last ever held in the forest 
and that some 35 years after the Justices in Eyre had last sat. Without 
the regular holding of the justice-seat there was little reason to hold 
Swainmotes (supposed to held triennially) and as such no statutory rea-
son to hold Attachment Courts at which the regarders were supposed to 
present encroachments.40 This is not to say though that the system abso-
lutely collapsed. Writing in 1811, Exum Percival Lewis noted that the 
“Attachment and Swainmote are still summoned, the former with a toler-
able degree of regularity, and the latter when a sufficient number of ver-
derers can be summoned.” However, that the justice-seat was “suffered 
to lie dormant” meant that the means of appeal against the Swainmote 
were lost and therefore the court in essence rendered unconstitutional.41 
The legal record, then, was uneven. How uneven it was also remains 
unknowable, both over time and across the extent of the forest. This is 
further complicated by the fact that some encroachments were cleared 
and the squatters’ dwellings levelled, while others—as recent Lidar sur-
veys show—were abandoned, the land presumably becoming too mar-
ginal to bother tilling.42

It is the context of not knowing the extent and ways in which the 
forest was being ‘abused’ that framed the first systematic survey of claims 
to rights in the forest. Being the largest Crown forest and also being 
close to the important naval dockyard at Portsmouth, it was especially 
necessary, in the aftermath of the Civil War and the Protectorate that 
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followed, for the Crown to know its asset and to try and restore order to 
protect this important state resource.43 To this end, with no register of 
claims to common rights existing, in 1670 the justice-seat for the New 
Forest enrolled all claims to rights in the forest. The Abstract detailed 
307 separate assertions of rights—by manorial lords relating to their 
estates, the mostly small copyhold and customary tenants of the manor, 
and the freeholders of holdings usually between 20 and 50 acres— 
appertaining to 65,000 acres of private lands within the perambu-
lation of the forest and in the purlieu without.44 As Peter Roberts has 
suggested, on the basis of a comparison between the number of listed 
freeholders on Minstead Manor and the claims listed in 1670, it would 
appear that the Eyre also deliberately attempted to limit the overall num-
ber of allowed claims.45 Note, whatever the attempt to delimit common 
rights, the Abstract did not represent an attempt per se to challenge the 
title of those that claimed rights. As such, among the claimants are quite 
possibly lands against which claims were made which had previously been 
cleaved from the forest. And, by making their claims official, the Abstract 
acted to formalize their once illicitly taken property.

The Resort to Squatting

The Abstract was to be the final and definitive account of rights in the 
forest, and as such was supposed to clamp down on future disputes, 
claims and further ‘abuses’ of the forest. It failed. Almost as soon as 
the ink was dry on the Abstract, complaints were made to the Treasury 
about new encroachments. A complaint made in 1672 detailed that an 
encroachment had been made in Norley Thorns with the woods thereon 
cut down.46 The issue of new claims to rights to fuel wood also exer-
cised later complainants: the verderers writing to the Treasury in 1698 
detailing such claims, the response being that rights should be allowed 
and exercised in “such proportions as you think reasonable,” but that 
“no erections made since the 27th Eliz.” should be granted any rights.47 
Forest law was also mobilized against squatters in the early years after 
the Restoration. In the very year the Abstract was published, a regarder 
claimed expenses for his surveying “the new erected cottages in Burly, 
Linwood and Godshill Bailiwicks and forbidding workmen.”48

We know that beyond complaints—which were not systematically 
made—encroachment and the throwing up of illicit dwellings were 
of sufficient concern to be subject to Commissions of Inquiry. The 
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earliest post-Restoration Commission was held in 1673, a mere three 
years after the supposedly definitive Abstract. The result of the enquir-
ies made found that new dwellings had been erected in several of the 
forest walks, 15 new dwellings being so reported, though, again, this 
tally might not be definitive. We also know a little about the squats: 
some added to existing settlements in the forest at Burley, Fritham and 
Lyndhurst, then and now the primary settlement in the forest; two were 
erected for widows, evidence of the consolidation and making of squat-
ters’ communities.49 One of the dwellings at Fritham had been presented 
to the Swainmote in September 1672. Erected by Henry King “without 
license” and “to the damage of the land of the beasts of the Lord King,” 
King entered into recognizances of £20 to appear at the next Justice-
Seat, this evidently no disincentive to encroach on the forest.50

The ineffectiveness of forest governance to meet the challenge of 
encroachment is further evidenced by a 1691 Commission specifi-
cally into “purprestures and encroachments in New Forest,” most 
earlier Commissions being either nationwide or relating to forests 
either south or north of the Trent as opposed to individual forests.51 
The 1691 Commission followed Surveyor General Philip Ryley being 
granted a warrant in 1691 to survey all the Crown woods and forests 
south of the Trent as regards to “what purprestures or encroachments 
have been made in any part of the said forests, etc., and by whom and 
in what manner.”52 These Commissions and surveys, together with a 
1698 House of Lords committee into ‘abuses’,53 represent a high point 
for turn of the century forest governance. This zeal to know and limit 
encroachment seemingly fell away thereafter, this mirrored by an appar-
ent falling into abeyance of some or all aspects of practiced forest law. 
For instance, a Swainmote held in 1746 noted that the court had “of 
late years… become obsolete,” this clearly something of an understate-
ment.54 The declining intensity in governing the New Forest coincided 
with a downturn in the enthusiasm for sylviculture, the creation of seven 
plantations totaling 1022 acres in 1702 being the first and last plots so 
planted under the auspices of the 1698 New Forest Act—this notwith-
standing that the Act allowed for the enclosure of up to 6000 acres.55 
Repeated opposition from commoners, squatters and other users of the 
forest in the form of fence breaking, incendiarism and intimidation of 
forest officers and magistrates seemingly sapping the will to establish fur-
ther plantations.56
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It was not until the appointment of the (initially) energetic Charles 
Wither as Surveyor General in 1720 that another attempt was made to 
understand the extent of encroachment and other abuses on southern 
forests. Yet this was no systematic survey. Wither’s 1721 report, based 
on his tour of the New Forest and other forests the previous sum-
mer, dealt with broad brush impressions, observations and anecdote.57 
Beyond concerns about keepers over-extending themselves in the exces-
sive cutting of browse for the deer, the report also related that encroach-
ments and “new erections” were “another grievance in which ye forest 
abounds.” The key, according to Withers, was to finally settle the bounds 
of the forest by the officers perambulating them.58 Further, it was nec-
essary to punish some of the most “notorious” offenders, they having 
“become unreasonably bold” as “nothing” had been done to check 
their abuses. A few examples made “would be sufficient to terrify them 
in each forest.”59 Beyond further inflaming social relations in southern 
forests, the prosecutions had little if any impact upon squatting, the cases 
relating to the ‘theft’ of timber.60 Indeed, we know from Withers’ letter 
books in the 1720s that he remained frustrated at failures to prevent and 
put down encroachment in the New Forest and beyond.61 Attempts were 
made to put down squatting but the record is frustratingly patchy, the 
papers of respective Surveyor Generals and Lord Wardens slim in rela-
tion to encroachment.62 There are some fragmented surviving records of 
the verderers in the Court of Attachment, though much of this has been 
lost since 1939. We know that encroachments were presented on eight 
separate occasions between 8 March 1715 and 8 January 1716. Further, 
notes taken from the original court book files for 1717–1735 by an ear-
lier historian detail presentments against encroachments on 52 separate 
occasions, and purprestures on 12 occasions. What the outcomes were 
we know not. Similarly, a survey was made c.1726 detailing 92 cottages, 
though how systematic this might have been is forever lost to history.63

As noted above, forest law was reinvigorated in the New Forest in 
the late 1730s and into the 1740s. In September 1739 the then Lord 
Warden, the 1st Earl of Portsmouth, ordered the groomkeepers to “Pull 
down all cottages and inclosures that shall for the future be attempted 
to be erected or made, and not suffer them on any pretence whatso-
ever to be finished” and otherwise present all offences to the attach-
ment courts.64 Likewise, the Duke of Bedford wrote to the Treasury 
before his appointment as Lord Warden “Submitting to the Lord of the 
Forest whether a new perambulation might be necessary at present to 
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stop encroachments” to limit “waste”.65 Reforms in forest governance 
were crystallized and systematized, as Peter Roberts has put it, in an 
efficient “system of control” put into place by the John Russell, the 4th 
Duke of Bedford, appointed as the new Lord Warden in 1746, and by 
the appointment of John Phillipson as surveyor general in 1745.66 New 
active, interventionist leads on both sides of the divisum imperium inev-
itably led to renewed tensions: Phillipson’s active role in securing naval 
timbers from the forest and unilaterally instigating a new enclosure com-
mission in 1751 incensing Bedford who, in turn, charged Phillipson with 
delinquency.67

Outwardly, both sides of the forest’s governance were equally com-
mitted to preventing squatting. However, tensions between the Warden 
and the Surveyor General, the widespread use of intimidation against 
forest officers—especially the keepers—by the forest habitués, and 
a creeping realization that attempting to clamp down on encroach-
ment was analogous to plugging holes in dykes, created a space in 
which squatting could thrive. Thus in 1750 Samuel Miller, Bedford’s 
newly appointed steward, suggested that the Warden might issue war-
rants against encroachers which would be ‘of great service’ in ‘checking 
abuses.’ However, the steward also recommended that “considerable 
sums of money might be raised on the cottages in this Forest” by enroll-
ing them and thus making the residents liable to rent. Given such a deal, 
Miller believed, the “principal occupiers of such cottages, would read-
ily come into this affair.”68 Bedford listened: the following year direc-
tions were given that “all new enclosures and encroachments made in the 
Forest [be presented] at the courts,” while the keepers were to “throw 
down and to prevent any new buildings being erected on the waste.” 
Three walks—Whitley Ridge, Lady Cross and Castle Malwood—were to 
be subject to be particularly close scrutiny due to Bedford having per-
sonally “seen many encroachments on the Forest in these Walks,” these 
no doubt including the emerging squatters’ communities of London 
Minstead and East Boldre respectively, both forming on the borders 
between Crown land and manorial land.69

We also know that prosecutions were brought against encroachers at 
this time. In June 1750 Henry Petty, underkeeper of Bramble Hill Walk, 
protested to Bedford of having been subject to a malicious accusation 
of stealing timber from three individuals from Bramshaw who had been 
recently prosecuted for encroachment. One of the three men had already 
erected a dwelling and one of the others had the necessary materials on 
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the encroached site ready to build a house.70 Indeed, claims and coun-
ter-claims by squatters were just the start of what assumed the form of 
a campaign of intimidation against Bedford’s officers. Having received a 
threatening letter, regarder John Smith wrote to Bedford warning that 
a “good part of the Forest [will be] set on fire and burnt down.” As 
Smith’s son had warned:

I humbly think the pulling down little and small enclosures in the Forest 
beginning at the wrong end to reform the Forest while his Grace con-
tinues with such a set of villains as one half of the Keepers are who have 
no more respect for his Grace nor regard for the Forest than for many 
highwaymen.

