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plants of Internal Colonization

Critical Descriptions of Agrarian Change through
plant Agencies in South India

pDANIEL MUNSTER

alking the gardens of natural farmers in the highlands of Kerala

offers a glimpse into an alternate history. What if small-scale

farmers had embraced agroecology rather than the temptations

of agrochemistry and monoculture? As I followed Mr. John, a retired teacher,
through his five acres of tropical forest garden, the scene changed with every
slow and barefooted step that we took. Seemingly proud and eager to share
his knowledge, he helped me notice that edible, medicinal, or simply beauti-
ful plants were growing everywhere around us, above and below. John was
an admirer of the environmentalist and biologist Rachel Carson (1962) and
followed the teachings of the Japanese farmer and alternative agronomist
Mas'anobu Fukuoka (2009). His one-acre garden produced an abundance
;fo(i;verse crops: pepp'er, areca nuts, coffee, ginger, grass for his cow, carda-
plent;coofconu; pal'm, jackfruit, and a variety of tubers and vegetables, and
hadns NSIIrna lhedlb.le plants grew in different spots of his surroundings. I
oalkto n{ 0 bn, widely kr.10wn in the region by the honoriﬁF John Master,
ditict in o about the series of farmer suicides that had afflicted Wayanad
Dlined fyrp. eent }fee.lrs. He was. among the first interlocutors I met who ex-
Wattengor tr s}tluades not primarily in econom.ic terms. Insteac?, he drt.ew
f Suicide, g (;l: erole t‘hat plants played in individual and cohllectlve ;tor.les
Bed oy l; ua 1, and ruin. As he gave me the tour through h}S plot;Jte sitt-
John a5, foimmous Plé.mts and explained their nitrogen-ﬁmng CaP‘;Clt‘es'
e foog 1 nted to edible plants that have the capacity to grow and pro-

abundance, and he explained the importance of old trees for
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deand moisture the plot. To his regret, however, theg, 3
g shade tivated in Wayanad, a region now famous for Chemfints
cash crop cultivati?fx, such as ginger..By C“ItiVating :::;;
- highlighted the p05s‘1b111ty of an alternatw.e to the cogt. and
plants, Joh (enive farming practices of mainstream agriculturalists,
l-inte and talked, John urged me to notice the contragt of hig

fields of some of his neighbors, whom he calleq “cheny

rovidin,
were no longer ¢
based, intensive,

chemica
As we Walked

lot to the o
gzd;:nlzers” He made me smell the moist soil, notice earthworm Castings
ic ' )

s healthy vine of pepper, and. see the botanic diversity all arounq o
he challenged me whether I had notl'cec)l the effects that generations of dif-
ferent cash crops have had on the region's landscape. Had I seen banana ay, d
areca nut take over wet rice valleys? Was I aware that most dryland fields
in Wayanad once featured gigantic trees and that settlers like himself had
cleared them? Had I realized that frogs, fish, and crabs had disappeared from

most fields in Wayanad?

John explained that he maintained his homestead garden also as a kind of
“model farm;” a way to inspire hope and demonstrate to his neighbors and
friends that mixed horticultural fields can yield a diverse but rich harvest
throughout the year without requiring a lot of money and work. He was well
aware that the security of his government pension had once allowed him to
take the risk and experiment with Fukuoka's “do-nothing farming;”a style of
farming that minimized human interventions, such as tilling, pruning, or fer-
tilization, and instead nurtured symbiotic relationships between plants and
soils. Mr. John also acknowledged that many other settler farmers, many of
whom were Syrian Christians like himself, felt that they had no other choice
but to enter the treadmills of monoculture, credit, and chemicals that pro-
duced Wayanad's landscape of agroecological crisis in the highlands of Ker-
ala.'\ﬁsiting John's fields, I began to see that an alternative trajectory of settler
agriculture would have been possible, and I began to ask whether the contem-
SZ]:? agrarian cri.sis was the outcome of specific “styles of farming’ an the

ation of particular crops in the postcolonial history of the district.

