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The task of reconceptualizing planetary change for the human imagination calls
on a wide range of disciplinary wisdom. Environmental studies were guided by
the natural sciences in the 1960s, and in the 1970s broadened to include policy
and the social sciences. By the 1990s, with global environmental changes well-
documented, various humanist initiatives emerged, expanding the idea of ethics,
responsibility and justice within the transdisciplinary mode of environmental
studies. Shared problems, places, and scales form the basis for collaborative work
in the environmental humanities, sometimes in partnerships with natural sciences
and the creative arts. Experiential learning and trust in judgments based on differ-
ent methods typically guide humanities interventions. Shifting the frameworks of
environmental research to be more consciously inclusive and diverse is enabling
concepts of the physical world that better include humans and taking ethics
beyond humans to consider more-than-human Others. This review considers his-
torically how the environment and the humanities became conceptualized
together. It then explores three emerging fields in transdisciplinary environmen-
tal scholarship where environmental humanities are playing major leadership
roles: (1) climate and biodiversity justice, both for humans and for other forms of
life; (2) the Anthropocene as a metaphor for living with planetary changes and
(3) life after ‘the end of nature,’ including rewilding and restoration. While envi-
ronmental humanities also work in many other fields, these cases exemplify the
crucial tasks of situating the human in geological and ecological terms and other
life forms (the ‘more-than-human’) in ethical terms. © 2017 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
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Introduction: The Emergence of an
Interdisciplinary Humanism with an
Environmental Focus
The task of reconceptualizing planetary change for
the human imagination calls on a wide range of

disciplinary wisdom. Environmental studies were
guided by the natural sciences in the 1960s, and in the
1970s broadened to include policy and the social sci-
ences. By the 21st century, with climate change and
global environmental changes (GECs) well-documen-
ted, the environmental humanities have emerged,
extending the idea of the human within the transdisci-
plinary mode of environmental studies.1–6 GEC schol-
arship acknowledged a role for history, for example,
through programs like the Integrated History and
future Of People on Earth (IHOPE),7–9 but more
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recently, humanities scholars are framing environ-
mental questions more broadly, not merely providing
commentary on questions raised by GEC scientists
(Box 1). The geographers Noel Castree4,10 and Mike

Hulme11 are prominent among those who have urged
more engagement with the environmental humanities.
Cultural scholarship has the potential to alter radi-
cally the ‘character’ of understandings of GEC.

Biologist and cultural theorist Donna Haraway
suggests that the ‘problem’ framework can limit
responses. A focus on ‘solutions’ can lead to a failure
to ‘stay with the trouble.’13 Adaptation and resilience
are less about ‘fixing’ the environment as re-imagining
it. Providing different language can stimulate new
approaches,14 and metaphors can be powerful tools in
environmental management.15 Adaptation to what has
already happened is clearly an urgent part of living
with future climate, as whatever remedies can be added
to the system will not reverse the changes immediately.
Before adaptation, however, there is a need for imagi-
nation. The environmental humanities work to shift
the focus from ‘solving’ complex problems like climate
change, to living with problems and change, and to
framing them in ways that recognize that climate-
changed environments are unevenly distributed, geo-
graphically and socially. Adaptation science makes
similar claims,16 describing itself as a practice ‘no lon-
ger constrained by discipline and sectoral boundaries,
geopolitical polarity, or … technical problematisation’
(Ref 16, p. 11), yet the focus on the ‘decision context’19

positions adaptation science as primarily a tool of pol-
icy making. Environmental humanities may influence
policy-makers, but their target is a broader audience.
Changing the language affects ‘decision-making,’ but it
also changes the democratic context in which decision-
making is practiced. A broader audience enables envi-
ronmental humanities to focus on justice rather than
regulation.6 This is part of a wider popular trend. For
example, while the important 2006 documentary film
about climate change, An Inconvenient Truth, was
informed by the latest climate science,18 its sequel An
Inconvenient Sequel in 2017 strongly emphasized
questions of justice.19

Cognitive scientist Jerome Kagan describes
‘three cultures’20 of knowledge. He distinguishes
between the emphasis on prediction and explication
in natural and social sciences (with respect to natural
phenomena and human behavior, respectively), and
the focus of the humanities on the ‘meanings humans
impose on experience.’He singles out ‘culture, the his-
torical era and life history’ as determinants of human
reactions (Ref 20, p. 4). Thus the humanities add a
new dimension to transdisciplinary fields such as cli-
mate change research: prediction and modeling are
important for future scenarios but pathways to action
from present experience depend on understanding
culture and history. The future is not just technical: it
is cultural.21 A ‘visceral understanding’ of how

BOX 1

ENVIRONMENTAL HUMANITIES—
DEFINITION AND ORIGINS

The Environmental Humanities are not so much
a new discipline or method, as a fresh combina-
tion of humanistic perspectives and partner-
ships. The environmental humanities include
history, philosophy, aesthetics, geography, com-
parative religious studies, literature, theater,
film, and media studies informed by the most
recent research in the sciences of nature and
sustainability.2 The 21st century environmental
humanities gather together humanities scholars
who engage with transdisciplinary field of
‘environmental studies,’ building on key sub-
disciplines, such as environmental philosophy,
environmental history, political ecology, ecocri-
ticism, cultural geography, and environmental
anthropology, which have emerged since the
1970s.1

International initiatives like the Humanities
for the Environment (HfE)2 and the Sawyer
Seminar Series (UCLA)1 build partnerships with
natural science and arts to add history, percep-
tion, emotion, and cultural dimensions to com-
plex issues like climate change. Critics of
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) reports say they overlook these dimen-
sions and define future pathways through the
limited ‘framework of academic economics.’12

While the environmental humanities are
educative and political in profound ways, their
work is distinct from advocacy and overt ‘activ-
ism.’3 Rather, they engage the broadest spec-
trum of human intelligence, enabling diverse
logical, moral, intuitive, and philosophical
approaches to understand the world that are
compatible with more than Western cultures.
By moving beyond traditional disciplinary
methods, and using experiential learning, per-
formance, art and narrative, the environmental
humanities extend collaborative practice
beyond science and the academy. Environmen-
tal humanities, with their commitment to clar-
ity, transparency, and plain language, add
accessibility to complex problems like climate
change.
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carbon emissions are embedded in lives is something
that can change behavior.22 Music and the arts can
represent climate change in ways that people can see
and feel, not just ‘know about.’

