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INTRODUCTION: RULING ‘CLIMATES’ IN THE EARLY MODERN WORLD 
 
 
 
 
How did people in the early modern world conceive of, and attempt to leverage, the relationship 
between themselves and their environments? The essays collected here shed light on this 
fundamental question through an interdisciplinary approach that takes into account both concrete 
environmental practices and the medical, philosophical, and political conceptions that sustained 
them. In so doing, this volume collectively pursues three main objectives: first, to bring together 
the all-too-often separate fields of intellectual history and environmental history in order to 
examine how early modern environmental governance functioned both in ‘theory’ and in 
‘practice’; second, to further our knowledge of early modern environmental practices and their 
social and political implications; and third, to demonstrate that early modern understandings of 
the environment were much more complex, contested, and ideologically invested than historians 
have hitherto given them credit for.  
 
The relationship between environmental conditions and social and cultural formations in the 
early modern period has been the object of a number of recent studies. Historians have placed 
nature as a ‘historical protagonist’ at the centre of their narratives, demonstrating the 
relationships between a variety of phenomena from climatic change to global wind systems and 
the fates of states and empires.1 In these studies, the environmental is analysed as an influence on 
the political. The essays in this volume similarly attend to the relationship between 
environmental conditions and political formations. Where they differ from this earlier work is 
that rather than analysing the historical link between environment and government, they examine 
how both single individuals and larger collectivities conceptualised this link and exploited it 
towards specific goals. In so doing, Governing the Environment in the Early Modern World 
seeks to reassess the relationship between environments and societies from the agents’ own 
perspective, that is, by taking into account how early modern people themselves made sense of 
their relationship with their living milieus.2  
 
Such an approach—pioneered in important works such as William Cronon’s Changes in the 
Land (1983) and Richard Grove’s Green Imperialism (1995)—is useful for various reasons, not 
least because it can help avoid projecting our own modern categories onto the environmental 
conduct of past societies.3 In this respect, the project of an environmental history written from 
the agents’ perspective does present some challenges. First of all, the interventions into the 
physical world that we might term ‘environmental’ today were not necessarily considered to be 
such in the early modern period: it is not sufficient to consider forestry ordinances or river 
regulation as ‘environmental’ simply because they deal with aspects of what we consider ‘the 
environment’ today. Not all ‘environmental regulation’ was undertaken with specific 
environmental goals in mind. For example, in early modern Germany, village bylaws restricting 
access to various natural resources did not reflect an ecological or sustainable sensibility in their 
authors (the very terms ‘ecology’ and ‘sustainability’ being, of course, of a rather more recent 
coinage).4  Rather, they were to guarantee harmony amongst neighbours co-habiting within fixed 
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biological limits; their function was overridingly social, rather than ecological in a modern 
sense.5 Actions such as these are environmental only insofar as, to put it with one environmental 
historian, all our actions are environmental.6 As historians we might then study the 
environmental consequences of, say, state forestry policy, but we would be wrong to see such 
policies as being particularly preoccupied with an ‘environment’ that is rooted in modern 
conceptions of ecology.  
 
It is then crucial to understand what, exactly, was the environment over which early modern 
societies sought to govern—if one existed at all. The essays presented here engage with this core 
question in various ways. What emerges overall is that among early modern Europeans there was 
no single notion of ‘the environment’ as we conceptualise it today. While the term itself made its 
first appearance in European vernacular languages as early as the thirteenth century,7 it was long 
before it came to be used in the sense that we most frequently attach to it today—namely that of 
‘a set of interdependencies between Earth, animals, plants, climate and humans’ that can be 
studied on either a local or a global scale. In Philemon Holland’s 1603 translation of Plutarch’s 
Moralia, the term is used alongside the English neologism ‘circumplexion’ (an encompassing of 
one thing by another) to translate the Greek perieleusis within a discussion of magnetic attraction 
that bears little connection to modern ‘environments’.8 
 
It is true that, at various times before the modern age, other terms were occasionally employed to 
refer to the ensemble of physical factors—primarily, though not exclusively, natural—that 
formed the context for all human activity on earth. In his Tetrabiblos, written in the second 
century BC, the Greco-Egyptian geographer and astrologer Claudius Ptolemy spoke of the 
climatic conditions of a given region in terms of ta tou periechontos katastēmata (literally, ‘the 
conditions of what is all around’).9 But if Ptolemy’s notion of periechon (‘what is all around’) 
may seem to come close to the modern meaning of ‘environment’, it did not quite cover the 
whole spectrum of physical factors that we now recognise as part of ‘the environment’. Ptolemy 
was primarily interested in temperature and humidity, in keeping with Greek physics and 
meteorology which were based on interactions between four fundamental elements or qualities: 
hot, cold, moistness, and dryness. He was also interested in astral influences, which he saw as the 
‘general causes’ producing climatic diversity on earth as well as affecting human character and 
behaviour.10 He was far less interested in examining the role that landscape features such as 
mountains or hills, soil quality, and the presence of running or standing waters played in shaping 
the climatic profile of a given place and its effects on local residents—although he did recognise 
at one point that ‘even within the regions that in general are reckoned as hot, cold, or temperate, 
certain localities and countries have special peculiarities of excess or deficiency by reason of 
their situation, height, lowness, or adjacency’.11  
 