M FoLLOWING FRONTIER PLANTS:
ULTISITED FIELDWORK IN A LANDSCAPE OF CRISIS

In
. (:tosfsf, athe Year'I‘stayed on Johns farm, Wayanad was infamous as a hot
Tmer suicides, During my fieldwork, part of my research involve
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. down families indwhi.cl'llﬂiuicides had occurred and trying to learn
from family me'n'lbers e o al?out the possible causes of suicide
ahich I had initially as'su.med to. find in the political economy of small.’

e farming in globalizing India (Miinster 2012, 2015a; see also Vasavi
s . This phase of the research led my friend and field assistant SZVI
ZZd r;xe to farm visits across the district. We had obtained a list of nalrc:l ;
(a)f 43 “farmers’ suicides” that had be.efl.ofﬁcially recognized by the sta::
of Kerala between 1999 and 2007..V151t1ng the “victim families” as Joby
and other nongovernmental organization workers often called them, and
conducting semistructured interviews with family, neighbors, and friends,
we hoped that recording individual life trajectories would help us make
sense of the suicides. My initial research was aimed at understanding the
connection between suicide, biopolitics, and precarious livelihoods (Miin-
ster 2012, 2015a), but soon my interlocutors reoriented my curiosities to the
materialities of farming and to the multispecies history of plants growing
in this landscape. As Heather Swanson (20204, 16) puts it, “in good field-
work, one must open oneself to the curiosities of others and allow them
to alter one’s own.” In my case, this involved modes of attuning to historic-
ity and the agency of plants in the history of settler migration to Wayanad
since 1945.

Following plants and how they were remembered by a variety of people
meant that my fieldwork became largely multisited, in the sense that it did
notinvolve deep immersion in a face-to-face community through stationary
fieldwork as I had practiced previously in an ethnographic study of a multi-
caste village in Tamil Nadu (Miinster 2007). This time, fieldwork recurred
over the span of eight years and covered a district of more than two thou-
;i:i:i?:?:lj .kil(.)n?eters. Settlement patterns in Wayanad were largely dis-
I e lncflimdual hou.ses spread out in the landscape, each surrounded
itiaLs or e?ds. A typical fieldwork encounter wz?s thus a prearrang.ed
tories ang use, W{th more or less structured conversat.lo'ns aboPt settler his-
directoq nfufcesswe styles of planting. During these visits, my mterlocutf)rs
We were lell(rilterest to their struggles in appropriating tlfe land on whlcl;
igraies a dng and to the role that plants had played in the process 0
o Thean settlement, and later in the boom an.d b.ust of cz?sh crop e;;n-
onthe gy settler areas are distributed across the district, m§k1n8 Fhe funber
% s of my modes of transportation as methodologically important

the rubbey below m

y feet.
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ile to recognize the landscape of Wayanad as 5 frontjey
fing hundreds of kilometers with my companiong), ;r
Car)

on local buses, and by foot, hiking houge
S in

i . the ey
a5 formed by the political history of migration anq theC;ltL

ey crops. First Ilearned to see the difference betyeg :
tispecie irylands—in Malayalam, called Yayal and kqrq, respect n
wetlands ané ry nich is widespread across Asia (Geertz 197; Kirp Vely,
This distincnonl;:’landscape and its appropriate plants. Whereas rice Wl994),
describesbOth Jwetlands, the kara drylands were traditionally yseq fas e
plant Ofthe. va).'a of garden fruits in homestead gardens ( tottam), g o the
mixed Cultlvatlzg by fllr. John. Crisscrossing the district collecting ;toll.ch &
the one PrIZS:; ‘(’i plants made places, Ilearned to see this historical Jap, drslzzof
};(e):::l:te}? : current reality in which dryland crops were in.creasingly being cfle
ivated in wetlands for the purpose 01‘7 fast profits. Focusing on plants helpeq
meto “better read’ the landscape” (Tsing, Mathews, and Bubandt 2019,5188),
I learned to see how settler plots were different from those of the lang.
owning cultivating castes of Chetties, clustering around paddy wetlands that
used to be communally owned. Colonies of Paniya, the Adivasi laborers with
hardly any land of their own, were located near the fields of their former
Chetty landlords or on marginal lands. The settler houses, in contrast, were
more likely to be built on dryland and feature a variety of styles of cash crop
farming, I also learned to notice agrarian ruination. When farmers showed
me around their fields, I learned from them to notice the material signs of
ruination in the fields themselves; former wet rice fields that were now planted
with cash crops like ginger or banana and encroached on from the margins
by tree plantations of areca nut (Areca catechu) or rubber (Hevea brasilien-
sis). The formerly cool and moist wetlands ( vayal) now looked dry, hot,
and exhausted. I learned to recognize disease-affected former pepper plan-
tations by long rows of murikku trees (Erythrina variegata), which used to
be planted to support pepper monocultures. I learned to recognize Jeeps with
laborers and cultivators leaving for the neighboring state of Karnataka o
p.lant ginger on leased land (Miinster 2015b) because the soil in their own
villages was contaminated with pathogens.

