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Hybridity of colonial and postcolonial 
forestry in environmental history: 
An introduction
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Among the numerous topics that environmental history has covered, the history of 
colonial forestry has attracted interest as central to the rise of scientific conservation.1 
In the British Empire, a state forestry system was developed earliest in India, 
starting in the mid-nineteenth century. The Government of India established early 
forest laws to reserve forests. The aim was to control forest resources and maintain 
sustainable yields according to the principles of modern scientific forestry, which 
had emerged first in Europe. As the area of reserved forests expanded, local practices 
were restricted, including shifting cultivation, grazing, and collecting fodder and 
fuel. Although many studies have discussed the nature of colonial forestry within 
the framework of a dichotomy between European and indigenous, or modern and 
traditional, aspects, research can be focused more on the colonial encounters between 
European foresters and local societies. The aim of this special issue is to explore how 
new knowledge and practices were generated by the encounters in British India and 
how they were incorporated into empire forestry networks. We also investigate the 
legacies of colonial forestry in multiple postcolonial forestry networks. 

As represented by Ramachandra Guha’s work on forestry in colonial India, many 
subcontinental scholars emphasise that authoritarian colonial states forcibly 
introduced a forest management system that ignored local ecological and social 
conditions, thereby disturbing a supposed precolonial harmony between nature and 
indigenous societies, as well as the biodiversity in the forests.2 In contrast, more 
recent studies challenge this view because standardised and stereotyped frameworks 
are commonly used to analyse the nature of colonial forestry. K. Sivaramakrishnan 

1  William Beinart and Lotte Hughes, Environment and Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 
chapter 7, doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199260317.001.0001; K. Sivaramakrishnan, ‘Science, Environment and 
Empire History: Comparative Perspectives from Forests in Colonial India’, Environment and History 14 (2008): 
41–65, doi.org/10.3197/096734008X271850.
2  Ramachandra Guha, The Unquiet Woods: Ecological Change and Peasant Resistance in the Himalaya (Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 1989); Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha, This Fissured Land: An Ecological History 
of India (Delhi and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992).
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and Arun Agrawal suggest that the consequences of state-based forest management 
varied greatly according to the local conditions, and also shed light on the hybridity 
of colonial knowledge production.3 

The forest laws generally prohibited, within reserved forests, the burning of grass 
or undergrowth; therefore, shifting cultivation was usually prohibited. However, 
the ‘taungya’ system was attempted in Burma in the 1850s; this allowed the Karen, 
an ethnic group in the forests of the Pegu hills, to practise shifting cultivation for 
one or two years on the condition that they provided labour for planting teak.4 
Sivaramakrishnan suggests that colonial foresters in northern Bengal had introduced 
a similar method of forest plantation using local shifting cultivation by the 1920s.5 
This method, called taungya, which was produced by colonial encounters between 
European foresters and local societies, indicates the hybridity of colonial forestry. 
In this issue, Shoko Mizuno and Yukako Tani examine the taungya system in 
the longer term and wider space, in order to consider its impact on colonial and 
postcolonial forestry. In addition, the hybridity of colonial forestry was shown in the 
foresters’ attitudes towards invasive alien species, which are explored by Masahiko 
Ota’s article.

Our studies also investigate the production and circulation of knowledge in the 
British Empire/Commonwealth and international forestry networks. Gregory 
Barton and Ravi Rajan examine the pan-colonial or transcontinental networks 
and  explore how the state forestry management system spread in the British 
Empire and beyond.6 They argue that state-based conservation models established 
in colonial India had an influence on the development of forestry in Asia, Africa, 
Australasia and North America. We consider that further research is required to 
illuminate how these hybrid forestry practices were incorporated into the various 
forestry networks.

3  K. Sivaramakrishnan, Modern Forests: Statemaking and Environmental Change in Colonial Eastern India 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), doi.org/10.1515/9781503617995; Arun Agrawal, Environmentality: 
Technologies of Government and the Making of Subjects (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005), doi.org/ 
10.2307/ j.ctv11sn32g. See also Beinart and Hughes, Environment and Empire, 124–9; Sivaramakrishnan, 
‘Science, Environment and Empire History’, 42–5; Corey Ross, Ecology and Power in the Age of Empire: Europe 
and the Transformation of the Tropical World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 275–6, doi.org/ 10.1093/ 
acprof:oso/9780199590414. 001.0001.
4  Raymond L. Bryant, ‘The Rise and Fall of Taungya Forestry: Social Forestry in Defence of the Empire’, 
The Ecologist 24 (1994): 21–6; San Win and Minoru Kumazaki, ‘The History of Taungya Plantation Forestry and 
its Rise and Fall in the Tharrawaddy Forest Division of Myanmar (1869–1994)’, Journal of Forest Planning 4 (1998): 
17–26, doi.org/10.20659/jfp.4.1_17.
5  Sivaramakrishnan, Modern Forests, chapters 7 and 8.
6  Gregory A. Barton, Empire Forestry and the Origins of Environmentalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511493621; Ravi Rajan, Modernizing Nature: Forestry and Imperial Eco-
Development, 1800–1950 (Oxford: Clarendon, 2006).