Ptolemy’s astro-meteorological ethnology, which featured a rough division of the inhabited 
world into four quarters dominated by different combinations of elemental qualities and astral 
influences (including those of the sun and the moon), would long remain an authoritative model 
for conceptualising environmental conditions and their effects on humans.12 It was not, however, 
the only model available. In antiquity as in the early modern period, a range of different concepts 
were mobilised to describe the essential physical characteristics of a defined place, also with 
respect to their effects on local human populations. While a strand of early modern geographical 
thought looked back to classical theories of klima (literally ‘slope’ or ‘inclination’) to develop a 
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tripartite view of the world as comprised of a hot zone, a cold zone, and a temperate zone in 
between,13 other traditions similarly arising from classical antiquity worked in concert, and 
occasionally interfered, with this latitude-based outlook. For instance, the Hippocratic 
vocabulary of ‘airs, waters, and places’, which permeates early modern descriptions of urban and 
rural areas, draws attention to both meteorological factors (such as wind and rainfall) and 
specific landscape features (such as marshes, rivers, and mountains) as crucial components of 
what we would now call the ‘climate’ of a place and its overall ecological profile.14  
 
Latitude, weather, air quality, and landscape features were thus seen as distinct, and not always 
necessarily interrelated, aspects of the physical milieus that human beings inhabited. Today we 
tend to bundle these concepts together and dub the result ‘the environment’—a term that itself 
lacks a precise definition and is often imbued with shifting meanings depending on how and 
where it is used.15 Early modern Europeans lacked such a unified concept of ‘the environment’; 
their understandings of the physical world around them were irreducibly plural and varied 
greatly depending on the scale of the analysis and the explanatory model adopted.  
 
While it is important to acknowledge such semantic gaps between modern and early modern 
notions of ‘the environment’, the term, we believe, can still be fruitfully applied to the study of 
early modern ideas and practices provided that we exercise some caution in utilising it. 
Throughout this collection, we propose to use the term ‘environment’ broadly to signify the 
spaces in which people lived and with which they engaged physically, intellectually, spiritually, 
and imaginatively. Following the insight of several recent commentators, we deem it especially 
important to understand the environment as the open-ended result of humanity’s agency (be it 
creative or destructive, conscious or unconscious) rather than as a pre-existing given. Although 
we use the singular ‘environment’, it is important to recognise there is no single ‘environment’, 
instead there are many – always contextual and always historical. More particularly, we take ‘the 
environment’ to be the outcome of practices of ‘environing’ that produce environments in the 
plural, that is, spaces ‘where humans live and where humans have entered into a self-conscious 
relationship with their surroundings.’16 Encompassing both the cultural process whereby humans 
perceive and conceptualise environments in their imagination, and the physical process of ‘place-
making’ whereby they concretely transform and reshape them, the concept of ‘environing’ 
allows us to think at once about the ways in which people have altered the world around them 
and about ‘the symbolic transformations which configure “the environment” as a space for 
human action.’17 There is an essential subjectivity in the shorthand ‘the environment’ that the 
chapters in this volume reveal in a variety of historical contexts. 
 
The notion of environing is particularly useful when thinking about the relationship between 
environments and political interpretation and action. By attending to the ways in which people 
have historically produced their environments, we must retain a multiple focus. Environments 
should be understood in terms of their physical actuality, the intentions of their many creators, 
and the representations of those who encountered them. Environments are ‘nature made social’, 
sometimes even directed and shaped by understandings of the social and ‘created as a solution to 
problems felt in societies.’18 Because of this tight connection between environments and the 
societies that produce them, environmental discourse has often historically been bound up with 
the pursuit of particular social policies or political ideologies. The early modern period is no 
exception, and the way in which environmental theories have from time to time been bent to 
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serve ideological and political agendas is at the centre of several contributions in this collection, 
including those of Dodsworth, Morera, and Zilberstein which explore the issue over a broad 
chronological and geographical span. Other chapters in this volume address various aspects of 
early modern environings in relation to social and political practice, discussing attempts to 
control and manipulate the physical world, the motives behind these interventions, and how 
people interpreted the ways in which the physical might or might not manifest the political. 
 
As products of a dynamic relationship between humans and nature, environments are to be 
understood as objects that are at once physical and cultural—at once given and constantly (re-
)created. Environments, that is, are as much inside culture as outside of it, in that they constitute 
a precondition for all human experience as well as an ever-changing effect of it. In light of this 
fact, we believe that the joint study of environmental practices and ideas in context can provide a 
fresh approach to the environmental history of the early modern period.19 The essays in this 
volume offers a few examples of how such an approach can be fruitfully applied to various 
geographical and historical contexts, including France, England, and the colonial Atlantic.  
 
If environments can be interrogated as dynamic relationships between people and the world 
around them, the cultural constructions that sustain historical understandings of this relationship 
are then equally plausibly understood and interrogated as environmental. Whilst this volume 
deals with explicit attitudes and actions towards the environment, its aim is not to limit 
environmentally-informed analyses of early modern politics to explicit statements of 
environmental ideas more generally. Other histories remain to be written that uncover the 
unspoken, assumed and implicit environmental values on which aspects of early modern politics 
and statecraft rested.  
 
