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Foreword

As Raymond Williams noted in Keywords, “Culture is one of the two or

three most complicated words in the English language. This is so partly
because of its intricate historical development, in several European languages, but mainly because it has now come to be used for important concepts in several distinct intellectual disciplines and in several distinct and
incompatible systems of thought.” History appears in his book, in all its
complexity, as do science and colonialism. But the term “climate” is absent
from Williams’s work. Not so in this volume at hand, Climate, Science, and
Colonization: Histories from Australia and New Zealand, which derives, in
large part, from papers presented at a conference on Nature and Empire held
at the University of Waikato, New Zealand, in December 2010. Here the
essayists provide anchorage for these keywords in specific historical studies
of time and place.
Climate is an elusive entity. It is more than the average condition of
the atmosphere compiled from weather statistics by weather scientists; it is
something much more fundamental than that, providing frameworks for the
material possibilities of life inseparable from the temporality and specificity of the social world. Collectively, climate shapes life in specific places in
fundamental and dramatic ways; it is woven into the fabric of the human
past and future; it is enframed in our lifestyles, our seasonality, our clothing and housing, our agriculture, and technologies, our aspirations and our
tragedies.
The pathbreaking essays presented here by leading established and emerging scholars in Australia and New Zealand address the political meanings
and social implications of climate, locating the concept itself in the nexus of
culture and nature that represents, in granular detail, the materiality, contingency, and particularity of place. They invite us to recognize that climatological ideas, bundled with other scientific and cultural constructs, derive
from particular encounters with airs, waters, and places and depend on the
ability of practitioners to extract general and even universal meaning from
their own experiences.
Bookended by a scientific description of Australasia’s climate in modern
and glacial times and an epilogue pointing to new research opportunities
for environmental studies in postcolonial “settler societies,” this volume
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introduces themes of colonial pride and pioneer mentalities, popular, religious, and racial sentiments, imposed and imported ideologies, and resilience
to extreme conditions of flood and drought as embodied in agricultural and
technological practices.
This volume on Australasian experience has global significance; most of
its readers will be tied, at least historically, to the former British Empire, and
the rest will be familiar with colonial and postcolonial issues. Recalling that
the United States, Canada, India, the West Indies, Malaya, many nations of
Africa—fully a quarter of the globe and a quarter of humanity—were once
British colonies, will undoubtedly sharpen and contextualize the insights in
the book and hopefully call forth comparative studies.
JAMES RODGER FLEMING
China, Maine
March 1, 2014

Preface

B

oth the subject matter and manner of this book’s genesis over the past
three years has perhaps made us unusually attuned to Australasia’s weather
patterns. With James based in central New Zealand, Matt in western New
Zealand, and Emily in eastern Australia, we have only occasionally met in
person, with most of our collaboration taking place via Skype. In these regular Skype meetings, we participated in the time-honored ritual of discussing
the weather. While obviously the book’s subject meant we would be talking
about weather, for cultural reasons, we would have done so anyway. Talking
about the weather, as Vlad Jankovic’s book, Reading the Skies: A Cultural
History of English Weather, shows, was part of the warp and weft of English
society.1 It remains a strong cultural legacy of colonialism in Australasia.
Parallel to this book’s evolution, a hot, dry summer was shaping up during late 2012. By Christmas 2012, it showed no signs of letting up, and many
regions of northern New Zealand and eastern Australia became drought
zones. New Zealand climate scientists subsequently considered the evolving drought of 2012–2013 as probably the severest in the country’s recent
history. Such conditions, they warned, will probably become commonplace
with climate change. The Australian Climate Commission, too, linked the
events of 2012–2013 to the developing effects of climate change. Current
extreme weather events, it noted, were occurring in a climate system that was
already much warmer and wetter than 50 years ago—and was a trend only
likely to intensify. The “Angry Summer” is how the normally sober scientific
reports issued by the commission described the 2012–2013 season—and
this observation, bear in mind, came from among climate scientists already
accustomed to studying a continent in which drought figures as the norm,
not the exception.2 Not only did the 2012–2013 Australian summer record
the hottest temperatures ever, but major bushfires in Tasmania, New South
Wales, and Victoria tore through forest and pasture, imperilling homes
and lives. In contrast with the soaring temperatures and bushfires of some
parts of the continent, Cyclone Oswald caused severe floods to sweep across
Queensland and northern New South Wales.
Weather events like those of 2012–2013 have begun to attune New
Zealanders and Australians to the broader implications of climate change
and its local dimensions, in particular to the need to modify expectations
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and adapt behaviour to newly emerging patterns of weather and climate.
Given such issues, we strongly believe that it is timely to consider how peoples of European origin have struggled to learn about, and adapt to, the
weather and climate of Australia and New Zealand in the past and how these
processes of gaining knowledge have at times been tied to colonization.
Notes
1. Reading the Skies: A Cultural History of English Weather (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2000).
2. Climate Commission, The Angry Summer (Canberra: Commonwealth
Government of Australia, 2013). See, http://climatecommission.gov.au/report
/the-angry-summer/
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