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Introduction by Kara Murphy Schlichting, Queens College CUNY 

 
 n Wetlands in a Dry Land: More-Than-Human Histories of Australia’s Murray-
Darling Basin, Emily O’Gorman examines how people and animals have shaped 
wetlands in eastern/southeastern Australia from the late nineteenth century to 
today. Drawing on her expertise in environmental humanities, O’Gorman explores 

the basin’s wetlands as socioecological landscapes, considering how communities 
used and valued (or devalued) wetland environments in the name of agriculture, 
urban growth, and disease control. Like the monograph itself, the responses in this 
roundtable offer a rich introduction to interdisciplinary more-than-human and 
multispecies research. O’Gorman unites histories of government policy and 
Aboriginal peoples’ use of the basin with the histories of the Murray-Darling Basin’s 
biodiversity, such as the migratory water birds and mosquitoes that find a home in 
Australia’s agricultural heartland. Three themes run through the author responses of 
this roundtable. The first, shared by all four participants, is a focus on O’Gorman’s 
efforts to bring more-than-human agency to the fore of her interdisciplinary study. A 
second unifying theme is an appreciation for how the author successfully uses 
wetlands to show the limits of a nature-culture binary. The final theme is praise for 
O’Gorman’s nuanced, collaborative treatment of the more than forty different 
Aboriginal groups whose Country spans the Murray-Darling Basin.  
 
Nancy Langston opens the roundtable by reflecting on O’Gorman’s attention to the 
non-human agency of things such as wildlife escaping human control. Commending 
O’Gorman for her collaborative research with Aboriginal communities and close 
attention to local perspectives on wetlands and environmental change within them, 
Langston also poses a provocative set of questions around environmental 
management, human ethnical frameworks, and the agency of animals, specifically 
seals. In her response, Sarah Hamilton outlines the interdisciplinary influences of 
anthropology, STS, sociology, anthropology, and philosophy on O’Gorman’s “more-
than-human” history. O’Gorman pays careful attention to the ways in which the 
coproductions and interconnections of multispecies relationships continually shape 
and reshape the landscapes of the Murray-Darling Basin. Hamilton considers how, in 
O’Gorman’s hands, this approach to wetlands productively breaks down the 
nature/culture dichotomy and centers nonhumans in environmental planning and 
policy.  
 
Like Langston and Hamilton, Ben Wilkie commends O’Gorman for foregrounding 
Australian Aboriginal viewpoints and custodianship of ecological resources—in the 
past and present—in the Murray-Darling Basin. Wilkie situates Wetlands in a Dry 
Land within an Australian context and a distinctive Australian environmental history. 
He celebrates O’Gorman’s success in using wetlands to unpack the nature-culture 
dichotomy. Her method, he argues, emphasizes that wetlands have been 
fundamentally cocreated by human and nonhuman agents. Wilkie commends the 
history as an example of how scholars can employ a politically and ethnically situated 
multispecies methodology. In the final contribution, Diogo de Carvalho Cabral 
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encourages environmental historians to follow O’Gorman in pursuit of a robust 
concept of place to sharpen our geographic sense of human-nonhuman relations. 
Offering a geographer’s perspective on the multispecies theory of place that 
motivates O’Gorman, de Carvalho Cabral situates her history alongside geographer 
Robert David Sack’s Homo Geographicus: A Framework for Action, Awareness, and 
Moral Concern.1 He does so to commend the ways in which O’Gorman departs from a 
purely humanistic view of place and how O’Gorman, and environmental humanities 
more broadly, reshape the concept of place through a focus on nonhuman agency and 
co-constitution.  
 
In her author response, O’Gorman explains how she engages environmental history 
and environmental humanities to connect scholarly analysis of the past and present 
to contemporary ecological crises. Paying attention to the particular and local, she 
notes, is a hallmark of Australian environmental history and its tradition of 
countering grand narratives. Responding to Hamilton and Wilkie, O’Gorman explains 
her motivations in writing a more-than-human history of the Murray-Darling Basin 
and the methodologies she used. Such  methodologies required she pay attention to 
co-constitution, multiple species and voices, and a place-based ethics and politics. 
O’Gorman reflects on de Carvalho Cabral’s analysis of how particular categories of 
place, like wetlands, are mutually constructive in more-than-human relationships. 
O’Gorman also engages the roundtable theme of multispecies environmental history 
by reflecting on de Carvalho Cabral and Langston’s questions about how to further 
explore the history of seals in Ngarrindjeri Country. O’Gorman uses Langston’s 
questions to make two points. The first is to underscore the importance of centering 
Indigenous people in environmental management decisions to make policy that is at 
once ecologically and culturally appropriate. The second is to reflect on how to 
research nonhuman lives, stories, and agencies in archives and specific places like the 
Murray-Darling Basin.  
 
Before turning to the first set of comments, I would like to pause here and thank all 
the roundtable participants for taking part. In addition, I would like to remind 
readers that as an open-access forum, H-Environment Roundtable Reviews is 
available to scholars and non-scholars alike, around the world, free of charge. Please 
circulate. 
  

 
1 Robert David Sack, Homo Geographicus: A Framework for Action, Awareness, and Moral Concern 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997). 
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Comments by Nancy Langston, Michigan Technological University  

 
n her fascinating monograph Wetlands in a Dry Land, Emily O’Gorman explores the 
history of wetlands in Australia’s Murray-Darling Basin. O’Gorman builds on the 
work of earlier environmental historians who have explored wetlands while also 
bringing new insights to her analysis. In particular, her book is deeply informed by 

her collaborative research with Aboriginal communities and by her close attention to 
local fishers, irrigators, pastoralists, and their perspectives on environmental change.  
 
One of O’Gorman’s core goals is to bring more-than-human agency to the forefront of 
her stories, displacing the older colonial narratives of civilization and progress that 
still influence local politics. For all the efforts that colonial powers, pastoralists, 
irrigation authorities, wildlife managers, and epidemiologists have made to control 
these waters and reshape the watery landscapes, an unruly leakage continues to 
occur, O’Gorman argues. The slightest imprint from a horses’ hoof creates new hybrid 
ecosystems where mosquitoes can flourish and disrupt colonial dreams of a modern 
settlement. Waters keep seeping where they aren’t expected. Long-nosed fur seals 
escape human control and pester settler and Aboriginal communities alike. 
 
O’Gorman is particularly illuminating in her analyses of pelicans and seals, two 
predators whose appetites for fish have caused a great deal of consternation for 
people who want to eat those same fish. In what I found to be her most fascinating 
chapter, O’Gorman argues that after being decimated by a brutal sealing industry 
operating between 1790s and 1830s, long-nosed fur seals have recovered, expanding 
into watersheds where there are few historical records of their presence. The effects 
of what O’Gorman called “rippling capitalism”(168) complicate seal management, for 
their presence has caused economic and cultural upheaval for Aboriginal and settler 
communities.  
 
Are these native or non-native seals? Who gets to decide? And should their histories 
matter for their management? O’Gorman shows how history has become critical to 
debates over seal management, for while “scientists have largely understood them to 
be rebounding after decimation by sealers in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries and, crucially, reoccupying their former ranges” (189), members of both 
settler and Aboriginal communities see seals as non-native intruders and an 
unwelcome presence. Managers try to create historical baselines to guide future 
management, but because “sealing was a fast-paced, exploitative industry that 
generated sparse historical records” (182), reconstructing their historic populations 
is extremely difficult.  
 
O’Gorman points out that the behaviors of the seals themselves have complicated 
these stories, because seals have taken advantage of irrigation infrastructure, 
particularly the series of barrages built in the 1930s that “were intended to protect 
upstream agricultural and irrigation interests by preventing the movement of salty 
water into the Murray River” (169). These barrages provide long-nosed seals with the 

I 
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perfect sites from which to fish and loaf, and the commercial fisheries provide the 
seals with rich concentrations of fish to exploit.  
 
