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ISLAND MAKING

Arriving at destination Anthropocene entails the prospect of facing 
profound changes in the global political, economic, environmental, 
and social order, along with a wide range of possible consequences. 

— Martin Gren and Edward H. Huijbens, Tourism and the 
Anthropocene

Islands are rarely what they seem. I am acquainted with a small set of 
islands that have been visited by millions, and yet most visitors know very 
little about them. In this set of islands, the land and ocean are one con-
tinuous flow of energy. The substance of the land consists of exposed 
dunes and shallow banks formed by the precipitation of calcium carbon-
ate from seawater. This limestone was excreted from the sea through the 
bodies of tiny sea creatures and shaped by chemical reactions repeating 
over millennia. Emerging on the western edge of the subtropical Atlantic 
Ocean, these islands are home to a host of life forms across the land and 
sea world: a kaleidoscope of reptiles, birds, insects, corals, fish, and shell-
fish that live in pine barrens, tropical coppice, mangrove marls, undersea 
reef colonies, sand flats, and beds of sea grasses. A shifting human popu-
lace of citizens, migrants, and international tourists also reside in this 
archipelago. These are the seven hundred islands of The Bahamas.

The islands of The Bahamas are icons of tropical paradise, interna-
tionally known for their white-and-pink sand beaches, hedonistic 
resorts, and aquamarine seas. But this island imaginary is in transition. 
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For example, take recent events in cave diving. On some islands the sea 
not only surrounds the land but flows within the porous limestone rock 
of the islands themselves, creating fantastical underground and under-
water caverns. This world was recently explored by visiting scientists 
whose submarine journey was captured in an issue of National Geo-
graphic Magazine. The striking cover photo depicts two vulnerable 
divers in black wetsuits hesitantly swimming in a mysterious submerged 
tunnel. They are surrounded on all sides by jagged, glimmering rock 
formations bathed in a blue glow that is simultaneously ethereal and 
eerie. It almost looks as if the explorer scientists are shining their flash-
lights into the toothy mouth of a giant island monster poised to swallow 
them whole. Far beyond the famous beaches, this cave system, or “sea 
within,” is one of the archipelago’s most wondrous and underappreci-
ated geologic features—for the time being.

Unbeknownst to most people, the Bahama Islands have become a 
destination for earth scientists of many stripes, united in their mission 
to reveal the planet’s secrets. In this instance aquatic caves are valued by 
scientists because they contain records of climatic change. They also 
contain artifacts of the human occupancy of the islands left by several 

FIGURE 1. The Hub Community Arts Centre, Nassau. Photo by author (2012).
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waves of indigenous populations. Some of these artifacts have been 
linked to the ecological impacts of that occupancy. And fossils have 
been discovered in the caves that have been used to demonstrate the 
evolution and extinction of a number of endemic species spanning 
across millennia. Thus, these cave systems are, for earth scientists, time 
capsules that contain evidence of the long-term effects of anthropogen-
esis on the Bahama Islands and the world.

On an even more recent warm spring day, safely above ground, I 
ventured in a van down old logging roads in the pine forests of the 
island of Abaco, with Marcus, a U.S. entrepreneur. The van was full of 
dive gear. As we bumped along through arid woods, he explained that 
the forest, the road, and in fact the entire landscape of this part of the 
island concealed a whole universe beneath the ground. There was water 
all around us, he insisted, flowing through myriad tunnels and caverns 
that we could not see but that were right below the forest floor. It was 
his dream to expose these waterways beyond photography, guiding 
visitors through an experience with submarine space and geologic time.