Aspiration is also visceral, not something that
can be modeled or predicted. It is about feelings. A
sense of a positive future makes life meaningful, yet
as anthropologist Arjun Appadurai argues, if the
future is defined by ‘neoclassical economics’ and
‘contractual and risk management strategies’ (Ref 22,
p. 285), it is drained of cultural context. Modeling
and prediction, tools of the digital revolution, have
been adopted by economics, environmental science,
planning, and disaster management alike as ways to
define the future. The future is measured in probabili-
ties, leaving no space for participation or imagina-
tion, nor for ways of knowing that do not fit the
models. The environmental humanities work to fos-
ter hope: they are not limited to mathematical
models, and they work with emotional intelligence as
well as logic. ‘Chasing hope’ has been a peculiarly
American obsession, Bangladeshi historian Dipesh
Chakrabarty argues, by defining hope within a West-
ern tradition, others may be deprived of it.22–24 All
people have their own histories. Those with ‘subal-
tern pasts’25 (nonwestern history) imagine different
possible futures from those in the West.

Where did environmental humanities come
from and who develops such scholarship? What are
key focuses and approaches? This essay considers
first the original reasons given historically for concep-
tualizing the environment and the humanities
together. It then explores three ‘case studies’ of broad
issues in environmental humanities that have implica-
tions for climate science and policy researchers.
There are, of course, many others. But in a short
review paper in the context of this journal, I begin by
considering three areas where environmental humani-
ties reframe interdisciplinary thinking:

1. climate and biodiversity justice, both for
humans and for other forms of life,

2. the Anthropocene as a metaphor for living with
planetary changes,

3. life after ‘the end of nature’26 including ideas of
rewilding and restoration.

In limiting itself to these themes, this review has not
devoted space to the many ways environmental
humanities scholars have contributed in fields shaped
by the insights of natural and social scientists.
Climate change research begins with atmospheric
physics because this was where global warming was

first detected. But Earth Systems science (ESS) soon
expanded to consider the feedback effects in terres-
trial and marine systems. ESS now includes most nat-
ural sciences that work on a global scale. But there
are other scales possible, and the human scale is also
important, not least because it is the scale that is
most meaningful to humans. Marine science and
oceanography have led discussions of the acidifica-
tion of the oceans and the bleaching of coral reefs,
yet these changes have also been deeply felt and pas-
sionately opposed: environmental humanists have
made important contributions to evaluate these
changes in different ways.27,28 Likewise, the detec-
tion of toxic chemicals in the environment (including
human bodies) required technical tools from the
medical sciences, but also evaluation of human
responses.29 While agricultural sciences lead research
into many new possibilities for ‘feeding the world,’
the problems of living in monocultural agricultural
communities are explored by environmental human-
ists.30,31 For this brief overview of the environmental
humanities in a climate change journal of transdisci-
plinary scholarship, I have chosen to concentrate on
fields where environmental humanities work with
other disciplines, and have broken new ground
because they operate in different ways from natural
and social sciences.

Where Did the Environmental Humanities
Come From?
Environmental humanities, Swedish historian Sverker
Sörlin has argued, is a ‘symptom’ of a ‘transforma-
tion to a new research policy regime giving more
space to responsibility, risk and complexity.’32 It pro-
vides a new ‘stimulus for integrative, challenge ori-
ented approaches across all science fields’, including
the humanities (Ref 32, p. 18). Such scholarly policy
research and cross-fertilization is both descriptive
and ‘aspirational’ (Ref 32, p. 11). Environmental
humanities thrive where interdisciplinary exchange
within and beyond universities is encouraged by pub-
lic culture, and where policy communities turn to
universities for innovation.33

In most places, environmental science preceded
environmental ‘studies,’ with the latter explicitly
including the human as part of the environment. The
term ‘environmental science’ was still very new in the
1960s.5,34 Environmental science emerged in a ‘dou-
ble helix’ with the idea of environment,35 the two con-
cepts emerging and developing ‘not consecutively but
simultaneously,’ environment being ‘constructed by
those that claimed expertise on it and also provided
the advice’ (Ref 35, p. 15). Other precursors of
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environmental studies include Human Ecology, a
term advocated in the 1950s by prominent ecologist,
Paul Sears,36 who described ‘the total landscape as …
the basis of our culture,’ and ‘an expression of it’ (Ref
36, p. 963). In Australia, ‘human ecology’ was not
used till later, but the idea was already present in
1965, when a group of Fellows of the Australian
Academy of Science proposed a Biological Centre in
Canberra.37 It was to be a national cultural institution
for ecological literacy, to promote ‘biological aware-
ness … in persons in all walks of life’ (Ref 37, p. 4).

The environmental politics of the 1970s gave
rise to sub-disciplines like environmental history1,38

and environmental philosophy.39,40 It also drove the
development of meta-disciplines like environmental
studies. In 1973 in Australia, Monash University
conceived environmental studies as a way to combine
zoology and culture in its undergraduate teaching,41

and the Australian National University established
the Centre for Resource and Environmental Studies
(CRES) under the direction of Frank Fenner, an emi-
nent virologist and a proponent of the Biological
Centre,42 now called the Fenner School of Environ-
ment and Society. Environmental studies were also
encouraged by the growth in interdisciplinary facul-
ties in new universities. Established in 1975, Griffith
University in Queensland, Australia, had a distinctive
foundation Faculty of Environmental Studies and
Linköping University, Sweden, included ‘TEMA’
(Themes in interdisciplinary studies including an
environment theme).5 Interdisciplinary studies in
Sweden also included Future Studies, supported by
the eminent politician and sociologist Alva Myrdal43

following the United Nations Conference on the
Human Environment, held in Stockholm in 1972.44

In the United States, the American Society of
Environmental History was founded in 1977 which
supported a journal, now called Environmental His-
tory.38 While in the United States, environmental his-
tory began as a sub-discipline of history, elsewhere it
was more a ‘field,’ practiced by geographers, archeol-
ogists and others with interests in peoples and envi-
ronments over the long-term.32,45 Since 1990s,
‘environmental historians’ came from environmental
sciences, political science and geography, not just his-
tory and the humanities.46 Meanwhile histories of
environmental activism were sometimes regarded as
history,47 and sometimes political science.48,49