The keepers were one and the same as “the vulgar sort of people and 
cottagers to threaten in such a manner as they do,” both groups effec-
tively colluding in the systematic ‘abuse’ of the forest. Deputy surveyor 
Coleman and Navy purveyor Hawkins were no better, regularly, so it was 
alleged, marking up timber for the Navy but selling it as fuel wood.71

Threats followed threats, malicious prosecutions were made, while 
acts of animal maiming against forest officers’ stock and dogs were com-
bined with attacks against their property.72 Bedford’s resolve to end 
squatting ultimately failed. As Rev. William Gilpin, rector of Boldre but 
best known as a scholar of the picturesque, later recalled in relation to 
the squatters’ community of Beaulieu Rails: “[Bedford] met with such 
sturdy, and determined opposition from the foresters of the hamlet, who 
amounted to more than 200 men, that he was obliged to desist… in 
repressing so inveterate an evil.”73

Evidence beyond mid-century is uneven and fragmented. What 
we do know is that not only did Bedford fail in his attempt to repress 
the “inveterate… evil” but also that new encroachments continued 
to be made. The survey of the forest undertaken in 1787 by Thomas 
Richardson, William King and Abraham and William Driver and pub-
lished in 1789 (the so-called 5th Report) resulted in not only the first 
full cartographic survey of the New Forest (this known as ‘Drivers’ Map) 
but also the first systematic survey of land use and holdings in the for-
est. Completed as part of a broader enquiry into Crown forests, the 
survey detailed 959 encroachments of some 896 acres, just under 1% of 
the overall acreage of the forest.74 On these 959 encroachments were 
458 dwellings, this including some buildings divided into separate ten-
ements. Some were seemingly scattered in hidden nooks in the forest, 



10  SQUATTING AS MORAL ECOLOGY: ENCROACHMENT AND ‘ABUSE’ …   249

but most were—this a continuation of the pattern that existed after the 
Restoration—clustered in already established or emergent squatters’ set-
tlements. Such communities had formed at the aforementioned Beaulieu 
Rails (Lady Cross Walk, this comprising 99 dwellings, 60 of which sup-
posedly had been erected in the past 20 years) and Wood Green (Ashley 
Walk). Settlements were also forming at London Minstead and what 
would become Bartley (Castle Malwood Walk), at Burley and Bisterne 
Close (in Burley and Holmsley Walk), and on the edge of Lyndhurst 
(Ironshill Walk).75 A further cluster was emerging in Bramble Hill Walk 
at ‘No Mans Land.’ As Driver et al. noted:

This is a small piece of Ground which from the name appears to have no 
owner [though they asserted that it was definitely Crown waste], however 
several people are taking possession of it & inclosing it very fast.76

To claim that squatting was a central concern of the 5th Report though 
would be a profound untruth. Only on one page of the report proper 
is encroachment considered, this relating that squatters caused “great 
Depredations” on the timber and wood and there was no “effectual 
Means used for the Prevention.”77 What we know comes from the sur-
vey notes and the evidence offered by those forest officers questioned, 
but even this tended to focus on how existing structures and systems 
were not adequate to the ‘problem’. Master keepers invariably claimed 
they knew not of encroachments in their walks, presumably saving 
face by claiming that all was well in their jurisdiction. For instance, the 
keeper of Broomy Walk stated that he did not “think that any material 
Incroachments have been made in his Walk since he was appointed.” 
Those officers who actually involved themselves with the material man-
agement of the forest offered a more grounded assessment. All but 
one of the groomkeepers questioned detailed encroachments in their 
walks. The groomkeeper of Burley and Holmesley Walk disclosing that 
“there are many Incroachments within his Walks, some made before and 
some since his Appointment, several of which he has thrown open, and 
some of those have been taken in again.” The issue, so the groomkeep-
ers claimed, was that the forest courts were held too infrequently, most 
encroachments thus not being presented and challenged as orders were 
so rarely given to level squatters’ dwellings.78
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Squatting as Abuse and Opportunity

Given that, by the late 1780s, encroached lands represented only 1% of 
the area of the New Forest—though this represents an underestimate 
given that some earlier post-1670 encroachments had been enrolled 
and made formal as leaseholds and copyholds and excludes any squats 
unambiguously within the bounds of the manorial lands—the extent to 
which encroachment can be characterized as an abuse is necessarily lim-
ited. Indeed, the discourse of ‘abuse’ in relation to encroachment was 
not usually figured in relation to the taking of space out of the forest 
but rather in relation to the impacts of those squatting on encroached 
land on the biotic resource of the forest. Thus the 1698 House of Lords’ 
committee into ‘abuses’ only once referenced encroachment, and this 
regarding a squatters’ cottage, a witness being asked whether the dwell-
ing had lately been made a copyhold but claimed to know nothing of it. 
The inferences here, however, are clear: that it paid in some contexts to 
formally enrol squatters to secure rentals (whether manorial or Crown); 
that securing meaningful testimony was difficult given that likely wit-
nesses came from the same class and communities as the squatters.

Indeed, the House of Lords’ Committee details the paradoxical posi-
tion that betrayed responses to squatting in the New Forest after the 
Restoration. On the one hand, by enrolling squatters’ cottages it gen-
erated revenue from an unrealized asset of the forest: the unenclosed 
forest land. On the other hand, there is a strong sense, both from a 
Crown and an Exchequer perspective, that all those who resided in or 
the near the forest, whether they had common rights or just claimed 
customary rights, abused the forest. The discourse of abuse was, per-
haps unsurprisingly, written through every aspect of the Committee’s 
report. The evidence of the regarders—highly skewed against the Lord 
Warden’s officers—invariably related malpractice by the keepers and 
woodwards and their collusion in permitting abuses by commoners, 
‘colliers’ (charcoal burners), squatters and others. If the claim made by 
Commissioner Greenhill of the Navy that “few trees have a limb for the 
use of the Navy” was a wild exaggeration, evidence abounded that those 
who resided in the forest showed little compunction in using the biotic 
resources of the forest to get by. Reading genuine corruption on behalf 
of the woodwards and keepers in the report is necessarily compromised 
by the highly skewed way in which evidence is related, but it is apparent 
that forest officers did take advantage of their station to personally profit. 
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For instance, a Francis Cleverley claimed that he was “never absent” at 
the marking up of wood for fuel—this potentially being for commoners 
or officers—but that occasionally if the wood so marked was deemed by 
the woodwards to be for timber they would “order the Keepers… they 
should flog it.” Ergo, if squatting was considered, in some ways, to be an 
abuse, it was positioned as being a relatively minor problem.79

While the discourse of squatting as abuse persisted into the early dec-
ades of the eighteenth century it continued to play second fiddle to con-
cerns about the taking of timber. In 1714 the Lord Warden complained 
to Surveyor General Wilcox that the plantations “do not answer the pur-
pose of the said Act” and proposing a new sylvicultural commission “for 
more effectually putting same in execution”—a none too subtle ques-
tioning of the competence of the surveyor’s officers.80 The Lord Warden 
and his officers also came in for criticism from the Treasury, William 
‘take care of the pence, and the pounds will take care of themselves’ 
Lowndes in 1718 requesting that the verderers:

[S]end to my Lords an account of the abuses which have been presented 
in any of your Courts held for the affairs of New Forest since his Majesty’s 
accession which tend to the hurt of his Majesty’s estate and interest 
therein: and your opinion how the like abuses may be hindered or reme-
died for the future.81

While the verderers’ account has not survived, we do have the aforemen-
tioned report written by Surveyor General Wither two years later. As 
noted, this related that “Encroachments & new erections” were “a griev-
ance in which ye forest abounds” and the making of examples would 
help to limit “spoil” in the forest, but subsequent criminal prosecutions 
related to the taking of timber rather than to encroachment. Multiple 
presentments to the forest courts attested a desire to control encroach-
ment, but had little effect.82

The rhetoric shifted decisively in the late 1730s and into the 1740s. 
If the connection between squatting and abuse against the timber 
was implicit in earlier reports and investigations, the systematic cam-
paign against encroachment now made the link explicit. Keeper Joseph 
Hinxman of Ashley Walk wrote to Bedford in September 1748 to com-
plain about a campaign of terror against John West, hired by Hinxman 
to ‘look after the wood.’ West, a resident of Godshill Wood, had success-
fully prosecuted eleven persons for wood stealing in the form of lopping 
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and taking whole trees. While we have no record of the Swainmote, we 
know from the correspondence that those found guilty lived at Wood 
Green, an emergent squatters’ community established on Crown land 
on the north-western forest fringe where “all inhabitants live by pilfering 
and stealing out of the forest.” Two of West’s horses and three of his 
cattle were stabbed to death, “suppose to be done in revenge by some of 
the gang.”83

The point was made even more clearly in the 5th Report. As the com-
missioners asserted, “So long as the Cottagers remain in the Forest 
without committing Depredations, their cottages do little Harm”, but 
that “would tend much to the Preservation of the Forest, if the cutting, 
stealing, or lopping any Tree… should, if committed by the Possessor 
of any such Incroachment, be punished by turning the Offender out 
of Possession of the Cottage or Land.” Such encroachments were thus 
tolerated “by the Indulgence of the Crown” until they became a nui-
sance.84 Squatting was not a problem in itself but squatting by those 
who lived by ‘abusing’ the timber was. This confusion was writ through 
the report. Nowhere was this better detailed than the fact that of the 
abuses detailed in the forest encroachment was listed last, and not sys-
tematically considered, but nonetheless related that squats were “numer-
ous” and the squatters committers of “great Depredations” on the 
timber and wood their actions largely unimpeded.85 But those squats—
and other encroachments—which did not “interfere with any Plan for 
the Increase of Wood and Timber” should be, so the authors of the 
report suggested, be offered ‘on reasonable Terms’ to the possessors of 
the plots. Further:

Commissioners should have discretionary Powers… for reclaiming those 
Incroachments, or for shewing Indulgence to Possessors under particu-
lar Circumstances. So long as the Cottagers remain in the Forest without 
committing Depredations, their Cottages do little Harm.86

These sentiments were mirrored by Gilpin who, two years after the 5th 
Report, mused:

