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Foreword

When Soils Liven Up: The Renewal of Human–Soil Imaginaries

I don’t know about you, but I have spent most of my life without giving a thought to the soil I walk upon. As such, I am humbled to be invited to write this Foreword. If you are like me, a relative newcomer to the worlds of soil, I suspect that by the end of reading the rich and inspiring material gathered in this book, you will become much more attentive to the intricacies of soil matters. If you already love soils, there is much in this book that could intensify your commitment, even if it makes it a little more complicated.

I didn’t think of the soils below when strolling in the countryside or walking through meadows, on the soft forest ground, looking at the trees and flowers that grew there. Not even the sight of denuded and eroded mountains in the lands of my childhood in central Spain made me aware of the plight of soils. Soil was not in my mind even when eating “Soil Association”-approved organic foods. And I definitely never considered the soil sealed under the pavement. It was only during activist training on permaculture systems of ecological design that included elements of soil science and soil care that I came to realize how vital soils are and became interested in learning more about them. I became fascinated by their material and living properties, by both their mystery and how soil scientists study them, as well as the relations humans have historically had with them including the diverse cultural and spiritual meanings different peoples give to them.

As this interest came to be a research adventure around ten years ago, I quickly realized that I was joining a broad movement of people for whom the soil had passed from being a passive background easy to neglect to a matter of collective care. The research and interventions collected in this book manifest how this increased interest in soils is permeating further the realms of the social sciences and the humanities, helping to generate new avenues for engagement, re-actualizing human–soil relations with new challenges.

Crucial for the emergence and formation of this eco-social movement are the people for whom soil is no news. Traditional experts and practitioners, such as soil scientists, growers and farmers, agricultural policy-makers, activist soil educators, and alternative practitioners have been calling for more and better attention to the soil. Their efforts have helped to make the soil more visible to different audiences—such as the UN declaring 2015 International Year of Soils. Yet, what has interested me in particular are the specific transformations in human–soil relations as this constituency of soil advocates has grown to include a range of people not considered soil’s primary “stakeholders.” A variety of individuals and collectives have become soil enthusiasts. Among this eco-social movement of soil advocates, stories of soil discovery abound. A new ecological culture around soils is in the making, blending old and new material concepts, aesthetics, affections, and ethical signification of soils, nurturing soil stories that both rely on, and exceed, traditional meanings such as those intertwined with agriculture.

In this context, I have found it helpful to think of soil as a living infrastructure—a bioinfrastructure. Susan Leigh Star told us that when infrastructure works well, it is only perceptible to professionals and maintainers: it becomes a matter for others when it doesn’t work well. And indeed, the background story of this surge of care for soils is a global soil crisis with dire consequences for the survival of humanity and other life inhabiting ecosystems affected by soil degradation and pollution. The news has reached mainstream media, with headlines declaring that “We are Treating Soil Like Dirt,” or that “Humanity is Eating Itself.” Unsustainable soil practices are not new, but they have attained devastating planetary proportions.

It is now the case that soils not only have their experts and practitioners, but a “people” that speaks for them. An implicit assumption of soil advocacy is that making soils more appealing and more interesting will motivate people to want to understand and thus care more. There is also an emphasis on highlighting soil’s ecological significance beyond human use – whether this is agricultural or other. Many examples of changes in soil practices and imaginaries attest to this. Soils are captivating too. A wonderful world to think about, to inspire eco-poetic meanings and wordings. And so soil advocates have concentrated much effort in communicating our “mud love” by sharing lively stories about this natural medium, attempting to counter its use as a resource and encourage ways of caring that cultivate affectionate and ethical forms of more than human kinship. An important part of this work has been to reveal that soil is alive; more, an animated matrix of relations that challenges the biophysical distinction between inert passive matter and living organism. In the past 15 years, the living soil—or living dirt—has become a primary signifier of soil materiality, as well as its conceptual, aesthetic, and ethical representation, passing from marginal eco-social soil advocacy to a central public and cultural perception. Another correlated vision is the integration of human practices as a participant in the making and maintenance of a flourishing more-than-human soil community, rather than as users or exploiters of its produce or services.

