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The concept of the Anthropocene has highlighted the significant global impact of human
activities on ecological systems on a geological scale (Crutzen 2002). This concept has come
to significantly influence a scientific and political agenda orientated towards documenting
and denouncing multiple negative anthropogenic factors that have led to global change.
Nevertheless, not all large-scale environmental transformations by human societies have been
intrinsically destructive. Many indigenous communities in the Neotropics, Palearctic,
sub-Saharan Africa, North America, Indo-Malaya and Australasia have radically – albeit often
constructively – modified the physical and biotic conditions of the ecological systems that they
inhabit (Ellis 2015). It is necessary to revise the assumption that human actions always degrade the
environment, through a reconceptualization that we have previously called ‘anthropogenesis’
(Rivera-Núñez et al. 2020). Instead of the naïve portrayal of the ‘good Anthropocene’
(Hamilton 2016, Fremaux & Barry 2019), anthropogenesis seeks to enrich the biodiversity debate
with the historical human expressions of constructed environments that the conservation-focused
‘Edenic sciences’ and the ‘pristine syndrome’ (Robbins & Moore 2013) tend to ignore, or
‘Anthropo-not-see’ (de la Cadena 2019). The objective of this comment paper is to urge the
academic community, grassrootsorganizationsandgovernments toemployaconceptof ‘palimpsest’
(fromtheAncientGreek for ‘again scraped’, implying that something is scrapedclear ready tobeused
again) in the reconceptualization of biodiversity conservation from a historical perspective that
implements research and policy agendas that incorporate the human propensity for environmental
construction in a deeper and more inclusive manner.

Historical ecology, archaeology and agroecology – including the concept of agrobiodiversity –
subscribe to this concept of palimpsest as a historical landscape with successive layers of
environmental change in which Homo sapiens acts as a keystone species through a variety of
cultural manifestations (Sinclair & Crumley 2017, Rivera-Núñez et al. 2020). The challenge is
to categorize and determine the magnitude or scale of the cumulative effects of such
transformations (Crumley 1994). Research on the physical impacts on historical landscapes
and associated narratives in indigenous communities can further our understanding of such
processes (Zimmerer & Young 1998, Balée et al. 2020, Clement et al. 2020).

Palimpsests are constructed through so-called ‘human-mediated disturbances’ (H-MDs)
that are controlled by or mediate physical biotic transformations made by indigenous commun-
ities through management practices that generally take place outside of intensive, industrial and
globalized natural resource uses (Balée 2006). Documented H-MDs around the world include:
(1) controlled use of fire with such intensity, frequency, duration and scale as to achieve total
ecosystem change or avoidance of catastrophic natural fire in dense forests; (2) deviation,
narrowing or expansion of rivers, lakes, coastal systems or wetlands to settle land and obtain
water for domestic purposes or develop agriculture, fishing and aquaculture; (3) construction
of anthropogenic soils by re-depositing sediments, inducing erosion, pyrolysis or enhancing
the soil microbiota; (4) domestication and selection of many plant and animal species;
(5) human–wildlife behavioural co-evolution; (6) introductions of new species into ecological
systems or translocations of existing ones and changes in species distribution and abundance;
(7) moulding of landscapes by managing vegetation succession; and (8) designation and
guardianship of sacred spaces (Fedick 1991, Marris 2006, Thurston & Fisher 2007, Erickson
2008, Ford & Nigh 2015, Armstrong et al. 2017).

H-MDs can provide counterintuitive insights for biodiversity conservation practices
premised upon the classic conceptualizations of biodiversity such as island biogeography, refuge
theory, environmental gradients, restoration ecology and invasion biology (Balée 2014, Clement
et al. 2020). Many cases have been documented of H-MDs impacting the quality of habitats,
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constructing new ecological niches and contributing to landscape
heterogeneity – thereby functionally modifying source–sink pop-
ulation dynamics, as well as migratory patterns through matrices
of high connectivity, and modifying the composition of alpha, beta
and gamma diversities. Thus, indigenous communities with a long
history of occupation within a given environment whose liveli-
hoods directly depend on their immediate environment con-
sciously balance ecological functionality (e.g., vegetation
succession) with human utility (e.g., agrobiodiversity). This results
in the construction of historical landscapes that profoundly rely on
local management for their survival (Boivin et al. 2016). H-MDs
involved in palimpsest construction and maintenance can be
considered a third management scheme (Fig. 1) in the debate sur-
rounding the implications of agrobiodiversity conservation and
land-use intensity among land-sparing (seeking to separate spaces
for conservation from agricultural activities) versus land-sharing
models (promoting the construction of agroecological conserva-
tion matrices; Perfecto & Vandermeer 2010). In order to move
from approaches of biodiversity conservation to approaches of
biodiversity construction, understandings of ecological novelty
and instability are fundamental, as well as the indissoluble
biodiversity–culture relationship provided by the theoretical–
methodological understandings of new ecology and non-
equilibrium landscapes (Botkin 1990, Zimmerer 2000), nature’s
matrix (Perfecto et al. 2019), agrobiodiversity framework
(Zimmerer et al. 2019) and biocultural paradigm (Merçon
et al. 2019).