And yet in some circumstances, these little tenements (incroachments as 
they are, and often the nurseries of idleness) give pleasure to a benevolent 
breast. Where we see them, as we sometimes do, the habitations of inno-
cence and industry, and the means of providing for a large family with ease, 
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and comfort, we are pleased at the idea of so much utility and happiness, 
arising from a petty trespass on a waste, which cannot in itself be consid-
ered an injury.87

What of the recommendation? Given that the pretext of the 5th Report 
was the revival of sylviculture, it is not surprising that the recommenda-
tions therein underpinned a Bill placed before the House of Commons 
in January 1792. This would allow for the enclosure of 2000 acres a year 
for seven years over and above the 6000 acres allowed to be enclosed 
under the 1698 New Forest Act. Making a total of 20,000 acres, the Act 
also allowed that, when these enclosures were beyond injury from com-
moners’ stock, they should be thrown open and a further 20,000 acres 
turned over to sylviculture. Encroachment here was framed as a cen-
tral nuisance: keepers were to statutorily report all new encroachments 
within a year of their being taken in. This notwithstanding the Bill failed, 
widespread opposition from interested parties in the forest provoking its 
downfall.88

Conclusions

By no means were all encroachments undertaken by the rural poor, 
indeed many larger encroachments represented opportunistic attempts 
by existing landowners to extend their estates.89 Further, in the final 
years of the eighteenth and the early years of the nineteenth centu-
ries, such opportunistic encroachment by those wanting to extend 
their advantage in a time of wartime inflation in rentals and food prices 
peaked. Similarly, squatting in the vicinity of Beaulieu during the 
Napoleonic Wars was driven by a need for housing to accommodate the 
rapidly growing number of workers in the shipyard at Bucklers’ Hard 
as well as in ropemaking, brickmaking and ironmaking.90 But, for the 
period between the Restoration and the onset of war with Revolutionary 
France, squatting represented an attempt to eke out an existence in and 
of the forest.

This existence, in common with Jacoby’s dwellers-made-squatters 
by the advent of conservation, especially the Havasupai peoples of the 
Grand Canyon, was rooted not in a desire to claim exclusive private 
property rights but simply to use the land, a land that was after all held 
in common.91 Such a claim to usufructory rights of settlement were not 
exclusive, they were not rooted in the right of abusus, in that they did 
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not prevent others from enjoying and exercising their rights to the forest: 
the fructus (the ‘fruits’ of the forest) being renewable. To squat, then, 
was not by definition to abuse the forest, rather it was a practice rooted 
in the concept of renewability. The squatters’ dwelling of timber and 
cob construction was of the forest soil, literally, rooted in the land from 
which it materially came. True to concepts of usufruct in indigenous cul-
tures, the fruits of the land were used in the New Forest but the land 
would remain useful to the community, the dwelling simply sustaining 
the community if it was useful and returning to the soil if it was not. 
This sustainability is evidenced by the fact that encroachment only rep-
resented 1% of the forest by area. It is further evidenced by the fact that 
the number of oak trees suitable to provide naval timbers did not dimin-
ish over the course of the eighteenth century: rising from 12,476 oaks in 
1710 to 19,386 in 1764 and falling again to 13,043 in 1783, despite the 
navy taking the equivalent of 11,500 trees between 1761 and 1786.92 
Squatters undoubtedly did take the occasional timber tree, the charcoal 
burners rather more, but compared to the impact of the Navy this was as 
nothing. Besides, to frame the supposed abuses of squatters in terms of 
their impact upon the timber resource of the forest was to deny—or be 
ignorant of—the manifold other biotic and mineral things of the forest 
that squatters used to get by. As the great ecological historian of the New 
Forest, Colin Tubbs, has detailed, commoners (whether having enrolled 
rights or practicing through an unofficial usufructory right) used a far 
greater range of forest resources than wood and timber.93

The critical point, here, is the narrow way in which the forest was 
being inscribed after the Restoration, and especially so from the end of 
the eighteenth century. It was no longer a place reserved for the leisure 
of the Monarch, the rights of commoners only narrowly circumscribing 
this ultimate power. Rather, it was becoming a space in which the protec-
tion of the deer was little more than a residual interest and the growth 
(and hence conservation) of timber was the priority. This is not the con-
servation of Jacoby’s Crimes against Nature—that was rooted in a nas-
cent understanding of natural environments—but a conservation driven 
by fiscal imperatives that was linked to the emergence of ideas of sustain-
ability. Yet the effects are the same: to exclude and to delimit in order 
to protect and conserve. And so was the popular response. The resort 
to squatting in the New Forest was moral ecology in action. The diffi-
culty in securing witnesses in cases of the taking of timber also attest to 
a strong united plebeian community, though the fact that witnesses must 
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have occasionally been found in some cases when presentments were 
made suggests that the habitués of the New Forest were not against tak-
ing action when the basis of their way of life was threatened from within.

Here, then, we have all the dynamics of moral ecology at play: an 
attempt by elites to delimit popular uses of the forest (‘abuses’) against 
which those who lived in and around the forest continued to live their 
lives as before, settling and dwelling in and upon the forest. Direct 
threats to this way of life, whether through the creation of sylvicul-
tural plantations or attempts to challenge squatters’ communities, were 
muscularly resisted. Indeed, squatting represented a pure form of com-
muning, squatters eking out an existence by living on the mineral and 
biological resource of the forest. And, as F. E. Kenchington put it, those 
who now “found harbourage in the Forest” might at first have been 
“outlaws” but having “lived after their kind… until, in the fullness of 
a surprisingly short time, they become more passionately Foresters than 
the indigenes.”94 Indeed, 170 years after the Abstract was published, 
the Register of Claims compiled on the passing of the New Forest Deer 
Removal Act (1851) led to 1200 separate claims to rights in the for-
est being made. While the 371 claims allowed by the Abstract included 
some claims made at the level of estates (comprising multiple dwellings 
and farms) and subsequently other estates were broken up into smaller 
holdings, the huge increase in claims made in 1852 represented the fact 
that many squatters’ dwellings and holdings had become enrolled and 
legally recognized.95 They had become part of the forest rather than hav-
ing diminished the forest.

In short, the squatters won. They won because their resistances were 
successful and the apparatus of the state was too compromised, too 
limited, to prevent the creation of squatters’ settlements. But they also 
won because the discourse of abuse was ultimately hollow. The jeopardy 
squatters offered to the timber was limited, and their use—contributing 
fiscally through rents as well as providing a ready supply of labour to 
neighbouring estates and farms—was greater than the threat they posed. 
Indeed, squatters provided a model of how to live with the forest, of 
how to harness the biotic resources of the forest in a sustainable way. 
They posed no meaningful threat, apart from when they fought back 
against being harried, but instead showed that their local knowledge and 
skill proved more effective than the cameral state in sustainably finding a 
balance between humans and wood. Today, the commoning ecotype that 
the peopling of the forest through squatting created is in itself an object 



256   C. J. GRIFFIN

of conservation. The folkways and practices of one-time squatters’ set-
tlements an integral part of the preservation of the ecology of the forest, 
their cobb houses and smallholdings cleaved from the Crown lands a rare 
cultural landscape protected through National Park status and proposed, 
albeit unsuccessfully, in 1999 as a UNESCO World Heritage site.96
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CHAPTER 11

A “Moral Ecology” of Afrikaner Settlement 
in German East Africa, 1902–1914

Thaddeus Sunseri

Introduction

In the decade after 1902, a stream of Afrikaner immigrants arrived in 
German East Africa, encouraged by a colonial government hoping to 
stimulate white settlement, especially of suitable Germans otherwise lost 
to overseas emigration.1 Following the South African War (1899–1902), 
many Afrikaners (often called Boers)—descendants mainly of Dutch, 
French, and German settlers to Cape Colony—concluded that they could 
not live under British rule. Many, having lost land, cattle, houses, and 
family in the war, bitterly resented British overrule over the former Boer 
republics of Transvaal and the Orange Free State. A window of opportu-
nity existed with a settler-friendly governor in German East Africa, Adolf 
Graf von Götzen (1901–1906), who set in motion the main wave of 
Afrikaner immigration. While German policymakers debated whether their 
largest overseas colony should be one of African peasant production of cash 
crops or one of white settlement, Afrikaner immigration launched a reor-
dering of the landscape of Moshi district in northern German East Africa.2
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Although Afrikaners ranged from prosperous estate owners grow-
ing grapes and wheat in Cape Colony to indigent bywoners (farm hands 
and sharecroppers) of the inland arid steppes, Germans expected that 
most immigrants would be cattle ranchers who relied on the ox wagon 
for transport and were avid hunters. The stereotype was the trekboer, an 
itinerant stock farmer who occupied large expanses of pasture, moving 
cattle and sheep to seasonal water holes and grasslands, living off the 
land from hunting, and acting as a frontier defense force against Africans 
who outnumbered them. Although German policymakers insisted that 
Afrikaner immigrants should become a sedentary farming and commer-
cial ranching population, the trekboer ideal nevertheless shaped the chan-
neling of Afrikaners to unstable, recently conquered frontier districts, still 
fraught with violence, particularly the lower reaches of Mts. Kilimanjaro 
and Meru and the surrounding Maasai steppe.3 Afrikaner settlement 
was designed to bolster colonial control over Maasai and neighboring 
Africans of Meru and Kilimanjaro. In addition, in identifying Afrikaners 
as an ox-wagon people, Germans hoped they would stimulate commerce 
in inland districts at a time when railway construction was in its early 
stages, with most of the colony relying on human porters for transport 
owing to the proliferation of livestock diseases that killed cattle, horses, 
and most other draft animals.4

Afrikaner immigration was a state-sponsored enclosure movement 
that wrested land from African farmers and herders, curtailing commons 
access to pasture, water, firewood, game, and sacred sites.5 According 
to the prevailing historiography, the German colonial state appropriated 
land for white settlement, violently removed Africans and their livestock, 
separated settler farms from African territory, and enforced the new bor-
ders, making enclosure a reality.6 This view assumes that the goals of the 
colonial state were symbiotic with those of Afrikaners and other (mostly 
German) settlers. However, Afrikaners quickly became refractory, oppos-
ing many colonial policies, including wildlife conservation, veterinary 
interventions into livestock management, and sedentariness. Far from 
becoming a colonial elite, colonial officials and other observers quickly 
portrayed Afrikaners as an “inferior race,” debased by generations living 
on African soil.7 The image was repeated by Theodore Roosevelt, who, 
after visiting East Africa on a hunting safari in 1909, wrote “There must 
of course be many Boers who have gone backward under the stress of a 
hard and semi-savage life; just as in our communities of the frontier, the 
backwoods, and the lonely mountains, there are shiftless ‘poor whites’ 
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and ‘mean whites,’ mingled with the sturdy men and women who have 
laid deep the foundations of our national greatness.”8 This “backward-
ness” was most evinced by rapacious, unsportsmanlike, and often ille-
gal Afrikaner hunting for subsistence and trade. In addition, Afrikaners 
resisted the obligation to fence their lands—the most palpable symbol of 
enclosure—which the German government viewed as a prerequisite to 
economic development, cattle upgrading, livestock disease control, and 
land improvement. An Afrikaner “moral ecology” can be gleaned in their 
opposition to wildlife conservation, fencing, and their aspirations for 
freedom of movement.