Exposure, for Marcus, would come two ways. First, as a professional 
cave diver, he would lead clients into the same tunnels and caverns 
where scientists had recently found evidence of ancient life in the islands. 
But he knew this experience was limited to the few visitors with the 
certifications and wealth to access such an adventure. This realization 
sparked his second plan to open the subterranean world to a more gen-
eral public by bringing it above ground. In addition to leading dive 
tours, he wanted to create more accessible terrestrial pathways through 
the forest. These paths would look just like typical hiking trails, except 
that these trails would mirror the winding tunnels beneath, and inter-
pretive signs with dramatic images of the caverns and artifacts below 
would be posted at corresponding sites along the way. This strategy 
would allow the underground universe to be traversed on foot between 
the trees. His plan would make the mysterious geologic features real in 
a park setting for visitors to experience the caves both above and below 
the ground.

As an entrepreneur, Marcus wants to help tourists “discover” the 
island’s underground universe and its record of human and ecological 
change. He hopes that visitors will pay fees to help keep this valuable 
island feature safe from more destructive forms of resort development. 
However, as the National Geographic cover story shows, these tunnels 
and caves have been in the process of being “discovered” by interna-
tional scientists for several years. In fact, Marcus’s first encounter with 



4  |  Introduction

these underground features was as a research diver, assisting in cave 
exploration, and he himself was one of the divers featured prominently 
in the magazine’s cover article.

These submerged caves are already known to Bahamians as “blue 
holes.” On rural islands like Abaco, Andros, Grand Bahama, or Eleu-
thera, Bahamians have long-standing relationships to these geologic 
features, forged over generations through hunting, fishing, bathing, and 
even drowning in the holes. In one Bahamian settlement there is even a 
blue hole smack in the center of town, forming a park. Children joyfully 
play in this hole on summer Sundays, leaping from the limestone edge 
to create plumes of water, forever trying and forever failing to swim to 
the bottom. But such vital relationships have weakened in recent years, 
as islander livelihoods become more dependent on wage labor, tourism, 
and foreign investment and less reliant on island ecologies.

Here then, is the paradox that surrounds this entire book: Marcus’s 
plans are one example of science and tourism entangling together as 
they create new businesses, brands, and destinations for a changing 
planet, but their solution to the problem of anthropogenesis is more 
exposure for those parts of the world that are already the most suscep-
tible to ecological change and economic dependency.

• • •

Of course, The Bahamas has a long history with tourism and thus experi-
ence with exposure. This history has not been static. The way tourism 
officials position the islands has evolved over time to make The Bahamas 
more easily consumable for the outside world of potential investors and 
visitors. This consumption has been facilitated through the promotion of 
the islands as a timeless tropical sanctuary from the cares of daily life in the 
industrialized world. This is what I think of as the “Isles of June” discur-
sive framing of island place, a phrase attributed to Christopher Columbus 
that was used to describe the region as a tourist destination during the 
1940s, when the islands were still governed as a segregated British colony.1 
Within this frame the romance of colonialism is maintained through beach 
resorts for foreign “guests” served by native “hosts” in a carefully orches-
trated illusion of perpetual tranquility.2

In the Isles of June, the (white) guest is always right, the (black) native 
server is always cheerful, the weather is always warm, and there is no 
reason to worry about histories of racial subjugation, corrupt local poli-
tics, or the uneven impacts of tourism.3 In the Isles of June, foreign inves-
tors build large hotel complexes on coastal property, clearing the bush 
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and cleaning the beaches of flotsam. Tourists arrive in gawking throngs, 
disembarking from enormous cruise ships or jumbo jets. These arrivals 
vacate cold and mundane lives at home to sun themselves by day and eat 
and drink at hotel restaurants by night, exploring the surrounds by tour 
bus or party boat, if they explore at all. In the Isles of June, many Baha-
mian citizens aspire to “good hotel jobs,” and the tourism sector is pro-
moted by government as the engine of local employment. Bahamians live 
to serve.

This “peaceful” discourse of place, dominant throughout the major-
ity of the twentieth century, was complicated in the 1970s by the advent 
of an environmental consciousness led by U.S. ecologists. This discourse 
took shape alongside Bahamian independence from Britain as scientists 
reframed the archipelago as the “Ephemeral Islands” of wild species 
and fragile ecosystems subject to the strains of local environmental deg-
radation and extinction.4 The Ephemeral Islands are the domain of 
naturalists and environmental educators who are intensely focused on 
maintaining the diversity of island species and informing the public 
about their “natural heritage.” These scientists come from foreign uni-
versities to conduct site-specific research on subjects such as island-
adapted lizards, grouper spawning aggregations, or ground-nesting par-
rots. In the Ephemeral Islands Bahamian citizens are assumed to be 
largely unaware of the natural wonders that surround them.

