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We humans are animals, our bodies teem with microscopic life, and our societies have developed in
constant interaction with a material world that we call nature—a term that sustains the illusion that
we are separate from it. In telling stories of our past we were often guided by that division, treating
human history as largely self-contained: shaped almost exclusively by people and affecting just us.
Other consequences were long placed outside the domain of history and were relegated to the
margins of our narratives. Examining the human past as intertwined with the rest of nature has
gained traction in recent decades, leading to the formation of a flourishing academic field called
environmental history.
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In Latin America—my region of the world—this kind of research began to pick up pace a quarter of
a century ago. Thanks to the efforts of scholars based both in Latin America and North America,
joined by a small number of Europeans, it has gained variety, depth, and growing influence. For all
its vitality, however, our scholarship has not yet achieved its ultimate goal: to change the broader
understanding of Latin American history—both within and beyond academia. Plus, it could benefit
from being more global in scope.

Along with India and South Africa, Latin American countries play a leading role in contributions
from the Global South to environmental history. Within the uneven global landscape, some regions
are still warming up to the field, whereas in others its influence has extended into other areas of
inquiry, plus historical syntheses are now unthinkable without an environmental dimension.! That is
the case in North America, where success has paradoxically raised concern that what once was
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cutting edge has become a tent so big that it now accommodates views for which the environment
is incidental rather than central.?

Our scholarship has not yet achieved its ultimate goal: to change the broader
understanding of Latin American history—both within and beyond academia.

Far from such worries, the body of research on Latin American environmental history is growing,
though dispersed across geography and outlets. The region has the significant advantage of
Spanish—and, to a lesser extent, Portuguese—as lingua francas; yet many of the most influential
monographs have been published in English in the United States rather than in Latin American
countries. These works are produced mostly by North American scholars, though some Latin
Americans—working in the United States and in our home countries, including myself—have also
contributed. The pressure to produce such work to secure a permanent position in US universities
helps explain this imbalance.

These books don't travel easily, but pirated copies can often be found online. Still, unauthorized
sharing has its limits. The online Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Latin American History is an
excellent resource, with around 50 environmental history entries by some of the field’s leading
scholars. lts reach, however, is constrained by the paywall, which excludes most scholars and students
affiliated with Latin American institutions—even though some authors are based there.

Monographs in Spanish and Portuguese face even greater obstacles to circulation and tend to
move through personal networks. Most Latin American production, however, takes the form of
theses (from undergraduate to doctoral) and, more importantly, of articles published in a wide
range of venues. These include edited volumes—some available to download for free—and journals
of Latin American history, all of which are open access, in marked contrast to the situation in the

Global North.

Among these journals Historia Ambiental Latinoamericana y Caribefia (HALAC), stands out,
highlighting the importance of community building in the field. Founded in 2011 as the journal of
the Latin American and Caribbean Society for Environmental History, SOLCHA, HALAC has grown
substantially since around 2020. However, the publication relies on the support of a local university
and the leadership of one visionary individual, Sandro Dutra e Silva, which may threaten its long-
term success.

HALAC's centripetal pull, which counteracts the field's inevitable dispersion, could be reinforced
through syntheses of its innovative research, presented in an accessible format for nonspecialists.
Following Shawn Miller’s pioneering overview of Latin American environmental history in 2007 and
the edited volume on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries published in 2018, it is time for fresh
assessments that would strengthen the field's influence and show how it can reshape our
understanding of the region’s past.?

| don't mean just contributing to a more complete past, as if adding pieces to a puzzle, but
something larger: understanding that the social world develops through continuous interplay with
the natural world. This transformative potential is especially powerful in two trends that have gained
momentum within and beyond environmental history globally. The first is the rise of more-than-
human approaches. Most historians of Latin America readily acknowledge that, for instance,
deforestation is part of the region’s shared past. But they are far less comfortable treating animals,
minerals, rainfall, and other entities and forces as makers of history in their own right. A recent
essay by sociologist Magdalena Gil-within a book that pushes in this direction—shows how
earthquakes helped shape the Chilean state, illustrating how such approaches can mold
understandings of social change*
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The second trend—deep history—connects the history of societies, measured in centuries and a few
millenniq, to that of life and Earth and in this way can alter profoundly the way we conceive of our
place as humans on this planet. However, we don't need to go back that far for environmental
history to thoroughly impact Latin American studies by modifying notions of time. It is enough that
it stretches historical time beyond 1492 —a revolution, | believe, that is already under way, which can
bring us closer to the “Old World,” where history has always been longer.