Humanists normally favor a human scale, and
focus on what can be seen by the human senses
unaided, but even so, new ‘big’ specialties have arisen
within the humanities since the 1980s. For example,
we have seen the rise of Big History,50,51 taught in
partnership with natural sciences. Big History aims

to reunite physics and history, and works on both
planetary and human timescales. The humanities
have also contributed to rethinking distinctions
between the global (and its human institutions) and
the planetary (and natural systems), and forms of jus-
tice for both.6 The challenges of inequality are not
merely a concern for ‘global experts,’ but also the
people disadvantaged by big systems and dominant
practices. Big global institutions like the United
Nations have struggled to include voices ‘from
below,’ despite being formal advocates of human
rights.52 The scholarly environmental humanities,
through events and artistic performances, support
new ways to enable more inclusive conversations and
provide opportunities for people to speak for
themselves.53

As the western world approached the turn of
the millennium, apocalyptic ideas lurked, ever pre-
sent.54 The global view was disturbing, but also dis-
piriting. The world was becoming hardened to
environmental bad news. More than the general mil-
lennial anxiety of the significant calendar moment,
there was a new ‘yearning to know the future and to
charge science with accurate prognosis’ (Ref 54,
p. 19). Climate scientists agreed that anthropogenic
climate change was under way.55–57 Biodiversity
experts talked of a sixth mass extinction event.58,59

Meanwhile the world’s population was rapidly
approaching the 7.8 billion ‘absolute limit’ mooted
by statistician George Knibbs in 1928.60 The bigger
and gloomier the news, the less the opportunity to
take personal responsibility for action. This was the
‘environmental crisis’ that motivated a small group
of Australian scholars from history, anthropology
and cultural studies held a meeting at the Australian
National University in 2000 to develop a research ini-
tiative in ‘ecological humanities.’5,61 Its call for action
focused on what philosopher Val Plumwood
described as an ‘ecological crisis of reason.’62 In
2002, the group partnered with the Joint Academies
Forum, a joint initiative of the four learned Acade-
mies of Australia (Humanities, Social Science, Sci-
ence, Technological Science and Engineering), for the
workshop on cultural policy, ‘Climate and Culture in
Australia.’63 The Australian Academy of Humanities
also promoted Tom Griffiths’ report, ‘The Humani-
ties and an Environmentally Sustainable
Australia.’64–66 From 2004, Australian Humanities
Review included an ‘Ecological Humanities Corner,’
until 2012, when Environmental Humanities was
established as its own journal, now international and
published by Duke University Press. Sponsorships
from leading environmental humanities institutions
ensure that it is still free to readers. The ‘free to air’
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principle has been a crucial part of the discipline’s
inclusion of independent scholars, artists and the
GLAM (Galleries, Libraries, Archives and Museums)
sector. The journal explicitly supports the scholarly
humanities to engage with these groups to critique
and explore policy and action for public and plane-
tary issues.67

The ‘environmental crisis’ itself is changing as
scholars grapple with environmental change and its
moral repercussions. Princeton literary professor,
Rob Nixon, argues that ‘fast’ media (social and com-
mercial) and the 24-h news cycle make ‘slow vio-
lence’ invisible.68 Reflective justice scholarship works
in partnership with those suffering through long-term
events like famines and droughts and other effects of
climate change. The longer the time frame, the less
likely are injustices reported in the news, so ‘slow
media’69 like the arts and museums provide impor-
tant platforms for reflection and activism.70 Slow vio-
lence has been widely recognized by justice scholars
and activists as something demanding very different
frames from crisis and emergency management.68–70

Another humanistic approach to the climate cri-
sis is offered by Timothy Morton’s concept of the
‘hyperobject.’71,72 Morton describes hyperobjects as
real, nonlocal ‘entities whose primordial reality is
withdrawn from humans’ (Ref 71, p. 15). That is,
they are phenomena that transcend and saturate
human experience without ever being singular or
emplaced. Their significance is that ‘they stretch expe-
rience beyond the time scales and places of daily
life’73 but, in doing so, ‘are unfathomable and induce
in us a sense of the uncanny’ (Ref 73, p. 2). While
Morton himself, prefers to use the term ‘global
warming,’ rather than climate change, his concept has
been influential in developing a thought experiment in
thinking beyond humans into the geological future,74

conceptualizing a strange future ‘without us.’71 Sev-
eral scholars in this journal72,73 have developed the
hyperobject as a tool to reconsider how climate
change affects humanity at an unconscious level, and
skews responses in unexpected ways. Elizabeth Boul-
ton acknowledges that Morton’s difficult language
can at times obscure the usefulness of the concept, but
that ‘hyperobjects’ do offer a new frame or narrative,
that is more than merely logical and quotidian.72 It
has long been evident that the uncanny, the uncon-
scious, and the unintended do shape human behav-
ior.75 Leaving them out of consideration, particularly
in analysis of times of crisis, may result in significant
omissions and surprises; allowing that climate change
may function like a hyperobject enables humans to
engage with their vulnerability. By humbling human-
ity, Morton develops ‘more democratic modes of

coexistence between humans and with nonhumans’,
Boulton argues (Ref 72, p. 777).

Over the last decade, ‘environmental humanities’
initiatives have emerged at many universities, in
museums and in ‘pop-up’ public forums across the
world. One of the first and most internationally influ-
ential is the German government funded initiative, the
Rachel Carson Center of Environment and Society at
Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität (LMU), Munich
(established 2009).76 The Center works in a close part-
nership with the Deutsches Museum of Science and
Technology to promote international collaborative
interdisciplinary sustainability research led by history
and other humanities. Sweden’s KTH Environmental
Humanities Laboratory was established in 2011 at the
Royal Institute of Technology (KTH), Stockholm to
‘experiment’ in the environmental humanities.77 This
initiative was funded by the donation of a private phi-
lanthropist. The Seedbox Collaboratory (based at Uni-
versity of Linköping, within TEMA) was funded as a
pilot scheme from 2015 to 2019 through Swedish
competitive research grants (MISTRA and Formas),
with the aim of becoming a long-term international
research hub in Sweden from 2019.5,78 In North
America, an early leader in environmental history and
ecocriticism, the interdisciplinary environmental
humanities brought together history, literary criticism,
aesthetics anthropology, cultural studies, religious
studies, gender studies, media studies, and science and
technology studies (STS).1 One of the most interna-
tional of these initiatives is HfE funded from 2013 to
2015 by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.79,80 The
project networked universities and researchers interna-
tionally through a system of ‘Observatories,’ Beginning
with North American, Asia-Pacific, and Australia-
Pacific Observatories, it has expanded since with
renewed support to include Africa, East Asia, Europe,
and Latin America.80,81

All these initiatives, and many others funded by
individual universities, work in different ways to build
humanities strength in environmental studies. Three
distinctive case studies of what this means for devel-
opments in scholarly thinking is explained below.

