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Disease and Environmental Decay in the Atlantic World, 1500-2000

Throughout the last five centuries, Western Europeans and later, Americans have
colonized or conquered large amounts of territory in the Atlantic World, including much of the
Americas, Caribbean, and most of Africa. Historians have long debated the reasons for those
conquests and the Euro-American successes in them. Over the past four decades, however, the
explanations have shifted dramatically to include biological and environmental determinants.
Thus, the historical questions have transitioned from the standard “why did this happen” to other,
more pointed questions. For example, what effects did Euro-Americans have on the local
populations in the Americas and Africa? In other words, what role did disease play in the
European, then American conquests of the Atlantic World? Also, how did these colonizers affect
the land itself? These questions have been explored in an extensive body of historical scholarship
that will be discussed in this minor field statement.

Part I: Microbes and Degradation in America and Africa

Until the 1970s, historians had pointed to technological or ideological superiority, i.e.
Western weapons of war and systems of government, as the preeminent forces behind Euro-
American domination of the Americas and Africa. Beginning with William McNeil’s Plagues
and Peoples and Alfred Crosby’s Ecological Imperialism, however, this prevailing line of
inquiry began to shift as studies of disease became a crucial explanatory factor in analyzing
European conquests of the Americas during the two centuries following European-American
contact. In the twenty years since Croshy’s path-breaking study, many historians have questioned

the saliency of his reliance on disease as the instrumental vector for European control of the



Americas. Recently, Paul Kelton’s Epidemics and Enslavement and Jared Diamond’s Guns,
Germs, and Steel have introduced issues like trade and biological determinism as other possible
explanations for European imperial domination.

Conversely, diseases have played a much different role in the historiography of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, a period of increased Euro-American hegemony over large
parts of the Atlantic World. The forces of modernity, urbanization and industrialization helped
new diseases incubate in both the Americas and Africa that proved very difficult to cure.
Western biomedicine and the ideologies of individual diagnosis and treatment have been mostly
contradictory saviors, causing just as much hardship as it solved, especially for nonwhites. For
example, in Contagious Divides, Nayan Shah shows how race and politics shaped public health
concerns in San Francisco’s Chinatown, while Alan Bewell’s Romanticism and Colonial Disease
explores the sources of toxic environments throughout the Western imperialized world of the late
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.*

The twentieth-century Western diet has also drawn severe criticism for its effects on the
body and the environment (the latter of which will be discussed below). Rachel Carson began
this diatribe back in the early 1960s with Silent Spring, a popular rebuke of American industrial
capitalism’s affects on the environment and food sources, but the industrialization of the Western
diet has been taken on since then by more popular authors such as Michael Pollan, in Omnivore’s
Dilemma and his latest work, In Defense of Food.

Part 11: Disaster and Environmental Engineering in the Atlantic World

! Although not necessarily part of the Atlantic World defined by most current scholarship, several works of African
environmental history (focusing mainly on southern and eastern Africa) address this issue of Western biomedicine,
healing practices, and their affects on indigenous populations during colonialism. Some of these include Debility
and Moral Imagination in Botswana (2005) by Julie Livingston and Curing Their Ills: Colonial Power and African
[lIness (1991) by Megan Vaughan.



One of the most debated subjects of early colonialism in America has been the condition
of the northern continent prior to European “discovery” and settlement. Were pre-contact Native
Americans conservationists or even “America’s first ecologists” as Wilbur Jacobs, echoing
Native advocates Vine Deloria and Joseph Epes Brown, called them in a 1980 article? Shepard
Krech would answer definitively in the negative as his 1999 book, The Ecological Indian, makes
clear. Other scholars were less condemning of their conservationist tendencies than Krech, like,
for example, Richard White in The Roots of Dependency and Andrew Isenberg in The
Destruction of the Bison. White and Isenberg claim Amerindians were compelled to manipulate
the environment, including hunting the bison to near-extinction, due to market pressures of an
emerging proto-capitalist system.” Nevertheless, all three conclude that Native Indians were in
no way “conservators” or true environmentalists, at least in the modern, Western sense of the
word.

Urbanization and industrialization have also played large parts in the history of
environmental engineering in a few different ways. Works such as William Wilson’s The City
Beautiful Movement and John Meyer’s article “Gifford Pinchot, John Muir, and the Boundaries
of Politics in American Thought,” have confined their analyses to the late-nineteenth- and early-
twentieth-century debates between Pinchot-styled conservationism and Muir-styled
environmentalism. Others, like Philip Fradkin’s The Great Earthquake and Firestorms of 1906
and Craig Colten’s An Unnatural Metropolis, deal uneasily with the interrelation of race and
environmental policy, especially in urban areas during the same turn-of-the-century period.

These themes of “modernity” also find their way into African historical scholarship as

well, examining environmental engineering, animal extinctions and the effects of colonial

2 Asimilar, albeit later, African response to a more developed form of Euro-American capitalism can be seen in
several books on African environmental policy in histories such as James C. McCann’s Green Land, Brown Land,
Black Land: An Environmental History of Africa, 1800-1990 (Heinemann, 1999).



conservation policies. In The Myth of Wild Africa, authored by Jonathan Adams and Thomas
McShane, Western notions of conservationism come under attack as the authors reveal how
colonizers often romanticized the African continent’s pristine wilderness, while correspondingly
blaming indigenous Africans for wrecking it. And, not surprisingly, the issue of race, culture and
environmental usage is dealt with more substantively in works like Emmanuel Akyeampong’s
Between Sea & Lagoon: An Eco-Social History of the Anlo of Southeastern Ghana as the people
of Keta come under ecological hardship due to their perceived participation in European colonial
markets.

Western science also fits into this section of the paper as well, as many authors in this
survey debate whether science, in the form of disaster prevention and industrial agriculture has
truly been helpful or harmful. Attempts to tame the massive Mississippi River feature
prominently in both An Unnatural Metropolis and John Barry’s Rising Tide: The Great
Mississippi Flood of 1927 and How It Changed America.® Furthermore, Western capitalism
comes under additional fire for the ways it altered yeoman agriculture in favor of more market-
driven, industrial farming, the disastrous effects of which are seen clearly in Donald Worster’s
Dust Bowl and William Cronon’s Nature’s Metropolis.

Finally, the issue of governmental response to “natural” disasters in the Americas must be
discussed, for it weaves its way throughout much of the history of the Euro-American
domination of the Western Hemisphere. While this topic can be seen in many of the works
already mentioned, like Barry, Fradkin and Worster just to name a few, governmental aid can be
charted back to colonial times as seen in Matthew Mulcahy’s Hurricanes and Society in the

British Greater Caribbean. In fact, the very notion of environmental disasters being labeled

® The issue of environmental manipulation and degradation through Western scientific endeavors is also highlighted
in the studies of Akyeampong and McCann.



“natural” instead of the more appropriate moniker “man-made” is at the heart of Ted Steinberg’s
Acts of God: The Unnatural History of Natural Disaster in America.

In conclusion, disease and disaster have long been ignored (or at least downplayed) in the
histories of the West, whether in the context of colonialism in the Americas or imperialism in
Africa. Most of the sources in this field statement, whatever their differences in approach or
interpretation, challenged, often successfully, this glaring omission. Environmental manipulation
and control are at the heart of these issues, whether originating in a Western belief that
indigenous peoples are unworthy of their pristine environment or that natives are too harmful to
their own lands to be allowed to govern them freely. No matter which paternalistic view is taken
by colonialists, these beliefs have had significant consequences for the lands and the peoples

throughout the Atlantic World.
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