Another way for Latin American environmental history to expand its reach is by embracing broader
dialogues, particularly those promoted by the environmental humanities, which bring together
different disciplines to explore how “diverse human cultures have made themselves at home in a
more than human world.”> While these fields have converged in some regions, in Latin America this
sister area is still barely recognizable. In Australia, the two emerged together as anthropology,
literary studies, and others joined efforts to integrate the environment in thought and action—
history was part of this larger shared arena. In Europe, institutions have been pivoting in this
direction, partly due to funding for large, multidisciplinary projects.6 In the absence of a critical
mass to jumpstart a chapter of environmental history, Nigeria too has moved to create a Pan-
African umbrella under that integrative banner.

The Best Is Yet to Come: Latin American Environmental History
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This convergence fosters deeper understanding, greater impact, and might point to a future path
in Latin American studies. Ecocriticism—an area of literary and cultural studies that examines how
the natural world is represented—has recently taken the lead to try to carve out a space known as
the environmental humanities for this region.” Within this specialty, a popular topic for Latin
America has been how forests and jungles have been portrayed in novels and fiction and how these
texts in turn have shaped environmental imaginaries.?
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Frank George Carpenter, Chile—Aconcagua Valley, Frank and Frances Carpenter Collection, between 1890 and 1930,
Library of Congress Prints and Photography Division Washington, D.C, LOT 11356-19,
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2001704585/. Public domain.

Film and visual culture have also been interrogated to explore how rivers, minerals, plants, and
animals are conceived, valued, and treated. Various voices—among which those of Indigenous
cultures figure prominently—are considered within these inquiries. While environmental history
remains largely separate from ecocriticism, some of its best works establish meaningful connections
between material processes and ideas and perceptions.

Political ecology—a field where anthropologists, sociologists, and geographers play a central role—
shares interests with environmental history and is sometimes subsumed within the environmental
humanities, although not in Latin America. In this region, the field enjoys a solid development, based
on topics such as deforestation in the Amazon, struggles over mining in the Andes, and agribusiness
expansion in Brazil and Argentina. These studies look at the roles played by capital, state, and local
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communities, and ask who benefits and who loses from economic and environmental
transformations. Some of the articles published in HALAC fall into this realm and the work of
socially and politically engaged environmental historians—such as Manuel Gonzalez de Molina and
his collaborators—demonstrates how these fields can be brought into dialogue. In this kind of
research, the past sheds light on contemporary issues of sustainability, inequality, and justice.

While both ecocriticism and political ecology help to make us acutely conscious that we humans
belong to a broader and complex natural world, environmental history does so by using a historical
lens that opens our eyes to the dramatic changes in how societies and social groups have interacted
with their environments, transforming everything: the air, the biome in our guts, and what we think
a good life is.

While entrenched academic silos remain a significant obstacle to integration, as do often-limited
disciplinary perspectives, broad views that combine cultural meanings, material processes, historical
trajectories, social justice, and environmental ethics are highly desirable in these times of global
change and deepening inequalities. Whether or not the environmental humanities consolidate as a
distinct field, the confluences that define it are already taking shape.

However, more important than academic partnerships is the engagement with the world beyond
academia—something that part of the environmental humanities actively promotes and in which
environmental history in Latin America has made advances.? Although both fields are largely based
in universities, their role of changing worldviews and practices is inherently social. It is therefore
vital that they forge connections with museums and grassroots movements, with schools and
policymakers, and with the many publics who can contribute to and benefit from their insights.
Engaging in public debates, taking part in or illuminating social struggles, and shaping more
sustainable futures are necessary engagements for environmental history in Latin America.

lts expansion should also be geographical. As in the world at large, environmental history has an
uneven presence within the region: Brazilians and Mexicans stand out, followed by Colombians,
Chileans, and Argentinians; Costa Ricans, Panamanians, Cubans, and Ecuadorians have also made
important contributions; while Uruguayans and Venezuelans, among others, have been much less
represented. Our aspiration is to thicken the network—both by expanding geographies and
constituencies—so that taking nature into account when considering the past becomes the norm
everywhere.

Unlike several European countries and the United States, Latin American nations
did not develop an imperial gaze that reaches beyond the oceans.

Hopefully, doing so will come with a more global perspective. Unlike several European countries
and the United States, Latin American nations did not develop an imperial gaze that reaches
beyond the oceans. For that and other reasons, we have mostly tended to focus on our own realities,
drawing on our own archives, within national or even local frameworks and giving limited attention
to the wider world. While this is changing, there is still ample room for perspectives that situate the
region within broader global contexts.

This limitation is related to the place of Latin America and Latin Americans in the global
environmental-history landscape. The region stands out through SOLCHA-a robust network and
community—which organizes biannual congresses and graduate schools in alternating years.
Without any funds of its own, it welcomes anyone who wishes to join and collaborate, plays crucial
roles in supporting young scholars, and builds bridges with the global community of environmental
historians. But there are limits to what this society can achieve.

