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Review of Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists,
 and the Ecology of New England, by William Cronon

In this work, William Cronon delivers an intricate but readable ecological history of New England from the late sixteenth century to the early nineteenth century.  At the center of the book rests the idea that the economic changes which resulted from cultural interactions between Indians and English colonists beginning around 1600 paralleled an alteration of the natural environment.  Cronon attributes the rapid transformation of New England to a complex dialectic comprised of those cultural and economic exchanges and the relationship of each society to the land, but in the end he points to the European orientation toward capitalism as the largest factor of environmental deterioration.  



In the first pages, Cronon describes changes that occurred in the region between 1600 and 1800.  He relies heavily upon the writings of early European visitors to suggest the great variety and abundance of plant and animal life in pre-settlement New England, and he assigns subsequent inhabitants the task of chronicling environmental depletion.  Over time, Europeans impacted ecosystems differently than had the long, pre-colonial relationship between Indians and the land.  In providing an explanation for this, Cronon discusses opposing views of Indians and Europeans regarding the uses of natural resources, and he outlines various concepts of property.  Reproducing Old World social and economic patterns, Europeans lived in fixed settlements and viewed land as the source of perpetual commodity production and accumulation.  Laws protected rights to possess various types of property, including exclusive rights to use the property.    
Indians generally came to quite a different concept of property.  It stemmed, in part, from their adaptation to seasonal diversity and the development of an intimate relationship with the land.  A capacity to follow food sources represented one aspect of this relationship.  Mobility figured heavily in Maine, north of the Kennebec River, where Indians hunted small game and fished during the spring and moved inland for large game in the fall.  Since they did not rely on agriculture, they often endured winters with meager food supplies.  But since Indians in the north restrained their population, they made only a light impact on the ecosystem and ensured an abundance of food in the spring.

Starvation posed less of a threat for Indians in southern New England, where agriculture allowed for winter surpluses.  Indians in this region also hunted to supplement food supplies and to provide clothing.  Additionally, denser populations, coupled with the burning of woodlands (to provide warmth, to scare up game, and to clear the land for planting) created comparatively sparse forests in southern New England.  Thus, Indians in each area worked with the land in unique ways and impacted it differently.  Yet in both areas, they viewed property in terms of its immediate usefulness, not as an individualized, absolute, and permanent possession.  In support of this description, Cronon cites the relative lack of surplus property, as well as the rarity of theft in both Indian societies.  
The English saw the Native American way of life as lacking commitment to the land.  They reasoned that anyone who worked as little and moved around as much as the Indians had no right to permanent possession of the land.  Through European eyes, Indians wasted their days in idle activities.  Since land represented, above all else, potential commodities, neglecting to develop the land meant foregoing opportunities for profit and life improvement.  The English settlers, argues Cronon, appreciated natural resources mostly for their market values, not necessarily because of their immediate utility.  Such a view portrayed Indians as poor and incompetent stewards of economic resources.  
Cronon proceeds to illustrate how capitalist inclinations impacted the New England environment.  The severest ecological transformation wrought by the Europeans resulted from the introduction of certain microparasites to the Indians.  Disease killed up to 90% of Indian populations in some areas, caused communities to miss planting and harvesting cycles, and increased starvation rates.  The Europeans believed that such conditions further justified the removal of Indian claims to the land.  The author fits this episode into his argument by reasoning that though the spread of disease had biological causes, social and economic developments in Europe drove carriers of microparasites across the Atlantic.  

The staggering number of deaths profoundly transformed Indian social structures and contributed to further ecological disruption.  In their negotiations with the natives, Europeans introduced items such as metal implements, and they increased Indians’ access to wampum, a symbol of high status in traditional Indian societies.  In a short time, Indians found themselves negotiating prices and participating in increasingly complex trade systems.  Principal among these was the fur trade.  Because prestige could be obtained by killing animals for wampum, great numbers of wild animals disappeared.  In time, Indian settlements devoted to the gathering of wampum grew along the coast, and disease spread through the concentrated populations.  The resulting food shortages led Indians to trade their furs for mere subsistence.  Concurrently, Indian demand for English cloth increased.  Thus, Native Americans found themselves irrevocably drawn into an economic system which thrived on deep resource extraction.   


Deforestation represented another change brought about after the arrival of the Europeans.  Although Indians, particularly in southern New England, cleared forests in order to acquire adequate food, their alterations greatly differed from those of the colonists.  In addition to clearing land for agriculture, the latter sought profits from the sale of pitch, turpentine, rosin, timber for ship masts, and fuel for fire.  Entire areas of high-demand tree species quickly disappeared.  

The ecological consequences of deforestation reached far into subsequent generations.  Increasing fuel prices drove up the demand for coal in the nineteenth century.  The clearing of land also warmed and dried the soil, causing less consistent climates in open areas.  In the winter, snow melted more quickly where sparse tree coverage allowed more radiant heat to reach the ground.  The soil froze at greater depths, increasing the frequency of floods.  


The most conspicuous differences between Indian and European agricultural practices arose from the use of animals.  Once again, differing concepts of property accounted for much of the resulting ecological imbalance.  Whereas the Indians claimed ownership of animals only at the moment they killed them, English colonists insisted on the year-round control of their animals.  Such a practice necessitated the construction of fences.  In dividing up the land, New Englanders further transformed the ecosystem.  Concentrated numbers of domesticated animals put pressure on large amounts of land.  The transportation of livestock, which required the building of roads, meant more deforestation, as did the need for new grazing pastures.  Long term forest depletion resulted from the hardening of the soil under the weight of large animals and from the consumption of tree shoots.  Plowing, which animals made possible, also contributed to long term deforestation.  


Together, European concepts of property, complex trade systems, and agricultural practices contributed to long term erosion and soil exhaustion.  At the bottom of this mix, Cronon finds the tendency toward market expansion and commodity exchange.  Reviewer Thad W. Tate faults Cronon for such an exclusive attribution to capitalistic impulses.  Profits and consumption no doubt helped to drive colonists’ actions, writes Tate, but they fit into the wider context of the frontier mentality of America.  Taming the wilderness occurred to the “market and subsistence farmer alike.”1

Glenn LaFantasie describes Cronon’s discussion of causation as indecisive and “perplexing.”  The author, he contends, wavers from citing the commodities market as the principal agent of ecological transformation, to arguing that a number of interrelated factors determined the outcome.  Cronon then explains change in terms of the completely new relationships between New England’s ecology and other regions of the world; at the heart of the relationships stood radically different human perceptions of how resources should be allocated.  Thus the author again returns to a unicausal argument.  LaFantasie points out that while Cronon’s evidence supports a multicausal view, the author’s actual conclusions take on the unicausal language of markets.  He suggests that such conflicting conclusions substantially weaken the main argument of the book.2 
Another weakness is the author’s assumption that Indians handled the land—whether consciously or not—in a far healthier manner than did the European colonists.  Such a comparison depends upon the availability of evidence about each group’s relationship with the land, both before and after the arrival of colonists.  In Changes, only a few (primarily European) sources from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries serve as evidence of the pre-colonial abundance of plant and animal life.  Cronon’s failure to critically assess these sources raises concerns about bias.  It also ruptures his central argument that with the Europeans came significant ecological change. 3    
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