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and angrily at the food that remains: this is 
her helmet, which Branch has fash ioned 
from bread. Branch has not evened out the 
distinc tion between herself and the gulls: 
she is the artist, this is her work, and her 
gift  to them is also a cultural prac tice for 
herself; she has not returned the world to a 
presumptive ‘balance’: aft er all, the gulls 
fi ght with one another, and bread is the 
paradig matic food of settled agri cul ture 
and its inequit ies; and to shoot the fi lm, she 
had fi rst to accus tom the gulls to her pres-
ence: this is there fore a prac tice of mutual 
domest ic a tion, which requires taking a 
body from one home and train ing it for 
another. Th is prac tice is one of nego ti ation, 
depend ency, shared expos ure and danger. 

 Food is the substance par excel lence of 
nostal gic attach ment to the mater nal or 
even grand- mater nal, the home land, the 
‘pure’, ‘authen tic’ and ‘hand- craft ed’. In 
these forms, food func tions as a mater i al-
ized form of fantas ies of inno cence and 
belong ing and the irre spons ib il ity of being 
taken care of. Posthuman mater i al isms, in 
their frequent dedic a tion to disrupt ing 
notions of onto lo gical fi xed ness, some-
times forget that anything that exists, 
whatever its entan gle ments with others, 
still has or is had by that one thing that 
cannot be shared, its own end, whether we 
call this end a disrup tion, a dispersal or a 
death. A posthu man aware ness of eating 
recog nizes it as a prac tice of bodily and 
hence onto lo gical poros ity; it knows that 
eating is never inno cent, always a death 
prac tice, always an unequal exchange 
between mortal bodies, always a nego ti-
ation between bodies more or less fi tted for 
each other, and that being a compan ion – 
as with Branch and the gulls – can some-
times require off er ing up what one believes 
to be one’s own body to another. 

  See also  Animal; Art; Ecomaterialism; 
Ethereal Scent; Feminist Posthumanities; 

Multispecies; Postmedieval; Trans-
corporeality; Urbanibalism. 

 Karl Steel  

   FORESTS  

 Forests occupy a singu lar role in the 
history of Western thought, fi gur ing as 
the territ ory – mater ial and imagined; 
concrete, symbolic and meta phys ical – 
that lies outside the borders of the social 
contract, the space of the civic and the 
realms of reason. Forests demarc ate a 
threshold – as much envir on mental as 
polit ical and legal, epistemic and onto lo-
gical – against which civil iz a tion is defi ned, 
being considered both its primeval pre- 
condi tion and its anti thesis or nega tion. In 
the Western imagin a tion, the space of the 
social par excel lence – and by exten sion of 
culture, polit ics, law and history – is the 
city, and the city stands to the forest in a 
rela tion of funda mental oppos i tion.  1   

 Th e myth of the found a tion of Rome 
tells that the city was erected in a clear ing 
carved in a dense forest. Th e burning and 
cutting of trees was the fi rst and decis ive 
inscrip tion of history in the land scape, the 
inaug ural act in the construc tion of human 
insti tu tions. At the margins of the city and 
its rural states, the undo mestic ated forest 
drew the borders of the  res publica , setting 
the limits of Rome’s juris dic tion beyond 
which land was  res nullius  or  terra nullius , 
‘belong ing to no one’, ‘nobody’s land’. At the 
edges of empire, where the forest loomed 
beyond the horizon, there existed the state-
less, lawless, unruly territ ory of barbar ian 
tribes. 

 Within the social and spatial order of 
medi eval feud al ism and Christianity in 
Europe, with its networks of dispersed, 
walled city- enclaves, forests were considered 



P O S T H U M A N  G L O S S A R Y

FORESTS 163

by reason, forests were seen as land scapes 
opposed to the human and the social by 
virtue of the scientifi c objec ti fi c a tion of 
nature. In the seven teenth and eight eenth 
centur ies, at a moment when defor est a tion 
reached vast exten sions of the European 
contin ent, forests started to be considered 
under util it arian perspect ives, framed as a 
natural resource to be ration ally domest ic-
ated and subjec ted by human know ledge 
and power. Whereas the geomet ric urban 
designs of planned towns repres en ted the 
exem plary spatial mani fest a tion of the 
exer cise of reason – ‘those well- ordered 
towns that an engin eer lays out on a vacant 
plane as it suits his fancy’, as Descartes 
wrote ( Discourse on Method , Part I, 1637) 

as the ‘outside’. Wooded lands confi gured a 
dark, wild zone beyond the city’s enclos ure 
that was inhab ited by all sorts of outcasts 
and outlaws: fugit ives and perse cuted, mad 
and lepers, the fallen and the beasts. In 
theo lo gical terms, forests were the realm 
of anarchy, shadows and the inhuman,  
the fron tier space of the ordained social- 
reli gious world of the city. Modernity, 
whether in the human ist tradi tion of the 
Renascence or in the Enlightened post-
Cartesian mani fest a tion, perpetu ated this 
lineage of thought but at the same time intro-
    duced a radic ally diff er ent paradigm. As 
the human species took centre stage in the 
Western imagin a tion and the place of myth-
  o logy and theist philo sophy was occu pied 

   Anthropogenic sculp ted land scapes of raised fi elds punc tu ate the fl ooded trop ical savan nahs 

of the north ern Amazon basin. Nearly invis ible from the ground, these large clusters of cultiv a tion 

(c. 1,000 years  BP ) were uncovered through the infra- red ‘photo graphic- archae olo gies’ produced by 

archae olo gist Stéphen Rostain in the 1980s.         
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– forests repres en ted the space of random-
ness, arbit rar i ness and irra tion al ity. 

