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Ecology and Power

Power and social inequality shape patterns of land use and resource management. This
book explores this relationship from different perspectives, illuminating the complexity
of interactions between human societies and nature. Most of the contributors use the per-
spective of “political ecology” as a point of departure, recognizing that human relations
to the environment and human social relations are not separate phenomena but inextrica-
bly intertwined. What makes this volume unique is that it sets this approach in a trans-
disciplinary, global, and historical framework.

The twenty-six contributors represent a spectrum of academic fields including anthro-
pology, sociology, geography, economics, economic history, historical archaeology,
human ecology, development studies, and sustainability science. In presenting local case
studies from all over the world, the contributors develop a global understanding of these
politicized environments. They generally apply a broadly conceived world-system
approach to issues of land use, resource management, and environmental change. Exam-
ples discussed in this book include the cultivation of various crops such as wheat, rice,
sorghum, coffee, sugarcane, Jatropha, and safflower; the raising of livestock such as
llamas and cattle; and other extractive activities such as forestry, mining, energy produc-
tion, and the trade in guano and ivory.

The volume also adds a deep historical dimension to political ecology. Collectively, it
argues that a long-term, historical understanding of how local and global power struggles
shape the trajectories of human—environmental relations is crucial to the emergent field of
political ecology. This point applies, for example, to the past two centuries of fossil-
fuelled capitalism, during which human dependency on land appears to have become less
tangible than in pre-industrial times. Against this background, several chapters discuss
the implications of the anticipated return to biofuels, which would transform the rational-
ity of conventional land use and regenerate contradictions between food and energy pro-
duction in regions of the world that have largely been spared such contradictions over the

past two centuries.
Alf Hornborg is Professor in the Human Ecology Division at Lund University, Sweden.
Brett Clark is Assistant Professor of Sociology at North Carolina State University, USA.

Kenneth Hermele is a PhD candidate in the Human Ecology Division at Lund University,
Sweden.
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Introduction
Ecology and power

Alf Hornborg, Brett Clark, and Kenneth Hermele

Power and social inequality shape patterns of land use and resource manage-
ment. This book explores this relationship from different perspectives, illuminat-
ing the complexity of interactions between human societies and nature. Most of
the contributors use the perspective of “political ecology” as a point of depar-
ture, recognizing that human relations to the environment and human social rela-
tions are not separate phenomena but inextricably intertwined (Peet and Watts
1996; Bryant and Bailey 1997; Low and Gleeson 1998; Paulson and Gezon
2005; Biersack and Greenberg 2006; Peet ef al. 2011). What makes this volume
unique is that it sets this approach in a trans-disciplinary, global, and historical
framework.

The 26 contributors represent a spectrum of academic fields including anthro-
pology, sociology, geography, economics, economic history, historical archaeol-
ogy, human ecology, development studies, and sustainability science. They have
been recruited from two international research networks recently established by
the Human Ecology Division, Lund University, Sweden. The first network
includes participants in the international conference Ecology & Power: Critical
Perspectives on Sustainability and Resilience, organized and hosted by the
Human Ecology Division on September 17-19, 2008, with most of the funding
from the Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation. The second network
involves participants in the research project Power, Land, and Materiality:
Global Studies in Historical Political Ecology as a Framework for Assessing
Policies for “Sustainable Development”, funded by the Swedish Research
Council for Environment, Agricultural Sciences and Spatial Planning
(FORMAS). What unites all these researchers from various disciplines is the
recognition that power asymmetries and social inequalities shape patterns of land
use and the management of natural resources. Together, they apply a variety of
interconnected perspectives to this core theme of political ecology. Whether
applying concepts and methods of economic historians, sociologists, or geogra-
phers, the authors demonstrate how human interactions with the land are inter-
twined with global, regional, or local power structures. They analyze phenomena
that range from the asymmetries of global capitalism, international trade, and
empires to the politics of development, ethnic divisions, and even household
organization. The spectrum of approaches represented in this book thus