To start, the emphasis on Latin America and the predominance of Spanish, Portuguese, and
Portufiol in SOLCHA's regional congresses provide focus and cultural cohesion but limit their appeal
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for outsiders. Furthermore, Latin Americans are underrepresented at the US, European, and world
congresses, where those studying or working abroad—along with Brazilians—make up the majority
of the small contingents. To give an example, in the last world congress (Oulu, Finland, 2024), Latin
Americans made up only six percent of attendees—and half of them came from US and European
institutions. Restricted funding for travel is the main obstacle to broader participation, but language
poses another barrier. Although most scholars read English, some are less comfortable speaking or
writing in it.

In the last world congress, Latin Americans made up only six percent of attendees—
and half of them came from US and European institutions.

As a Latin American who works in her country and is the current president of the International
Consortium of Environmental History Organizations (ICEHO), | am well aware of these imbalances.
The global community is dominated by people from the United States first and Europeans second,
with British and German scholars at the forefront and additional strongholds in places such as
Scandinavia and Australia. A rapid expansion is occurring in China and East Asia, benefiting from
the presence of an organized network. India and South Asia have a substantial and influential body
of scholarship but lack a comparable organizational structure; Southeast Asia lags behind on both
fronts; and southern Africa stands out within its continent.

Both the makeup of this community and the asymmetries in the way it comes together in
international congresses make exchanges among people from the Global South, or between unusual
partners such as Latin America and any part of Asiq, less likely than others© The Rachel Carson
Center for Environment and Society (Munich, Germany), which greatly helped me gain a place
within this community, has done more than any other institution to expand this network throughout
the globe. But these exceptional undertakings don't last forever. In their absence, and through more
specific efforts, much can be achieved.

Stronger integration of Latin America could both be accomplished by and result in much-needed
comparative studies. These could focus on a range of topics, starting with the subject that marked
the field's origins in this region: forests. As the most extensive vegetation cover and given the global
alarm over tropical deforestation in the 1980s (especially in Amazonia), the first major and
influential works traced this issue back in time, two hundred years for Cuba and five hundred for
Brazil" In India forests were also a starting point, despite being much less predominant, with
scholarship emphasizing the impact of colonialism. This emphasis contrasts with Latin Americaq,
where colonialism lasted much longer but ended well before direct British rule took hold over all of
India. Over time, research on Latin American forests took a more social and political turn, bringing
it closer to Indian concerns.”?
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Other disparities could also be explored. While water and irrigation were relevant in Indian
scholarship early on, they attracted less attention in Latin America, except for Mexico, where the
arid north makes water management critical for agriculture.”® Having other realities as references
reveals convergences and idiosyncrasies, and allows for narrating stories that are more amenable
for nonconnoisseurs and more exciting for the local public.

They also make better histories, as the case of the study of export commodities, another early topic,
shows. After following a trajectory that stems from economic history of concentrating on the
producing countries, these studies soon evolved into connected histories that explored not only
production within the region but also consumption in North America. Bananas grown in Central
America became an item of mass consumption across the United States, while henequen, a fiber
extracted from a tropical plant grown in Mexico, served to tie the wheat harvested in the Great
Plains. Not surprisingly, it was North American scholars who took this step. Meanwhile, others
moved to explore conservation, cities, rivers, agriculture, and animals, topics that are still expanding
and enriching our understanding of the past. They have led to intraregional studies, comparisons,
and collaborations, which point to the way ahead.’s

Strengthening both Latin American and global networks will continue to realize the
promise of environmental history and its ally the environmental humanities.
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The literature on climate and energy has also gained advocates. Studies show, for example, how
the energy transition in Mexico came later than in Europe and the United States, and almost
skipped the coal phase, as well as how environmental transformations of the first two centuries of
colonialism were not only a product of the European invasion but of the cooler temperatures and
increased rainfall brought about by the Little Ice Age.® The three hundred years of colonial rule
will probably never be the main focus of Latin America’s environmental history, but studies on this
period have multiplied as part of the general momentum. Some lines of inquiry merit more
development, such as oceans and imaginaries, to name just a couple examples.

There is, therefore, ample room for expansion—not only in terms of themes and approaches, but
also in collaboration and geographical scope. Strengthening both Latin American and global
networks will continue to realize the promise of environmental history and its ally, the environmental
humanities. They both open our minds by underscoring that human affairs cannot be surgically
pulled apart from the broader natural world in which they are embedded. History provides depth
to this insight by revealing changing entanglements since time immemorial. It is indispensable in
an age of crisis, helping us to move forward in promising directions. Thus, even if what we have
achieved so far is remarkable and exciting, the best is yet to come.
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