 
Environmental influence, environmental governance, and climate change 

 
Among the long-standing cultural constructions that early modern Europeans could draw upon to 
make sense of the relationship between themselves and their environments is a corpus of 
doctrines of ancient Greek origins, often known as ‘climate theories’ or ‘theories of climatic 
influence’.20 Though common in scholarly usage, such terms should be employed with a certain 
caution when referring to a period when modern scientific climatology did not yet exist, the 
causes of climatic diversity and heat distribution on earth were not yet clarified, and the word 
‘climate’ itself still largely retained the technical cosmographic meaning of the Greek term klima 
from which it derived, instead of being used in the modern meteorological sense.21 ‘Climate 
theory’ is, in fact, a modern label, retrospectively imposed by scholars upon a diverse range of 
doctrines of environmental influence that were first advanced in classical Greece and then 
handed down to early modern Europe through a complex tradition.22 Such doctrines ascribed a 
fundamental role to a number of environmental factors such as landscape, weather, and the stars 
in shaping the physical, mental, and moral constitution of human beings. From Hippocrates to 
Montesquieu, theorists working in this tradition construed such factors as major determinants of 
both individual and collective identity: it was primarily because of their different milieus— these 
theorists argued—that northern nations were rash, gluttonous, and skilled for all sorts of 
handicrafts, while people from hot places were prudent, vengeful, and adept to the speculative 
sciences.23 Knowing the environmental components of ‘national character’ was thus of the 
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utmost importance for understanding why certain peoples behaved in certain ways, how they 
should be governed (or how they could be conquered), and what was required to reform their 
character and conduct. As Jean Bodin argued in his 1576 République, effective statecraft implies 
‘accommodating’ laws, policies, and political regimes to the environmental conditions of each 
particular country.24  
 
As several chapters in this volume show, the link between environment and government was 
frequently somatic, that is, operated by (culturally-charged) understandings of the body—both 
individual bodies and the collective body of the nation (the ‘body politic’).25 If the environment 
was what people sought to influence or overcome, and people were what they sought influence 
over, then, as Rebecca Earle shows in her chapter, it was the body that they understood these 
influences to be working through. The significance of the relationship between the body, its 
environment, and order extended to the domestic realm. Sandra Cavallo and Tessa Storey have 
shown how ensuring ‘good’ airs in the domestic environment was a form of ‘corporeal 
management’ designed to promote good health.26 Similar remarks have been made for urban 
spaces, increasingly subject in the early modern period to air and water pollution that 
contemporary residents often perceived as a danger for their physical and spiritual wellbeing.27 
In rural areas, the constitution of soils was linked to the character of local populations: soils were 
widely believed to be composed in the same way as human bodies, that is from combinations of 
four fundamental qualities, hot and dry or cold and moist, and to become ‘out of heart’ should 
these qualities become imbalanced.28 Correspondingly, the drainage of the English fenland was 
claimed, by one anonymous poet, to have remarkable physical and moral effects on the humoural 
complexion of the fenlanders: 
 

When with the change of Elements, suddenly  
There shall a change of Men and Manners be;  
Hearts, thick and tough as Hydes, shall feel Remorse,  
And Souls of Sedge shall understand Discourse,  
New hands shall learn to Work, forget to Steal,  
New leggs shall go to Church, new knees shall kneel.29 
 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, ‘climate theory’ preoccupied, among others, 
physicians, natural philosophers, geographers and cosmographers, religious missionaries, 
diplomats, and political theorists. From the latter half of the seventeenth century onwards, the 
wealth of knowledge collected through centuries of reflection on this matter was carefully vetted, 
classified, and digested in light of rising scientific epistemologies, ultimately coming to inform 
actual practices and policies on an unprecedented scale. In an age of growing concern of nation 
states with the strength and prosperity of their populations, ‘climate theory’ indeed provided a 
long-standing, authoritative body of conceptual tools to think about national improvement, in 
both quantitative (e.g., demographic growth, increased productivity) and qualitative terms (e.g., 
physical health, military prowess, moral and civil conduct, intellectual skills).30 It is therefore 
hardly surprising that European thinkers and policy-makers would grow increasingly interested 
in exploring the dynamics of environmental influence and in developing strategies for coping 
with it. Diet, geographical mobility, and environmental engineering were among the most 
common ‘ways of coping’ with environmental influence theorised and practised throughout the 
early modern centuries, with environmental engineering rising to an ever-greater importance as 
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we move through the period.31 Several chapters in this volume reconstruct this history through 
case studies of early modern France, England, and the Americas from the early sixteenth to the 
early nineteenth century, thus shedding light on the considerable changes that occurred over this 
time span (see Earle, Spavin, Morera, Carlson). By the end of the period under consideration, we 
find traces of a remarkable paradigm shift in Jean-Baptiste Moheau’s Recherches et 
considérations sur la population de France (Paris 1778), where environmental influence is 
turned from a threatening, unmasterable force into a manageable tool of bio-political 
governance:  

 
It is up to the government to change the air temperature and to improve the climate; a 
direction given to stagnant water, forests planted or burnt down, mountains destroyed by 
time or by the continual cultivation of their surface, create a new soil and a new climate. 
[…] If the unknown principle that forms the character and the mind is the outcome of the 
climate, the regime, the customs, and the habit of certain actions, we can say that 
sovereigns […] govern the physical and moral existence of their subjects. Perhaps one 
day we will be able to call on these means to give whatever hue we wish to morality and 
the national spirit.32 
 