Seals are intelligent creatures, able to act with agency and respond creatively to 
changing human institutions. For example, O’Gorman suggests that conservation 
protections in the past several decades may be “changing seal behavior during a time 
of population growth, as the seals are now able to venture into coastal and estuarine 
areas in ways that they would not have been able to previously. Biologists speculate 
that seals have formed large colonies on islands because of their relative safety from 
land-based threats, primarily humans” (185). With these new protections, seals 
behave “brazenly, as though they are aware the fishers cannot harm them. The fur 
seals pull on the nets as fishers try to bring them into their boats, and occasionally 
they climb aboard the boats, with fishers noting that ‘they know we can’t do 
anything’” (186).  
 
The play behavior of young seals is particularly frustrating for human fishers, because 
the seals kill fish that they don’t need for food. Scientists interpret this behavior as  “a 
game in which hunting tactics are incorporated and developed in a dynamic set of 
behaviors and learnings” (177). But both settlers and Aboriginal communities 
interpret such seal behavior as profoundly unethical. O’Gorman writes, “some 
Ngarrindjeri people have also become deeply concerned by the behavior of seals, as 
they maim and kill animals that are important in kinship networks and 
responsibilities” (179). These ethical judgments of predators are familiar from 
historical studies of wolf-human relationships, and they pose important questions for 
management. Does viewing other animals as kin mean that we judge their behaviors 
by anthropocentric standards? What does it mean for managing other animals when 
community members situate seals in a human ethical framework? 
 
I applaud O’Gorman’s efforts to take more-than-human agency seriously, but I 
wonder: how different this story would be if it centered the seals themselves? What 
stories might they tell about their own exuberant play, their enthusiastic raiding of 
nets, and above all, their ability to explore new hybrid ecosystems? Long-nosed fur 
seals possess an extraordinary ability to travel 500 kilometers in a single day, thus 
allowing them to respond to new opportunities inadvertently offered by human 
choices.  
 
 O’Gorman calls for “more nuanced and complex histories that account for dynamic 
and shifting behaviors of, and relationships between, humans and nonhumans, to 
inform environmental management” (187). I applaud this sentiment, but I wonder 
what it means for actual management of people and seals. If we abandon historical 
baselines as guides for management, who gets to decide on future goals? The most 
vocal or powerful group of locals? 
 
As O’Gorman beautifully argues in Wetlands in a Dry Land, “approaches that have 
pitted the ‘nature’ of wetlands against the ‘culture’ of agriculture have failed to 
recognize their entangled more-than-human agencies and have prevented more just 
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and sustainable forms of environmental management” (196). Embracing dynamism, 
complexity, and multiple perspectives in wetlands management requires nuanced 
analyses such as O’Gorman’s to help guide the way. 
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Comments by Sarah Hamilton, University of Bergen 

 
s Paul S. Sutter notes in the foreword, the highly concentrated birdlife found at 
wetlands around the world is a product of anthropogenic changes to the 
surrounding environment, as once-extensive habitats and feeding grounds 
were drained or built over and the remaining spaces became havens for 

wildlife. In many cases, interest in avifauna beginning around the turn of the century 
produced policies explicitly designed to preserve, supplement, recreate, or generate 
watery spaces. Thus “natural” preserves such as the Coorong Lagoon and the 
Macquarie Marshes, as well as irrigated agricultural fields across the Murray-Darling 
Basin, are the co-creations of geological and hydrological processes, wildlife 
behaviors, and the inadvertent and purposeful interventions of human managers, 
farmers, and others in their surroundings. Wetlands underscore the falsity of the 
nature-culture dichotomy. 
 
Breaking down that dichotomy is at the heart of O’Gorman’s theoretical approach. 
The “more-than-human” concept originated with the work of cultural ecologist David 
Abram, who developed it through his work in multiple indigenous and animistic 
traditions.2 As O’Gorman and Andrea Gaynor have explained elsewhere, a more-than-
human history “take[s] on three key commitments…: co-constitution; the presencing 
of multiple species and multiple voices; and situated politics and ethics.”3 Events are 
understood as the co-created outcomes of complex and constantly-shifting 
interactions between “knowledges, organisms, landscapes, institutions, and 
mobilities that come together in contingent ways to produce particular 
configurations of life and death.”4 The more-than-human framework thus draws on a 
variety of relational approaches to nonhuman history from the fields of STS, 
sociology, anthropology, and philosophy. One of the most established of these is 
Actor-Network Theory, which structures the world in a series of interlocking and 
overlapping networks between humans, plants, animals, elements, ideas, and 
structures.5  Perhaps more resonant for O’Gorman is anthropologist Anna Tsing’s 
concept of “polyphonic assemblages,” which focuses on the “unintentional 
coordination” that emerges from the interactions of humans, nonhumans, and 
lifeways operating on divergent temporal and spatial scales. 6  O’Gorman 
acknowledges the contributions of these and other frameworks as key inspirations 
for the “more-than-human” approach that guides her own work, and which has also 

 
2 David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-Than-Human World 
(New York: Vintage, 1997). 
3 Emily O’Gorman and Andrea Gaynor, “More-Than-Human Histories,” Environmental History 25, no. 
4 (2020): 713. 
4 O’Gorman and Gaynor, 719. 
5 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, 1st edition 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
6 Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist 
Ruins (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 22. 

A 
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been employed by Dolly Jørgensen and other authors in the environmental 
humanities.7 
 
So far, so good. But environmental historians, O’Gorman argues, have largely failed to 
engage in “sustained and explicit dialogue” with such interdisciplinary, relational 
approaches (17). As a result, we have tended either to inadvertently “maintain a 
division between nature and culture and a focus on human actions” or failed “to 
sufficiently entangle natural agencies with the human” (17). Wetlands in a Dry Land 
claims to model an alternative approach, centering the relationships between people, 
biota, and elements “while also being attentive to shifting and diverse ways of 
knowing, human and beyond” (18). 
 
I share O’Gorman’s interest in deepening our understanding of multispecies 
entanglements, and in more directly challenging the artificial human/nonhuman 
binary. The chapters of Wetlands, furthermore, indisputably provide a nuanced 
analysis of the multispecies relationships that continually shape and reshape the 
landscapes of the Murray-Darling Basin. I question, however, to what extent the 
more-than-human framework truly differs from other ways in which environmental 
historians have addressed these topics. In my reading, most recent landscape 
histories have been deeply influenced by the relational approaches of Tsing, Callon, 
and others, and I am unable to identify significant ways in which O’Gorman’s more-
than-human analysis has produced different analytical insights. Her account of 
“following the ducks” through her archives, for instance, brought her a new 
appreciation of the co-creation of wetlands and of the centrality of nonhumans to 
environmental planning and policy. But Nancy Langston and Robert Wilson, neither 
of whom adopted an explicitly “more-than-human” framework, reached similar 
conclusions in their monographs on the Malheur Refuge and wetlands of the Pacific 
flyway, respectively. 8  Likewise, O’Gorman’s tale of mosquitoes, malaria, and 
exacerbated social inequality along the swamps of Toowoomba, Queensland, closely 
parallels Timothy Mitchell’s classic account of the mid-century malarial crisis 
surrounding the Aswan Low Dam, and shares elements with John McNeill’s study of 
the Greater Caribbean.9 Histories of animals, foods, minerals, waterways, and more 
routinely emphasize coproduction and interconnections, blurring lines between 
humans, animals, viruses, and elements in their portrayals of historical events.10 I 

 
7 Dolly Jørgensen, Recovering Lost Species in the Modern Age: Histories of Longing and Belonging (MIT 
Press, 2019). 
8 Nancy Langston, Where Land and Water Meet: A Western Landscape Transformed (University of 
Washington Press, 2003); Robert M. Wilson, Seeking Refuge: Birds and Landscapes of the Pacific 
Flyway (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2010). 
9 Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity, 2002; J. R. McNeill, Mosquito 
Empires: Ecology and War in the Greater Caribbean, 1620–1914 (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010). 
10 Brian Black, Petrolia: The Landscape of America’s First Oil Boom, First Edition, First Printing 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000); Judith A. Carney, Black Rice: The African Origins of 
Rice Cultivation in the Americas (Harvard University Press, 2001); Mark Cioc, The Rhine: An Eco-
Biography, 1815-2000 (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2006); James C. McCann, Maize and 
Grace: Africa’s Encounter with a New World Crop, 1500-2000 (Harvard University Press, 2007); Joseph 
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would welcome further discussion of the ways in which the “more-than-human” 
approach can lead to conclusions that are missing from other such studies, or whether 
there is in fact a hard line between them. 
 