Climate and Biodiversity Justice: A New
Ethics of the ‘More-Than-Human’
The environmental crisis that inspired the first eco-
logical humanities initiatives focused on the ethical
implications of extinction, an issue of international
concern raised by conservation biologists.82,83 The
biologically diverse continent of Australia, despite
best-practice science and the resources of a wealthy
nation, led the world in medium-size mammalian
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extinctions, and this was a concern for humanities
scholars as well as scientists.64–66,84 Biodiversity was
famously promoted internationally by biologists
Thomas Lovejoy and Edward Wilson at the confer-
ence of the Smithsonian Institution that launched the
Society for Conservation Biology in 1986.85,86 Biodi-
versity seized the agenda for action on extinctions by
the International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) and others through creating a term that
enabled comparisons of loss. Policy-making was
affirmed by evidence that could be counted; trust in
numbers increased steadily over the 20th century,
aided and abetted by the digital revolution.87 Biodi-
versity enhanced the policy effectiveness of compre-
hensive inventories of the global conservation status
of biological species (IUCN Red Lists).85,88 Michael
Soulé described conservation biology as ‘crisis sci-
ence’ or triage for nature, a new marriage of func-
tional postulates (ecological principles) and
normative postulates (management principles) to cre-
ate both an ethic and science for action.89

Biodiversity captured not only the imagination
of biologists but also the philanthropic conservation
community. It became the way to talk about nature,
for example, when the large US-based organization
Conservation International was launched in 1987.
Justice for the more-than-human requires that biodi-
versity be integrated into public policy,83 but this
alone is not enough. In her book Imagining Extinc-
tion, professor of environmental humanities, Ursula
Heise suggests that biodiversity is no longer a short-
hand for conservation.90 Conservation is not simply
the sum of ecology and crisis: it is more complex. This
crisis cannot be managed by triage—it is a long-term
emergency. While ecological principles can help to
understand ‘how the lives of other species are being
reshaped by human actions’, sometimes enabling the
forecasting of their long-term consequences, ecology
‘cannot be called upon to determine what our rela-
tionship to other species should ideally be’ (Ref 90,
p. 199). Environmental justice demands ‘multi-species
justice,’ which is based on the principle that communi-
ties are neither mere ecosystems nor human social
communities, but ‘conglomerates of human and non-
human species that shape each other’ (Ref 90, p. 195).

Climate change complicates extinctions and their
cultural meanings. While conservation biologists have
argued about what to do about species loss, it is earth
system scientists who revealed the ‘hyperthreat’ of cli-
mate change.72 Now a new genre of dystopian science
fiction engages with apocalyptic nature of planetary
scale change, ‘cli-fi’ (climate fiction).3,91 Ecocriticism, a
branch of literary criticism, initially developed through
a focus on romantic and nostalgic nature writing and

‘green poetry’92 turned dark as its attention shifted to
horror and dystopia. While nature writers and critics
contributed to biodiversity politics, the newer ecocriti-
cism directed its work to climate activism. In other
places where environmental questions were not central
to literary criticism,93cli-fi and films are more often dis-
cussed by scholars of STS. Climate change now per-
vades all sorts of literature, not just fiction, but also
poetry and drama: between the WIREs: Climate
Change reviews of climate change literature in 201191

and 2016,3 there was an explosion of new writing
about climate change.94 There has also been a corre-
sponding expansion of performance arts of all sorts
(Figure 1). Performance art is even included in interna-
tional policy and governance forums. For example, the
poet, Kathy Jetnil-Kijiner from the low-lying Marshall
Islands in the Pacific opened the United Nations Cli-
mate talks in New York in 2014 with her poem of
hope, ‘Dear Matafele Peinam.’53 She also opened the
European Parliament in 2015, when climate change
talks were a major part of proceedings. Historical
relations between the humanities and science commu-
nities in different places have shaped different frames
for environmental crisis and approaches to human
responsibility.

Not all literary figures accept ‘cli fi’ as serious
fiction: science fiction has always been a genre apart,
and climate change a step too far for some. Prize-
winning Bangladeshi writer, Amitav Ghosh in his
nonfiction work, The Great Derangement,95 argues
that the tropes of the modern novel cannot cope with
climate change. The rules of fiction cannot stretch so
far from the everyday for him, even though he has
explored biodiversity loss in several of his novels.
The Hungry Tide96 is situated in the low-lying Sun-
derbans, where climate change will be felt first.

Climate change is inherently uncanny: weather
conditions and the high carbon lifestyles that are
changing them, are extremely familiar and yet have
been given a new menace and uncertainty (Ref
95, p. 30).

In the modern novel, the unheard-of moves
‘towards the background,’ to foreground and explore
the everyday (Ref 95, p. 17). In what adaptation sci-
entists dub the ‘postnormal’ world, there is no every
day for the novel to explore. Ghosh struggles with his
very craft. Perhaps the tropes of the novel itself must
shift to accommodate the profound uncanniness and
unknowability of a climate-changed world.

Environmental justice depends on political ecol-
ogy. Environmental activism is a form of human
endeavor that is deeply cultural: ‘environmentalism’

does not mean the same thing in every place, despite
the fact that concern about the environment emerged
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at similar times in different places, as a response to
accelerate global developments that have compro-
mised life in the biosphere.97 There are many ‘varie-
ties of environmentalism,’ Indian historian
Ramachandra Guha and Catalonian sociologist Juan
Martínez Alier argue.98 Activism in the global south
is distinct.68 While conservation might seem optional
in the United States where its focus is on recreational
areas,99 it is fundamental to human livelihoods in the
tropical places, which support so much of the world’s
biodiversity, as well as many of the world’s poor.
Guha, describing what he calls the distinct environ-
mentalism of the poor, quotes Mahatma Gandhi:
‘Even God dare not appear to the poor man except
in the form of bread’ (Ref 97, p. 92).