Moheau’s words point to an important development in the historical understanding of climate. 
Classic theories of environmental influence had posited a link between national character and 
environmental conditions, naturally prompting the idea that by controlling not only space but 
place—namely, the physical landscape of a country and its peculiar set of environmental 
influences—one could also control those who inhabited it. The idea that humans could, to some 
extent, negotiate environmental influence by modifying their living milieus was an ancient one, 
which nourished a substantive literature on domestic economy, architecture, farming, and 
landscaping. The scale and significance of such transformations, however, was usually 
considered to be rather small. Very few believed that human agency could go so far as to 
permanently change the climate of a whole region. The situation changed dramatically in the 
early modern period, when the traditional view of climate as fixed and unalterable came to be 
replaced by one of climate as the shifting outcome of land-use patterns and other forms of human 
environmental agency. This conceptual revolution happened gradually and was not without 
complexity or resistance; yet although it would be mistaken to read too much continuity into the 
long genealogy of modern notions of anthropogenic climate change (studied by Zilberstein in 
this collection), it is indeed in this direction that early modern theories appear to have been 
moving. 33 Both environment and climate thus became increasingly politicised notions as they 
were placed at the centre of new power technologies that sought to govern people indirectly by 
manipulating their living milieus. 34  While the emergence of ‘mesopolitics’—the art of 
governing (through) the milieu—is often traced back to the post-Enlightenment period,35 the 
essays in this volume show that the origins of this new form of political rationality are actually to 
be sought in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century theories of environmental influence and the 
governmental practices to which they gave rise.36  
 
Drawing attention to the various ways in which ‘climate theories’ were mobilised in the early 
modern world in order to inspire, support, or justify such practices, the present collection sheds 
light on questions that have thus far remained in the margin of environmental historical studies: 
in a time in which the environment was thought to shape the physical, mental, and moral makeup 
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of human beings, how was the relationship between environment and government conceptualised 
and exploited in specific historical and geographical contexts? How exactly was the environment 
thought to ‘rule’ over humans, and how did humans come to claim for themselves the power to 
‘rule’ over the environment in turn? How and when did Europeans begin to conceptualise this 
power in ‘mesopolitical’ terms, as a means of governing humans through their climates and 
living milieus? 
 
In order to answer these questions, the chapters in this volume bring together a diverse range of 
sources from landmark works of ‘climate theory’ (such as Jean Bodin’s aforementioned 
République) to local administrative records, court proceedings, and radical political texts, all of 
which provide a stronger grasp of the various ways in which people understood and negotiated 
their relationship to their environments.37 In using these documents to access a level of early 
modern environmental mentalities that tends to remain peripheral to intellectual histories of 
environmental thought, we follow Peter Coates’s remark that understandings of the natural world 
can be engendered as much through labour and affective relationships in and with the 
environment as through the ‘trickle down’ of Big Ideas.38 In an age in which agriculture and 
manual labour were central to everyday life, ‘bodily knowledge’ as much as scholarly knowledge 
played an important role in shaping the perception and understanding of one’s environment.39 
Examining how ‘learned’ environmental discourse differed from, but also interacted with, 
‘popular’ understandings of the relationship between people and their environments is crucial for 
a fuller appreciation of early modern environmental ideas and their practical applications in 
various specific contexts.  
 
This approach also sheds light on the different pace at which environmental ideas and 
environmental practices evolved, with practice sometimes leading developments in theory and 
sometimes following in their wake. The early modern period was a time of rapid intellectual 
change on many fronts, with critical breakthroughs in disciplines such as medicine, astronomy, 
and ‘natural philosophy’, as the natural sciences were then called.40  However, the pace of these 
transformations did not always coincide exactly with the pace at which their effects began to be 
felt more broadly in the cultural and practical life of European societies. As the long histories of 
‘defeated’ scientific paradigms such as astrology and humoural medicine (on which see Earle 
and Carlson in this volume) demonstrate, it often takes time for novel ideas to gain wide 
acceptance, dispel old paradigms, and filter down into actual practice.41 Quite frequently, 
intellectual change comes not in the form of conceptual revolutions but in that of traditional 
theories that are adapted and transformed as they are used (and misused, and abused) in real-life 
contexts. ‘Learned’ and ‘popular’ environmental discourses should therefore be studied together 
if we intend to clarify not only the ways in which environmental theory and environmental 
practice interacted in the early modern period, but also how environmental theories themselves 
evolved. 
 
The transition from theory to actual policy often involved the identification of certain aspects of 
particular environments as problematic. The increased identification of environmental 
‘problems’ is indicative of the new governmental approach to the environment in this period: in 
nature there are no ‘problems’, they exist only in environments, which themselves have been 
environed—that is, physically and culturally inhabited—by man.42 Several essays in this volume 
show how aspects of these environments were ‘rendered thinkable in such a way as to be 
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practicable or operable’ by early modern political actors.43 From the sixteenth century onwards, 
the early modern period witnessed an unprecedented degree of intervention into, and engineering 
of, the physical world for economic and political gain. Dramatic landscape transformation took 
place across much of Europe and the colonised world throughout this period, as new rivers were 
cut, swamps drained, land reclaimed, forests cleared, land irrigated, and commons enclosed. 
Some of these transformations have been studied from social, cultural, and legal perspectives, 
but their scientific and intellectual foundations still warrant further examination. For instance, the 
process of drainage and enclosure in England has generated a significant amount of scholarship 
that has focussed on the economic rights enjoyed and then lost by commoners, and the 
concomitant political and cultural foment that accompanied this transformation.44 The most 
innovative studies have considered the eco-legal aspects of enclosure and have characterised the 
double-quickset black and white thorn hedgerows used by enclosers as a kind of ‘organic barbed 
wire’.45 Early modern landscapes in general were inscribed with new legal topographies that 
reshaped how the environment was experienced. The essays in this collection shed light on the 
cultural and scientific premises of these practical transformations as well as on the repercussions 
that the latter had on further scientific change.  
 