Moral ecology is not a concept widely used in African studies, but 
many works have applied a moral economy framework to the natural 
world, similar to Karl Jacoby’s “vision of nature ‘from the bottom up’.”9 
Roderick Neumann and Thomas Spear each write of a moral economy of 
landscape use among Meru and Arusha people of Mt. Meru, mountain 
farmers who were suddenly confronted after 1900 with the arrival of the 
German (and later British) colonial state. Besides the influx of Afrikaners 
and other white settlers around Meru, colonial rule inaugurated forest 
and wildlife reserves on the mountain that starkly curtailed common 
rights to wood, game, pasture, water, and sacred sites, while the arrival of 
white settlers on the lower slopes and plains cut off seasonal grazing and 
watering sites. Neumann finds evidence that “a moral economy within 
African society … legitimated resistance to the conservation laws of the 
state.”10 Spear discerns a moral economy among Arusha of the mountain 
based on “ideals of economic justice and social responsibility, in which 
purposeful moral actions linked social behavior and natural phenom-
ena.”11 Elsewhere in colonial Tanzania, the aggressive colonial intro-
duction of forest and wildlife reserves curbed African everyday hunting 
for food, profit, and field protection, and forest use for famine foods, 
fuel, and timber, eliciting widespread protest, including armed insurrec-
tion, “hidden” resistance, such as flight and arson, wood theft and game 
poaching, even while maintaining the legitimacy of sacred sites.12 These 
studies have much in common with Jacoby’s moral ecology framework, 
which posits a conservationist ethic in forest preserves and national parks 
in the United States among common people—indigenous and settler—
castigated by state officials as poachers and thieves. As in Jacoby’s case 
studies, East Africans drew on moral frameworks that asserted the legiti-
macy of subsistence rights and opposition to the state’s elite, scientifically 
informed conservation policies.
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Can a moral ecology framework be applied to racist, often violent 
Afrikaner immigrants, with no customary claim to the land, who were 
the catalyst for the widespread dispossession and relocation of thou-
sands of indigenous Africans? This chapter argues that the behavior of 
Afrikaner settlers in German East Africa encapsulated an unusual claim 
to land and resources, backed up by a Calvinist religious identity and 
heritage in Africa. An Afrikaner ‘moral ecology’ claimed authority over 
land and water, hunting rights, dominance over Africans, freedom of 
movement, expertise in livestock management, and rights to subsistence. 
Although most referred to themselves as Boers, many asserted a claim 
over land as “Afrikaners”—Africans—that was not limited geographi-
cally to their South African homeland.13 This included an understanding 
of hunting, livestock management, and pasture use that conflicted with 
the conservationist and modernizing goals of the German colonial state, 
as it previously had in South Africa, but which Afrikaners nevertheless 
perceived as legitimate use of the natural environment. Some Afrikaners 
went so far as to claim poaching and wildlife slaughter as morally sanc-
tioned resistance to the British government across the border in British 
East Africa. A moral ecology framework helps to move beyond an ethno-
graphic and essentializing interpretation of Afrikaner actions. In German 
East Africa, the Afrikaner moral ecology was witnessed by widespread 
resistance to fencing and hunting laws, coupled with efforts to push fur-
ther west to new horizons to evade colonial control.

Migrating to East Africa

The origins of an Afrikaner identity based on landscape emerged in 
Cape Colony as a reaction to monopolistic Dutch control, followed by 
British conquest in 1806.14 During the eighteenth century, settlers rap-
idly usurped the pastures, water sources, livestock, and wildlife of indig-
enous Khoisan people, using horses, guns, and ox wagons to control 
the landscape.15 They did this largely by adopting Khoisan ways of life, 
including transhumant pastoralism, subsistence hunting, and use of fire 
to manage the landscape. By the early nineteenth century, the claim of 
being Afrikaner was an expression of settler identity against British inter-
loping, not unlike American identity in North America. After the 1830s, 
Afrikaners migrated from Cape Colony across the Orange and Vaal riv-
ers to escape British overrule and perceived injustices, including slave 
emancipation and social leveling of the Khoisan. The Afrikaner exodus  
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was symbolized by the ox wagon, which allowed Afrikaners to live off the 
land, herding their cattle and sheep extensively on vast expanses of grass-
land wrested from African stock farmers by force of arms. Described by 
many as trekboers, many Afrikaners practiced a transhumant, subsistence- 
oriented lifestyle that was also politically refractory. This was coupled 
with access to cheap grazing permits to large parcels of pasture, with rel-
atively little obligation to the state. There were good reasons for viewing 
transhumance as beneficial. Seasonally, grasses lost nutrition, requir-
ing herds to move periodically, and pasture rotation provided “healing  
powers” against livestock diseases.16 Moreover, many Afrikaners (as well 
as Africans and English settlers) used fire to modify the landscape, to 
control ticks and other disease vectors, to prevent prairie fires that could 
become dangerous conflagrations, and as “a quick and economical way 
of producing fresh green pastures.”17 Although many Afrikaners were 
a landed gentry of wealthy farmers, the trekboer lifestyle persisted well 
into the twentieth century. Afrikaner settlement was based on controlling 
springs—fonteine—at the center of a farm, “at least one hour’s horse ride 
from that of another man,” with undefined, permeable borders lack-
ing clear land titles.18 But by the late nineteenth century, Cape gentry 
and British modernizers launched an enclosure movement by fencing 
the landscape, eliminating the commons, and transforming unsurveyed 
loan farms into private property. Enclosure aimed to rationalize live-
stock management in a closing frontier, conserve pasture, prevent soil 
erosion, fence out animal predators, and mitigate livestock diseases by 
separating herds and flocks. Poor stockowners, including Afrikaners, 
destroyed fences as visible symbols of dispossession and the attack on 
their transhumance.19

Following the South African War (1899–1902), die-hard Afrikaners 
who refused to live under British rule sought new lands in German colo-
nial territories, especially German East Africa, two thousand miles to 
the north.20 Although most called themselves Boers, some specifically 
asserted a “genuine Afrikaner” identity.21 A group described themselves 
as “quiet, peaceable married men, who desire only to make new homes 
and settle with their wives and families. All men are born and bred in 
South Africa, and are sons of farmers chiefly of the Orange Free State 
and Transvaal; their language is ‘Afrikaansche Taal’ and religion chiefly 
Protestant.”22 They favored open spaces to raise cattle and hunt, to con-
duct a side business in ox-wagon transport, to potentially live off the 
land with minimal government interference, and to defend themselves 
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from African aggressors. Led by patriarchal parties of related families, 
Afrikaners were in many respects looking for a promised land in the 
wilderness, a new Israel, “a wide vast veld far from the smoke of one’s 
neighbor’s hut,” where land was open as pasture and for hunting.23 
Many were unable to compete in post-war South Africa, characterized 
by land speculation and the penetration of British capital. Moreover, in 
South Africa the frontier had closed, and wilderness and wildlife were 
becoming a thing of the past.

The German consul in Pretoria, Max Biermann, seeing the post-war 
bitterness of Transvaal Afrikaners, encouraged their migration to German 
East Africa.24 Their farms, houses, movable goods, and draft oxen had 
been destroyed during the war, forcing them to live temporarily in tents 
and mud huts. Many lost wives and children in wartime concentration 
camps, whom, they believed, the British had intentionally neglected 
to force Afrikaner surrender. Some had received an ox span and farm-
ing tools from the Transvaal government on credit, beginning their 
new lives deeply in debt, residing on farms that the British had allocated 
to Afrikaner collaborators. Biermann informed Governor Götzen in 
German East Africa that Afrikaners desired great expanses of land, suita-
ble for cattle ranching and subsistence agriculture, far from one’s nearest 
neighbor, where they could hunt. For them, German East Africa was a 
refuge (Zufluchtsstätte).25

From late 1902, reconnaissance parties arrived at Dar es Salaam 
enquiring about settlement prospects, at least eight before 1907, most 
traveling by sea via Lourenço Marques. Several other parties migrated 
to British East Africa, suggesting that escaping British rule was not the 
only motive.26 Three Afrikaners who arrived in August 1902 traveled 
via the Uganda Railway from Mombasa to investigate the lands south 
and southwest of Mt. Meru, hoping to bring some twenty families.27 
An advance party representing Natal families informed missionaries on 
Mt. Kilimanjaro that they had no intention of living near Africans on 
the mountain, rather they wanted to live on the steppe as cattle herd-
ers.28 At about the same time, “two Boers from the Pretoria region,” 
the brothers Ueckermann, who had first considered Madagascar, arrived 
seeking land on behalf of a group of families.29 Interested in encour-
aging this stream at a time when only several score white settlers lived 
in the colony, Governor Götzen offered generous terms: Afrikaner 
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settlers could select their own land, 1000 ha per family, to be leased 
for twenty-five years for 50–100 Rp per year, depending on land qual-
ity.30 Once half the land was cultivated and developed, which could 
mean simply stocking with cattle, it could be bought for two rupees per 
ha.31 Settlers were expected to live in contiguous blocs, and build per-
manent European-style houses. Mt. Meru—the second highest peak in 
German East Africa after neighboring Kilimanjaro—was the main target 
of Afrikaner settlement, owing to a high altitude that was largely malar-
ia-free, a seasonally cool climate, good water availability, fertile soil, and 
because it had recently been conquered from indigenous Arusha and 
Meru mountain farmers. Afrikaner immigrants would help “pacify” the 
land, and protect against ongoing Maasai incursions from British East 
Africa. The German government promised to aid settlers in cattle pro-
curement, and made vague assurances that it would direct African labor-
ers to settler farms.32