The Ephemeral Islands frame is now quite familiar, and it uneasily 
coexists with the Isles of June. In fact, we don’t have to go to The Baha-
mas to be familiar with narratives like these or to know that environ-
mental advocates, educators, and scientists are frequently at odds with 
the tourist industry over development, habitat loss, and pollution. More 
recently, I have discovered another framework stemming from the dis-
cursive and practical entanglement of science and tourism, which I call 
the “Anthropocene Islands.” In this frame local environmental con-
cerns are described by researchers and entrepreneurs as evidence of 
ongoing global environmental change. Rather than perpetually clashing 
with the Isles of June, the Anthropocene Islands orientation appears to 
be radically inclusive of local communities and economies, providing 
opportunities for the tourist industry to reinvent itself as part of a glo-
bal market for sustainable tourism destinations. This book interrogates 
the assumptions of the Anthropocene Islands.

Islands are not inert geologic objects. Island are both created and 
creative. This becomes apparent by following the redevelopment of par-
ticular islands across space and time. In the years spent conducting the 
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research for this book among members of the tourism industry, scientific 
researchers, and island residents, I learned that the Bahama Islands aren’t 
just evolving geologically, accreting and eroding over millennia; they are 
changing at the speed of thought. The Bahamas is not alone in this proc-
ess of re-creation. Some islands—small islands—are now made, in part, 
within the crucible of the Anthropocene idea and its logics and technolo-
gies. The Bahamas is a small place, not commonly associated with major 
world events, but I have found it to be just the right kind of place in 
which to examine the Anthropocene idea in action.

* * *

“The Anthropocene” was coined within the earth sciences. It labels the 
period of recent planetary time in which human activities began to influ-
ence all of the planet’s biological, geologic, and chemical systems. Most 
scholarship about the Anthropocene defines it as a problem that should 
engage our attention.5 Many scholars look to assign responsibility for 
the problem, accurately chart its evolution, and propose solutions. This 
represents a sea change in the environmental movement, transforming 
the “environment” into an “epoch.” But this transformation should not 
be taken at face value. The Anthropocene can also be understood as 
evidence of a philosophical shift in the way many people come to know 
their world, themselves, and their relationship to other living things.

This book is about the Anthropocene idea itself as a response to per-
ceived planetary change. This idea inspires new entanglements of indus-
tries we normally think of as distinct and remakes the world in ways 
that benefit certain international industries at the expense of more 
locally engaged ways of life. Emergent collaborations between the sci-
ences of global change and tourism are changing not only markets for 
travel but the very spaces and places where we live, work, and vacation. 
It is critical to understand how this is happening, what these emergent 
collaborations are making, and what that means for specific places and 
people in the world. For example, island places like The Bahamas were 
historically used in the colonial period as laboratory experiments for 
science and commerce. This book shows how the Bahama Islands of the 
twenty-first century are once again on the front lines of planetary change 
and new designs for living that may one day affect everyone.

Anthropology, as the study of humanity across space and time, is 
uniquely capable of examining transformations of knowledge about 
life. Anthropologists are well positioned to document the Anthropocene 
as an emergent way of understanding and experiencing the world 
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around and within us. This approach to the Anthropocene, as a power-
ful idea with the potential to remake human relationships to the world, 
is a needed counterpoint to the proliferation of media about global 
change slowly making its way from academia to various publics. This 
anthropological approach can and should take many forms.