 During colo nial modern ity the image of 
the forest as a natural, pre- civil iz a tional 
space was recast anew by the concept of 
‘state of nature’ in polit ical and moral philo-
sophy. Th e battle fi eld of Hobbes’ war of all 
against all was a densely fores ted land scape, 
more precisely the trop ical forests of the 
New World as they were imagined by early 
colo nial accounts, where ‘savages . . . have 
no govern ment at all and live at this day in 
that brutish manner’ ( Leviathan  – Chapter 
 XIII : ‘Of the Natural Condition of Mankind 
as Concerning Th eir Felicity and Misery’). 
Rousseau’s noble savage also dwelled in a 
primeval land scape covered by ‘immense 
woods’, but idyllic and peace ful, ‘laying 
himself down to sleep at the foot of the 
same tree that aff orded him his meal’ 
( Discourse on the Origin and Basis of 
Inequality Among Men ). By the nine teenth 
century, this imagin ary was entangled with 
the orient al ist/occi dent al ist geograph ies of 
colo ni al ism and modern scientifi c theor ies 
of social evol u tion and racial inferi or ity. 
Th rough the hands of white explorers, colo-
nial admin is trat ors, natur al ists and ethno-
graph ers, forests – espe cially  trop ical  forests 
– became the quint es sen tial repres ent a tion 
of the natural realm, the Earth’s remain ing 
pristine envir on ments where society was in 
its infancy and humans remained in a 
prim it ive, animal- like condi tion. 

 Amazonia, the world’s greatest trop ical 
forest, became one of the most import ant 
symbolic and epistemic spaces through 
which the reas on ing behind this image of 
nature and society, and the power struc tures 
it sustained, were forged and legit im ized. In 
the tradi tion of Western imagin a tion, the 
nature of Amazonia is as much luxuri ous as 
inhos pit able, refract ory to civil iz a tion and 
nearly unmod i fi ed by social designs. One of 
the central argu ments support ing this view 
was the appar ent inex ist ence of indi gen ous 

urban complexes in the forest land scape, 
both in the ancient past, as archae olo gical 
evid ence, and in the modern present, 
as long- lasting archi tec tural struc tures. 
Constrained by the insur mount able forces 
of the trop ical forest envir on ment, so the 
theory went, ‘prim it ive’ soci et ies did not 
develop the tech no lo gical means to alter the 
land in any mean ing ful way. 

 Recent archae olo gical fi nd ings are radic-
ally trans form ing this image of Amazonia 
and completely recon fi g ur ing the ways by 
which both the nature and the history of the 
forest are inter preted. Archaeologists and 
ethno bot an ists are reveal ing the exist ence of 
large and complex pre-Colombian civil iz a-
tions spread through out the Amazon basin 
which employed advanced land scape 
manage ment tech niques. Th e evid ence tells 
us that not only the modes of inhab it a tion 
of native peoples leave a clear ‘archi tec tural 
trace’ in the land scape, but also that they 
play a remark able func tion in shaping the 
veget at ive asso ci ations and species contents 
of the forest. Th e past and the present of the 
most biod i verse territ ory on Earth is as rich 
in nature as in culture: the forests of 
Amazonia are to a great extent an ‘urban 
herit age’ of indi gen ous soci et ies. 

 Th is new archae olo gical, forensic image 
of Amazonia unsettles the colo nial 
perspect ive of Western imagin a tion, to 
whom the forest repres en ted the anti thesis 
of the space of civil iz a tion, a resource of 
radical alter ity against which the city was 
defi ned. Th e radical other that the forest 
presents is not a completely natural land-
scape, the abso lute nega tion to the cultur-
ally satur ated civic- polit ical space of the 
urban. It is an alto gether diff er ent form of 
urban ity itself that escapes the spatial and 
epistemic geomet ries of colo nial modern 
reason and imagin ar ies. Instead of seeing 
the forest as an envir on ment lacking the 
city, it is the very concept of the city that 
has to be widened and trans formed to 
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incor por ate the construc ted, polit ical 
nature of the forest. From that perspect ive, 
the origins of the  polis –  the space of the 
polit ical – is not located on the onto lo gical 
cleav age between city and forest, nature 
and culture, but in the consti tu tion of an 
expan ded polit ical arena across these 
borders. Th e city’s rela tion fi gure- ground is 
subver ted. Instead of the empty canvas 
upon which history was drawn, nature 
emerges in the fore ground as the picture 
itself, the inten tional creation of soci et ies 
and not merely their support. Th e found a-
tions of the city do not rest on the act of 
clear ing the forest, but on the prac tice of 
its cultiv a tion. Another image of the city 
is rendered visible, one that initially we 
might fi nd hard to recog nize because for 
too long we have been confi ned within 
the epistemic and imagin ary walls of the 
Western city. 