By mid-1904, some fifty Afrikaner families, led by Pieter Joubert, 
settled the environs of Meru.33 Most came as extended families seek-
ing to recreate conditions they once had in South Africa. Twenty-
seven families composed of 126 people left South Africa for German 
East Africa in June 1905. Interviewed en route at Lourenço Marques, 
one emigrant spoke of the “call of the wild” and the “nomadic and 
hunting instincts” of descendants of voortrekkers, who would be 
“dependent on what they shoot for their food supplies.”34 One 
of the first indexes of settlers, from 1905, lists about thirty-seven 
Afrikaner family heads of some ninety male settlers in German East 
Africa.35 With wives and children, Afrikaners were easily the major-
ity of white settlers. In 1910, some sixty household heads were listed 
among Afrikaner settlers around Meru, and in 1913 some fifty-four 
remained, including a handful northwest of Mt. Kilimanjaro at Engare 
Nairobi.36 Afrikaner first-arrivals settled in blocs around Meru at 
Oldonyo Sambu to the northwest, Engare Nanyuki to the northeast, 
and Engare Olmotonje in the southwest. Immigrants quickly renamed 
Oldonyo Sambu “Kampfontein” as they put their stamp on the land-
scape. They controlled rivers that flowed down from Meru, on fertile 
volcanic land, at an altitude of about 1400 m. Those who came later, 
or focused on cattle herding, spilled down into the arid steppes, some 
along malarial rivers.
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Afrikaner Settlement as Enclosure

Afrikaner settlement was a state-sponsored enclosure movement that  
dispossessed Africans of land and resources, “a mechanism of spatial dis-
cipline shaping where people could – and could not – go.”37 In Moshi 
district, the base was laid with two Crown Land commissions (no. 21 
of 1904 and no. 32 of 1905), which empowered the colonial state to 
reorder the landscape, with severe implications for Africans of Meru, 
northwestern Kilimanjaro, and the surrounding plains. Declaration 21 
took some 1250 km2 for “settlement of Boers,” and declared the parcel 
to be “unoccupied steppe land,” although it incorporated the entirety 
of the Mondul Plateau and the northwest sector of Meru up to the 
peak, and extended 60 km north to Longido Mt.38 The eastern slope of 
Mondul was a traditional site of Kisongo Maasai age-grade rituals, but 
it was henceforth fair game for alienation to settlers or other state con-
cerns, including forest and wildlife reserves.39 The parcel also enclosed 
Lengosswa (Ngosua), where Maasai prophets had established them-
selves early in the nineteenth century, spawning a swath of agricultural 
settlements.40 A high pasture of some 800 ha at 2500 m on the north-
west ridge of Meru had been used by Maasai for dry-season grazing.41 In 
November 1905, Land Commission 32 demarcated a 4500-km2 parcel, 
encompassing two-thirds of Meru, as well as the entire corridor between 
Meru and Kilimanjaro, historically controlled by Sighirari Maasai. 
Many lands within the parcel were still occupied by “nomadic Maasai,” 
whose right of ownership “was not recognized because a Maasai reserve 
was being created for them into which they would move in the next 
months.”42 In fact, many of these communities had long been set-
tled farming enclaves consisting of Maasai, Arusha, Meru, and other 
Africans.43 Declared ownerless, the huge parcel was taken as Crown 
Land and prepared for Afrikaner settlement. In addition, over the next 
decade, the colonial state carved out wildlife and forest reserves, which 
would circumscribe both African and settler access to game and timber.44 
Although further land declarations extended to southern Meru, ninety 
percent of Afrikaners settled within parcels 21 and 32.

Afrikaner settlement competed with an African “moral economy” 
of land use. One early Afrikaner settler lamented that “unfortunately, 
according to reports, the best lands near Kilimanjaro are owned by 
natives.”45 Kilimanjaro was dominated by some one hundred thousand 
Bantu-speaking Chagga, who grew bananas, corn, and other crops, 
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stall-fed cattle, and had begun to plant coffee.46 Eastern Meru was occu-
pied by Chagga-related Meru farmers, while on the western and south-
western slopes resided Arusha farmers and cattle keepers, linguistic and 
cultural cousins of the plains Maasai.47 These mountain farmers favored 
altitudes between 1200 and 1800 m suitable to the staple banana groves. 
But Afrikaners and other settlers formed an “iron ring” below the 
Arusha and Meru, usurping seasonal pasture and farm land.48 Some took 
African cattle by subterfuge and violence, using networks of “conspira-
tors and fences” to dispose of the spoils.49

Afrikaner settlement most dramatically affected the plains Maasai, a 
Nilotic-speaking, mainly pastoralist people, who had for over one hun-
dred years dominated the grasslands in and abutting the eastern Rift 
Valley in British East Africa and German East Africa. The Maasai had 
been devastated by a series of epizootics in the late nineteenth century—
bovine pleuro-pneumonia and Rinderpest—which took virtually all 
their cattle by 1893, causing widespread famine. Some turned to farm-
ing and hunting, while many Maasai sections raided neighboring people 
and each other for remaining cattle to recoup their herds. In 1905, the 
German regime created a reserve to confine Maasai, separate them from 
their British cousins, and free up land for Afrikaner settlement. Most 
“German” Maasai—probably no more than ten thousand people—lived 
in Moshi district, scattered across millions of hectares of arid pastureland, 
where they practiced transhumant cattle herding, migrating seasonally to 
known grasslands and water sources that they maintained. At the end of 
1905, Moshi district chief, Johannes Abel, who was also “commissar” for 
Afrikaner settlement, forced about six thousand Maasai into the reserve, 
along with 16,700 cattle, 61,400 small stock, and 358 donkeys.50 Within 
a few years, it was clear that the reserve was inadequate for Maasai farm-
ing and stock raising, and the northern border was adjusted modestly to 
allow better access to the river lands flowing down from Mt. Meru.51 
The Maasai reserve was a “closed region” (Sperrgebiet) requiring non-Af-
ricans to obtain permits to enter, and Maasai to obtain passes to leave. 
One critic called it “a big prison.”52

Although Afrikaners benefitted from Crown Land protocols, the 
Maasai reserve and subsequent land guarantees for mountain farmers 
frustrated Afrikaner expectations of open access to pasture, farmland, and 
game. Governor Götzen’s pro-settler policy was shaken in 1905–1906 
by the Maji maji rebellion in the south, and a simultaneous Iraqw rebel-
lion abutting the Maasai steppe to the west, which convinced German 
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officials to reform African policy. Götzen was replaced in 1906 with the 
more settler-skeptical Albrecht von Rechenberg, backed by Bernhard 
Dernburg in the new Colonial Office. Both believed that Africans must 
be guaranteed basic land rights to prevent their wholesale proletarianiza-
tion, particularly as many had begun to demonstrate success at growing 
cash crops like cotton and coffee. Dernburg warned that unbridled white 
settlement led to the extermination (Ausrottung) of autochthonous pop-
ulations.53 No new lands would be made available for settlers on Meru 
and Kilimanjaro, while the Maasai reserve, however onerous for them, 
blocked Afrikaners from southward expansion.54

Afrikaners and the Right to Hunt

An Afrikaner “moral ecology” comes out most palpably in hunt-
ing, where conflict with the German colonial regime quickly emerged. 
Hunting was “intrinsic to Boer culture,” the basis of hunting fellowships 
that “helped bind together trekker groups,” and was a strong motiva-
tion to migrate to German East Africa, whose open hunting frontiers 
were well-known.55 Going back to Dutch rule in Cape Colony, trek-
boers treated wildlife as free for the taking, and Calvinist ideology jus-
tified human dominance over nature.56 Hunting had long been the 
basis of settler interaction with Africans, with products of the hunt 
traded back and forth, even as Afrikaners came to dominate the land-
scape with horses, firearms, wagons, and dogs. Many South African place 
names were associated with wild animals that could be hunted.57 Even 
after the advent of British rule in Cape Colony, Afrikaners escaped state 
limitations on hunting far from centers of control. During the nine-
teenth century, South Africa was overhunted by streams of European 
settlers, sport hunters, and Africans with guns, and some animal species 
were exterminated.58 Observers described Afrikaners as especially rapa-
cious hunters, “their residences often surrounded by hundreds of skulls 
and horns, their conversation all on the hunt, lions, or Bushmen.”59 
Zoutpansberg Afrikaners—those of northern Transvaaal, some of whom 
migrated to German East Africa—had a particular tradition of hunting 
for subsistence and trade. Afrikaner hunting was a means of adapting to 
new frontier zones, enabling trekkers to subsist on meat so as to avoid 
slaughtering livestock, and to reap income by trading ivory, feathers, and 
skins that could then be invested in land and livestock.60 According to 
Wissmann, the ability to survive from springbok venison kept trekboers 
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from starvation, even though Afrikaner slaughter of South African wild-
life exterminated some gazelle species.61 Mackenzie agrees that “wiping 
out the game constituted the initial asset-stripping that made settlement 
possible.”62 Rather than seeing unbridled Afrikaner hunting as atavistic 
and irrational, it is better viewed as a pathway to settlement and subsist-
ence, fundamental to their moral ecology and worldview. To Afrikaners 
and Africans alike, wildlife were predators of livestock, competed for 
water and grazing, acted as disease vectors, and endangered crops and 
people. Colonial laws that circumscribed hunting, and wildlife reserves 
that offered animal predators refuge, were a threat.

Far from encountering the expected open hunting frontier in German 
East Africa, Afrikaner immigrants witnessed the coalescence of a strong 
German conservation movement that promoted colonial wildlife reserves 
and curbs on hunting.63 The idea of wildlife reserves originated with 
Hermann Wissmann, who, as first Reichskommissar of the new German 
colony in 1891, had witnessed wildlife destruction from Rinderpest virus 
around Mt. Kilimanjaro. Influenced by the precedence of American 
national parks like Yellowstone, Wissmann created the first game reserve 
in Moshi district in 1896, which was the model for a system of wildlife 
reserves mandated in every district after 1903.64 In addition, between 
1896 and 1903, the government introduced comprehensive hunting 
laws in German East Africa, designed primarily to curb African hunt-
ing. These laws required expensive permits to hunt elephants and other 
valuable species, and banned African hunting that used fire, poison, pit-
falls, traps, and nets. In 1900, the colonial powers met in London to for-
mulate wildlife protection policies, incorporated into the 1903 hunting 
ordinance in German East Africa. This ordinance mandated an annual 
hunting permit at a cost of 10 Rp, with substantial additional fees to 
hunt prize species. Later revisions required hunters to pay for each ani-
mal shot. It was not allowed to hunt ostriches, zebras, giraffes, elands 
and in some districts elephants, and then only with a professional hunt-
ing permit that cost 750 Rp. Hunters could recoup some losses with 
bounties of 20 Rp and 10 Rp, respectively, for lions and leopards. The 
German regime had complex and contradictory motives for enacting 
hunting laws, including: revenue generation from hunting permits and 
a share of elephant ivory; the protection and control of some wild-
life species; curbing “unsportsmanlike exercise of the hunt,” especially 
by Africans; and ensuring the availability of wildlife for European sport 
hunters.65 Governor Götzen wrote in 1902 that “the native is without 
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doubt the real destroyer of wildlife in Africa” because Africans hunted 
for practical reasons of field protection, meat procurement, or “to earn 
his living,” and not for sport.66 Within a few years, German officials and 
sport hunters accused Afrikaners of similar unsportsmanlike subsistence 
hunting.67 Carl Schillings, a well-known sport hunter and conservation 
lobbyist, wrote that Afrikaners had “very fatal results for the once splen-
did wild life” of Kilimanjaro region, the same people “who have already 
made such a clean sweep of the wild life of South Africa.”68