To me, where O’Gorman’s relational approach truly shines is in the sensitive and 
nuanced treatment of historical and contemporary Aboriginal people in the Murray-
Darling Basin. Chapter 1, in particular, vividly illustrates how Ngarrindjeri women’s 
weave sedges and rushes in order to create and maintain both material and cultural 
connections between humans, nonhumans, and the land- and waterscapes they call 
Country. In managing, gathering, and preparing their materials, a process that 
requires meticulous knowledge of fire, plant communities, water, and artistry, the 
weavers simultaneously enact and observe changes in the landscapes where sedge 
and rushes grow. Weaving is, in O’Gorman’s evocative phrase, “a temporally dynamic 
multispecies practice of world-making” (27) in which weavers, foremothers, fibrous 
plants, and water are equally irreplaceable. It is both a metaphor and a manifestation 
of the pervasive, material connections between Aboriginal people and their Country; 
an ongoing, multispecies process, illustrative of the multiple dynamic feedback cycles 
that make up the wetlands at the heart of the study. By portraying Ngarrindjeri 
women as a crucial part of those cycles, O’Gorman underscores the crucial ways in 
which Aboriginal people are inseparable from the land while avoiding the conflation 
of them with “nature.”  
 

 
E. Taylor, Making Salmon: An Environmental History of the Northwest Fisheries Crisis (University of 
Washington Press, 2009); Sara B. Pritchard, Confluence: The Nature of Technology and the Remaking 
of the Rhône (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2011); Gabrielle Hecht, Being Nuclear: 
Africans and the Global Uranium Trade (Cambridge, MA : MIT Press, 2012); Nancy J. Jacobs, Birders of 
Africa: History of a Network, 1 edition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016); Woods, The Herds 
Shot Round the World: Native Breeds and the British Empire, 1800–1900 (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2017); Sarah R. Hamilton, Cultivating Nature: Conservation in a Valencian 
Working Landscape (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2018). 
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Comments by Ben Wilkie, La Trobe University  

  
 am going to begin my commentary on Emily O’Gorman’s recent study of wetlands 
in the Marray-Darling Basin, Wetlands in a Dry Land, with a short reflection on the 
history of a wetlands landscape nearer to my own home in south-west Victoria, 
Australia. Wetlands have figured prominently in the history of the area: they 

shaped and sustained local Aboriginal cultures, economies, and borders, and they 
both hindered and attracted early European colonists. There are over 600,000 
hectares (1.4 million acres) of wetlands in Victoria, Australia, and over a third have 
been drained since European colonisation. Over time, in western Victoria, most 
freshwater marshes have been drained or otherwise modified by drainage works. 
Much of this modification has occurred on private land from the 1860s onwards.  
 
In October 1865, three men – surveyor Charles W. Ligar, naturalist Clement 
Hodkinson, and geologist Robert Brough Smyth – travelled into western Victoria’s 
volcanic plains on the instructions of the Office of Lands and Survey. They had been 
sent to investigate swamps and wetlands near the town of Hamilton: land holders in 
the area had applied to the Office to have the swamps drained and the pastoral land 
reclaimed for their own use. Ligar, Hodkinson, and Brough Smyth would eventually 
report back: “We could not help observing on our journey that the surface of the 
country in the vicinity of large swamps and well wooded hills showed no signs of the 
drought which has so seriously affected many districts … we were travelling through 
a part of the Colony which has a greater inland water surface than any other.”11 Their 
report continued to explain, in their view, the local wetlands and their influence on 
the surrounding environment: 
 
Everywhere swamps lie at the base of the volcanic hills; and lakes of fresh, and 
brackish, and salt water are numerous, and some of them very large. No doubt these 
extensive sheets of water serve to modify the local climate and it is certain that the 
observant traveller cannot fail to perceive a change when he approaches one of the 
larger lakes. The cool moist breeze, the rich colours of the landscape, the character of 
the foliage, and the luxuriance of the grasses, all indicate that the local conditions are 
different from those which obtain in other parts where water surface is absent.12 
 
Features distinctive of this region in western Victoria had evidently impressed the 
three men. By the end of the century, however, many western Victorian wetlands had 
been drained and reclaimed for agricultural and pastoral use. One of the most well-
known examples at the time had been Buckley Swamp – also called the Great Swamp 
and Konungiyoke – approximately twelve kilometres south of the town of Hamilton. 
“The most remarkable feature in the district round Hamilton is the great morass some 
miles to the south of the town, known as Buckley’s Swamp,” wrote one observer.13 

 
11 Charles W. Ligar, Clement Hodgkinson, and Robert Brough Smyth, Reclamation of swamps: Report 
of the professional board (Melbourne: John Ferres, 1866), 5. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Bruni, “The Hamilton district,” The Australasian (5 April 1903), 6.  

I 
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Formed when the lava flow and ejecta from a nearby volcano – Tappoc, or Mount 
Napier – blocked a river valley, at its height Buckley Swamp covered around three-
thousand hectares of land between two volcanoes – Tappoc and Mount Rouse 
(Kolorer). Buckley Swamp was not the largest or deepest wetland in the region, but it 
would figure prominently in the lives of the Australian Aboriginal Tappoc gundij clan, 
who were Djab wurrung speakers. The swamp would cause the Scottish explorer and 
surveyor Thomas Mitchell and his 1836 expedition party great difficulty, as it would 
his successors in the region. The Chief Protector in the district, George Augustus 
Robinson would, in 1841, pay a special visit to the swamp to meet the Tappoc gundij 
people, writing a remarkably detailed account of a large village they had established 
at its margins, and which the swamp had sustained.14  
 
When the final report was made to the Office of Lands and Survey in 1866, Ligar, 
Hodkinson, and Brough Smyth advised that Buckley Swamp should not be drained, so 
important it was to the local ecosystem. Yet, by 1888, pastoral interests had prevailed 
– the swamp was progressively drained, and drainage systems continued to become 
more efficient over the following decades. Peat fires would burn across the swamp in 
the 1940s and 1980s. Despite being remarkably well-documented from the 
beginnings of European colonisation in the 1830s, the wetland has, by and large, 
except for its name, slipped from memory. 
 
Such is the fate of these often-ephemeral wetland landscapes in western Victoria. But 
this is merely a microcosm of a much larger story about wetlands and their histories. 
Indeed, as Paul S. Sutter writes in his foreword to Wetlands in a Dry Land, which 
studies the Murray-Darling Basin, wetlands are “liminal spaces—neither land nor 
water” (x). They therefore make fruitful subjects for environmental narratives that 
“use historical methods and habits of mind to break down and expose the problems 
of the nature-culture binary” (x). The historical view is also an important and 
necessary contribution to studies of wetlands, not least because such landscapes and 
the people and animals that inhabit them are wont to appear and disappear over both 
incredibly long and incredibly short timespans as a result of various process both 
‘natural’ and human induced, or both – to ignore this is to elide their histories and 
fabricate a stasis at odds with reality. Furthermore, as my brief sketch above may 
suggest, historical investigations of wetlands may move in many directions, because 
wetlands are socioecological landscapes that both humans and nonhumans have 
shaped in diverse ways.  
 