H-MDs result from and lead to indigenous social and cultural
expressions of great importance for preserving biodiversity. Social
cultural expressions intimately linked to the biological diversity of
a landscape include symbolic expressions such as indigenous cos-
mologies, social norms, local institutions, systems of inheritance,
cultural transmission, metaphorical thought, relational ontologies
and sacred ecologies (Descola 2013, Berkes 2017, Fernández-
Llamazares & Cabeza 2018). Material cultural manifestations
include traditional ecological knowledge, communitarian
territorial zoning, local taxonomic systems, culinary practices,

ethnomedicine and traditional technologies (Nazarea 2006,
Reyes-García & Benyei 2019).

The palimpsest concept should not be seen as a theoretical
abstraction or just a new analytical category, but as a means of gen-
erating agendas that prioritize the construction and maintenance
of biodiversity in historical landscapes (Table 1). These landscapes
not accidentally contain the largest overlap among: (1) extant
indigenous communities; (2) high linguistic diversity; (3) centres
of origin, domestication and diversification of species; and (4)
the highest levels of biodiversity. Therefore, this proposal for a
research and advocacy agenda on biodiversity conservation based
on the concept of palimpsest from historical ecology, archaeology
and agroecology expresses substantial differences from previous
uses of the concept of palimpsest in geography, art history and
architecture by signifying the multiplicity of human interpreta-
tions and representations about spaces or landscapes (Meinig
1979). In operational terms, our proposal concurs with the call
to articulate culturally appropriate expressions of biodiversity
conservation for the nearly 370 million indigenous people of more
than 5000 cultural groups in 87 nations, who are the custodians of
40% of the priority areas for the preservation of biological diversity
in c. 25% of the total surface area of the Earth (Garnet et al. 2018).
Revitalizing palimpsests is in line with the indissoluble triad of
biodiversity, ethnodiversity and agrobiodiversity that the biocul-
tural paradigm insists on as part of its contribution to environmen-
tal conservation (Merçon et al. 2019).

Modernity tends to conceive of the future as lying ahead and the
past as behind. However, for many indigenous communities that
resist the occidental notion of eternal ‘progress’, the past guides
future possibilities from behind (Nazarea 2013). Reconceiving
biodiversity conservation from the palimpsest concept involves
the knowledge and practice of learning to read previously
recorded landscapes in order to creatively rewrite over them
based on twenty-first-century challenges. In the ‘Capitalocene’
(Moore 2017), the canvas is covered with both the ecological
footprints of the ‘development society’ or ‘society of develop-
ment’ (Figueiredo et al. 2020) and the ‘ecological handprints’
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Fig. 1. Hypotheses on the implications for agrobiodiversity conservation of (a) land-sparing, (b) land-sharing and (c) palimpsest land-use intensity models. Land-sparing pro-
poses the separation of agricultural intensification and human population in order to free up land for conservation because such activities intrinsically degrade agrobiodiversity in
a stylized convex function. Land-sharing proposes that ecological and peasant agriculture build high migratory connectivity (meta-population) matrices that allow agrobiodi-
versity conservation at a landscape level in a stylized concave function. The palimpsest model recognizes that mainly indigenous communities, throughout centuries or millennia
of inhabitation and human-mediated disturbances, have conserved and built agrobiodiversity on the crest of a stylized concave curve. (I) At low levels of ecological disturbance,
species richness decreases as competitive exclusion increases. (II) At intermediate levels of disturbance, diversity is high because species in early and late successional stages can
coexist. (III) At very high levels of disturbance, species richness is reduced due to habitat fragmentation and high migration rates (based on Connell 1978, Vandermeer 1995,
Zimmerer et al. 2015).
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that symbolize how certain indigenous communities in the
Global South possess deep historical legacies that should be
considered within biodiversity conservation research and prac-
tice agendas. According to the palimpsest concept, long-term
thinking and the development of alternatives grounded in teach-
ings from the past that look towards the future are needed.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article,
please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0376892920000399.
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