The approach I take in this book is most readily referred to as 
Anthropocene anthropology. My version of Anthropocene anthropol-
ogy centers around processes of global change, including but not lim-
ited to climate change, as they are happening. My work focuses on the 
ideas and industries that remake the world in response to Anthropocene 
concerns, because responses to change are themselves a large part of the 
overall process of global environmental change. Anthropocene anthro-
pologists are not dispassionate observers but instead are frequently 
involved in the proposed solutions and problems they study.

I am a sociocultural anthropologist belonging to a long tradition of 
scholars who study the consequences of transnational ideas about the 
environment. I examine the events these ideas inspire from both inside 
and outside the networks that create them. I am also American, born 
with no immediate ties to The Bahamas or the Caribbean. My relation-
ship with the Anthropocene Islands began years ago as I first became a 
global change scientist and later an observer of global change science 
itself. My anthropological attention has led me to know a number of 
scientists, the sites of their projects, and the policy circles and travel 
markets that institutionalize their work. I came to know these people 
and the relationships they helped build because I was intimately involved 
in their research as a student, volunteer, and participant observer. Over 
time I developed a sense of what these researchers do as a loose group 
of traveling actors.

This book is based on fifteen months spent living in The Bahamas, 
utilizing research methods that included ethnographic interviews and 
participant observation from 2007 to 2009. Shorter trips to the country 
informed this research in 2002, 2005, and 2006, along with multiple 
annual supplemental visits between 2010 and 2016. The five main 
chapters of this book are written through the lens of my own island-
hopping experience with fieldwork. These chapters ground the book by 
presenting different examples of global environmental change produced 
at the intersection of science and tourism in the islands of The Bahamas 
during this fourteen-year period.

My strategy has been to involve myself with projects on different 
islands in The Bahamas to observe the Anthropocene idea in action. I was 
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a student field assistant collecting social surveys about fishing in a small 
village in Abaco. In South Eleuthera I developed a relationship with an 
island-based boarding school for visiting U.S. high school students. I 
volunteered for environmental nongovernmental organizations in New 
Providence. The examples that compose this book are clustered among 
the central and northern Bahama Islands, where the majority of the pop-
ulation resides, the majority of tourism occurs, and most field science is 
carried out. The method leads to the product: I provide a collection of 
ideas, moments, places, and stories that come together to show how 
islands are being remade. Because there is no center anchoring all these 
events, I become the center of the story in this telling. I write from my 
perspective as a global change science practitioner but also as a second 
order observer of global change science.6 This is the best way I have found 
to represent the condition of living and working in the archipelago.

In the following pages I outline the core concepts that define my under-
standing of the Anthropocene Islands. First, I explore the history of the 
Anthropocene concept, showing how it has become increasingly signifi-
cant for natural scientists, social scientists, and humanists as a powerful 
creative idea. Second, I describe global change science as the industry 
responsible for reproducing and legitimizing the Anthropocene idea 
around the world. Third, I explain why islands are iconic spaces in the 
Anthropocene and an important vantage from which to study the sym-
bolic and material effects of the idea. The chapter culminates in the con-
juncture of tourism and field science as the engine that is remaking the 
postcolonial Bahamas in the name of anthropogenic planetary change. 
The outcome is one of the first ethnographies of the Anthropocene that 
shows how a specific locale is being remade into an emergent laboratory 
for the production of scientific knowledge about the environment, tour-
ism as a commercial enterprise, and collective understandings of contem-
porary life.

CONCEPTUALIZING THE ANTHROPOCENE

Anthropocene: the period of time during which human activities have 
had an environmental impact on the Earth regarded as constituting a 
distinct geological age.