It is here that O’Gorman identifies an entry point for a more-than-human historical 
method, “which emphasizes that these histories and landscapes have been 
fundamentally cocreated by varied human and nonhuman agents” (7). Histories that 
fail to collapse the nature-culture binary have also “failed to recognize these 
entangled agencies and have, in turn, reified binaries that have gotten in the way of a 
more just and sustainable environmental management” (7). Wetlands in a Dry Land 

 
14 Benjamin Wilkie, “Ngamadjidj Encounters with the Tappoc Gundidj, 1836-41,” Victorian Historical 
Journal, Vol. 92, No. 1, (2021), 149–162.  



H-Environment Roundtable Reviews, Vol. 12, No. 1 (2022) 12 

makes its scholarly or methodological contribution quietly: O’Gorman’s scholarship 
is intellectually robust but generally worn lightly. A brief perusal of the endnotes 
reveals a large and vibrant body of literature emerging around the themes of wetland 
and water histories and interdisciplinary more-than-human and multispecies 
research. This is in contrast to a recent view – evidently entirely unfounded – of a “sad 
and sorry” habit of environmental historians and geographers whose works have 
apparently “abstracted [water] from the specific living bodies of wetlands, and turned 
[it] into a dead commodity to be transported, bought and sold … [and] who neglect 
the life-giving properties of wetlands.”15  
 
Where O’Gorman is well-placed to extend this body of literature on wetlands in a 
unique direction is in drawing upon an approach – often present in Australian 
environmental histories – that challenges simplistic declensionist narratives of 
human degradation of natural environments by foregrounding past and present 
Australian Aboriginal experiences and custodianship of ecological resources. This 
both suits an approach that highlights the cocreated nature of wetlands and 
emphasises the diverse interactions humans can have with environments. Australian 
environmental history and humanities necessarily takes into its scope a continent 
with a human history that extends well-past the Last Glacial Maximum and 
encompasses the sustenance of civilisation against momentous sea-level rises and 
temperate changes. As Tom Griffiths has argued, “Australia, with its remarkable 
Indigenous inheritance, unique natural history and compressed settler revolution, 
offers striking parables for a world facing transformative environmental change.”16 
O’Gorman herself notes that “the voices of Aboriginal people need to be listened to 
and indeed occupy a prominent space in environmental management, not only to 
address past injustices, but also to ensure healthier Country and communities into 
the future” (197). 
 
Where I come from, shallow freshwater marshes dry out over summer, and 
freshwater meadows might only flood over winter every other year. Even the local 
deep freshwater marshes bearing the appellation ‘lake’ dry out periodically, and 
sometimes for years at a time – one never forgets the image of a dry lakebed ablaze 
at the height of Australia’s bushfire season. Over a third of Victoria’s wetlands have 
been artificially drained, and 90 per cent of this modification has occurred on private 
land. Forty-three percent of freshwater meadows, 60 per cent of shallow marshes, 
and 70 per cent of deep freshwater marshes have been drained.17 Wetlands here are, 
as they are across much of the world, in a state of constant evolution, and their nature 
and boundaries defy strict categorisation and definition.  
 

 
15 Rod Giblett, Wetlands and Western Cultures: Denigration to Conservation (London: Lexington 
Books, 2021), 91. 
16 Tom Griffiths, “Environmental History, Australian Style,” Australian Historical Studies 46, no. 2 
(2015), 157. 
17 Rod Bird, A Short History of Wetlands in South-West Victoria (Hamilton: PR Bird, 2014). 
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This is the case for the sites which are central to Wetlands in a Dry Land such as the 
Coorong, where the Murray River enters the ocean, the Murrumbidgee Irrigation 
Area, and the Toowoomba swamp. Writing their history therefore requires 
something other than a grand narrative. Thus, O’Gorman writes, her history of these 
wetlands is “always situated and partial, and they necessarily run counter to 
overarching grand narratives” (18). Her approach emphasises diversity and 
multiplicity, and seeks to “avoid homogenizing and universalizing the human, so as to 
pay close attention to differences in human experiences” (18). The narrative and 
voices of her study are both past and present, built on field trips and original 
interviews as well as an approach the archival work that takes an expanded view of 
historical sources beyond the documentary. 
 
The approach lends itself to vignettes and case studies – a grand arc of historical 
storytelling would necessarily flatten the diversity O’Gorman seeks to highlight. This, 
for me, is an important strength. Local and regional histories – that are grounded in 
serious archival and research work, that are contingent and attentive to place, that 
emphasise diversity and contradiction – are frequently marginalised in the Australian 
historical profession, which has often been stuck in the mire of telling and re-telling 
the national story since 1788, the year Britain founded a penal colony on Australia’s 
eastern coast. As a group, Australian historians have been oddly preoccupied with 
glib observations about ‘the Australian experience.’ A turn to a transnational 
approach sought to overcome this preoccupation but mostly found itself further 
homogenising and generalising its subjects. Perhaps a more fruitful approach was 
under their noses. When it was founded in the mid-1970s, the journal Aboriginal 
History sought to expand the temporal horizon of Australian history beyond 1788, 
aimed to emphasise the continued existence of an Aboriginal Australian world 
encompassing more than dispossession and degradation, centred Aboriginal 
viewpoints and experiences, and sought to champion history that was local and 
attended to spatial and temporal variation. This approach has waxed and waned over 
time, more recently returning to the fore in response to political and legal initiatives 
that demand the production of particular forms of historical and anthropological 
research for the purpose, for instance, of land rights claims. Historians such as Tim 
Rowse, too, have identified the inherent value of exploring “the geographical variety 
of Australia's colonial history.”18  
 
Environmental historians in Australia have also become well attuned to the value of 
eschewing continent-wide narratives in favour of more fine-grained analyses; a 
more-than-human approach extends these methods further. To this end, the book 
realises a mode of historical inquiry for which O’Gorman has advocated elsewhere, 
together with co-author Andrea Gaynor: “environmental historians can extend the 
field’s commitment to the particular and to difference, attending to diversity within 

 
18 Tim Rowse, “Indigenous heterogeneity,” Australian Historical Studies 45, no. 3 (2014), 297. 
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and across different species, elements, and forces and the consequences of particular 
multispecies and multi-natural entanglements in different times and places.”19 
 
O’Gorman highlights the fact that her histories of the Murray-Darling Basin have both 
national and global dimension as reflections of broader themes and concerns, and 
seeks to explain how her account may inform these larger debates. Indeed, even the 
most tightly constrained environmental microhistories must grapple with global 
themes and issues, whether it be imperialism and colonialism, or anthropogenic 
climate change. However, at the core of the work is a series of multifaceted, 
multispecies, geographically-bounded, past-and-present stories of wetlands in the 
Murray-Darling Basin. Certainly, O’Gorman demonstrates the viability of a more-
than-human and multispecies historical methodology committed to a situated politics 
and ethics. Hers is a lucid, compelling and clearly argued study that expands an 
ongoing conversation between environmental history and the broader 
environmental humanities. However, Wetlands in a Dry Land also provides an 
example of how, when provided with the right conceptual and methodological 
vehicles, local and regional histories can contribute to the academic conversation as 
well as brought to the wider reading public for whom these places are so important. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
19 Emily O’Gorman and Andrea Gaynor, “More-Than-Human Histories,” Environmental History 25, no. 
4 (2020), 728. 
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Comments by Diogo de Carvalho Cabral, Trinity College Dublin   