The expression ‘more-than-human’ conceptual-
izes an ethical and moral world that is more than sim-
ply the home of the human species. It is a prominent
concept in animal studies, but is also relevant in law,
and in the law, the Global South is often leading
debates. Only ‘persons’ have the right to pursue legal
justice, and this has led to various initiatives to give
legal rights to trees in the United States100 and rivers
in New Zealand and India.101 Rights for Nature are
now part of the constitutions of Ecuador and
Bolivia.102 The Ley de Derechos de la Madre Tierra
(‘law of the rights of mother nature’) was passed in
2010 as Bolivian law 071. Ecuador was the first coun-
try to vote to recognize Rights of Nature in its

Constitution, ratified by referendum in September
2008. Within its constitution there is a chapter on
‘Rights for Nature,’ which acknowledges that nature
in all its life forms has the right to exist, persist, main-
tain and regenerate its vital cycles. The ecosystem
itself can be named as a defendant in a court of
law.103

The Metaphor of the Anthropocene
In 2012, Sörlin published a Viewpoint in BioScience,
appealing to biologists interested in the environment,
to take the humanities seriously.104 ‘The arrival of
humanists to the environmental enterprise … will
mean new opportunities for bioscientists to collabo-
rate with those in the humanities,’ he noted. He
promised ‘deeper reflexivity’ and ‘a sense of realism’

in work for the environment and sustainability (Ref
104, p. 789). With fellow historian, Anders Ekström,
Sörlin also published a major book about measuring
the contribution of the humanities to Sweden’s
future.105 Ekström and Sörlin noted the environment
as one important domain where the humanities were
already working in intellectual partnerships—not
only with science, but also with cultural institutions
and artists—to lead new initiatives that shape future
society. Likewise, Icelandic anthropologist, Gísli Páls-
son, and colleagues urged more reflection on the

FIGURE 1 | Luminous Relic 2017: Alexander Boynes, Mandy Martin, and Tristen Parr; pigment, sand, crusher dust, acrylic on linen; three-
channel high-definition video; stereo sound score; 601000 duration; 260 cm × 1170 cm. Courtesy of the artists and Australian Galleries, Melbourne
and Sydney. (Geelong Gallery install). Photographer: Andrew Curtis. Shown as part of the CLIMARTE festival 2017, Luminous Relic 2017 is an
example of the multimedia performance art that complements the environmental humanities. [Correction added on 15 December 2017, after first
online publication: Figure 1 has been updated.]
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‘Anthropos’ in GEC research, and more involvement
for the humanities.106

The idea of the Anthropocene began in science
in 2000, in the context of a meeting of the Interna-
tional Geosphere–Biosphere Program (IGBP), one
of the key scientific groups that synthesized research
for the IPCC.107,108 The concern of this group was
that the future should not be reduced to dire predic-
tions about climate change109 and should include
human responses to the impending global warming
crisis, recognizing that the recent acceleration of
change has its roots in the very particular human
behaviors of the fossil-fuel economies of the 20th
century.110 By 2005, when many of the scientific
leaders active in IPCC developed a plan for at a
workshop in Dahlem, Germany, ESS reached out to
include archeology, history, anthropology and other
humanities disciplines in their international networks
through an interdisciplinary history program, the
IHOPE.7,8,111,112 In the latest initiative, Future
Earth,113 supersedes three of the four original GEC
programs [DIVERSITAS, IGBP and the International
Human Dimensions Program (IHDP)]. It also
includes over 20 new projects, ranging from the
Global Carbon Project to the Earth System Gover-
nance Project. Future Earth, based in five ‘Global
Hubs,’ Colorado, Montreal, Paris, Stockholm, and
Tokyo, and aspires to develop global sustainability
science to become ‘intellectually inclusive and
socially influential.’10

For the disciplines of geology and stratigraphy,
the Anthropocene rests on the question of whether
Earth might have entered a new geological epoch, and
how this might be manifested in rock strata.114–116

Meanwhile, other sciences were more interested in
contesting its ‘origins.’ Depending on what data sets
were their focus, they generated different answers to
the question of when exactly the Anthropocene
began.117 In the museum sector, the Anthropocene is
often simplified as the Age of Humans118 while the
humanities and creative arts celebrate its value as a
metaphor in times of planetary change. Metaphors
are important in framing environmental manage-
ment15 and are useful tools for understanding human
responses to crisis and change in environmental vari-
ables such as climate. The idea of metaphor reframes
the Anthropocene as a tool for action, not just a
description of the state of the planet.119 As geogra-
pher Lauren Rickards argues ‘the value of a metaphor
is not simply a matter of how accurately it depicts the
world, but of what insights, storylines, emotions and
aesthetics it offers’ (Ref 119, p. 281). What does it
mean, not just to face planetary change at a cata-
strophic level (which has happened before), but to

ourselves bring on ‘the sixth extinction.’59,120 Philoso-
pher, Benjamin Hale comments that human causality
‘is a distinguishing feature of what we are experienc-
ing now, you’d think we’d spend a good deal more
energy emphasizing the anthropogenic dimension and
downplaying the catastrophic. Instead we do exactly
the opposite’ (Ref 120, p. 35).

Recognizing the Anthropocene as a metaphor
enables a critique of the privileging of global scale and
western perspectives over all others. Treating humans
as a ‘species’ de-emphasizes their moral responsibili-
ties.121 While it is undoubtedly our species that is shift-
ing the geological rules of the planet, it is not every
human. Migration historians Armiero and De Angelis
argue, ‘the Anthropocene discourse conflates the indi-
vidual and the society at large’122 … ‘If people live in
this mess … they should only blame themselves as
members of the universal human species or, in the
optimistic version, act as a member of the same univer-
sal human species to improve the situation’ (Ref 122,
p. 353). As climate refugees already flood out of
anthropogenic North African droughts, the questions
of the Anthropocene are increasingly human and
moral.123 Climate justice is a very practical problem.