And yet, if it were simply the case that knowing that something that is alive is suffering would protect it from abuse, our world would be a very different place. Soil’s visibility today is not only something soil advocates and enthusiasts need to encourage, we also need to scrutinize with care, in situated ways, what happens as soil becomes more visible.

At the very beginning of my own personal journey of soil discovery, I came across a piece by artist Claire Pentecost that marked me, and that poses a beautiful challenge for soil advocates. Pentecost’s piece seems simple. She molded large blocks of soil into the recognizable shape that is gold ingots, a strong symbol of wealth and investment value, and piled them up on a table in an exhibition space. This exhibit immediately made visible the ambivalence shown toward soil’s material and cultural value in these times. Yet, this is not so simple. On the one hand, as Pentecost provocatively argued, soil ingots are a vision of “a new system of value based on living soil, a form of currency that anyone can create by composting”; on the other hand, they also crudely expose what can happen when soil comes to be seen as precious, a new gold. As soils are becoming poorer, more exhausted, scarcer, their status as a coveted resource exposes and increases their vulnerability.

There is nothing new, however, about this. Since the beginnings of agriculture, maybe before, humans have understood their dependence on and connection to the ground they stood upon. Attesting to this today are the many languages in which the word for ground/soil is both homonymous to, yet distinct from, earth with a capital “E.” Soils are both inseparable from their environment and a special manifestation of matter. Humans have seen themselves as both entangled with (i.e. grounded in) and separate from (i.e. transcending) the ground they stand upon. Soil is both a resource and a worshipped entity. Origin and end—and origin again. Not surprisingly, there is a strong lure in soil imaginaries to generate conciliatory stories of human (re)grounding, down to earth. Because as many worlds as there are on Earth, most depend, in some way, for their nurture on this thin layer of earth.

So, what kinds of people of the soil is this wave of soil interest nurturing in different places, and what fertile or damaging (or both) ambivalences might new ways of inhabiting soils be reproducing? These are questions that our stories need to answer both critically and speculatively. Critically, because this entails becoming involved with how, in specific times and locales, soil keeps becoming visible and claimed as a “thing.” That is, ontologically a distinctive entity, to be cherished, but also re-colonized and exploited. And speculatively, because our alternative stories are only as powerful as they recognize impure connections to trends that we might not endorse. How could we affect the worlds we want to change if we consider ourselves untouched by them?

It seems to me that this is what the interdisciplinary interventions in this book are inviting us to do, combining and deepening research thinking with, from, and for soils. At the meeting of the social sciences and humanities, they bring to bear on the reinvention of soil imaginaries and practices insights from fields that are radically revisiting human relations with non-human entities—such as critical animal studies, feminist science, technology studies and the environmental humanities—while remaining in tune with radical political analysis (e.g. from political ecology and critical geography). Calling for new ways to address soil’s troubles and ambivalences, the interdisciplinary work presented in this book re-actualizes human–soil relations, exploring how we can think and live in radically diverse, but interconnected more-than-human present and future worlds.

This book nurtures (my) hopes that, as soil imaginaries are returning to nurture stories of more than human material belonging to earth-as-ground as much as to Earth-as-Planet, meanings of soil can be configured otherwise. Today’s return to soil is no return to Nature. It is vital to encourage more than human ethico-political involvement in healing the troubled grounds of a naturecultural earth in disarray. And while it is clear that scientific and technological knowledge and practices are crucial in contemporary re-configurations of human–soil relations, traditional techno-scientific conceptions of soils are not driving these transformations. It is to the extent that they are mobilized and transformed within new conceptual, aesthetic, ethical, and indeed spiritual re-tellings of soil that human–soil relations across fields contribute to renewed ecological imaginaries. Reading the thinking with, from, and for soils in this volume, I feel the vital companionship of a diverse community committed to re-telling stories that not only critically expand the imagination of possible human–soil relations, but do so in a supportive and caring way, nurturing the collective making of more hopeful ecological imaginaries and practices.