 Many soci et ies indi gen ous to Amazonia 
do not only recog nize this urban nature of 
the forest, as for example by identi fy ing 
areas of dense ‘natural’ forests as anthro po-
genic land scapes, or by attrib ut ing cultural 
values to elements such as streams and 
trees, and thus codi fy ing the natural envir-
on ment in an analog ous form to the ways 
Western soci et ies treat build ings and 
monu ments. Th ey also extend the bound ar-
ies of this forest- polis beyond the human. 
Forests and rivers are popu lated by what the 
Sarayaku people call  llaktas –  ‘villages’ and 
‘towns’. In contrast to Western cosmo logy, 
where the social is restric ted to the domain 
of the human species, in Amerindian 
thought the space between humans and 
non- humans, peoples and nature, is from 
the outset a social ized space. 

 ‘What we call the envir on ment is for 
them a society of soci et ies, an inter na-

Forests 3. Copyright Stéphen Rostain
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tional arena, a cosmo pol iteia,’ philo sopher 
Debora Danowski and anthro po lo gist 
Eduardo Viveiros de Castro write (2014). 
Th is concep tion of the forest as a cosmo-
pol iteia implies that every being that lives 
in the forest – trees, jaguars and peoples – 
are city- dwell ers, that is, they are ‘citizens’ 
within an enlarged polit ical space to whom 
rights should be attrib uted. Th e neces sary 
recon fi g ur a tion of the social towards a 
more hori zontal and less destruct ive rela-
tion al ity between humans and nature 
passes through the recon cep tu al iz a tion of 
the polis as forest, requir ing a radical shift  
in perspect ive and an exer cise in decol on-
iz a tion of thought and gaze. Th e nature of 
nature is social, and there fore polit ical. In 
the context of the post- climate-change 
world order, this forest- polis calls for the 
consti tu tion of an univer sal ist, multi- 
species social contract beyond the human. 

  See also  Geomythologies; Postglacial; 
General Ecology; Green/Environmental 
Humanities; Rewilding.  

   Note  

    1. Th e brief ‘archae ology’ of the role of 

forests in Western thought presen ted here 

is drawn from Robert Pogue Harrison, 

  Forests: Th e Shadow of Civilization   

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1992).    

 Paulo Tavares 

 Images by archae olo gist 
Stéphen Rostain  

   FOUR ELEMENTS  

 Th e ancient meta phys ical diagram of the 
four basic roots or elements, earth–air–
fi re–water, is closely asso ci ated with the 
frag ments of Empedocles, as well as the 
explic a tions of Aristotle. A diagram is a 

dynamic and product ive device that leads 
thought to new places and may even 
assist in the construc tion of a new reality. 
Th e diagram’s creativ ity is fi ltered by 
constraints. It works, it forces things 
together; but not without some lines to 
guide its unfurl ing. Th e diagram in addi-
tion does not project the idea that the 
elements are natural; they may be arti fi  cial 
or a mixture of both. Th e diagram pilots a 
forward- looking traject ory in the form of 
an exper i ment with the new funda mental 
elements of our time. 

 Diagramming the four elements util izes 
the prin cipal align ments of ancient thought: 
Anaximenes’  AIR ; Aristotle’s  EARTH ; 
Heraclitus’  FIRE ; Th ales’  WATER , and 
the basic oppos i tions between hot/cold 
and wet/dry. In terms of contem por ary 
elemental theory, I draw upon philo sopher 
Reza Negarestani ( 2008 ), who off ers an 
analysis of the geo- mythic found a tion of 
the Middle East as a ‘dust plateau’ in the 
form of dust particles and fl uxes and how 
they mix accord ing to a revised version of 
the diagram. Negarestani’s original redraw-
ing of the diagram expresses a traject ory 
that is infl u enced by the combin a tion of 
three elements with various kinds of ques-
tion able wetnesses. Th e ancient desire of 
the dry for the wet, to be rehyd rated and 
settled, is to render dusty air, earth and fi re, 
and to connect these with mois tur iz ing 
altern at ives to water; for example, oil. 

 New cosmic dynam ics are also invest ig-
ated through fl am mable waters, perverse 
wetnesses that permit lakes and rivers to 
burst into fl ames. Th e key example is that 
methane makes the tap water supply fl am-
mable as a likely result of leaks or gas 
migra tion from hydraulic frac tur ing. Such 
threats to ground wa ter integ rity, exacer-
bated by frack ing fl uids, forge a burn able, 
explos ive wetness that bubbles in the water 
and fl ows around it. According to the rules 
of direct trans form a tion discovered by 