If human society is treated as a monoculture
where dominant social systems become the way the
species is conceived, the opportunity is lost to con-
sider alternative human social systems that do not
rely on capitalism, patriarchy, and colonialism. It
may be in these places that there is hope for the
future of humanity. In ‘Let Them Drown,’124 the pro-
vocative 2016 Edward Said lecture, Naomi Klein
suggests that the future might depend on nonwestern
models for living. In a warming world, people need
to be more than good citizens, they should also be
‘good ancestors,’ and take account of the world in
seven generations time.124 Conceptualizing the
‘human’ in terms of the immediate present (and in
Western terms) normalizes the historically excep-
tional.125 Historian Tony Judt argues:

Something is profoundly wrong with the way we live
today. Much of what appears ‘natural’ today dates
from the 1980s: the obsession with wealth creation,
the cult of privatization and the private sector, the
growing disparities of rich and poor (Ref 125, p. 7).

A short ‘present’ leads to a discounted future.
Thinking like an ancestor, or developing a ‘Long
Now’

126 has important ramifications for a very dif-
ferent future. Stewart Brand, the co-founder of the
Long Now Foundation—a very humanist idea, is an
entrepreneur, software developer and creator of the
Whole Earth Catalog. Humanism is sometimes
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practiced by polymaths better known for contribu-
tions to science or engineering, like Julian Huxley,
foundation director of UNESCO, René Dubos, Pulit-
zer Prize winner, and Jan Zalasiewicz, who combines
geology with creative nonfiction and the arts.74 The
Clock of the Long Now was the centerpiece of the
first museum Anthropocene Gallery.69,127 The inter-
disciplinary environmental humanities are not limited
to the academy, and draw strength from scholarly
partnerships beyond universities.

The Anthropocene is a complex and multiface-
ted idea that reshapes the disciplinary landscape. The
idea that the human species has become a geological
force for planetary change means that there is now
no distinction between human history and planetary
history.24 The history of climate and the history of
capital have become conjoined.128 The Anthropocene
was conceived in a time of unprecedented greed.
Most of the accelerating changes in social and natu-
ral systems that are gathered under the heading of
the Great Acceleration129 were historically driven by
the western nations whose development has materi-
ally benefited from this rapid and unsustainable con-
sumption. The moral implications of this demand a
careful analysis of the ‘human,’ not merely a focus
on what the species has done to the planet.

Life After Nature: The Domestic Wild
and Rewilding the Earth
What does the rapid loss of species, of biodiversity,
mean for people? Are people grieving about extinc-
tions? Environmental humanist, Thom van Dooren
explores the ethical practice of scientific conservation
and what it means for ‘life and loss at the edge of
extinction’, in his book Flight Ways.130 Such ethical
questions have been a very important part of ‘animal
studies’ and other humanities, especially those who
argue that ‘biophilia’131—or practical engagement
with nature—is part of what it means to be fully
human. Lebanese–Australian social theorist, Ghassan
Hage argues in his new book, Is Racism an Environ-
mental Threat? that there are intrinsic connections
between the invasion, occupation, domination, and
exploitation of an ‘othered people’ and the invasion,
occupation, domination, and exploitation of an
‘othered nature.’121

The disciplines of design and architecture, and
of ecological restoration have all been active in tak-
ing these questions beyond ‘managing’ nature
(in accordance with Red Lists and species counts) to
projects that consider humans and nonhuman others
together and recognize feedback loops between them.
Some acknowledge the ‘novel ecosystems’132 of the

Anthropocene, and work to find ways whereby these
ecosystems may still support people’s need for
nature. Such questions stimulate new work on urban
nature, moving scholarship away from limiting
nature to ‘wilderness,’ a concept that has proved a
problematic category even in the United States where
it was once considered ‘America’s Best Idea.’133,134

Yet right in the heart of a city, as ecologists in West
Berlin discovered during the Cold War years, ‘wild’
nature and rare species can flourish.135 The impor-
tance of the ‘domestic wild’136 of suburban garden-
ing, in nurturing memory and in re-framing
modernity is the subject of important new studies in
human geography.136–138

If 70% of humans live in cities, and more and
more already live in megacities, what does this mean
for the relationships between people and nature? It
certainly brings city planners and designers into the
mix, and the artistic dimensions of their work will
make the future nature which is closest to most peo-
ple. Sculpture and garden design, public parks, and
accidental spaces are all important places for encoun-
ters with nature. Grander designs can be found in
projects like Rewilding Europe.82,137,139 Even tidy
parts of the planet like Western Europe are talking
about ‘letting go’ of domesticated landscapes and
enabling ‘rambunctious gardens.’138 This is not so
much ‘managing nature’ but listening to people who
want to talk about their relationships with nature, in
the city, in rural areas30 and in places beyond agri-
culture. There is a new agreement fostered by greater
integration of the perspectives of Indigenous peoples,
that people are good for conservation.140 Natural
resource management now includes human behaviors
in its ambit.141 The language of ‘co-management’
embraces a broader expertise that includes alternative
visions of what country ought to look like and who
it benefits. In Australia, traditional Aboriginal land
management is as much about human well-being as
ecological systems. The Healthy Country, Healthy
People project in northern Australia found that ‘car-
ing for country’ makes Indigenous people healthier—
something that Djelk ranger, Victor Rostron says he
‘has always known’ (Ref 140, p. 242).

The Expertise of Humanists: A Case in
Point
Throughout this paper, I have emphasized the trans-
disciplinary environmental humanities, the elements of
our work that reach beyond technical disciplinary
audiences, and include the thoughtful ‘general public,’
who want to engage with the big ideas of our time.
The public, of course, includes the technically trained
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in areas other than ours: art, music, and theater are
accessible to far more than artists, musicians, and
actors: that is the point of them. Museums aim to
include the interests of broad audiences. Embracing
the arts as scholarship is a crucial part of transdisci-
plinary humanities thinking, and practicing artists of
all sorts research the history and ontology (coming
into being) of the concepts they enliven with their art.

Writing books that are read by many readers is
another crucial form of transdisciplinary scholarship.
Writing for a broad audience requires mastery of the
technical skills and concepts, but spares the reader
details that are not crucial to the argument. Synthe-
sizing scholarship is an important skill that comple-
ments technical analysis, and opens up new
questions, for example, why science does not always
motivate action.142 But the two are distinct. Those
who would throw out the environmental humanities
because some of its theories are not popularly acces-
sible miss the fact that all scholarship has internal as
well as external readers. The assumption that there is
no ‘expertise’ in the humanities—no need to talk
technically between humanists—is something that
would never be assumed of physicists or economists.
Nor would the expertise of physicists or economists
be called into question should they choose to explain
their ideas to broader audiences in different language
from what they use with their colleagues. They
remain ‘experts,’ even as they communicate their
ideas.