Despite perceptions of rapacious African and Afrikaner hunting, many 
observers agreed that wildlife threatened livestock and crops. Calling for 
the abrogation of hunting laws and advocating bounties for every wild 
animal shot, an expert from the Colonial Economic Committee wrote, 
“a thriving cattle industry is only possible in the steppe lands when the 
wildlife is forced back, or, where this isn’t possible, it is exterminated.”69 
Robert Koch, the eminent German microbiologist, who had long expe-
rience researching human and animal diseases in South and East Africa, 
wrote that wildlife and their diseases were a threat to livestock, best erad-
icated near areas of settlement.70 Wildlife in reserves harbored sleeping 
sickness, Rinderpest, East Coast Fever, and malignant bovine catarrhal 
fever that infected livestock at common watering sites. Yet German pol-
icymakers steadily expanded reserves in areas of settlement, bowing to 
the conservation lobby. Besides a large reserve in Wilhelmstal district 
south of Kilimanjaro, in February 1909 upper Kilimanjaro was gazetted 
as wildlife reserve, as was Meru in 1912, overlapping African and settler 
farms.71 In January 1913, a 7400 km2 Arusha reserve was demarcated 
along the border with British East Africa, and another was in forma-
tion south of Meru, overlapping settler farms and abutting the Maasai 
reserve.72 A government publication described the huge Maasai reserva-
tion south of Meru and Kilimanjaro as a de facto wildlife reserve, while 
a Maasai reserve just across the border in British East Africa doubled as 
a wildlife reserve “where no big game, not even lions, are allowed to be 
shot.”73 Surrounded on all sides by wildlife reserves, it was reasonable 
for Afrikaners and Africans of Moshi district to view wild animals as a 
threat to livestock management.

Although Afrikaner sojourners to German East Africa were open 
about “the prospect of unlimited shooting,” and hoped “to be able to 
support themselves by hunting,” German officials did not anticipate the 
magnitude of their hunting.74 Moshi district officer Abel visited Meru 
in August 1905, and learned that settlers hunted continuously, violated 
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game laws, and survived largely by trading biltong dried game meat and 
wildebeest hides to Africans for grain and bananas. In 1906, a visiting 
Swedish naturalist witnessed Afrikaners near Kilimanjaro living in tents 
and wagons, subsisting mostly from hunting and trading with Africans.75 
Wilhelm Methner, Moshi district officer from 1906 to 1909, described 
“trekboers” as “camping at isolated water courses and there lying in 
wait to slaughter wildlife with no regard for species, gender, or age,” in 
violation of the hunting ordinance.76 “Trekboers,” opined a German 
newspaper, were “first-class game skinners,” “wildlife annihilators,” and 
“predatory hunters,” only different from Africans in their ability to read 
the Bible.77 They were even disparaged by Africans as “white Ndorobo” 
(hunter-gatherers), diminishing the stature of all Europeans in African 
eyes. Governor Rechenberg wrote that many Afrikaners used their farms 
mainly as rest stations between hunting sojourns.78 Some Afrikaners 
relied on the South African practice of burning common pastures to 
induce grass growth for livestock and to attract game for an easier hunt, a 
“vernacular way of managing the commons,” similar to Native Americans 
in Yellowstone, which contravened German laws in East Africa.79

Colonial pronouncements against Afrikaner hunting disguised 
its rationality in a region of frontier settlement. In the arid lands of 
“Kampfontein” northwest of Meru, rivulets flowed down from Meru 
that were diverted by Afrikaner farmers to their fields. Plains wildlife, 
especially zebras, were attracted to these canals, where they trampled 
wheat fields, tore down fencing, and forced farmers to stay up nights 
protecting their crops by shooting.80 Zebras competed with livestock for 
scarce pasture and water, spread worms and ticks, while wildebeest car-
ried catarrhal fever that killed calves. Although officials complained that 
Afrikaners eradicated or drove away wildlife near their settlements, such 
extermination was a prerequisite to farm development, as had been true 
in South Africa.81 Hunting also enabled Afrikaners to feed themselves, 
attract farm workers in a region of low wages with a regular meat sub-
sidy, and avoid slaughtering their own livestock.82 Moreover, as colonial 
game laws largely excluded Africans from hunting, they could access 
game meat and other wildlife products by trading grain and bananas to 
Afrikaner hunters, a sort of “middle ground” of interaction despite the 
tensions between these communities.83

Although many Afrikaners hunted legally, there is little doubt that they 
were also regular poachers, using the cover of a license to hunt prohibited 
species or more animals than they were allowed. Besides being a pathway 
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to settlement or a means of protecting livestock from wildlife, sources 
also reveal a “moral ecology” framework.84 Hans Poeschel, as magis-
trate at Arusha, heard rumors of widespread Afrikaner elephant poaching 
at Longido, near the border with British East Africa, which at the time 
may have been a wildlife reserve. Across the border, the British wildlife/
Maasai reserve offered the opportunity to smuggle tusks, perhaps in collu-
sion with Kenyan Maasai, who received a share of the spoils. While African 
chiefs were required to report cases of poaching, and were rewarded 
for doing so, Afrikaner poachers were supported by networks of “confi-
dants and fences,” often kinsmen and servants, who warned when police 
approached, helped hide contraband, and profited in the poaching.85 
Poeschel, investigating rumors that an Afrikaner named van Hoorst bur-
ied a cache of ivory on his father-in-law’s farm, uncovered sixteen tusks. 
Van Hoorst claimed that the ivory came from Oldonjo Erok in the British 
wildlife reserve, where he and two compatriots shot as many elephants 
as they could whenever they could to avenge the loss of all their posses-
sions in the South African War. There followed an arduous journey into 
the British reserve to locate eight elephant carcasses to verify van Hoorst’s 
claims. To the magistrate’s surprise, the carcasses they found proved that 
the poaching was a crime against the British, not the German regime.

This example of “moral” poaching must be weighed against infamous 
stories of predatory and violent Afrikaner hunting marked by abuse, 
impressment, murder, and rape of Africans and theft of their cattle, as 
well as mundane slaughter of marabou storks for their feathers, or hip-
pos for their hides, meat, and ivory without paying the shooting tax.86 
Nevertheless, there was more behind rapacious Afrikaner hunting than 
it being simply “in their blood.” Already in 1904, the German Colonial 
Society appealed on behalf of Afrikaners to Chancellor von Bülow to 
revoke sections of the 1903 hunting ordinance that undermined settler 
viability.87 Five years later, Afrikaners of northwest Meru petitioned the 
Colonial Office to amend the 1909 hunting ordinance so that settlers 
could profit from hunting in order to invest in their lands.88 In particu-
lar, they opposed the ban on hunting zebras and eland, and shooting fees 
for species like hippos, rhinos, buffalo, and antelopes, all of which dam-
aged plantations.

Perceptions of unbridled and illegal hunting was a clear government 
motive in thwarting Afrikaner efforts to leave Meru–Kilimanjaro for less 
regulated lands to the west. The Moshi district office canceled the leases 
of the Afrikaners Cornelius and Visser because they bought professional 
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hunting permits, suggesting that they had no interest in developing their 
farms. In 1911, Piet Nieuwenhuizen, at Engare Nairobi near Kilimanjaro 
since 1907, applied to lease land in Mpapua district over 200 km to the 
southwest. The governor directed that he, along with C. Engelbrecht 
from Engare Olmotonje, be denied leases because “they had achieved 
nothing as farmers,” and were “great hunting enthusiasts.”89 Both were 
suspected of seeking resettlement primarily to exploit the copious wild-
life around Mt. Gurui. Other Meru Afrikaners seeking to move were 
told “the government absolutely does not allow [Afrikaner] settlement 
on Gurui and wildlife-rich regions.”90 Some Meru Afrikaners stated that 
they wanted to leave because, in 1913, Arusha was made into a district 
office, enhancing district court oversight—as witnessed above with the 
activity of the magistrate Poeschel.91 Moshi and Arusha district author-
ities abrogated the hunting permits of some Afrikaners within their dis-
tricts owing to “hunting excesses,” convincing some literally to seek new 
hunting grounds elsewhere, including British East Africa.92 Governor 
Schnee rejected new applications from Afrikaners seeking to immigrate 
because they only “seek an unbound life in the vast hunting grounds.”93 
Governors Rechenberg and Schnee were adamant that Afrikaners should 
not receive land in wildlife-rich regions or anywhere far from govern-
ment posts owing to their proclivity to poach and exterminate wildlife.94

Controversies Over Fencing

Conflict over Afrikaner settlement emerged following the government 
demand after 1908 that settlers enclose their lands as a sign of devel-
opment and as a prerequisite for land ownership. As in early modern 
England, “For dispossession to happen … enclosure nearly always meant 
the production of fences and hedges.”95 So too in nineteenth-century 
South Africa, enclosure had entailed the elimination of buffer zones 
between farms and ranches, and fixing land ownership “in perpetuity as 
lines on the surveyor’s map and beacons in the veld.”96 What is unique in 
the case of Afrikaners in East Africa is that, although they were the agents 
of enclosure around Meru, they opposed fencing as expensive and irra-
tional owing to wildlife destruction of fences, as an obstacle to livestock 
transhumance, and because it undermined their freedom of movement.

The introduction of the fencing requirement—absent in early leases—
owed to the discovery shortly after the turn of the century of East Coast 
Fever (ECF—theileriosis), a tick-born livestock disease enzootic to East 
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Africa, which was a major killer of calves.97 Although Africans and some 
Afrikaners managed communicable diseases by allowing their livestock 
limited exposure to wildlife vectors, creating partial resistance, colonial 
veterinarians combated diseases with quarantines, isolation of infected 
from healthy herds, curtailment of herd movement, and separation from 
wildlife.98 Colonial officials believed that eliminating the disease burden 
was necessary to upgrade herds toward ranching and commercial export. 
By 1906, veterinarians detected ECF in many locales of Wilhelmstal 
and Moshi districts, including on Afrikaner farms, leading to frequent 
quarantines.99 ECF created urgency for fencing, which was a means to 
“clean” pastures of tick hosts by starving them of mammalian blood 
meals, both wild and domestic animals.