  
What is a swamp? Towards a theory of more-than-human places 

 
et me say upfront and unreservedly that Emily O’Gorman’s new book Wetlands 
in a Dry Land: More-Than-Human Histories of Australia’s Murray-Darling Basin is 
a treasure trove for environmental humanities scholars. The range of insights is 
breath-taking, and anyone interested in checking out where this kaleidoscopic 

field is heading must no doubt read it. I confess it would be hard to write a 
comprehensive review of it. Thank God H-Environment Roundtable Reviews allow – 
even encourages – us to take up specific aspects of the books! So I want to harness 
this incredible opportunity to discuss something that interests me immensely, 
namely, the analytic of place. As a geographer doing and teaching environmental 
history, I sometimes feel that, despite the discipline’s inevitable engagement with the 
empiricity of place, practitioners seldom pursue this theme in more theoretically-
informed ways. With a few notable exceptions – Dan Flores being perhaps the most 
prominent one – environmental historians tend to take place more or less for granted, 
often using the word in reference either to the geo-ecological heterogeneity of the 
world or how people invest the earth with spatially varied meanings.20 Though it is 
of course fine to do this, I believe that constructing a more robust concept will be 
beneficial to environmental history writing as it will sharpen our geographic sense of 
human-nonhuman relations. In fact, I would argue that a theory of place is currently 
being developed in the broader field of environmental humanities – a body of work 
with which I will be in constant dialogue here – and that Wetlands in a Dry Land is a 
particularly creative contribution to this collective endeavour.  
 
In the following few pages, I will try to tease out what I believe to be O’Gorman’s 
contributions to a multispecies/more-than-human theory of place. I will do that 
through the artifice of examining her account against the background of one of the 
most sophisticated – and also one of the most unjustly overlooked – theories of place 
ever articulated, namely the one by geographer Robert David Sack in his Homo 
Geographicus: A Framework for Action, Awareness, and Moral Concern.21 Despite its 
comprehensiveness and brilliance, Sack’s theory of place did not engage with the 
then-nascent more-than-human turn of the mid-to-late 1990s, which witnessed the 
very birth of the term “more-than-human.”22 This suits my purposes fine, allowing me 
to draw contrasts with key theoretical implications. As I do not have the space here 

 
20 By Dan Flores see “Place: An argument for bioregional history,” Environmental History Review 18, 
no. 4 (1994), 1-18; “Earthlings: Evolution and place in environmental history,” in A Companion to 
American Environmental History, ed. Douglas Cazaux Sackman (Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2010): 553-78. See also the special issue “Beyond Place: A Forum,” organized by William G. 
Robbins, Mark Spence, and Sara Dant Ewert in Oregon Historical Quarterly 103, no. 4 (Winter 2002). 
Finally, from a teaching perspective, see chapter six of Emily Wakild and Michelle K. Berry, A Primer 
for Teaching Environmental History: Ten Design Principles (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018). 
21 Sack. 
22 To my knowledge, this term was first coined by David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception 
and Language in a More-Than-Human World (New York: Vintage, 1996). 

L 
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for a complete exegesis of Sack’s theory – which includes a complex model of how 
place changes over time, in addition to an analysis of ethical implications – I will focus 
instead on its basal definition, with particular attention to place’s role as something 
that interweaves society and nature and the distinction between “secondary” and 
“primary” places.  
 
But let us start, of course, with Wetlands in a Dry Land. Each of its seven chapters 
addresses different aspects of the environmental history of the Murray-Darling Basin, 
in Eastern/South-eastern Australia. Whether dealing with human relations with 
water, soils, climate, plants, or animals – or with all of these at once, which is often 
the case, in addition to Aboriginal ontologies – O’Gorman almost always frames her 
analyses in terms of place (or, to start with a general definition, material-semiotic 
differentiation of space). She is interested, of course, in those places people call 
“wetlands.” But what are wetlands? What are their boundaries? How do they come 
about and change? In the introduction, O’Gorman sets the general tone:    
 

The diverse values people have associated with wetlands have been 
formed through their relationships with particular, historically 
dynamic nonhuman species. Specific and changing understandings of 
these places – from Indigenous cultural landscapes to gardens, miasmic 
wastelands, and precious wetland ecosystems – have emerged out of 
multispecies interactions. […] in all their diverse forms, wetlands are 
multispecies achievements. Imagining, inventing, and ultimately 
remaking wetlands has been and remains a multispecies project (10). 

 
This passage raises interesting questions. Qua places, are wetlands essentially 
distinct from the multispecies relations that run through them? Are places “things” 
that human and nonhuman beings represent (symbolically or otherwise), or are they 
the very spatial fabric of relationships? O’Gorman seems to favour the latter view 
when she affirms, later in the introduction, that “We might regard wetlands, then, not 
so much as separate places but as far-reaching and temporally rich entangled 
multispecies processes” (19). In chapter three, she reinforces this perception by 
arguing that, with the late-nineteenth-century scientific advances in understanding 
the life cycle of Plasmodium parasites, “watery places were no longer just dangerous 
to go to. They could come out into the world, onto farms, and into homes via mosquitoes, 
who were the unwitting intermediate hosts and vectors of parasites that could maim 
or kill humans, transferring the disease as they moved between infected and 
uninfected people” (74, emphasis added). This points towards a concept of infectious, 
ambulant places that contaminate and spread out through their fractal elements, i.e., 
individual bodies (what we once thought of as atomized entities are actually entire 
ecosystems nested and moving within other ever-larger ecosystems). Further on in 
that chapter, O’Gorman notes that “linked [...] to the movements of mosquitoes and 
people,” malaria began to be viewed as “mobile in new ways that disturbed the 
boundaries between tropical and temperate” (81). So, the movement of malaria’s 
vectors and hosts, and consequently the incidence of the disease, disrupted deep-
seated “climatic” spatial differentiations attached to civilizational status.   
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It is now time to bring Sack into the picture in order to see how his theory might serve 
to highlight O’Gorman’s contributions to a more-than-human theory of place. For 
Sack, places are areas bounded by human-established rules of what can and cannot 
happen. These “land-use rules,” as one could perhaps say, therefore shape both the 
physical contents and the meanings people attach to the areas. In other words, they 
are the spatial compartments that allow people to functionally and symbolically 
organize their ecological and social lives. (Note that rather than being restricted to 
land fencing, the “bounding” to which Sack refers has almost endless possibilities in 
terms of geometry, scale, accessibility, and even substance – think of linear places like 
roads, subterranean places like mines, or gaseous places such as national airspaces.) 
Of course, the human species emerged in a world already spatially structured, where 
geomorphological, climatic, floristic, and faunal differentiations starkly fragment 
earthly environments. Per Sack, however, these are just “natural” geographies that 
lack the fundamental element of human symbolic meaning. For these Sack reserves 
the term “secondary” places while the human-signified places are “primary”:     
 

We could say that the spatial extent of the mountains in space, the area 
or region they cover, is a place. And we could say that the trees 
comprising a forest form a place; the combination of water, soil, and 
vegetation that make a marsh also make it a place. Most people use the 
word place in this way. If I were to take a walk in a forest and reach a 
small marsh, I would think of it as a place. The forest, too, would be a 
place, even though I may not experience all of it. The forest and the 
marsh are just there, distributed and extended like that in space. The 
marsh and the forest as we originally described them could be 
examples of secondary place, but once they draw our attention, they 
too could slip into the role of a primary place, if they become bounded 
and directly acquire names and rules about what they should contain. 
These rules can pertain to natural things, like vegetation that is or 
ought to be there, or to social things, like other people and their built 
environments, or even to the meanings and names we assign to a place. 
A marsh contains water; if it loses its moisture, it might well lose its 
name. To keep this place a marsh we institute rules about land use. […] 
Changing these rules changes the place and its meaning.23 
 

It is a fortunate coincidence that Sack has used the marsh as one of his examples when 
defining place. Moreover, chapters five and six of Wetlands in a Dry Land do employ – 
though implicitly – the same basic concept of place when examining the move by the 
South Australian Ornithological Association in leasing pelican breeding islands to 
exclude certain (human) users and their practices from those areas, as well as the 
very construction of “wetlands” as a territorial-institutional category. But apart from 
that, Sack’s and O’Gorman’s theoretical framings differ considerably in many aspects. 
I want to pick three specific points in the above-quoted passage to scrutinize these 

 
23 Sack, Homo Geographicus, 31-2, emphases added. 
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differences. They will allow me to focus on some crucial ways in which O’Gorman’s 
book – and the broader environmental humanities literature in which it belongs – 
departs from a purely humanistic view of place. 
 