m I:lt Some point during my intermittent fieldwork, the focus on suicide cases
ade way for oral histories of migration and for the study of the historical

e : .
agency of plants in the process of internal colonization. I continued with farm®
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FIGURE 4.1. Location of Wayanad district in South India. Cartography by B. Kraus.
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FIGURE 4.2.A Syrian Christian church in the eastern part of Wayanad, 2011,
Photograph by the author.

visits but increasingly looked for people who had witnessed different phases
in the settlement of Wayanad since 1945 and for interlocutors with special
knowledge about individual plants.

The settler frontier was based on the promise of fertile forest soil, strug-
gles for land, and the allure of cheap fertilizers, which began arriving in
Kerala in the wake of the so-called Green Revolution (Cullather 2013) in the
1960s. Windfall harvests of pepper and other boom crops based on chemi-

cal fertilizers and monocropping made so many farmers rich in the 19805

that the region was called Kerala's “mini Gulf” The agricultural frontier et
z arll end in a ruinous frenzy of engaging in increasingly risky monog“}‘

aila and chfemlcal ways of farming until the troubles began in the 199 OSI
call this conjuncture 5 frontier in ruins,

Do ’
n Worster's work on the American frontier.

InD ical di
ter of tl?ztIfOWL Worster (2004,100-106) calls the 19305 agroecological dlsase
ust Bowl in the American Great Plains a“frontier in ruins’ of§ 3

following environmental histg}’@ﬁ
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lers’ OWN making: “The Dust Bowl ... was the inevitabje outcome of a
si e that deliberately, self-consciously, set itself the task of dominating
¢

" nd exploiting the land for all it was worth” (4). My work takes inspiration

from Worster’s focus on hor a%ric.ultural se'ftler frontiers may end in human-
made disasten fuele.!d by the logics of capltall, colonization, and cash crop

roduction. Following two Set.s of casei stndles, suicide cases embedded in
jife histories and'p'lant cases sﬁnated 1n }nstories of migration, was facili-
ated by (Self—)crltlnal con?fersatlons V\nthm the settler community itself, |
experienced a frontier society Caugh.t In. & Moinent of self-reflection. Con-
Jersations about the present ecological failure of agriculture and its con-
pection to human tragedy and suicide frequently turned to crop histories
gone Wrong.

Attuning agricultural anthropology to the “multispecies crisis” of the
Anthropocene requires methods that go beyond the study of people’s rela-
tions to land, labor, and markets by cultivating a curiosity for the plants,
animals,and microbes involved in making agrarian landscapes (see the Intro-
duction to this volume). Moving beyond human settler relations to land, I
suggest, allows anthropology to more fully recapture the tragic historicity
of those settler relations. Walking the fields of settler farmers and engaging
them in conversations about historical successions of crops, I was aiming to
reconstruct the anthropological history of how cassava and lemongrass were
complicit in making the frontier landscape; how pepper, ginger, banana,
and agrochemicals coproduced an ecology of suicide; and how native cows
and their microbes became the species of symbiotic recuperation of soils.
Inagriculture, I argue, stories about the natural-cultural composition of the
world and about the material basis of cultivation abound. My human inter-
locutors, first- and second-generation farmer settlers, were acutely aware of
the distributed multispecies agency in the making of the frontiers. Boots
and roots made the frontier landscape in concert.