Afrikaners believed that fencing under East African conditions was 
a waste of money, more expensive than the land itself, as had been the 
case in South Africa.100 At Oldonjo Sambu zebras tore down the barbed 
wire fences of enclosed (eingehegt) farms and invaded Afrikaner wheat 
fields.101 Zebras “made fencing illusory,” as did elephants, hippos, rhi-
nos, and buffalo.102 The problem was recognized in 1912, when the 
Arusha district station allowed open shooting of zebras between June to 
September. Settlers complained that fences failed to protect cattle from 
thieves, and Maasai and Arusha people also cut the wire to use for jew-
elry. Although fencing aimed in part to help upgrade cattle herds, most 
imported cattle succumbed to East African diseases. Hermanus Lemmer, 
who arrived with the Joubert trek in 1905 and settled at Engare Nairobi, 
imported Friesian and Afrikaner bulls from South Africa, and lost all 
to disease.103 Many other Afrikaners had similar experiences of loss of 
expensive imported grade animals to enzootic diseases.

Afrikaner opposition to fencing was also tied to its expense. A 1909 
petition to the Colonial Office noted that, having lost everything dur-
ing a three-year war in South Africa, Afrikaners did not have the means 
to farm “like European capitalists.”104 Lease fees and purchase prices on 
their land had more than doubled since the days of Governor Götzen, 
while labor scarcity drove up the cost of fencing and land development. 
The forest reserve on upper Meru frustrated use of local trees for fenc-
ing. Although fencing costs are hard to find for East Africa, in South 
Africa in 1889 a wire fence costs about £50 per mile.105 A 1000 ha Meru 
farm required about eight miles of fencing, or £400 (6000 Rp), and 
would most certainly cost more in remote Meru where fencing material 
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was scarce and labor costs were high. Fencing also conflicted with the 
trekboer tradition of open grazing. At best, two or three hundred cattle 
could graze on the 1000 ha allotted to each Afrikaner family, whereas 
open grazing would allow room for expansion and frequent movement 
to diverse pastures, water sources, and salt licks.106

The German government did not back down on the fencing obligation. 
Wilhelm Methner, as acting governor, refused to approve the purchase 
of an Afrikaner farm first leased in 1908 in part because it lacked fenc-
ing.107 The district office denied the request of two Afrikaners with adjoin-
ing farms that their shared border remain unfenced to save on costs.108 
Fencing was made more expensive by the need to allow Africans to move 
their herds seasonally to pasture and water. In the river lands south of 
Meru, cattle corridors between settler farms necessitated fencing on all 
sides to lessen conflict and mitigate disease transfers.109 A Meru Afrikaner 
correspondent to the Volkstem newspaper in South Africa wrote in 1912 
that no longer was a substantial herd of livestock adequate to take title of 
land—“now all farms must be fenced.”110 As the Usambara railway pro-
gressed from Moshi to Arusha in 1912, it may well be that the expected 
increase in land values led the German government to force undercapital-
ized and problematic Afrikaner settlers off the land with a fencing obliga-
tion in order to free up space for more productive German farmers.

Conclusion

Afrikaners were a settler population who brought to German East Africa 
a moral ecology of resource use derived from South African experiences. 
This moral ecology was premised on open access to grasslands and water 
sources and an unbridled right to hunt, practices that German officials 
were well aware of when they encouraged Afrikaner migration following 
the South African War. German officials also understood the history of 
violent Afrikaner interactions with indigenous peoples of southern Africa, 
and assumed that this frontier trait would help keep in check recently 
conquered Africans around Meru–Kilimanjaro. The German regime 
expected Afrikaners to be agents of the enclosure and reordering of the 
landscape of northern Tanzania, whereby white settlement would sepa-
rate and control African populations, some with a recent history of inter-
necine conflict, while dispossessing them of pasture, water, game, cattle, 
and land.
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The early blueprint of Afrikaner settlement was quickly undermined 
by changing circumstances. Rapacious Afrikaner hunting for subsistence 
and trade conflicted with an emergent wildlife conservation movement. 
Crown land protocols, originally intended to facilitate white settlement, 
were amended to expand wildlife and forest reserves, and in some cases 
to secure African reserves against potential white interlopers, encum-
bering Afrikaner access to commons resources.111 Enzootic wildlife and 
livestock diseases deterred ox-wagon transport and cattle upgrading with 
imported South African and European bulls. Following the Maji maji 
and the Iraqw rebellions, new colonial administrators eased some African 
grievances, including loss of land to white settlers and violent confron-
tations over cattle procurement. The German administration mandated 
that settlers fence their lands, both as a concrete sign of progress, and for 
livestock disease control, conflicting with patterns of open range grazing 
brought from South Africa. Fencing may have intentionally forced mar-
ginal Afrikaners out in preference for “better” settlers, especially incom-
ing Germans, whose loyalties and obedience were not in doubt.

From being a colonial elite with privileged access to land, Afrikaners 
evolved into a refractory population that hunted without permits, 
crossed colonial borders to poach, rustled cattle, and engaged in fur-
tive networks that traded products of the hunt with Africans and expa-
triates. Some of this activity had a clear moral ecology justification: 
poaching in British territory to avenge losses in the South African War; 
exterminating zebras and other wildlife that posed a threat to crops, 
livestock, and property; selling products of the hunt to invest in settle-
ment, as had been customary in South Africa; and using fire to facilitate 
grazing, hunting, and disease control in contravention of German laws 
and perceptions of rational land use. Afrikaners around Meru opposed 
fencing as impractical, expensive, and harmful to cattle transhumance 
and freedom of movement—an unusual case of agents of enclosure 
rejecting its most visible symbol. Prohibited from westward expansion, 
where German oversight was weaker, many Afrikaners left for neighbor-
ing British East Africa, where more settler-friendly policies made British 
rule tolerable.

Moral ecology frameworks, being social histories of the environment, 
generally sympathize with subaltern men and women confronted with 
state and elite conservation agendas seeking to dispossess them of land, 
commons, and natural resources. Past histories of East Africans have 
taken this approach. Such studies center on the “hidden histories” of 
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environmentalism that often criminalized the actions of common people 
who, in many cases, possessed their own conservation ethic. While this 
study does not seek to “take the side” of often violent Afrikaner immi-
grants to East Africa, the lens of moral ecology helps to comprehend 
Afrikaner resource use around Meru–Kilimanjaro and their evolving 
opposition to colonial policies in a way that moves beyond ethnographic 
interpretations of their actions as simply atavistic, backward, or criminal.
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CHAPTER 12

Afterword: On Moral Ecologies 
and Archival Absences

Karl Jacoby

Of all the multitude of challenges that historians confront when trying 
to make sense of a vanished past, perhaps the greatest is the imbalance in 
documentary evidence. The archive, as Saidiya Hartman and others have 
demonstrated, does not function as a neutral record keeper—indeed, 
that was never its intention.1 Although the archive may at first glance 
seem like little more than a random collection of forgotten old files and 
dusty, yellowing papers, it is in fact an expression of power. It preserves 
certain perspectives and supports particular outcomes, while consigning 
other vantage points to the margins, if not complete invisibility. “In his-
tory,” explains Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “power begins at the source.”2 
Or, to cite the words of Joan M. Schwartz and Terry Cook, “Archives 
… are not some pristine storehouse of historical documentation that has 
piled up, but a reflection of and often justification for the society that 
creates them.”3

It was in response to such archival asymmetries that I essayed the term 
“moral ecology” in my book Crimes against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, 
Thieves and the Hidden History of American Conservation. The problem 
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I was attempting to work through in this project was how to understand 
the rise of the conservation movement in the United States. As befit-
ted their status as well-educated elite males, the conservationists who 
launched the movement were an exceptionally literate group. In support 
of early conservation programs, they poured forth a stream of books, 
journals, and official reports, all of which can now be found occupying 
row upon row of library shelves: one of my most memorable experi-
ences as a graduate student, in fact, was perusing the volumes in Gifford 
Pinchot’s vast personal library, which he had donated to Yale University’s 
Forestry School (an institution that he had, in turn, played a pivotal role 
in founding).

Such a wealth of readily accessible sources had over time seduced 
many a scholar into focusing on the life and times of Pinchot and other 
foundational figures when writing the history of American conservation. 
These individuals might have their disagreements—witness the storied 
conflict between the “utilitarian” Pinchot and the “preservationist” John 
Muir over the fate of Yosemite’s Hetch Hetchy Valley. But they none-
theless shared a common vision of themselves: enlightened technocrats 
enlisting the power of the state to save an imperiled nature from the 
abuses of the masses. Most accounts of American conservation written 
before Crimes against Nature, relying upon the very archive that conser-
vationists had produced to defend their policy interventions in the late 
nineteenth century, replicated this perspective.4 Early conservationists 
after all were nothing if not alert to the historical dimensions of their 
project. From George Perkins Marsh connecting forest preservation to 
the experiences of ancient Rome to Gifford Pinchot presenting his pol-
icies as a continuation of Indian hunting practices, they framed their 
activity in relation to past historical narratives—and ensured that con-
temporary record keeping supported this perspective.5

Moral ecology was forged as a tool to help historians to escape the 
conceptual constraints of the conservationists’ archive. Its most imme-
diate inspiration, as many contributors to this volume have noted, was 
E. P. Thompson’s work on the moral economy of the English crowd.6 
Much as Thompson sought a way to rethink the “crass economic reduc-
tionism, obliterating the complexities of motive, behavior, and function,” 
that limited historians’ understandings of bread riots and similar episodes 
of unrest in the eighteenth century, I hoped to find a way to recast what 
conservationists had dismissed as little more than simple-minded crim-
inality against early conservation measures.7 This interpretation had 
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in turn left a powerful imprint on the archive, confining many of the 
activities of rural people to a language of illegality—squatting, poach-
ing, arson, trespass—that served as a foil to what these same documents 
maintained were the legal and benevolent acts of conservationists.