1) “The forest and the marsh are just there” 
 
Things are never really just lying there, are they? As much individualized, fixed, and 
inert they may seem to human observers, their position is but a micro-scale snapshot 
of incredibly larger and more complex stories. As time itself does not exist except 
through material environments, things can be seen as quanta of congealed, 
spatialized movement. Put another way, things are events (or ensemble of events) 
whose spatialization allows their being to overflow and impinge on faster regimes of 
movement and transformation, such as that which is generally called “human 
history.”24  Whether as landforms or genes or biogeographies, deep pasts vibrate 
within/through things and translate themselves as anchors and affordances for 
people, extending symbolically shaped intentions into biogeological time. Therefore, 
while many geographers still tend to draw sharp distinctions between “natural” 
processes of spatial differentiation and human bounding practices, O’Gorman shows 
they are more profitably conceptualized as mutually constitutive. This is particularly 
salient in her analysis of weaving, which she sees as a “temporally dynamic 
multispecies practice of world-making, through which particular more-than-human 
histories and futures take shape and are expressed” (27). Take, for example, her 
conversation with Wailwan woman Danielle Flakelar, from which emerges a beautiful 
account of how fibre-giving plants influence human territorialization: 

 
“Being rooted through weaving is shaped by the plants themselves, 
which flourish in particular Country. On the Macquarie Marshes, 
Danielle explained that ‘we’ve got two or three different types of reed 
in the marshes – and they have another reed that I’ve seen up in the 
Northern Territory which we don’t have. You know, so you use your 
local material and that determines the pliability or how you might use 
it and the purpose you might use it for because of the character of the 
grass or reed.’ […] Danielle explained that there are particular 
‘properties of weaving with the sedge from the marsh, because you 
harvest it right, it’s straight out of the ground, it’s green, you weave it, 
and then as It dries it becomes tight on itself, and it has its own 
personality, I suppose. […].’ The woven item becomes as the sedge dries 
and tightens. The weaver and the plant have together determined the 
new form but with a range of other influences – human and more-than-
human – that have shaped the plant and the person” (31-2, emphasis in 
original).  
 

2) The “meanings and names we assign to a place”  

 
24 Philip J. Ethington, “Placing the past: ‘Groundwork’ for a spatial theory of history,” Rethinking 
History 11, no. 4 (2007): 465-493. 
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As Sack himself acknowledges, secondary places “draw our attention:” they act by 
attracting our mental energy through their inherent properties. Thus, they are not 
passive things just waiting to be symbolized by people. In a beautiful essay published 
over thirty years ago, Douglas Davies proposed to think of symbolism in evocative 
terms. “I do not simply see the tree,” he observed, “but am attracted to it by some 
inhering attribute whilst also conceiving it through cultural and historical 
precedent.”25 “Marsh”, “swamp”, “wetland” are more than just labels – they do not 
pre-exist the places, but emerge from (and help constitute) them as assemblages. I am 
not suggesting, of course, that these words were created in eastern Australia in the 
last two centuries; what I mean is that, even though always-already soaked in 
meaning, words are “tinged” by every new “placement”, just as these significations 
transform the beings and things named. Here place is understood as “the process by 
which expressive more-than-human togetherness transpires through a specific sign 
code.”26 But this is always contested, as different codes – and different kinds of signs 
– run through the same sets of objects. These significations circulate and are 
constantly re-interpreted. O’Gorman reports that the toponym “‘Toowoomba’ 
probably derives from ‘a Giabal word for the swamps [those specific swamps or the 
concept of swamp, though?] or a Giabal interpretation of the English word “swamp”’ 
(52). So, “Toowoomba” is in fact the result of complex multi-ethnic, more-than-human 
semiotic negotiations. 
 
Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, humans are not the only living beings 
that assign meanings to places. According to Jacob Bull and Tora Holmberg, “animals 
are active place-making agents,” which means they have their own ways of emplacing 
the world.27 Thus, even though some areas might not be wetlands for people, they are 
for other species. In her analysis of human-duck conflicts, O’Gorman cleverly 
observes that “what has counted as a wetland for whom has had significant 
consequences” (99). Each and every portion of the Earth’s surface is a 
‘“multidimensional’ place, where several landscape features will mean different 
things to different beings.”28 Our very human bodies are “space[s] of structures and 
flows around which boundaries are enacted” by other species.29    
 

 
25 Douglas Davies, “The evocative symbolism of trees,” in The Iconography of Landscape: Essays on the 
Symbolic Representation, Design and Use of Past Environments, ed. Denis Cosgrove and Stephen 
Daniels  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 33. 
26 Diogo de Carvalho Cabral and André Vital, “Multispecies emergent textualities: Writing and reading 
in ecologies of selves,” ISLE: Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment (2021), 
https://doi.org/10.1093/isle/isab024, 18. 
27 Jacob Bull and Tora Holmberg, “Introducing animals, places and lively cartographies,” in Animal 
Places: Lively Cartographies of Human-Animal Relations, ed. Jacob Bull, Tora Holmberg, and Cecilia 
Asberg (London and New York: Routledge, 2018), 2. 
28 Martin Drenthen, “Coexisting with wolves in cultural landscapes: Fences as communicative 
devices,” in Bernice Bovenkerk and Jozef Keulartz (Eds), Animals in Our Midst: The Challenges of Co-
existing with Animals in the Anthropocene (Springer, 2021), 435. 
29 Bull and Holmberg, “Introducing”, 6. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/isle/isab024
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However, it would be a mistake to solely analyze the swamps’ agency in semiotic and 
phenomenological terms. Swamps behave in unpredictable ways partly because they 
are heterogeneous, unstable assemblages held together by contingent 
circumstances.30 In response to being used as extractive and grazing sites, as well as 
dumping grounds, the swamps in Toowoomba expanded and encroached upon the 
town. Like any other toponym – in fact, like any other earthly thing – the word 
“swamp” symbolically participated in regimes of dynamic material-semiotic co-
creation. When commenting on the impreciseness of the word, O’Gorman astutely 
captures how the swamps in Toowoomba imposed the conditions of their own 
cognoscibility:  

 
Local colonists and earlier surveyors had simply called these areas 
swamps, but to what and where, precisely, were they referring? Where 
did the swamps start and stop? Rather than the word alone being 
imprecise, we might see the swamps themselves as somewhat 
imprecise and having participated in their own ambiguity. The 
swamps, in their swampy, leaky way, seemed to defy the specific 
descriptions sought by the colonial surveyor; they instead seeped out 
into the town. They also defied and transgressed the straight lines of 
the original survey, at times impinging on, and under, the blocks; they 
had changed significantly even in the short time since the town was 
established (57). 
 

