Critical Scholarship & Practice in Conservation & Development

FES 759, Spring 2003
Conservation and early C20 colonialism, patriarchy, and eugenics
This week we move back to the early twentieth century and efforts to conserve “nature.”  The required reading is by Donna Haraway, who is one of the most “interpretivist” of commentators on science (historical and present).  Here she examines the stuffed animal displays at the American Musuem of Natural History and reads from them the concerns of white, Anglo-american, urban men threatened by immigrants, women’s suffrage, social/ class conflict, supposed degeneration, and other changes in the early 20C.  That is, concern about conservation of Africa tells us something about concerns back home in the USA -- an interpretive theme of more general applicability.


Haraway also makes a lot of use of provocative oppositions:



Exhibition (permanence)

    vs.

|  Decadence



Conservation (preserve resources)


|  Diversity



Eugenics (racial purity)



|



Taxidermy (unity & perfection, highest type)
|  

The first additional readings are some pieces by Roosevelt, Akeley, and Osburn -- central characters in Haraway’s article.  The other readings examine the social pre-occupations that have informed or even driven conservationists, particularly those concerned with Africa.  After a 100 years, more or less, we can see how much the associated science reflected specific historical concerns for certain dominant groups.

Beinart provides an overview of different approaches and recent studies of imperialism and environmental change in Africa.  Reading Beinart and noting all the recent references in the footnotes made me think about the context of the recent rise of histories of colonial conservation.  Anyone willing to offer an interpretation?

Ranger discusses the quite complex constructions of history, religion and custom involved in interactions between Rhodesian colonists and African residents around the changing definition of a national park.

(Also Neumann, who we will read for week 12, argues that “the disappearance of an idealized English countryside was as important as the disappearance of an idealized wild Africa in shaping the policy interventions of early international conservationists,” p. 3)

Some Qs:

How do the primary sources exemplify (or not) Haraway’s interpretation?

How do the other historical interpretations compare with Haraway’s, especially with respect to the extent to which the non-dominant peoples co-opt and refashion the dominant forces, and create some of the conditions for future developments (e.g., Ranger's work conveys a sense of the creative resistance)

In all these readings try to characterize the ideas about ecology (even if there are few of them) and how social forces affecting ecological change.

The concerns of the early 20C conservationists do not automatically translate into the concerns of current conservation biologists, but the analyses here should indicate the need for critical reflection on the social construction of current conservation efforts.  How much and in what ways do you see parallels?

Writers' workshop

Re-envisioning; Reverse outlining. Bring anything you have written.