http://doi.org/10.1515/9781503617995
http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv11sn32g
http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv11sn32g
http://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199590414.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199590414.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.20659/jfp.4.1_17
http://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511493621


Hybridity of colonial and postcolonial forestry in environmental history

131

While the empirical studies mostly deal with scientific networks and knowledge 
production from the seventeenth century to the Second World War,7 relatively less 
research has been carried out to explore the transformation of colonial science, 
including forestry, after the war. The dissolution of the British Empire started with 
the independence of India and Pakistan in 1947, which was followed by many 
Asian, Caribbean and African countries by the 1960s. As the decolonisation 
process advanced, the United Nations and its specialised agencies, such as the 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and World Bank, contributed to the 
establishment of the international development regime and aided former colonial 
and developing countries.8 

The history of international development has often been examined in a different 
context from that of colonial development, with a few exceptions. Considering 
the imperial and international forestry networks as development actors, Peter 
Vandergeest and Nancy Peluso argue that part of the forest management patterns 
in colonial South East Asia was extended after the end of colonialism, indicating 
the reconfiguration of postcolonial forestry networks, including the FAO.9 Joseph 
Hodge observes that a significant number of colonial agricultural experts started 
working for international aid agencies, and suggests that their knowledge was 
embedded in international technical assistance programs for the newly independent 
countries.10 Shoko Mizuno analyses the United Nations Scientific Conference 
on the Conservation and Utilisation of Resources in 1949 and suggests that the 
empirical knowledge and practices of European colonial scientists were essential to 
prepare the development plans in less-developed countries. Colonial scientists often 
considered local conditions as essential factors for planning development, whereas 
American experts tended to introduce generalised modern technology.11 

7  See, for example, Richard Grove, Green Imperialism: Colonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens and the Origins 
of Environmentalism, 1600–1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Richard Drayton, Nature’s 
Government: Science, Imperial Britain, and the ‘Improvement’ of the World (New Haven, CT, and London: Yale 
University Press, 2000); Peder Anker, Imperial Ecology: Environmental Order in the British Empire, 1895–1945 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001); Vinita Damodaran and Rohan D’Souza, eds, Commonwealth 
Forestry and Environmental History: Empire, Forests and Colonial Environments in Africa, the Caribbean, South Asia 
and New Zealand (Delhi: Primus Books, 2020).
8  Frederick Cooper and Randall Packard, eds, International Development and the Social Sciences: Essays on the History 
and Politics of Knowledge (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997), 7–9; Amy L. S. Staples, The Birth of 
Development: How the World Bank, Food and Agriculture Organization, and World Health Organization Changed the 
World, 1945–1965 (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 2006), chapter 1, doi.org/10.21038/ksup.2006.0002.
9  Peter Vandergeest and Nancy Peluso, ‘Empires of Forestry: Professional Forestry and State Power in Southeast 
Asia, Part 1, Part 2’, Environment and History 12 (2006): 31–64, 359–93, doi.org/10.3197/096734006776026809.
10  Joseph M. Hodge, Triumph of the Expert: Agrarian Doctrines of Development and the Legacies of British 
Colonialism (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2007).
11  Shoko Mizuno, ‘Global Governance of Natural Resources and the British Empire: A Study on the United 
Nations Scientific Conference on the Conservation and Utilization of Resources, 1949’, in Environmental History 
in the Making, vol. 2: Acting, ed. Cristina Joanaz de Melo et al. (Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 2016), doi.org/ 
10.1007/978-3-319-41139-2_16.
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These studies suggest that the ideas and practices of colonial scientists impacted 
the newly independent nation states and international aid organisations through 
postcolonial development plans. However, there is a need for further empirical 
research into the production of scientific knowledge about nature among various 
actors in the colonial and postcolonial worlds. Regarding forests and forestry in the 
British Empire, fewer studies have investigated the influence of colonial forestry 
on forest management in the postcolonial world.12 The articles in this special issue 
respond to this research gap by exploring the process through which colonial 
forestry was constructed and reconstructed from the late nineteenth to the twenty-
first century. 