Deliberate, large-scale landscape change was nothing new; many of these trends had historical 
precedent in both the immediate and distant past. The medieval centuries witnessed significant 
periods of deliberate landscape change, some of which was aimed at altering local environmental 
conditions. Religious houses had intervened in their environments for spiritual and territorial 
reasons for centuries. Attracted by the positive religious virtue attached to remoteness, early 
Christians sought out woods and wetlands to found their religious houses. The abbeys of 
Crowland and Glastonbury were founded after the drainage of large expanses of marshland 
undertaken as a religious exercise.46 The inhabitants of Languedoc-Roussillon drained and 
subsequently irrigated wetlands in Montady to produce a landscape suitable of supporting arable 
farming in the thirteenth century.47 Urban communities throughout England had proved 
themselves watchful managers of water, waste, and smoke since the thirteenth century and 
continued these regulatory endeavours into the early modern period.48  
 
Despite the scale of medieval landscape management and manipulation, that which was 
undertaken in the early modern period differed in both significance and degree. While religious 
motives remained an important source of legitimisation for landscape alteration schemes,49 the 
early modern period also witnessed the emergence of new forms of environmental governance 
for politico-economical purposes. In England and France, the subject of Raphaël Morera’s 
chapter, state-sanctioned drainage projects were undertaken throughout the seventeenth century 
in an attempt to improve the economic viability, climate, and governance of wetland areas. 
European monarchs strengthened the organisation of water management in the sixteenth century, 
empowering landowners to embank and defend flood-liable land through a series of legal 
reforms. Responding to increased population density and the more frequent incidence of 
disastrous fires, urban governments introduced fire regulations and building reforms in an 
attempt to manage one of the most profound threats to life in early modern towns.50 Forestry 
became a central concern of European states, as they sought to protect a central natural resource 
of the ‘wooden age’: as the early seventeenth-century English commentator Arthur Standish 
surmised, ‘no wood, no kingdome’.51 On a smaller scale, farmers began to apply new intensive 
agricultural techniques that required more precise and frequent manipulation of their natural 
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resources. Water meadows, field-scale drainage and the embankment of intertidal land from the 
sea became increasingly common from the early seventeenth-century. Early modern 
governments and landowners became increasingly interested in the function and form of a 
variety of different ecologies and landscape types, and saw altering them as a viable way of 
influencing the populations over which they governed.  
 
These new abilities and desires to control the physical world for gain were summed up in 
microcosm in the garden. Gardens based on geometric plans and containing species collected 
from across the world appeared across early modern Europe, including in Padua, Leiden, Oxford, 
and Paris. These gardens, according to Carolyn Merchant, ‘symbolized both an improvement of 
nature through labour and an improvement of the human condition.’52 Cressy Dymock proposed 
a large-scale vision of the farm-as-garden in 1653, designing the layout of the ‘little world’ of the 
farm so as to keep people, plants, animals and water productive and under control.53 With these 
changes, Dymock argued, England would no longer need to rely on other nations and stood to 
gain politically and economically from the consolidation and schematisation of its farmland.54 
Contributions to this volume analyse large-scale environmental projects such as these in 
England, North America, South America, and France.  
 
Frequently, practical and economic literature formed the most explicit link between 
environmental theory and political practice. The ideas of the natural philosophers and their 
predecessors are found in more concise, practical forms in writers with more immediately 
instrumental practical and political aims. In England, a vast literature of ‘improvement’ was 
generated by men who sought to derive specific material and political benefits through a variety 
of projects.55 In Germany, Hausväterliteratur considered similar methods by which estates might 
be more profitably disposed of through the patriarchal rule of the household, new stewardship 
practices, and the readoption of classical agricultural methods from writers such as Columella 
and Cato.56 Proponents of these new agricultural techniques wrote about them in moralistic tones 
that suggested, and sometimes directly claimed, that the character of peoples and nations would 
be improved through these works. In his English Improver (1649), Walter Blith urged Parliament 
to encourage improvement, as ‘Mens spirits will be raised to such Experimenting of the 
Principles of Ingenuity, as that we may see this Kingdome soone raised to her utmost 
fruitfulnesse and greatest glory.’57 Blith’s optimism was reflected in enabling legislation passed 
by governments seeking the advantages of improvement. In England, drainage acts in 1600 and 
1649 referred to the ‘great and inestimable benefite’ arising to ‘Bodies Politique [and] 
Corporate’ from draining ‘wastes’ and common marshes, and later to the ‘great advantage and 
strengthening of the Nation’ that would come through drainage.58 Such improvements were 
channelled through the body. In 1700, Timothy Nourse, a particularly enthusiastic improver, 
claimed that labouring on improvement works ‘quickens Appetite, and contributes to Health and 
Strength of Body’.59 
 