My multispecies methodology is inspired by scholarship in environmen-
tal history that focuses on frontiers as projects of more-than-human world
making. Particular plants have agency in them as frontier cultivars. Rubber
(Dove 2011; Peluso 2012), cocoa (Ruf 2001; Li 2002); palm oil (McCarthy and
Cramb 2009; Brad et al. 2015), and cardamom (Fitzpatrick 2011) afford their
OWn natural-cultural properties to the ways land grabs and deforestation
have been organized at historical frontiers. Forests and mountains become
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res in resource frontiers or forest frontiers, a5 are the
ab the resource-rich forests (Tsing 2003, 5, ngrams
L

I thus associate with a strand of m“ltispeco4; ™
ey

central figu
and companies who gr

t 2011).
and Vandergees : o
that is less preoccupied with novel forms of“immersion”in the

: A s e s lives of,,
human others by honing the senses toward multispecies attemi\'enesg»
Dooren, Kirksey and Miinster 2016). Eme.rgent ‘plar'1t ethnography (Harg
2019) has involved playful attempts at interviewing (Hartigap 2015 Z‘Ean
listening to, and sensing p lants (Boke 2919; Myers 2015). L am interes’te(slg‘)’
how plants make historical landscapes, inscribe themselves in the o in
of territorialization (Besky and Padwe), and contribute to Changing JleCts
relations in frontier conjunctures (Li 2014). Instead of tuning in ¢, pl an?;ncll
turned to my interlocutors’ memories of plants to “read histories jn mateﬁ;l
forms” (Swanson 2020b). I turned to farmers as scientists and historiang o 5
frontier in ruins. My approach is aligned with recent anthropologica] cqls for
attunement to multispecies landscapes: “The multidimensiona] crises of oy
times call for an anthropology . .. that takes landscapes as its starting poi
and that attunes itself to the structural synchronicities between ecology, cap-
ital, and the human and more-than-human histories through which uneven
landscapes are made and remade” (Tsing, Mathews, and Bubandt 201, $186).

For the remainder of this chapter, I sketch the more-than-human his.
tory of Wayanad's postcolonial frontier landscape. I hope to show that a
historical-anthropological understanding of dramatic changes to the land-
scapes of the Anthropocene benefits from a double methodological focus
on both human and nonhuman agents of change as coproducing a fron-
tier in ruins as well as the potential for repair. I focus on the role of plants
chemicals, and animals in the internal colonization of this agrarian hinter
land since the end of the Second World War.

ieg

INTERNAL CoLoNIZATION OF MALABAR (cIrCA 1945—1975)

Agrarian frontiers are sites of more-than-human encounters. Calling War¥
_nad a settler frontier inyites uneasy questions about nativity and belong'
mg“h““.lan and nonhuman, Newcomers, settlers, and pioneers bring ther
%;;:1;:11f:é;he@icals, and aesthetics to encounter people, Rla"gi:nu
Castes and A ed‘m landscapes and ecologies. “Native” landowning s
IVasis of Wayanad (who had at some point in history
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there) used a variety of terms for these cultivating newcomers,
rated tar is the common term and means both “migrants” and “set-
Kutiye‘[[akE“n lish terms also frequently used. In official publications, the
ers, tWO oftgen referred to as “colonisers from Travancore” (e.g., Devassy
settlers arepespite the large numbers of Hindus among the settlers, settlers
1966 181)f' uently called kristyani, which means “Christians” The agrar-
are alsO .rqu describe here is a postcolonial frontier, from the perspective
jan frontier cond-generation Christian settlers. The Syrian Christians of
of mostly SeriSe several different denominations that follow the Syrian lit-
feral Comptheir historical ecclesiastic orientation to the Patriarchate of
urg>" dllie :1(; claim to be able to trace their origin to conversions made by the
AntioC ;homas when he, according to legend, evangelized in India in the
Apostl(’—tu A.D. The (then) princely state of Travancore, which merged with
ﬁrs; C;:r a:lyd Cochin to form Kerala state in 1956, is the historical heartland
Zg(irala’s autochthonous Christians. A combination of need and opportu-
nity initiated a land rush by Christians from Travancore to Malabar (includ-
ing Wayanad) from approximately 1945 to 1975. Poverty, food shortages,
and political tensions with an increasingly Hindu majoritarian state in Trav-
ancore (Devika and Varghese 2011) “pushed” this relatively well-educated
and entrepreneurial community to seek the opportunity for cheap land that
opened up after the end of British colonial rule. In Malabar, which was under
“direct” rule, the colonialists had given land titles to large feudal land claims
(called janmam). These extensive lands, often forested, attracted the peasant
settlers, who were given land by the state, bought cheap plots from absentee
landlords and temples, or encroached on land with future promises of land
reforms in mind.