—Merriam-Webster

The Anthropocene is about many things. For instance, it is often associ-
ated with climate change, but it is about even more than that. We can see 
this clearly in The Bahamas. Once we look past the manicured hotel 
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beaches and imported palm tree–scapes that dominate most tourist des-
tinations in the archipelago, evidence of more anthropogenic environ-
mental change is everywhere.7 Along the coasts beaches erode into the 
sea as a result of coastal development that has removed protective dunes 
and mangroves. Long-term residents of Nassau recall that the sandy 
shores of Cabbage Beach or Cable Beach used to be far bigger when they 
were younger. The sea itself is also changing. Fishers tell of the oceans of 
crawfish that used to crawl across the banks, the acres of elkhorn coral 
they dove among as children, and the gargantuan grouper aggregations 
their fathers once fished. Many agree that these sights are gone as a result 
of overconsumptive fishing, while they notice a new arrival in near-shore 
waters: the invasive Indo-Pacific lionfish. And on the island of New 
Providence the last acres of green space are enclosed in parks, preserving 
the memory of childhoods spent “in the bush,” as neighborhood subdi-
visions and tourist enclaves appear to cover every available surface.

These Bahamian changes are distinct from one another, occurring in 
different locales and over different timescales. Yet, for some scientists, 
these changes are linked by the idea that they are all the result of human 
actions replicated all over the world, constituting a global event. From 
the immediacy of fishing to the effects of greenhouse gas emissions occur-
ring a world away, local environmental change is tied to the idea of 
anthropogenesis as a global phenomenon. This global phenomenon—
this event—is now encapsulated by a geologic age that some earth scien-
tists propose to call the Anthropocene.

There is a long history in the sciences of attempting to diagnose the 
unique condition of the present in a way that differentiates the present 
from all that has come before.8 The Anthropocene is an attempt to do just 
that. But like other attempts at diagnosis, any definition of the Anthro-
pocene says as much about its makers as it does about the present.9 Any 
conceptual analysis of the Anthropocene must explore the term’s affective 
qualities, muddled politics, and tensions that have the capacity to reshape 
material worlds.10 In short, while the concept seems clear on its face, the 
Anthropocene has multiple, contested valences.

The term originated with natural scientists, presented in 2000 by the 
chemist Paul Crutzen and the biologist Eugene Stoermer to describe the 
impact of human life on Earth. The term is intended to equate human 
activities with earth systems like the geologic carbon cycle, putting a 
technical name to notions of anthropogenesis that have animated 
debates about the environment for decades.11 The proposed term labels 
the planetary present as an unstable geologic epoch following the 
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formally recognized Holocene, a period of interglacial planetary stabil-
ity. Many scientists argue that the Holocene has been displaced by the 
Anthropocene as a direct result of human activities that influence global 
processes to an unprecedented extent.12 These activities stretch beyond 
the industrial production of greenhouse gases alone.13 They include 
population growth, globalized economies, the industrial use of natural 
resources and materials, industrial agriculture, systematic overfishing, 
freshwater consumption, land surface use, habitat destruction, and 
deforestation.14

The Anthropocene idea has gained popularity in the scientific com-
munity because it presents an opportunity to study and manage the 
many faces of global change, uniting seemingly divergent themes.15 For 
example, as a global event stemming from human action, the hole in the 
ozone layer can now be categorized with events such as altered nitrogen 
and phosphorus cycles, biodiversity loss, fisheries decline, pervasive 
invasive species, plastic pollution, and the many possible effects of cli-
mate change. The idea is also popular among its advocates because of 
its supposed public appeal and accessibility; it is one relatively simple 
term signifying the complex political battle to acknowledge the human 
impact on the planet’s systems.16

For the natural sciences the Anthropocene is a useful term for labe-
ling a crisis situation. Within this logic humans are a geologic force, 
driving unprecedented planetary change. Beyond climate change and 
the advent of the sixth mass-extinction of life on Earth, scientists have 
determined that domesticated animals are now the majority of living 
vertebrates, and some speculate that human activities even influence the 
movement of tectonic plates.17 But there is debate about whether the 
Anthropocene signifies the total destruction of life as we know it or if it 
represents a more inclusive sense of what counts as “natural.”18 Is the 
goal of the Anthropocene idea to inspire the protection of natural sys-
tems that remain the least influenced by human activity?19 Or does it 
signal the final abandonment of the modern concept of pristine, natural 
systems removed from human influence in favor of managing multi-
natural, working landscapes?20 These divergent interpretations some-
what anxiously coexist for natural scientists in the present moment.21