Our articles will help clarify the process by which new knowledge and practices were 
generated by the encounter of foresters with local ecology and societies in both the 
colonial and postcolonial periods. These articles focus on controversial problems 
among colonial foresters, such as shifting cultivation and invasive alien species. 
Shoko Mizuno and Yukako Tani discuss the taungya method, which was created 
as a ‘hybrid’ of local shifting cultivation and European forestry in colonial India. 
Mizuno uses a comprehensive perspective and examines how the taungya system was 
discussed in the imperial and international forestry networks from the 1920s to the 
1960s. Tani’s article specifically focuses on the international forestry development 
project of Burma during the 1980s and explores the reasons and mechanisms for the 
adoption of local knowledge. On the other hand, Ota researches the process by which 
methods of addressing invasive alien species have evolved from the late nineteenth 
to the twenty-first century in India. Setting aside the conventional framework, 
which is represented as one of colonial domination and local resistance, the articles 
in this issue will highlight the hybridity of knowledge and practices produced by 
the interactions of various actors associated with forestry. Owing to the unexpected 
results of forest management, colonial foresters had to take account of the complex 
and fragile tropical ecology. They became more suspicious of the efficacy of the 
universal transfer of European forestry into unknown tropical conditions. Therefore, 
colonial foresters began to admit the ‘utility’ of local knowledge and practices that 
had been used in the land for a long time. Moreover, these articles attempt to revise 
the European-centred diffusionist model of colonial science by offering case studies 
concerning hybrid forestry.

Mizuno argues that the forest management system in the British Empire had 
been reconstructed to address indigenous land use, such as shifting cultivation, by 
analysing the Empire Forestry Conferences. Her article sheds light on the process by 
which taungya became widespread in the British Empire by the 1930s, and explains 
why ‘taungya’, originally a Burmese word, was used to refer to the method of 

12  For an exceptional work that places colonial forestry in the context of a contemporary global history of forest 
management, refer to Brett M. Bennett, Plantations and Protected Areas: A Global History of Forest Management 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2015), doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/9780262029933.001.0001.
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planting valuable species by utilising shifting cultivation in tropical colonies. Mizuno 
further investigates the shifting views on taungya in a range of postcolonial forestry 
networks. After India’s independence in 1947, the empire forestry networks were 
reconfigured into the Commonwealth forestry networks, which included former 
colonial foresters as well as native foresters of the newly independent countries. 
In contrast, newly founded international organisations, such as the FAO, began to 
integrate forestry networks in order to provide technical assistance to developing 
countries, including former colonies. At forestry conferences from the late 1940s 
to the 1960s, we can find different attitudes towards taungya among foresters of 
newly independent countries, former British colonial foresters, and other experts 
associated with international technical assistance. However, by the late 1960s, 
taungya had been re-evaluated in international forestry societies.

Tani focuses on the more recent forestry development project of Burma, named 
Forestry Project II East Pegu Yoma Project (EPP), funded mainly by the World 
Bank in the 1980s. She suggests that this project borrowed local knowledge and 
practices, such as the use of elephants for logging and the taungya method for 
planting, from colonial forestry, alongside modern techniques. Tani also explains 
the reason for the hybridity of knowledge in this international forest management 
project from economic, historical, ecological and social perspectives. The project 
and the government regarded hybrid methods as cost-effective. At the field level, 
local staff who were familiar with local forests and societies advised on the utility 
of adopting local methods in the project. Meanwhile, the donor staff realised the 
validity of their proposals and accepted them. This collaboration between local and 
foreign members of the EPP generated the knowledge hybridity.

In contrast to shifting cultivation, relatively little attention has been paid to invasive 
alien species, although both issues were considered undesirable obstacles among 
foresters in the colonial period. Ota explores the development of knowledge about 
Lantana camara L. (hereafter lantana) in India, focusing on colonial and postcolonial 
forest officials, local people and civil society organisations. He analyses the articles 
in The Indian Forester about lantana and observes that colonial forest officials fully 
considered the local socioecological conditions in order to produce knowledge 
about lantana. However, after India had gained its independence, forest officials 
emphasised modern scientific forest management for commercial timber production 
and did not significantly consider local socioecological conditions in knowledge 
development. Conversely, since the 1980s, some ethnic minorities have adapted to 
lantana by, for example, using it as an alternative raw material to bamboo, which has 
been promoted by civil society organisations.

We hope that this special issue will offer new insights into the hybridity and 
dynamics of knowledge production in the British Empire through the revision of the 
Eurocentric diffusion models of modern sciences in the colonial and postcolonial 
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worlds. We also hope that the results will clarify colonial forestry’s intellectual 
legacies, as opposed to institutional legacies, such as forest laws and administration 
systems, which have often been cited in previous research. These findings will be 
of interest to historians working on environmental issues, particularly forestry 
and ecology, as well as researchers in the development studies and international 
relations fields.
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