When the migration of agricultural settlers coincides with the expan-
sion of state control (with the formation of Kerala) or development plans to
expand agriculture, it may be justified to call the migration to the frontier
zone a form of “internal colonialism” with far-reaching consequences for
entire landscapes. As Scott (2009, 12) puts it, internal colonialism

ihvolveda botanical colonization in which the landscape was transformed—by
deforestation, drainage, irrigation, and levees—to accommodate crops, settle-

fMent patterns, and systems of administration familiar to the state and to the
Colonists,

L
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In contrast t0 Scott’s Southeast Asian cases, however, Wayanag i
onization had less ofa planned, statfe-led chnracter. Rather, it wag m:dl Col.
of a multitude of individual efforts in grabbing land, Mostly thy,, leup
means but also through encnoachments, but .always with the help of o egy)
crops. The remainder of tlns chapter d.escrlbes the contributjop of ::lnee
than-human species to making the f.rontler. Settlers brought tapiocy, ¢, Ore
palm, areca nuts, and improved var 1et'1es of pepper alongside new ch:rz.n
species, such as dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane, better known 4 Dgal
an insecticide that opened the landscape by killing mosquitoes duri T
large-scale malaria eradication campaigns. Later, during the era of the Gy,
Revolution, new chemical inputs arrived, such as mineral fertilizer :n
pesticides, along with more improved varieties of high-valye cultivars, gy
as pepper. I then turn to pepper and ginger as neoliberal Crops that mate;,
ally shaped the spate of suicides that had become emblematic of Wayanady

agricultural crisis since the 1990s.

FRONTIER CROPS: CASSAVA AND LEMONGRASS
A1D INTERNAL COLONIZATION

In Wayanad, two plants, cassava and lemongrass, can be regarded as frontier
plants during the land rush from 1945 to 1975. Their qualities made them an
excellent means of taking land and accumulating money in the initial stages
of the settler frontier, when land tenure was insecure and the needs of sub-
sistence slowly faded into the desire for accumulation. To put it into a sim-
ple formula, the frontier had one plant to feed the settlers and another plant
to eat the forest. Both crops were “agents of deforestation,” as Ruf (2001
putsit. The two cultigens also share an essential property: they both beginto
yield after a few months. Cassava and lemongrass lived to their full potenti
in a situation of insecure land tenures and forceful appropriation of forest
land by the settlers,

Manihot esculenta is known in Wayanad as tapioca and kappa and to
f‘gfoﬂomists by the name cassava. The plant, native to tropical South Amer
e om0
(Lebot 2009, §) (I:St of Kerala by Oxlguese settlers in th'e sixteen il
s EEdte o contemporary India, the starchy root is not veryP i

getable, since rice and wheat dominate as sources of carbohy
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ors of flavor. People eat cassava only in the states of Andhra Pradesh

and carrlf where it is perhaps most accepted as a staple food crop and cash

and Kers :nly since the 1850s (Crosby 2003, 193). In the rest of India, as in

crop he world food system, cassava has become an industrial crop and

most oft 1 for the extraction of tapioca starch and its derivatives (e.g,

i matefr;ither industrial use in processed foods, in textiles, or in the man-
sago) for of bioplastics (Edison 2001).

ufac;lzf‘:pecial relationship of Kerala and tapioca was consolidated in the

L . eteenth century in the princely state of Travancore. After the Great
e fm; of 1876-78; which devastated all of South India (see Davis 2001, 25-
Farfl:; & government of Travancore pnomoted tapioca as a new diet staple for
the poor by exempting it from taxntlon (Joseph 198‘6, 98)..The first wave of
migrants, those who migrated during the late colonial period, knew tapioca
a5 a famine crop. In Travancore, they had learned to eat and cultivate the
tuber, which arguably protected Travancore from major famines up until
the Second World War, when India’s food production was diverted to feed
British Indian troops in their war against the Japanese. Some settler families
with whom I spoke remembered that it was hunger and food shortages in
the 1940s that drove them to relocate to the available lands of Wayanad, with
the intention of cultivating tapioca for subsistence.