The term Anthropocene has not yet been scientifically consecrated to 
officially replace the Holocene at the time of this writing. But whether 
or not it is ever institutionalized as a formal geologic period, the Anthro-
pocene is a powerful term that merges aspects of human and natural 
history to argue for their interdependence.22 It is this sense of the 
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Anthropocene, as an idea that represents an emergent understanding of 
life itself, that should concern social scientists as much as its formal 
adoption or the everyday use of the term in practice.23

For social scientists the Anthropocene is perhaps the most sweeping 
idea stemming from contemporary science about the pervasive effects of 
human activities across space and time. But because of its expansive 
scope, the possibilities for intervention in the Anthropocene are quite 
murky.24 Considering its potential power and the fact that it can be 
understood by naturalists in different ways, the Anthropocene idea 
requires further inquiry as we follow its evolution as a social meaning-
making concept. This work has already begun.25 For example, some 
historians have concluded that the human can no longer be separated 
from the natural in humanistic thought.26 Humanist scholars are then 
challenged to describe the emergent figure of the Anthropocene human 
and to craft new methodological tools in the social sciences and human-
ities to mark these changes.

I have chosen to think of the Anthropocene idea as a creative force in 
itself, recognizing that concepts like this don’t take shape in a vacuum. 
Even universalizing ideas evolve depending on the social and material 
terrain in which they are deployed.27 Investigating the Anthropocene 
requires grounded specificity and an awareness of the scientific research, 
forms of capital accumulation, and social politics that help materialize 
the idea in specific locales. The terrain of The Bahamas is shaped as 
much by Caribbean colonial history and the postcolonial dependence on 
tourism as by the weathering of wind and water on limestone. The 
Anthropocene idea grapples with this terrain as it becomes an emergent 
reality for social life in the Caribbean and its small islands, framed by the 
travel industry, the science of global change, and islanders themselves.

For contemporary Caribbean anthropologists, regional research prob-
lems have included a focus on evolving forms of social difference in the 
form of race, class, gender, sexuality, and national belonging and iden-
tity. To this list I would now add the problem of anthropogenic impacts 
on island environments. These are the research problems within which 
the means for questioning contemporary life are possible; these are the 
problems that deserve anthropological attention.28

As an Anthropocene anthropologist working at the intersection of the 
natural sciences, social sciences, and humanities, I recognize that local 
ecologies, planetary processes, and human natures are mediated by mul-
tiple scientific, commercial, cultural, and political institutions. There-
fore, the chapters of this book must pull together multiple responses to 
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perceptions of the Anthropocene. These responses become pieces of an 
anthropological puzzle.29

When conceptualizing the Anthropocene as a kind of puzzle that 
comes together to reveal the way The Bahamas is currently being remade, 
it is important to ask what kind of Anthropocene idea is being narrated 
and by whom, which narratives have the most power, and what those 
narratives can make.30 These questions demand that we observe those 
who turn narratives into material reality. It means conducting research 
among experts and entrepreneurs in places where both “problems for 
humanity” and their solutions are conceived and created. This mode of 
inquiry suggests that life in the Anthropocene is constantly undergoing a 
creative design process toward a continually shifting future.

GLOBAL CHANGE SCIENCE AND THE ANTHROPOCENE

Offshore of New Providence, a young Bahamian graduate student expertly 
jumps overboard in her dive gear. Because I have chosen not to dive, I am left 
on the research vessel to chat with the Marine Resources officer at the helm. 
It is another hot day in an endless stream of hot days, and it is refreshing to 
be at sea with the wind in our faces. The student has redesigned the seafloor 
below into an experimental substrate that mimics near-shore debris fields to 
track the rate of lionfish invasion in junk-polluted waters. She will soon have 
a master’s degree and start her doctoral work at a Canadian university. As 
the boat sways in the waves, the officer and I talk quietly about the way the 
student’s research might affect future marine policy in The Bahamas.