Such projects were not restricted to the so-called ‘Old World’. As this collection shows, 
discussions spread across Europe and the wider world as to how to improve land and climate for 
human benefit. Encounters with entirely new contexts in colonial settings and changing local 
environments in Europe led to the reconsideration of long-held beliefs about the role of climate 
in upholding the social order, driving economies, and affecting public health. Everywhere 
European colonists went they observed and directed changes in local environments. In the ‘New 
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World’, colonists observed the rapid environmental changes that came with the extractive 
practices of colonial enterprises. Spanish colonists remarked on the changes they saw occurring 
in the new lands they encountered: in 1579 Diego de Esquivel noted that, since the arrival of the 
Spanish, the people of Chinantla had declined in numbers, reducing the ground under tillage and 
restricting their ability to clear jungle, leading to an increase in swamps, humidity, and ultimately 
ill health.60 Colonial powers identified and attempted to solve environmental ‘problems’ they 
encountered in new lands: the Spanish undertook an enormous drainage enterprise to stop what 
they saw as problem flooding in colonial Mexico City, and in the Transkei region of what is now 
modern South Africa, changes Dutch settlers made to agricultural practices turned fire from a 
nutrient-cycling resource into a threat that required containing. 61  The problems colonial powers 
encountered were frequently solved with colonial knowledge and local expertise; in Mexico City 
the Spanish utilised indigenous hydraulic technology, and in Ottoman Egypt, Ottoman governors 
relied heavily on local expertise to manage irrigation.62 
 
Whilst sixteenth and seventeenth-century colonial domination was characterised by extractive 
environmental activities, colonists shifted the focus of their control to a more reflexive style of 
environmental management in later centuries. During the eighteenth century, island colonies 
such as St Helena and Mauritius were subject to attempts to control the environment in response 
to the degradation colonial powers had inflicted throughout the later seventeenth century. On 
Mauritius, for example, French colonial governors sought to mitigate and reverse the impacts of 
the colonial slave-plantation economy through the imposition of conservationist measures aimed 
at regulating the cutting of wood and the flow of canals.63 These few examples, and the papers 
on travel and colonialism, imperial science, and North American drainage in this volume (by 
Earle, Zilberstein, and Carlson, respectively), indicate that any comprehensive study of 
environmental governance across the early modern period requires a transnational perspective to 
fully understand how political engagements of the environment developed in the long term, 
under the influence of new ideas and new experiences. 
 
Overview of the chapters 
  
The chapters in this volume go beyond Europe, but they do not go beyond Europeans. Nor does 
Governing the Environment cover Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, the Middle East or Oceania. The 
omission of these areas is not due to their irrelevance. Important environmental histories of 
governance have already been written about some of these regions: Richard Grove’s seminal 
Green Imperialism brought the activities of the English and Dutch East India Companies in Asia, 
the Caribbean and the Pacific and Indian Oceans to the centre of historical narratives about 
environment and government in the extra-European world.64 Alan Mikhail and Sam White have 
set the agenda for Ottoman environmental history with two important books on water and state 
power and climate and rebellion in the early modern Ottoman empire.65 Wenkai He has shown 
how the Qing state expanded its reach into local society by utilising a discourse of ‘public goods’ 
to intervene in non-state hydraulic projects.66 The chapters assembled here proceed in a rough 
chronological order to address the interventions of the English, French, Spanish, Portuguese, and 
North Americans, both at home and abroad. 
 
Rebecca Earle’s chapter, on climate, travel, and colonialism in the early modern world, ties 
together several key themes running throughout the volume. Looking primarily at Spanish 
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American colonists, Earle asks, how did colonists understand and attempt to mitigate the effects 
of living in foreign and often unfamiliar environments? Earle finds that Spanish colonists 
interpreted the novelty of New World environments through classical humoural theory. Early 
modern travel writers warned potential voyagers of the dangers that new environments posed to 
the humoural balance of their bodies. As Earle’s chapter shows, the body, as the medium through 
which environments worked on people, was a central concern in early modern environmental 
thought. Unfamiliar environments could have serious and debilitating impacts on both physical 
health and emotional state through the body’s ill-suitedness to local climates, soils, and foods. 
Earle shows how temperament was affected by environments, and ultimately, how the fate of the 
Spanish colonial endeavour rested in some way on large-scale attempts to cope with new 
environments. More often than not this coping involved significant amounts of environmental 
change. Colonists imported basic old-world commodities like red wine, olive oil, and wheat in 
order to help their bodies cope with the upheaval. But they also began to make changes to the 
landscapes they inhabited, growing wheat, olives, and grapes. Thus quotidian aspects of 
European life became building blocks for Spanish life in the Americas. American environments 
needed to be able to reproduce European agriculture and European commodities in order to 
sustain a successful colony. 
 
Richard Spavin’s chapter addresses this relationship between governing regimes and their 
environments through a re-reading of Jean Bodin’s Six Books of Commonwealth. In spite of 
Lucien Febvre’s protestations in his Geographical Introduction to History, Bodin has been 
characterised as one of the clearest exponents of a crude kind of environmental determinism.67 
He has been enlisted, along with Montesquieu, as one of two proscriptive, deterministic, and 
classically-influenced bookends for early modern environmental thought.68 In Bodin, Spavin 
identifies the concept of ‘anachorism’—of deliberate geographical inaccuracy—to reinterpret 
this legacy. Reading Bodin within the context of the religious and political turmoils of sixteenth-
century France, Spavin excavates several formulations of ‘climate theory’ from across Bodin’s 
writings. By analysing the inconsistencies between Bodin’s various formulations of the 
relationship between climate, geography, and human society, Spavin questions Bodin’s legacy as 
an environmental determinist, and even as a climate theorist. Instead, Spavin argues, Bodin 
ought to be seen as creatively engaging a corpus of classical ideas at specific moments across the 
sixteenth century in constant intertextual dialogue with his own work and that of other writers. 
These intellectual and literary contexts enable us to see Bodin’s use of ‘climate theory’ as less an 
endorsement of classical ideas and more a comment on contemporary France. By replacing 
Aristotelian ‘hellenocentrism’—the belief that Greece had the optimum climate for an advanced 
civilisation—with his own ‘gallocentrism’, Bodin could explore the ‘geographical errors’ of 
French political and religious turmoil. 
 