Moral ecology promised a pathway out of this conceptual dead end. 
“Moral” was designed to invoke the concept that there was an ethical 
universe animating the actions of those who opposed conservation rather 
than mere greed, deviance, or incomprehension. “Ecology” sought to 
restore a comprehension of the natural world to rural people in place of 
ceding all knowledge of the environment to conservationists (an expertise 
that conservationists were all too happy to claim for themselves). Yoked 
together as “moral ecology,” this term would, I hoped, created a new 
vocabulary that could be deployed against the documentary and linguistic 
imbalances in the archive. It was, in sum, a neologism designed to unset-
tle the earlier neologisms of conservationists—including, of course, the 
very term conservation, coined by Gifford Pinchot in 1910 in a brilliant 
turn of phrase that cast the movement as a conservative, common-sense 
measure to protect a self-evident nature rather than a new form of con-
trol over the environment that often brought radical ecological and social 
change in its wake.8

Even close to two decades later, I see little need to tinker with the 
original definition of moral ecology that I offered in Crimes against 
Nature: “the pattern of beliefs, practices, and traditions that governed 
how ordinary rural folk interacted with the environment. … This 
moral ecology evolved in counterpoint to the elite discourse about 
conservation, a folk tradition that often critiqued official conservation 
policies, occasionally borrowed from them, and at other times even 
influenced them.”9

But let me offer a few clarifications. The term “moral ecology” was 
not intended to suggest that those rural people who opposed conserva-
tion were necessarily more moral than conservationists. One of the cen-
tral virtues of history as a discipline is its ability to reveal the contingency 
of the past, for it is in glimpsing the paths not taken—not to mention 
those paths purposely suppressed and erased—that we can begin to 
imagine alternative possibilities for the world that we inhabit today. In 
contrast, a limited knowledge of the contestations of the past leaves us 
with an impoverished sense of how best to confront the challenges of our 
current moment. As Marc Bloch once observed, “Misunderstanding of 
the present is the inevitable consequence of the ignorance of the past.”10
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In the case of American conservation, the contingencies from the 
past that the notion of moral ecology allowed me to bring to light did 
at times offer glimpses of a more ethical vision of how to combine social 
and environmental justice. Much of the research undergirding Crimes 
against Nature revealed how American conservation in its early years 
displaced arrangements, from the local control of guides clubs over dis-
crete regions of the Adirondacks to long-standing practices of various 
Native American nations in Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon, that 
offered useful models of more community-based, less top-down forms 
of environmental stewardship. This same research, however, also revealed 
episodes in which rural peoples wreaked spectacular environmental dev-
astation: setting of massive forest fires in the Adirondacks, killing penned 
elk in Yellowstone National Park, overharvesting of animals for their 
teeth and hides, attempting to murder rangers, guards, and game war-
dens. As much as Crimes against Nature sought to understand the logic 
behind such behaviors, it never tried to assert that all forms of moral 
ecology should be valorized equally.

The term moral ecology is a device intended to access a different van-
tage point, an ethical imagination that has all too often been submerged 
because of the biases in the documentary record. This vantage point can 
be valuable in helping us to excavate heretofore-obscured structures of 
power and modes of thought that operated in the past. It is agnostic, 
however, as to whether the moral ecology of rural people was better than 
the policies of early conservationists. I leave this question—and the met-
rics by which one measures “better” or “worse” (let alone if these are the 
right queries to make in the first place)—to be worked out in the specif-
ics of individual case studies, as the chapters in Moral Ecologies: Histories 
of Conservation, Dispossession and Resistance all do so illuminatingly, with 
examples plucked from a broad array of times and places.

A more valid concern about moral ecology might be its potential to 
flatten out divisions within rural society. In trying to reclaim the lost per-
spective of agrarian inhabitants, moral ecology can run the risk of making 
it appear as if there was a unitary moral ecology that all rural folk par-
ticipated in equally. The American countryside, however, was a stagger-
ingly diverse place, especially during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, the period analyzed in Crimes against Nature, fractured along 
lines of race, class, gender, religion, and region. (It is in part because of 
this diversity that there has never arisen a school of American peasant 
studies akin to those in Europe, South Asia, Latin America, or indeed 
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most other parts of the world.) If rural folk often disagreed with early  
conservationists, it did not follow that they agreed with one another. 
Even when they did share certain commonalities, such as a code among 
working-class white rural males that celebrated skills of tracking and 
hunting, this could just as easily lead one to serve as a park ranger as to 
poach game (in fact, as Crimes against Nature details, Ed Howell, the 
infamous “Yellowstone Park Poacher,” later worked as a scout at the very 
park where he once illegally slaughtered buffalo). If I were to tweak my 
original formulation, I might propose that there existed moral ecologies in 
the American countryside during the rise of conservation, a change that 
departs from the singular moral economy advanced by E. P. Thompson 
in his foundational work. This claim matches up well with many of the 
case studies examined in Moral Ecologies, and so it only appears appropri-
ate that the editors selected to use the plural in the title to this volume.

Of all the divergent moral ecologies in the United States, the most 
profound division existed between those of Natives and settlers. Crimes 
against Nature was written before the rise of settler colonial studies, but 
it prefigures certain arguments in the field. My narrative attempted to 
show that the empty wilderness landscapes manifested in early national 
parks were not “natural” but rather invented through the removal 
of peoples, most of them Natives. By erasing the Indian presence, the 
parks evinced what Patrick Wolfe would later label the “logic of elimi-
nation” at the heart of settler colonialism.11 This elimination mattered 
not just for the history of conservation but acquired additional power 
and meaning because of the parks’ ideological role as the most exem-
plary of American landscapes, imagined recreations of what the conti-
nent looked like before European settlement. Displacing Indian peoples 
from parks allowed Europeans and their descendants to pretend that US 
national expansion had involved a purely bloodless conquest of nature, 
rather than the violent dispossession of North America’s indigenous 
inhabitants.

That the term moral ecology could encompass both Native Americans 
and the settlers actively displacing them may strike some readers as pecu-
liar. But this confusion arises only if one believes that the two groups 
need share an identical set of beliefs about how best to relate to the nat-
ural world, which is not the case. (I would also point out that indigenous 
peoples are far from a uniform group, exhibiting considerable variation 
among themselves in the uses they make of the environment.) Moral 
ecology preceded the rise of conservation, in the sense that there has 
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always existed an array of uncodified, everyday rural practices governing 
who could use the natural world and how. Nonetheless, these practices 
were cast in sharper relief by the arrival of the conservation movement, 
causing moral ecology’s meaning to become more fraught as it assumed 
a new role as a counterpoint to official conservation policies. This coun-
terpoint, however, can take many forms, from subsistence foraging and 
hunting to alternative modes of market engagement. All that is necessary 
is the existence of a vernacular set of environmental practices that present 
a challenge to conservationist efforts to manage the landscape.

It is true that settlers were often far better equipped to resist conser-
vationists than were Native Americans. As people enjoying a privileged 
racial status (white), speaking the majority language (English), literate 
(sometimes but not always), believers in private property (even if many 
of them were considered squatters by the state), and citizens (in most 
cases), they possessed multiple advantages over indigenous people when 
they attempted to articulate their vision of moral ecology to policymak-
ers. It is for this reason that a considerable number of settlers were able 
to preserve a presence in New York’s Adirondacks Park at the turn of 
the last century, the precise time when indigenous peoples found their 
access to Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon National Parks severely 
curtailed. Playing on stereotypes of themselves as rugged frontiersmen 
that enjoyed wide currency in popular culture at the time, members of 
the guides’ clubs in the Adirondacks even met with New York’s then- 
governor Teddy Roosevelt to discuss game laws in a way that would have 
been unthinkable for contemporary American Indians. As such interac-
tions show, the moral ecology of country people need not be insular, 
hermetically sealed off from the deliberations of conservationists. But the 
degree to which moral ecology and official conservation could interpene-
trate one another depended on the character of the groups involved. The 
greater the social and cultural distance between them, the more isolated 
the moral ecology of rural folk from the world of conservation.

History is particularistic discipline; most of its practitioners seek only 
to narrate the unique features of their chosen topic, leading them to be 
suspicious of the impulse to distill out larger insights that can be trans-
ported to other times and places. As Eric Hobsbawm once observed, 
“Theoreticians of all kinds circle around the peaceful herds of historians 
as they graze on the rich pastures of their primary sources or chew the 
cud of each other’s publications.”12 Perhaps for this reason, I have long 
hesitated to regard moral ecology as anything resembling a theory. When 
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I coined the term, I envisioned it only as a tool to help me address a 
specific puzzle: the documentary imbalances inherent to the history of 
American conservation. That this tool might be picked up by scholars 
analyzing far different contexts than the US countryside of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries is of course immensely gratifying. 
But it is not something that I ever anticipated.

If history is particularistic, American history is especially so. It dwells 
in an exceptionalist bubble, holding itself aloof from the study of places 
elsewhere in the globe. The history of the American West has been par-
ticularly prone to this impulse, flowing as it does out of the thesis that it 
was the frontier that made the United States unique, an argument first 
proposed by Frederick Jackson Turner in 1893 (intriguingly enough, the 
very moment when the conservation movement began to gain promi-
nence in the United States).13 It is more than slightly ironic, then, that 
Crimes against Nature has proven to be of utility in geographic settings 
outside the United States, opening up long overdue comparative discus-
sions between Americanists and specialists in other parts of the world. 
When I wrote Crimes against Nature, my greatest ambition was only 
to bring American environmental and social history into greater con-
versation with one another. But much as American conservation has 
become a model that has spread around the world, leaving a string of 
national parks, forests, game reserves, and similar institutions behind it, 
moral ecology ended up being a useful way for probing the power, dif-
ferentials lie at the heart of any effort to regulate the environment—for 
it turns out that struggles over how best to manage the natural world 
have a deep and rich history throughout the globe, spanning the mate-
rial, cultural, ideological, and even spiritual dimensions of the human 
experience.

There may be those who wish for a thicker, more detailed, more 
ambitious definition of moral ecology. But I believe that if moral ecol-
ogy has any value, it is that it avoids any rigid framework and instead 
furnishes an open-ended set of questions that scholars from a wide vari-
ety of backgrounds can use as a starting point for their investigations. 
What are the quotidian understandings of ordinary rural folk about how 
best to relate to the environment? To what extent are these practices 
evident in the archive? How might their presence in official documents 
be distorted, reduced to crimes such as squatting, poaching, timber 
theft, or arson? How have these practices, licit or illicit, shifted over 
time in response to social processes, ecological changes, or economic 
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developments? How did rural folk attempt to resist, evade, co-opt, or 
cooperate with conservationist policies? Who gets to decide what nature 
is, and how it should be used?

These questions may seem simple, perhaps even simple-minded, but 
they were seldom asked before Crimes against Nature. Not until we 
begin to answer them for many times and places, can we acquire the 
broader angle of vision and expanded moral imagination necessary to 
grapple with the most important question of all: how can we live on this 
planet in a sustainable way, one that does justice to our fellow human 
beings and to the plants, animals, and other living creatures with whom 
our fates are so inextricably intertwined?
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