Clive Hamilton, in his recent book, Defiant
Earth: The Fate of Humans in the Anthropocene143

shows himself to be a brilliant advocate of Earth Sys-
tem Science (ESS), the technical field that has defined
climate change as an issue. ESS was also the midwife
of the Anthropocene concept, as noted already.107

Defiant Earth explores the ‘rupture’ of the Anthropo-
cene. Hamilton argues passionately that this is not
just a significant human footprint on the Earth’s sur-
face; it is not just a layer in the rocks, nor is it just a
landscape change, nor just about the environment.
Rather it is a rupture to the whole system, lock-
stock-and-barrel. It therefore requires a paradigm
shift: no longer should we be thinking from the per-
spective of humans, rather we need a planetary per-
spective. ‘The natural world inherited by modernity
is gone and all the ideas that built on it now float on
its memory’, he writes (Ref 143, p. 38) He sees ESS
as the knowledge system that can apprehend the
Anthropocene rupture, because it focuses on ‘pro-
cesses that transcend the bounds of ecosystems and
operate on a global level’ (Ref 143, p. 21). But if ESS
is the ‘only’ way forward, where does this lead Ham-
ilton and his readers?

First, this is an angry book. It is not actually a
book of solutions, so much as railing at present
human impotence. He writes, ‘Keeping alive the sense
of human invulnerability accumulated during the last
two or three centuries of the Holocene grows more
wilful by the day’ (Ref 143, p. 46). It is a book about
fear: the ‘ornery beast of Gaia’ will fight back: the
earth system is alive. Nature here is no victim, but
rather something that transcends humans and ren-
ders them irrelevant. Such a rupture is way outside of
the reach of environmentalists who want to ‘save’
nature, he argues. Globalization is entwined in the
Anthropocene and the Great Acceleration129 of the
post-war years has carried them forward together—
they are interconnected ‘totalizing forces’ (Ref 143,
p. 89). Humans are not just another species, they are
‘super-agents,’ ‘powerful beyond the imaginings of
the moderns’ (Ref 143, p. 101).

Yet we have seen arguments like this in history
already, long before the Anthropocene was mooted.
Alfred Crosby in his book, Ecological Imperialism:
The Biological Expansion of Europe 900–1900,144

makes the case that European forces were so power-
ful in the New World not just because of technolo-
gies like gunpowder, but also because of the
microbes, which they carried unintentionally. Dis-
ease, and the well-adapted animals and plants of
their portmanteau biota, conquered the New World,
rather than the Europeans. Like Hamilton’s argu-
ment about the Great Acceleration, the disaster was
created not by one thing on a single scale, but by the
cumulative effect of many things on many scales.

If we accept Hamilton’s argument that the scale
of the global is the only way of conceptualizing the
Anthropocene, then the systems that work on human
scales, such as those that are theorized by Bruno
Latour as nature-culture145 or Timothy Morton as
hyperobject71 are no use. Only some experts can
speak for this beast. Hamilton takes on the theories
of the humanities only to dismiss them as arcane and
irrelevant. He cherry-picks a handful of technical
‘post-humanist’ theorists, and finds humanism and
‘history from below’ as indefensible in the inexorable
globalizing moment of the Anthropocene. He quotes
from Jane Bennett’s theory of Vibrant Matter,146 not-
ing that ‘an actant never really acts alone. Its efficacy
or agency always depends on the collaboration,
cooperation or interactive interference of many bod-
ies and forces’, then says that what is needed instead
is a ‘systems approach’ (Ref 143, p. 91). Bennett’s is
a systems approach. But it is not ESS. Nor does it
operate on a global scale. Hamilton belittles thinking
at the human scale, yet he admits that human-scale
thinking can have planetary consequences.
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History has no problem with the idea of Big
History,51 of planetary history,50 or the history of
geological forces147 either. The environmental human-
ities combine science and ecocriticism148 and ecocriti-
cism and history to work on time-scales way beyond
the present.149,150 Environmental humanities favor
human-scale projects, but this is not their only work-
ing canvas. Hamilton is shadow-boxing, railing
against his own construction of the environmental
humanities as naive and incompetent at the only scale
that matters. What he fails to see is that the human
scale is part of the Earth System too, and the conun-
drum of the Anthropocene demands plural scales.

Hamilton wants the end of mere Holocene
thinking: ‘What does it mean if we no longer live in
the light?… we must live in the half-light of not know-
ing, in the new atmosphere of endangerment … vindi-
cating the sorrows of the Anthropocene’ (Ref 143,
p. 158). Having dismissed humanism as empty theory,
Hamilton, unconsciously echoes humanists like TS
Eliot,151 and finishes with a trope that eerily echoes
Holocaust Studies,152 in his search for ‘new humans
who build a new civilization from the planetary ashes
of the old one, who look at the ashes and declare:
Never again’ (Ref 143, p. 158). Learning to live with
uncertainty need not be ‘half-lit.’ It can be the begin-
ning of new thinking, of living differently. This is why
the environmental humanities are important to the dis-
ciplinary mix. Issues like climate change ‘bite’ on
many scales. Always starting at the global end will fail
on the scale where the human imagination begins.

Conclusions: How do the Environmental
Humanities Innovate?
The question of who shapes a problem is political: if a
normative (“ought”) solution is proposed, there are
winners and losers. Issues of human justice and fairness,
of long-term planetary futures and of immediate eco-
nomic gains and losses shadow environmental decision-
making. It is helpful to tease these apart. The humani-
ties reflect on how certain groups get to frame the prob-
lem, and why they do it and how. Expertise about the
environment itself has changed over time,153,154 and
nature’s future always depends closely on local people
on the ground, as much as distant experts.

