The origins of contemporary climate change discourse lies in imperial projects
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In its capacity to colonise the deepest recesses of the human mind, climate must surely constitute one of the world’s most successful imperial projects (Livingstone, 2015, p. 937). Contemporary narratives of climate change concern the anticipation of temporal change in the mean values and possible extremes of global climate. At a regional or local level, these visions of global, temporal change are often translated into spatial analogues—for example, arguments are made that the climate of Great Britain is set to transform at some future point into something like that of the present-day Mediterranean. Spatial analogues have proven popular techniques for constructing and communicating scenarios of future climate change, both within science and in wider cultural discourses (e.g., Jylhä et al., 2010). This cultural concern with the migration of “regional” climates also has a historical analogue, in the history of European encounters with foreign climates during the period of European colonial expansion. Here, it wasn’t climates which were on the move (although debates about climate change were prominent in colonial settings—see below), but people—most notably soldiers, sailors, missionaries, administrators, settler farmers, and laborers in various forms of bondage. Significant debates ensued about human adaptation to new climates, about understanding, predicting and perhaps taming climatic variability, and about the relationships between climate and new, trans-global forms of economic production and exchange.
A number of authors have recently surveyed the value to be gained for contemporary studies of climate change, and societal responses to climate variability, from reconstructions of past climates, where information is gleaned from colonial records, diaries, ship logs, missionary records, and so on (Adamson & Nash, 2013; Allan et al., 2016; Carey, 2012). Others have begun to study the influence of climatic factors on colonial life and politics, such as hypothesized links between climate and violence (Papaioannou, 2016). However, along with these material reconstructions of climate variability and its impacts, it is vital to bear in mind historical changes in conceptualizations of climate itself, and their impacts on the conduct of colonialism (Locher & Fressoz, 2012).
A growing strand of historical scholarship is examining intersections between climate and empire: the ways in which ideas about climatic difference and superiority informed racist imperial ideologies; the everyday practices by which settlers and administrators sought to understand and deal with the new climates in which they dwelled; and efforts to develop more formal, scientific knowledges of colonial atmospheres. This article reviews this expanding field of scholarship, focusing on work which examines how colonists made knowledge about weather and climate and put it to use in the administration and inhabitation of colonial spaces. In the following section, we briefly review established historical work on the ideological aspects of climate and empire before looking more closely in the subsequent sections at emerging work on climate and the practices of colonialism.
As a set of ideas and images about fundamental differences between the Western “Self” and its alien “Other” (Said, 1979), imperialism was (and is) made manifest in a variety of different forms of colonialism—the practices of domination, exploitation, and administration of alien lands and peoples (Young, 2001). Our focus here will be on the “formal” European empires which emerged in the early modern period and persisted until the mid-twentieth century, albeit with a certain bias toward the British imperial world. However, we will not attend only to histories of state-backed colonial practitioners; imperialism and colonialism were also practiced through a variety of economic, religious, and humanitarian means (Lambert & Lester, 2004), and emerging historical scholarship is showing how ideas about weather and climate informed the thought and activities of actors engaged in these multiple instantiations of imperialism.
Source: Puerto Rico SS Neg - DDI 2023 KM · DDI · 2023