I find myself outdoors after dark walking around the grounds of a small-
island research station in Eleuthera. I left my room in the new quarters for 
visiting researchers because I can hear too much through the vents designed 
to “naturally” move air around the structure without the use of air condi-
tioning. I could hear another U.S. scientist negotiating with his partner at 
home about how long he will be abroad, and listening in made me uncom-
fortable, having had too many of those conversations myself. Outside it is 
pitch black, but I can hear the tide coming in, the call of night birds across 
the mangroves, and the soft whirring of the station’s wind turbine.

Another hot day of waiting above the surface of the water—only this water 
fills a terrestrial cave deep in the bush on the island of Abaco. I am waiting 
for the cave-diving team to resurface with their film gear and extra tanks. 
They are U.S. scientists making a documentary about the secrets of these 
aquatic caves. Because I do not dive, and because I especially do not cave 
dive, I am stuck talking to the production assistant. We swat mosquitos and 
swap stories. He has worked with teams like this before, all over the region, 
checking equipment for science divers and explorers who can reveal under-
water worlds many of us will never see in person.
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It is freezing cold inside the ballroom of the Wyndham Hotel on Cable 
Beach, Nassau, and I shiver in my business casual attire. I am finally in one 
room with representatives of all the major environmental nongovernmental 
organizations and government ministries in The Bahamas at a regional Cli-
mate Change and Tourism conference. After listening to the jovial greetings 
exchanged between men and women in the audience, including many who I 
know to be professionally at odds over policy and practice, it strikes me that 
they all know one another well after years of working across the country and 
the region. The lights dim and an invited consultant from the United King-
dom, whom no one here has met before, begins to speak from the podium.

All I want to do is stay inside and hide. I have become dependent on the 
limited comfort of a small rented cottage in the tiny community of Cherokee 
Sound, Abaco, but I am supposed to be outside administering surveys to 
reluctant townspeople. I know they do not like completing these surveys 
about their use of the marine environment and their fishing practices. By 
extension, I assume they do not like me either. I feel young and foolish. What 
right do I have to ask these people to talk to me? But my research supervisor, 
an accomplished field-worker, will have none of it. “Stop lazing around the 
house!” he insists. “Get out there and make your quota! Only the dogs bite.”

These vignettes trace the contours of an archipelago perpetually remade 
by science and scientists. The Anthropocene idea and thus the concept of 
the Anthropocene Islands would not exist if it weren’t for the rise of 
global change science. Global change science (GCS) is a label I apply to 
a broad range of science that focuses on anthropogenic change in earth 
systems across scales. The transnational research practices of GCS scien-
tists reproduce the idea of the Anthropocene whether or not they explic-
itly use the term itself. GCS is characterized by a research interest in the 
systemic relationship between humans and their environments and the 
socioeconomic drivers of environmental change.31 I have worked with 
global change scientists throughout my academic life. They have been 
my professors, team members on field research projects, fellow students, 
mentors, colleagues, research subjects, and friends. These men and 
women are ecologists, biologists, behaviorists, and social scientists—
including fellow anthropologists—interested in environmental change. 
They primarily work within universities, but many work for governmen-
tal agencies or nongovernmental agencies.32 While these professionals 
come from distinct fields, they share a commitment to the interdiscipli-
nary study of anthropogenesis and the belief that their research should 
inform policy to maintain biodiversity and stabilize planetary cycles of 
species, water, carbon, and nutrients. In The Bahamas, as in other small 
postcolonial nations, these professionals tend to be foreign, living and 
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working in Europe, the United States, or Canada. They frequently travel 
to conduct research in ecologically vulnerable areas around the world, 
often with teams of other global change scientists.