Another aspect of the relations between place and meaning is the moral geographies 
that emerge from multispecies sign processes. For example, O’Gorman argues that 
“The link between disease and mosquitoes changed people’s relationships with 
mosquitoes and the watery places in which the insects bred” (64). In other words, 
mosquito activities changed the value that people attributed to swamps. As the spatial 
platforms for reproducing the insect vectors of malaria, dengue fever, and other 
illnesses, swamps became disease environments in the mental map of Toowoomba’s 
inhabitants. This symbolic indexicality was made didactically clear in some of the 
statements found in the city inspector’s reports: ‘“No water, no mosquitoes;” “No 
mosquitoes, no dengue”’ (70). Nevertheless, this was hardly the only semiosis 
underpinning the transformation of swamps. The mosquitoes themselves interpreted 
signs, for example, by “forgetting to notice” the differences between the small water 
ponds where they had evolutionarily learned to lay eggs and the cisterns and other 
water reservoirs found in Toowoomba and other sites.31       
   
3) “To keep this place a marsh we institute rules about land use”/ “Changing […] 

rules changes the place and its meaning”  
 

 
30 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham, Duke University Press, 2010). 
31 Eduardo Kohn, How Forests Think: Toward an Anthropology Beyond the Human (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2013), 85. 
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I agree with Sack that human land-use rules are essential to place-making and 
dynamics, but that does not mean such regulations are devised capriciously, with no 
connection to the properties and behaviours of geo-assemblages. Human 
territorialization materializes not in a lifeless vacuum but in landscapes always 
already organized as complex intersections of nonhuman nexuses of places and paths 
– nests, foraging trails, hunting grounds, migratory waystations, among other 
features. It involves a more-than-human politics of ecological interventions whereby 
different intervenors “interrupt each other, jolting into contested being a landscape 
of multiple agendas.”32  
 
In certain circumstances, non-human agendas do manage to crucially shape the 
conversation, as O’Gorman shows in her compelling account of the role of bird-
centrism in the very definition of wetlands in the 1970s and 80s. Foregrounding how 
migratory birds in a sense managed to infuse their own umwelt into human 
geopolitics, O’Gorman evokes a politics of cross-species multiscalar spatiality: “These 
migrations, and how ornithologists understood them, shaped and connected distant 
places with a range of mixed, and important, political and ecological consequences in 
Australia (and elsewhere). They can also help to illuminate the diverse and wide-
ranging biocultural networks that have connected Australia with the wider East Asian 
and Asia-Pacific regions and beyond” (154). So, although creating wetlands 
(institutionally) did involve land-use rules, these were at least partly just human 
symbolic recognitions of prior nonhuman appropriations of the earth. “Keeping a 
marsh a marsh” in times like ours, when climate change challenges the very shape of 
the world, involves creating “social” rules that allow certain types of soils, plants, and 
animals to continue doing what they have been doing – an entanglement of agencies 
that is itself the marsh – despite the effects of rainfall reduction, for instance.  
 
In a way, O’Gorman’s work extends the reach of Sack’s theory by replacing “nature” 
with a much more dynamic and intelligent nonhuman domain. Although this move 
certainly undermines some of Sack’s basic assumptions, it further reinforces the 
character of place as a non-reductionist world-weaving device – just this time 
operated by multiple agents beyond humanity. When, in chapter seven, O’Gorman 
raises the question of why estimates of past seal demography and geography have 
gotten to guide current-day management goals (186), she does not emphasize enough 
that one of the strongest reasons is that environmental managers still rely on a 
concept of “natural” beings as non-agentive and uncreative. Most biologists and 
managers still divide the world very sharply into “nature” and “culture,” ignoring the 
complex mixtures operated by place. In these professionals’ view, seals have always 
been – and will always be – what they are now, at least at historical timescales. They 
simply cannot envision the possibility that the seals are exploring and carving out 
new places for themselves, thus expanding the species’ overall range in front of their 
eyes. Of course, that might not be what is happening, but the fact that they cannot 

 
32 Anna Tsing, “A multispecies ontological turn?,” in Keiichi Omura, Grant Jun Otsuki, Shiho Satsuka, 
and Atsuro Morita (Eds), The World Multiple: The Quotidian Politics of Knowing and Generating 
Entangled Worlds (London: Routledge, 2018), 244. 



H-Environment Roundtable Reviews, Vol. 12, No. 1 (2022) 22 

even consider the possibility is telling. Furthermore, it reveals how O’Gorman’s 
approach is innovative, especially in applied-research contexts: “Thus belonging is 
never simply a question of biology or culture in isolation but a terrain of contested 
biocultural meaning, with life-and-death stakes” (188). 
 
In sum, O’Gorman’s insights join a broader current of brilliant work in the 
environmental humanities currently reshaping the concept of place through a very 
acute sensitivity to nonhuman agency. I honestly think this is one of the most urgent 
tasks we have right now in front of us, as the Anthropocene metanarrative gets more 
and more mainstreamed and thus the dangers of ecomodernism loom ever more 
prominent. With their characteristic – even foundational – openness to other-than-
human causality, environmental historians are well-positioned to intervene in this 
debate, telling stories in which people are portrayed not “as the motor of history but 
as partners in a conversation with a larger world [...] about the possibilities of 
existence,” to use Linda Nash’s already classic formulation.33 Few analytics are more 
amenable to this orientation than place, with its almost congenital emphasis on 
multidimensionality and co-constitution. Wetlands in a Dry Land invites us to discuss 
the Anthropocene not as something people did (and do) to “nature” but as a 
complexly tangled web of negotiations between humans and nonhumans over what 
is “out there” – “our” towns, agricultural fields, infrastructures, whose meanings are 
always contested by non-symbolic ontologies – and how these bargainings produce 
history. Thus, although O’Gorman presents concepts such as “imagined ecologies” 
(75-76) and “rippling capitalism” (173) as the book’s theoretical contributions, I 
would argue that underneath these self-conscious achievements there is a noticeable 
effort on her part to make sense of shared historical trajectories through a place-
making framework that is itself a significant step toward a more encompassing 
theory. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
33 Linda Nash, “The Agency of Nature or the Nature of Agency?,” Environmental History 10, No. 1 
(2005), 69. 
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Response by Emily O’Gorman, Macquarie University 

 
t is truly an honour to be in conversation with such wonderful researchers about 
my book. Many thanks to Kara Schlichting for inviting me to put Wetlands in a Dry 
Land up for an H-Environment Roundtable, and to each of the respondents for 
taking the time not only to read the book but to write such thoughtful responses. 

 
By way of introducing myself and the book: I am an environmental historian with 
research interests that extend to the environmental humanities. I engage with 
environmental humanities as an interdisciplinary field rather than as a roof under 
which discreet environmental sub-disciplines might gather, although I appreciate 
that it continues to serve the later purpose as well. I began engaging with the 
environmental humanities as a history PhD student, but it was not until after I 
finished this degree in 2009 that I more centrally started working with concepts and 
approaches in this space. This was a time when that field was rapidly growing and I 
was fortunate to be one of the founding Associate Editors of the journal 
Environmental Humanities. For the last decade, I have worked in interdisciplinary 
university departments, with a number of human geographers who also research in 
the environmental humanities space. Being a historian working daily with non-
historians led me to closely consider what environmental history can gain from and 
contribute to interdisciplinary discussions – especially the environmental humanities 
– that aim to address ongoing ecological crises. My book Wetlands in a Dry Land was 
shaped by this thinking, along with a range of other conversations and considerations. 
 