The idea of framing a problem or concept as a
narrative or story, breathing life into complex or
abstract ideas like climate change, biodiversity or
environmental justice, is not exclusive to the environ-
mental humanities. South African bishop, Desmond
Tutu, for example, is a prominent advocate for cli-
mate justice, labeling it as the most urgent human
right.155 However, the idea of developing

transdisciplinary epistemologies for climate research
that take the methods and scholarship of the humani-
ties and creative arts seriously, not limiting them to
‘science communication,’ is fresh, even radical. The
environmental humanities are diverse and inclusive.
There is no single ‘right way’ to tell stories, but the
best stories will ring true for many audiences. The
environmental humanities seek out a diversity of
ways to speak on a human-scale about our times of
rapid environmental change. They are committed to
developing ways of telling that include audiences
from beyond the academy (Box 2). They use the
skills and tools of a range of disciplines. Then they
throw away the disciplinary scaffolding enabling the
stories to reach people beyond those disciplines.

Environmental humanities focus on ecological
problems and issues in the following innovative ways:

1. Interdisciplinarity and team-based humanities

Where humanities scholars have traditionally tended to
write solo-authored articles and monographs, environ-
mental humanities scholars work in groups and teams,
and their products are multi-authored and collabora-
tive, and often performative or artistic as well. Environ-
mental humanities are not the only interdisciplinary
humanities. In some senses, history and geography have
always been interdisciplinary: time and space (respec-
tively) are concepts that draw on multiple methods and
styles; the practical circumstances of field anthropology
demand openness to conceptualizing a world view in
ways beyond a single ‘method.’ In recent years, new
subject-based interdisciplines have emerged, including
cultural studies, museum studies and gender studies,
which are transdisciplinary in style. Disciplines with
eclectic combinations of methods have been prominent
in the environmental humanities, and have enabled
environmental humanities to venture even further into
transdisciplinary territory. Although environmental
humanities scholars publish single author books and
papers, the multi-author format is more common than
in other humanities fields.

2. Beyond humanities to include partnerships
with natural sciences

The focus on ‘environment’ enables collaborations
with natural sciences, as well as with artists, musicians,
and others beyond the academy. History and philoso-
phy of science (HPS) and its cousins STS and Sociol-
ogy of Scientific Knowledge (SSK), are prominent
leaders in environmental humanities.145 Historically
‘the environment’ was conceptualized first as science,
so writing environmental humanities requires scientific
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literacy, if not expertise in the variety of natural sci-
ences that have identified as ‘environmental sciences’
since the early 1960s.154 Scholars literate in both
humanities and science have also facilitated transdisci-
plinary teams that include natural and social scientists
in innovative ways.12,160,161

3. Problem focused interdisciplinarity

Environmental humanities do not advocate methods,
or work with a singular scholarly template. Often,
the ‘method’ is narrative, but stories can be told
many ways, including orally and through theater and
art, as well as conventionally (see, e.g., Figure 1).
The cluster of disciplines that inform environmental

humanities is determined by the problems or ques-
tions, which are usually complex.

The intervention of the environmental humani-
ties offers more than just new methods for interdisci-
plinary environmental scholarship, it also offers new
imaginative questions and scales of action. The envi-
ronmental humanities add a new form of expertise in
approaching complex, multi-scalar, ‘wicked prob-
lems’ like climate change.162 The development of
partnerships in ‘doing,’ in ‘experiential learning,’ has
been one of the lessons of projects like the Millen-
nium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA).163 Experiential
learning, trust and willingness to accommodate judg-
ments based on different methods were the basis for
success in the MEA. Ecologist Richard Norgaard,
who was one of the assessors, wrote a reflective essay
about how making the exercise work required all
their different contexts and shared experience, and
bringing them together worked to instil hope in the
MEA, which was their shared goal.163

The crucial tasks of the environmental humani-
ties, according to one 2015 Manifesto,164 are to situ-
ate the human in ecological terms and to situate the
nonhuman (or ‘more-than-human’) in ethical terms
(Ref 164, p. vii). Ways of doing this include:
(1) thinking with Others (other-than-humans, as well
as other-than-western-humans); (2) sharing stories
(especially listening with care) and (3) broadening the
scope of research to be more inclusive. The transdis-
ciplinary character of environmental humanities
favors initiatives in places like Sweden or Australia,
where there is less than a critical mass in any one dis-
cipline, or cultural institution. Crucial to such initia-
tives are public expectations that what happens in
the academy is available and accessible beyond the
academy.33

There are multiple responses possible to the
cascading effects of global environmental change,
and many are not rational. Care and practice are also
important elements of humanist responses to uncer-
tainty. This is not just true for the humanities, but
also for the natural sciences, as Richard Norgaard
has argued in his reflection on how ecologists ‘found
hope’ by caring about outcomes.163 Change itself can
be a threat and accelerating change can be oppressive
and give rise to unpredictable response. Ideological
polarities may aggravate the situation. The best
scholarship must transcend entrenched political posi-
tions and engage more-than-human perspectives in
its scope. Environmental humanities contribute
through a richness of methods, enabling a wider par-
ticipation in conversations about the greatest chal-
lenges of our time.

BOX 2

ANTHROPOCENE SLAM

Performance and creativity are some of the
important elements of the environmental
humanities. The participatory media—including
theater, fun-fairs and museums—have a com-
plex history dating back to the 19th century
and earlier.156 They brought big ideas and
strange objects to popular audiences.

The Anthropocene Slam, first held in Madi-
son, Wisconsin, 2014, is a case of ‘performative
scholarship.’157,158 The idea of the Slam was to
‘pitch’ an object that signified the Anthropo-
cene.159 The ‘slam’ originated with poetry, per-
formance, and a competitive spirit. The first
Poetry Slam, in 1984, set a trend where poets
perform their words and audiences vote, with
acclamation, for winners. The Anthropocene
Slam borrowed the performance and entertain-
ment idea, asking contributors to ‘pitch in a
public fishbowl setting’ an object that might
represent the Anthropocene in a Cabinet of
Curiosities. The Cabinet juxtaposed 25 objects,
telling different stories that might help human-
ity rethink ‘its relationship to time, place, and
the agency of things that shape planetary
change.’ It was an event inclusive of ‘more than
the environmental humanities,’ which extend
what is usually possible in academic settings.

The Cabinet also became a traveling show.
Some of its objects traveled on to the Deutsches
Museum in Munich, Germany, for its 2014–2016
exhibition Willkommen im Anthropozän (Wel-
come to the Anthropocene), the world’s first
gallery exhibition of the Anthropocene.127
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