
EDITORIAL NOTE

Nearly forty years ago, American historian Roderick Nash wrote that in “a real
sense environmental history fitted into the framework of New Left History
[because it] would indeed be history ‘from the bottom up,’ except that here the
exploited element would be the biota and the land itself.”1 By aligning the field
with a perspective that attempts to occupy the marginal and oppositional, Nash’s
interpretation suggested the important intersections between the two emerging
fields of inquiry in their formative years. Since Nash, pivotal works in environ-
mental history have shared their methodological foundations with works in left
history. Take, for example, the compatibility of a historically materialist framework
with the models of analysis of Donald Worster and Richard White, each of whom
emphasise the importance of understanding nature and ecology historically
through the extension of more classic Marxist examinations of modes of produc-
tion, labour, and social and cultural conditions.2 Or, Nancy J. Jacobs, who in
Environment, Power, and Injustice: A South African History, has more recently demon-
strated how such themes may be extended both geographically and topically in her
exploration of changing human ecologies through successive productive and polit-
ical regimes ranging from agro-pastoralism to intensive irrigation as well as from
colonialism to apartheid.3

Despite the value of such scholarship, much more can be done to bring
together the methods of left and environmental history. Former Left History edi-
tor Liza Piper noted that—while left modes of analysis have had the capacity to
inform environmental history, activism, and politics—the merging of the two
spheres has remained “unmatched by historical analysis.”4 Thus, even as current
works in the field draw upon Marxist or post-structural tools of analysis to criti-
cally investigate issues of environmental injustice or alternative ways of knowing
about nature, much of environmental historiography has either remained tethered
to mainstream topics and themes or has not broken free of such traditional con-
fines as the wilderness/culture dichotomy. This edition of Left History attempts to
expand the disciplinary boundaries of environmental history. It explores and
problematizes the confluence between environmental and left history. The essays
in the issue establish a multi-disciplinary and theoretically diverse approach that
takes into account both the social and ecological ramifications of capitalist
exploitation.

In “Seeing Like a Pro t e s t e r: N at u re, Powe r, and Env i ro n m e n t a l
Struggles”, Marco Armiero demonstrates how the application of a conflict-based
methodology can help to expose not only the social divisions of capitalist soci-
eties, but also the fact that such social relationships are embedded within the nat-
ural, making the inequalities conducive to struggle deeply ecological and tied to the
land and environment. By reaffirming that nature matters, Armiero challenges the
widely held assumption that nature and labour are alienated from each other. His
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case studies of nineteenth-century forestry and twentieth-century waste disposal
reveal the profound interconnectedness between people, power, and ecologies.
Conflicts and landscapes are, therefore, shown to be indicative of the convergence
of changing social and ecological relationships. Continuing with the post-war
Italian context, Wilko Graf von Hardenburg and Paolo Pelizzari describe the
unease with wh i ch Italian Commu n i s t s — p a rt i c u l a rly those of the Italian
Communist Party—approached the environmental question. They did so in con-
junction with the rise of Italian ‘ecologismo politico’ and with respect to the grow-
ing ambiguities and injustices rooted in industrial models of development and
growth. Examining the tensions between the traditional Communist concern with
the working conditions within the factory environment and the growth of main-
stream environmentalism, “The Environmental Question, Employment, and
Development in Italy’s Left, 1945-1990” contributes to an understanding of the
historical political divergences between the left wing and environmental move-
ments in many Western societies. This is especially true, the authors argue, when
new environmental challenges threaten a movement’s traditional, in this case
Marxist, beliefs.

Peter McCord tackles the issue of heterogeneity within left environmen-
tal approaches in his work, “Divergences on the Left: The Environmentalisms of
Rachel Carson and Murray Bookchin.” McCord assesses the different strategic
and rhetorical devices, sources, critiques and correctives of these intellectual archi-
tects of postwar environmentalism. He finds that, from its inception, the environ-
mental movement evolved along different reformist and radical paths and he pro-
vides a much-needed critical examination of the historical roots of both liberal
and radical environmentalism. “Masculinity, Modernism and the Ambivalence of
Nature”, Catriona Sandilands’ reading of Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness,
asserts connections between nature, place, and sexuality. She suggests that the text
articulates a “nascent queer ecology” that seeks to understand how “unnatural”
sexualities exist within nature. In counterposing naturalised articulations of sexu-
ality with modernist understandings of rural and urban landscapes, Sandilands
reminds us that environmental history must also investigate how our understand-
ings of nature and the “natural” are built upon profoundly gendered sets of ideas
and cannot be separated from sexual and cultural politics.

The utility of visual texts to left environmental history is apparent in the
issue’s two photo essays. In “The Urban Periphery and the Rural Fringe: West
Ham’s Hybrid Landscape”, Jim Clifford employs photographs, maps, and GIS
data to explore the patch-worked continuum of early twentieth-century London’s
development to reveal a a space formed by both human and natural elements.
With a similar focus on contested landscapes, “Remembering the Struggle for the
Environment” considers changes and controversies in Hamilton’s waterfront
development since the 1960s as part of the wider project of environmental
activism in North America. Despite sanctioned attempts to order growth and land
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use, both articles indicate that even consciously designed spaces contain divergent
and conflicting perspectives and purposes.

Joanna Dean’s review essay “Big Game and the State: the History of the
Hunt in Canada” critically examines the flourishing subset of current environmen-
tal historical scholarship regarding hunting and wildlife management in Canada,
much of which she attributes to the recent and swelling of national interest in the
field that has also been shored up by enthusiastic publishing mandates. These new
works, Dean shows, revise the existing literature in innovative ways to incorporate
new themes ranging from imperialism to aboriginal rights and novel approaches to
issues of sport, state power, and science, thus creating a body of work which
rounds out more traditional understandings of conservation with analyses of iden-
tity and ecology.

Left History would like to thank NiCHE—the Network in Canadian
History and Environment/Nouvelle initiative canadienne en histoire de l’environ-
nement—for their generous support for this issue. NiCHE has been working
since 2004 to bring together historians, geographers, and other researchers who
study nature and humans in Canada's past and the organization has already made
a wide range of important contributions to the field of environmental history in
Canada. You can learn more about the organization through their website:
<http://niche.uwo.ca>.

Finally, we would like to thank our outgoing editors Tarah Brookfield and
I.L. McPhedran for their hard work on the journal over the past two years. They
are dearly missed and we will work to maintain the high standards they established
during their tenure as editors.

The Editors
Summer 2008
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