Raphaël Morera examines how Bodin’s writings related to practical political projects in the 
seventeenth century. In his chapter on marshes as ‘micro-climates’, Morera traces how humoural 
and climatic theories found in Bodin other Renaissance authors were deployed in a number of 
drainage schemes on French marshlands. Morera shows how the French monarchy became 
increasingly interested in environmental regulation during the early modern period. Edicts and 
new legislation enabled the better administration and closer oversight of rivers, marshes, and 
forests. Marshes and wetlands in particular were seen as underexploited regions. Their 
supposedly bad airs and unenclosable, uncultivable landscapes were portrayed as wastelands, 



12 
 

and the people that inhabited them obstinately backward, economically unproductive, and 
politically ungovernable. As Morera shows, the monarchical impetus for drainage was then both 
economic and political: to drain was to gain productive land from unproductive waste, ‘improve’ 
the resident population, and extend the reach of government. Morera shows how local 
environmental conditions were dramatically changed at the behest of an expanding state, and in 
response to classically-inflected ‘climate theories’. In seventeenth-century France, marshes were 
symbolically significant—uncultivated, unimproved land was a sign of a lack of civilisation and 
political order. Drainage, in the monarchical ideology described by Morera, served to integrate 
marginal areas within the broader polity by erasing climatic aberrations, and reconciling them 
with the ‘true’ French environment.  
 
In her paper on north-east England’s River Tyne, Leona Skelton also analyses the ideas and 
goals that lay beneath practical environmental management. Bringing new sources, and new 
voices, into the conversation about early modern environments, Skelton demonstrates how 
records from the archives of social history can be applied to further our understanding of early 
modern environmental management. Skelton uses the minutes of the Tyne River Court—which 
was appointed to regulate the Tyne estuary in 1613 by the river’s official conservators, 
Newcastle Corporation—to reveal a long history of conservation and management of the River 
Tyne. Records of local administration remain under-exploited by early modern environmental 
historians. Medievalists have made good use of court records to reveal environmental histories of 
disease and urban farming, and in climatic reconstruction.69 Yet most early modern historians 
have viewed courts and administrative bodies as social institutions pursuing social ends.70 As 
Skelton demonstrates, they contain significant evidence of environmental attitudes, policies, and 
objectives. Looking at the regulations enforced on the Tyne between the mid-sixteenth and the 
nineteenth century, Skelton carefully reconstructs the changing ways in which administrators in 
Newcastle viewed and interacted with their naturally powerful river, on which they relied so 
heavily for their income. Skelton shows that through frequent, regular, and practical 
engagements with the Tyne, its conservators developed complex and empirically-grounded 
methods for controlling the impacts of external environmental phenomena and thus protecting 
the river, the economic heart of a city and a region. 
 
In like manner to Skelton, Ashley Dodsworth takes up sources well-used by social and political 
historians—the writings of seventeenth-century English radical Gerard Winstanley—and asks 
how we might understand them as environmental in her chapter on the importance of land and 
labour to Winstanley’s politics. As Donald Worster has shown, environmental history can be 
‘done’ in any number of places, from the field to the factory, it just takes critical effort from us 
as historians to recognise the environmental.71 Likewise, we can excavate the environmental 
from the sources we are most comfortable with as early modernists. In her contribution, 
Dodsworth provides an environmental re-reading of Winstanley’s political writings. Focussing 
on the importance Winstanley attached to labour, Dodsworth shows that ownership of, access to, 
and cultivation of the land was integral to Winstanley’s radical vision for England in the 1640s 
and 1650s. For Dodsworth, the key to Winstanley’s thought is his understanding of governance 
as an embodied phenomenon: that it is acted and experienced through affective relationships 
with the physical environment. Labouring on land that was held privately, in an environment that 
was ‘locked up’, contributed to the subjugation of the English peasantry. For Winstanley, 
liberation would be achieved through a radical opening of natural resources, in which labour on 
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free land was the only way to ensure a free and just society. By paying attention to the 
importance of labour and the transformation of ‘waste’ land, Dodsworth reveals the 
environmental – but by no means ‘green’ – aspects of Winstanley’s thought. 
 
William Cavert addresses another aspect of the relationship between environmental and political 
order in the early modern period. Analysing a number of responses to harsh winters and extreme 
cold in early modern England, Cavert reassesses the long-held historiographical assumption that 
in the ‘enchanted’, Divinely-malleable, and providential world of seventeenth-century England, 
changes in the weather were understood as judgements on the rulers of the day. Focussing on 
responses to the unusually cold winters of 1607/8 and 1684, Cavert’s chapter nuances recent 
discussions of weather events as Divine portents and judgements on contemporary events by 
revealing a diversity of responses to harsh winters. Cavert shows that instead of inducing crises, 
freezing conditions provided opportunities for sociability, mirth and play at ice fairs, observation 
and discussion among newsletter correspondents (little of which was political), and moments of 
state formation rather than disintegration through opportunities for charity and relief-provision. 
This history of politically uncontentious hard winters is important. In an era in which 
environmental phenomena were invested with so many political meanings and interpretations, 
Cavert shows we cannot take such responses for granted. It is testament to the diversity of ideas 
about the role of the environment in social and political life that at moments in which we might 
expect the environment to play a starring role in explanations of politics, it is conspicuously 
absent. To invoke the relationship between environment and society was to make claims about 
the world that were frequently political in nature. The lack of politics attached to events we 
might see as prime for political interpretation de-couples early modern environmental thought 
from early modern political thought. Cavert’s analysis helps us see that environmental influence 
was not taken as a given; those who invoked it were not necessarily parroting long-established 
commonplaces, they were doing intellectual work.  
 