The region on which the book centres – the Murray-Darling Basin – is comprised of 
the Country of more than 40 different Aboriginal groups. In relation to a chapter 
which focuses on seals in Ngarrindjeri Country, Nancy Langston asked the fascinating 
questions of whether kinship relationships with animals impose anthropocentric 
standards and how including animals in human ethical frameworks might affect the 
management of other animals. My first response is that I would love to hear from 
Indigenous people on these issues. Ngarrindjeri people might, for instance, dispute 
that there are separate human and nonhuman ethical frameworks and instead 
emphasise their obligations to particular animal kin and to care for Ruwe/Ruwar 
(“lands, waters and all living things”).34 In a North American context, Haudenosaunee 
and Anishinaabe scholar Vanessa Watts has explained that “habitats and ecosystems 
are better understood as societies from an Indigenous point of view; meaning that 
they have ethical structures, inter-species treaties and agreements, and further their 
ability to interpret, understand and implement.”35 The importance and complexity of 

 
34 Steve Hemming and Daryle Rigney, “Ngarrindjeri Futures: Negotiating a Future through Caring for 
Ruse/Ruwar (Lands, Water, and All Living Things),” in Innovation for 21st Century Conservation, ed. 
Penelope Figgis, James Fitzimons, and Jason Irving (Sydney: Australian Committee for IUCN, 2012), 
186-91. See also, Irene Watson, "Buried alive," Law and Critique 13, no. 3 (2002): 253-269. 
35 Vanessa Watts, “Indigenous Place-Thought and Agency amongst Humans and Non-Humans (First 
Woman and Sky Woman Go on a European World Tour!),” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & 
Society 2, no. 1 (2013), 23. 
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the issues raised by scholars like Watts and Langston underscores the need for 
Indigenous people in places like Australia and North America to be central in making 
decisions within environmental management, so that these issues might be worked 
through in a culturally appropriate manner. 
 
Langston also asked “how different this story would be if it centred the seals 
themselves?” What narratives might they tell about their occupation of the Coorong 
Lagoon? This is an intriguing idea. My approach has been to focus on sets of dynamic 
more-than-human relationships rather than centre particular animals in this way. I 
think such a focus risks homogenising humans, just as a focus on humans risks 
homogenising “nature.” Langston’s question raises an interesting methodological 
consideration in terms of how more-than-human histories might be researched, 
especially how nonhuman lives, stories and agencies might adequately be accounted 
for. Etienne Benson has argued for attentiveness to “the animal trace” in archives.36 
More generally, we can be attentive to multiple more-than-human agencies and 
voices in archives, oral histories, interviews, and places. Beyond this, there is some 
important work being undertaken to further develop relevant methodologies, with 
vital insights being made by scholars like Diogo de Carvalho Cabral and André 
Vasques Vital.37  
 
A narrow focus on historical baselines in environmental management has many 
attendant problems, including an illusion of apolitical and ahistorical objectivity. 
Langston questioned who would decide management goals in the absence of such 
baselines. Management goals might instead be determined through an explicit 
working through of differing values. 38  These processes might be informed, for 
example, by environmental justice principles. Importantly, and as noted above and in 
the book, Aboriginal people need to be central in these management approaches to 
ensure healthier Country into the future.  
 
Sarah Hamilton drew parallels between aspects of this book and the work of others 
in environmental history and humanities, and called for “further discussion of the 
ways in which the “more-than-human” approach can lead to conclusions that are 
missing from other such studies, or whether there is in fact a hard line between them.” 
I wrote this book as part of a set of conversations within environmental history and 
environmental humanities. This includes, from environmental history, the work of 
Robert Wilson and Nancy Langston on wetlands, and that of John McNeill and 
Timothy Mitchell on mosquitoes, which I greatly admire. But perhaps it is worth 
noting that following the ducks through the archives and recognising wetlands as co-

 
36 Etienne Benson, “Animal Writes: Historiography, Disciplinarity, and the Animal Trace,” in Making 
Animal Meaning, eds. Linda Kalof and Georgina M. Montgomery (East Lansing: Michigan State 
University Press, 2011), 3-16. 
37 Diogo de Carvalho Cabral and André Vasques Vital, "Multispecies Emergent Textualities: Writing 
and Reading in Ecologies of Selves." ISLE: Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and 
Environment (2021) https://doi.org/10.1093/isle/isab024, 18. 
38 Daniel Sarewitz, "How science makes environmental controversies worse," Environmental science 
& policy 7, no. 5 (2004): 385-403. 
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constituted was my starting point rather than my conclusion. From this starting point, 
my book aimed to contribute to this conversation in various ways, including: 
 

1. By adopting an explicitly more-than-human approach that aimed to foster 
greater dialogue between environmental history and the environmental 
humanities.  

2. In keeping with a more-than-human approach, I sought to foreground shifting 
and diverse ontologies, attentiveness to diverse human voices, and a situated 
ethics and politics. In an Australian context, this importantly means 
foregrounding Aboriginal people’s agencies and knowledges. I also sought to 
destabilise scientific understandings, including of insects like mosquitoes, 
which were shifting, dynamic, and world-making.  

 
More generally, a key value in a more-than-human approach is that it brings together 
and consolidates an important suite of ideas and methodologies that are valuable to 
environmental history and that environmental history can contribute to and help to 
refine. When researchers make the adoption of this approach explicit, they become 
accountable to all of its key commitments simultaneously; namely, co-constitution, 
attending to multiple species and voices, and a situated ethics and politics. 39  My 
answer to Hamilton’s question about whether there is a hard line between a more-
than-human approach and the other studies she mentions – and I might add even the 
fields they draw upon, which are many – is no. And I would not wish to even attempt 
to draw such a line myself. But there are gradations and differences and attending to 
them can be a source of important dialogue within and across disciplines and fields. 
At the same time, a name – like more-than-human histories – also functions as an 
invitation to others to be part of a conversation that makes these considerations 
explicit. 
 
Ben Wilkie draws out my interest in methodology in this book, noting that this is 
informed by a “situated politics and ethics.” He positions the book within an 
Australian context and a distinctive Australian environmental history approach, for 
which I am grateful. As Wilkie notes, Australian environmental history has developed 
an attention to the particular and local. Far from being parochial, this allows a situated 
engagement with complex and far-flung networks and more-than human 
relationships that often emphasise mixed outcomes rather than declentionist or 
indeed ascensionist arcs. I think it is one of the key contributions of Australian 
environmental history to international scholarship in the field, and beyond. It lends 
itself beautifully to more-than-human histories and to countering grand narratives.  
 
Diogo de Carvalho Cabral picks up on the book’s attention to particular places and 
indeed the way particular categories of place, like swamp and wetlands, have shaped 
and been shaped by specific more-than-human relationships. It was wonderful to 
read how the book might contribute to multispecies and more-than-human theories 

 
39 See, Emily O’Gorman and Andrea Gaynor, "More-than-human histories," Environmental History 25 
no. 4 (2020), 711-735. 
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of place as de Carvalho Cabral brings it into dialogue with Robert David Sack’s work. 
It was a joy to see passages that were threaded through the book brought together in 
this way and given careful consideration in terms of place. De Carvalho Cabral’s point 
that the place-name of Toowoomba is itself a result of multispecies and cross-cultural 
negotiations is insightful and I only regret not drawing this out more myself! The 
etymology of the word Toowoomba is highly contested and something I ended up 
looking into quite extensively, including discussing it with a linguist. In response to 
Cabral’s question asking for more specifics on this, unfortunately I have none. 
 
De Carvalho Cabral argues that I might have made a stronger point that seal 
behaviour is not considered more seriously by environmental managers as they see 
beings like seals as non-agentive. I am not entirely sure this is the case on the Coorong, 
as there are (at least) two seal biologists who have been central in managing the seals 
and they are aware of their intelligence and creativity. After all, they also thought 
other deterrents would teach the seals to stay away from the fishing boats. I think the 
bigger considerations in this case are rather political concern over wider Australian 
public outcry at a possible seal cull and the strong priority given to historical 
baselines. 
 
Thank you again to each of the respondents. I hope our conversations can continue. 
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