Maria Puig de la Bellacasa
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Thinking-with Soils: An Introduction

Juan Francisco Salazar, Céline Granjou, Anna Krzywoszynska, Manuel Tironi, and Matthew Kearnes

Origins

The geneses of this book go back to two parallel encounters. First, the international workshop “Going to Ground,” convened in October 2016 in Sydney by Matthew Kearnes, with Céline Granjou and Juan Francisco Salazar, which was designed as an opportunity to think both creatively and earnestly about the dirt we live on and off. The workshop brought together many of the contributors in this book to discuss how soil conservation and improvement practices are being marshaled in response to concerns over climate change, food security, and rural livelihoods, and how these might be indicative of the deep connections between soil and social processes. Second, the book also has its beginnings in a series of panels at the Knowledge/Culture/Ecologies International Conference held in Santiago, Chile, in November 2017, convened by Juan Francisco Salazar and Céline Granjou, where all five co-editors outlined the initial analytical coordinates for this book. These panels also served as a catalyst to start a broader interdisciplinary discussion that had been brewing, and which we see as having been largely initiated by Maria Puig de la Bellacasa through her pioneering work in recent years. This discussion aimed to engage scholars from not only the humanities and social sciences but also the ecological and soil sciences, as well as soil practitioners, particularly those proponents of integrative science frameworks and social-ecological systems thinking. A premise of these conference panels was that, despite notable contemporary reconceptualizations of soil as a matter of care and concern, it is striking to observe how soil, and its manifold entanglements with plants, fungi, bacteria, and other forms of life, remains largely undertheorized or ignored in contemporary social theory. Despite soil’s vital ecological importance, its significance as a belowground three-dimensional living world remains elusive in social and cultural research. This book is about developing work that is attuned and attentive to generating more ethical relations with nonhumans who both pervade and create livable environments, such as soil biota (Krzywoszynska 2019).

[image: ebook]

Figure 1.1  Coonawarra, Australia. Image: Charles G [https://unsplash.com/photos/WO7rUJFaJwQ].

Crisis in the Critical Zone

Historically, critical attention from the social sciences to soils had been predominantly limited to understanding and explaining their role as resources underpinning food production under systems of intensive agriculture in contexts of ongoing capitalist expansion and colonialism. As the vast majority of human food is still derived directly from soils, it is arresting to think that as much as several tons of topsoil are lost for every ton of grain produced. The scale and severity of soil degradation has been highlighted by the natural science community for decades and is indicative of a much broader breakdown of soils as “bioinfrastructures” (Puig de la Bellacasa 2014). Soils are that vital layer, the so-called “critical zone” (Ashley 1998) that involves all the complex interactions connecting rock, soil, water, air, and living organisms that regulate life-sustaining resources. The critical zone enables all the processes that make the terrestrial surface of the globe habitable for humans, plants, animals, fungi and their millions of diverse life forms. That soils are a non-renewable resource in human timescales makes the degradation of this “life support system” even more alarming. Pedogenesis (soil creation) usually occurs at timescales well beyond many human generations.

With this new integrative critical zone paradigm, the natural sciences are positioning soils on the front line of global environmental change and a final frontier of environmental research. Scientists insist on a very critical matter of concern: soil security during what is considered to be a global soil crisis (Koch et al. 2013). As Koch et al. put it, “soil security is a new concept that has arisen during a time of emerging international response to the increasingly urgent problems that face the global soil stock” (2013: 434).

Nearly all terrestrial life, including humans, depends on this critical zone underpinned by geosocial formations linking the Earth’s surface processes and geosystems with human practices both ancient and contemporary. Changes in the planet’s biogeochemical flows (phosphorus and nitrogen cycles) point to the important role played by soils as a key planetary boundary and for thinking-with about what Will Steffen and others have termed “safe operating zones for humanity” (Steffen et al. 2015). The natural science community has in many ways taken the lead in and set the tone for the urgency of what is frequently referred to as the “global soil crisis.” Natural scientists have been leading the charge in raising the alarm about the degradation of soils worldwide and in
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