Anya Zilberstein looks at another instance of political readings of environmental phenomena in 
her chapter on the transmission of knowledge about glacial retreat in the scientific networks of 
Sir Joseph Banks. Banks, the most influential scientific patron in the English-speaking world, 
directed much of the scientific investments made across Britain’s empire. From his position as 
head of the Royal Society, in the heart of the metropole, Banks corresponded with a wealth of 
scientific observers offering description and analysis of phenomena from across the world. In his 
various positions at the heart of the British state—the Colonial and Home Offices, the Admiralty, 
and the Board of Agriculture—Banks retained quite different interests. Zilberstein demonstrates 
how Banks’ multiple public roles coalesced in his sponsorship of expeditions to the Arctic in 
search of a northwest passage. Responding to news about climatic change and a potentially 
thawing north-western shipping route, Banks jumped on unreliable and unverified scientific 
observations to justify a project that would be of great importance to the empire were a passage 
to be found. Zilberstein shows us not only an early example of the politicisation of climate 
science, but a clear example of the political nature of practices of environing. Banks’ enthusiasm 
for the discovery of a northwest passage shows us the extent to which the climate had become an 
object of both scientific analysis and state interests by the early nineteenth century. Drawing on a 
long history of speculation about the nature of climate, and driven by social, economic, and 
political rationale, Banks was prepared to imagine and invest in an Arctic that piqued both his 
scientific and political interests. 
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Anthony Carlson’s chapter, along with Earle’s and Dodsworth’s, highlights the importance of the 
body in understandings of environmental influence and attempts to manipulate it for gain. 
Carlson demonstrates the continued importance of climatic, miasmic, and humoural theory in the 
United States in the later eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, showing how the spread of Yellow 
Fever in the 1790s brought these much older, European ideas to the fore in medical and 
agricultural discussions of public health, federal, and state land use policy. Discoveries in 
medicine, meteorology, and pneumatic chemistry pointed to water – particularly standing and 
stagnant water – as the source of miasmas, the cause of yellow fever, and thus the determinant 
factor in the creation of unhealthy climates.  Tracing the influential discourses of humouralism 
and miasma through European writings on agricultural science, through local American 
agricultural magazines, and eventually into the official record of the US Congress, Carlson 
shows that Americans continued to grapple with, succumb to, and attempt to influence, their 
climates and environments, well into the nineteenth century. They did this through a series of 
landscape interventions by public drainage authorities, displaying a strong faith in public 
institutions’ capability to intervene in local environments on public health grounds. For late-
eighteenth and nineteenth-century Americans, disease linked people, environmental conditions, 
and place. Carlson’s chapter demonstrates the enduring importance of notions of environmental 
influence and refutes the idea that, by the early-nineteenth century, Americans had dismissed the 
influence of their surroundings and mentally conquered their climate. 
 
With Carlson’s essay we reach the threshold of the industrial age, a period in which the multiple 
interconnections of science, environmental governance, political ideology, and social 
engineering examined in this volume did not disappear but rather were strengthened and 
refined.72 It remains to be seen to what extent these later developments stand in continuity with 
the earlier phenomena studied in this volume, or whether changes in medical and scientific 
thought (including the decisive shift from a humoural and flexible to a biological and fixed view 
of the human body),73 technological advances, and social and political transformations in the 
‘age of the masses’ brought about significant changes in the theory and practice of 
‘mesopolitics’. But this is food for further thought. Our main ambition here has been to identify 
and test new avenues for research that may fruitfully be pursued by early modern scholars as 
well as by scholars in other periods. Some of these avenues are helpfully sketched out in Franz 
Mauelshagen’s afterword, which closes the volume while opening it up to a hopefully rich series 
of follow-up studies. 
 
Collectively, this collection raises more questions than we may have been able to answer; 
occasional dissonances may be spotted, arising from the different contexts examined, sources 
used, and methodologies employed; but all of this is testament, we believe, to the diversity of 
approaches that could and should go on to contribute to a long-term history of environmental 
theories and practices. As the following chapters show, the early modern period is an especially 
important, though lesser-known, chapter in the genealogy of Western debates over climate, 
climate change, and environmental governmentality. Strategically nested between the 
Renaissance and its recovery of classical knowledge on the one hand, and the industrial age with 
its fast-paced social, political, and environmental transformations on the other, the early modern 
period occupies a central place in this centuries-long history, and one that, as we hope to have 
shown, deserves further attention for its creative blending of old and new modes of 
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understanding and engaging with climate and environmental problems. Our hope is that the 
present collection will pave the way to further interdisciplinary study of the long and complex 
history of environmental governance and of its political uses—a topic that we can only expect to 
become ever more central to the concerns of our own age. 
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