There are a number of organizations that expressly focus on global 
change research and policy, the most famous being the Intergovernmen-
tal Panel on Climate Change, but there are smaller organizations of 
GCS scientists that treat global change as more than climate change and 
that study global change as a highly localized phenomenon. Organiza-
tions such as the Nature Conservancy, the Bahamas National Trust, the 
Bahamas Reef Environment Educational Foundation, the Perry Insti-
tute for Marine Science, the University of The Bahamas, and several 
U.S. universities and colleges are all partly responsible for the extension 
and perpetuation of GCS research and concerns in the Bahama Islands. 
This occurs through funding, recruitment, networking, and the deploy-
ment of scientists to conduct research on environmental change.

One of the most prevalent traits of transnational GCS projects is 
interdisciplinary collaboration. The perceived need for interdisciplinar-
ity stems from the argument that global change is a complex, multifac-
eted process that cannot be encompassed by any one discipline. Interdis-
ciplinarity can take many forms. For example, research projects often 
combine different quantitative fields within the natural sciences.33 The 
Anthropocene idea, however, with its orientation toward the impacts of 
human activities, increasingly promotes collaborations between the nat-
ural and social sciences. The social scientists that are often included in 
global change research tend to be those whose methods can most easily 
be integrated into natural science research, including quantitative econo-
mists, sociologists, and behaviorists.34

The style of scientific thought operating within such interdisciplinary 
Anthropocene research is often referred to as socioecology. Socioecol-
ogy in this case refers to the study of human populations and their sys-
temic interactions with nonhuman processes.35 GCS therefore utilizes a 
form of reason that I call socioecologics, in which the human and the 
natural are coupled systems that must be understood holistically in 
management planning.36

There are tensions between forms of socioecologic within GCS 
research projects. For many projects one path toward understanding 
human and environmental relationships is the mathematical modeling of 
complex systems.37 This inherently favors quantitative researchers whose 
data can be integrated with data from other disciplines to form the mod-
els that define current socioecological relationships and predict the 
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effects of future change. But social researchers whose work is qualitative 
in nature and whose analysis is interpretive are often incompatible with 
the modeling concentration of much GCS research. Therefore, GCS 
research is self-consciously interdisciplinary, but this interdisciplinarity 
is limited in its form and content. The key is that the socioecologics 
deployed in research determine the kinds of sociality and living systems 
that are recognized within GCS projects.38 These projects then produce 
knowledge based on their assumptions about sociality and life, knowl-
edge designed to inform the governance of socioecological systems.

In response to GCS research delineating the contours of the Anthro-
pocene, the governance of human and nonhuman life is slowly evolving. 
The governance of human bodies and populations (what some scholars 
call biopolitics) and the management of nonhuman ecosystems (what 
other scholars call ecopolitics) are no longer considered distinct but 
have in fact been merging for decades.39 GCS research self-consciously 
links global environmental change and nonhuman life to human health 
and well-being for populations, individuals, and the human species. 
Thus, the idea of the human is changing with the Anthropocene idea, 
becoming inseparable from nonhuman organisms and the environment. 
A more apt concept to describe this current merger within Anthro-
pocene governance might simply be “ecobiopolitics.”40

Therefore, for many scientists, the human is now best thought of as 
a socioecological process itself, becoming a prime component of Anthro-
pocene systems. Just as humanist scholars are recognizing that they can-
not study humanity in a vacuum without acknowledging the role of the 
natural world in human lives, GCS scientists increasingly claim there 
are no ecological systems that can be understood without a central 
focus on human actions as drivers of change. The new object of calcula-
tion is not the social or the natural but rather a combination that makes 
a kind of whole. For some scientists planetary systems and human activ-
ities are now understood sociecologically and governed with integrative 
management techniques at multiple scales.41

As GCS slowly changes common understandings of the interrelation 
between the human and the nonhuman, socioecologics are becoming 
key components of the Anthropocene idea and its capacity for re-crea-
tion. In The Bahamas the advent of GCS socioecologic is reshaping the 
islands of the archipelago into sites for the discovery of vital knowledge 
about a changing planet. My experiences with GCS research reveal how 
far-reaching socioecologics can be, how they influence place through 
ecobiopolitical policies, and how they privilege certain knowledge and 