Regardless of whether the primary motive of settler migration was sub-
sistence cropping or cash cropping, alongside dryland paddy;, the first plant
they tended to cultivate was cassava (kappa). Elders in the community re-
membered how it could be intercropped and made part of a forest garden
with yams, pepper, ginger, lemongrass, trees, and coffee as companion plants,
or it could be monocropped, harvested, and sold for a high price during
famine years. During the 1940s, tapioca was also a high-value cash crop and
opened up the possibility of personal accumulation. Cassava was instru-
mental both in feeding the first wave of migrants and in raising the cash for
their further expansion on leased, purchased, or encroached lands. Cassava
was also the ideal plant for insecure land tenures. Prior to the land tribu-
nals of the 19705, most settlers were cultivating land with very insecure lease
dgreements and land that often was contested as belonging to a temple
°r the Forest Department. The South American plant, which was fast and
:::Z ngéowmg, without any natural enemies, thrived on encroachments onto

Y cleared forestland. '

59)
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Cassava is widely used in tropical shifting cultiyas:
world. James Scott (2009, 24) includes it under cr(;vatx
“escape agriculture” or “forms of cultivation des; : Sds
priation.” These include technologies (such as swilde State
choices (such as tubers) practiced hiStoriCally by Cen agriculture) Dpro.
escaping appropriation by state authority: OMmunitjeg evadin:?;

0f1 SYstemg g
Uited fo, Whag 5 the
to thWart €y

They preferred to plant root crops (for example, manioc;

sweet potatoes), which were unobtrusive and could be left ic:s;aVa, 5, and

harvested at leisure. Depending on how secure the site wag tthegro.und tobe

more permanent Crops, such as bananas, plantains, dry ric’e ;Y.mlght Plan

nuts, squash, and vegetables, but such crops could more ea;ﬂya;z:‘sfi';:nd.
or

destroyed. (Scott 2009, 190)

As the case of W
¢ ! ayanad shows, however, the same crops that have a high
escape value” (Scott 2009, 199) are also useful for the appropriation of pey
?ands at th'e frontier—and .for many of the same reasons. Cassava was the
ideal frontier crop because it was very forgiving in its cultivation: it couldbe
planted at any time of the year—whenever a new stretch of forest had been
cleared by cutting or burning—and would bear tubers six months after
planting without much attention or care needed; it could handle a variety

of soils but thrived on former forest land; it could be vegetatively propx
om existing plants;and

gated, making it easy to multiply by using cuttings f
it was less attractive to the wild animals of the forest. In his praise of cassavh
James Scott writes, “Perhaps the most striking advantage of cassava, howe'eh
is its undisputed status as the crop requiring the Jeast labor for the greaed
return” (206). Agronomists claim that cassava has about the highest Iem:;
of calories per hectare, which makes it also an ideal subsistence TP )
intercropping with other cultivars (Leihner 2002). Cassavas harves:nl:tum
quite flexible. Although the roots degrade quickly after harv eSt’onceerennj
they can be kept in the soil for up to two years as storage roots for Pmeplﬂﬂ‘
plants, and the settlers can harvest them as needed. Once h arV"iStc koW
is also easily preserved by boiling and drying. Dried cassaV® Oman dint
as kothu kappa, was also a nonfood merchandisé in high ¢
textile industry as a source of starch (Mathew 2011)-
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ualities, cassava quickly spread in the fresh clearings of the

Given theslands (kara bhimi), occupied by the settlers from Travancore.
foreste  settlers independent of paddy productionin the wetlands (vayal),
o be largely controlled by the indigenous Hindu castes.
which € 0 some accounts, incoming migrants planted tapioca before
ACCO"dmgb It their first houses of bamboo mats (tital) and mud. But tapi-
they even t;er tubers attracted the Indian wild boar (Sus scrofa cristatus)
ttlers soon figured out that planting bitter

in the forest. Some se
lly called kanrar kappa, had the great advantage that wild boars
¢. The raw tuber is poisonous and only edible after soaking in

rer and boiling: After the settlers had reduced the forest cover further
Zfd controlled the wild boar population through poaching, they shifted to
l/sweet~—tapioca.
ntial food crop of the pioneering settlers at the forest
frontier. It grew quickly and abundantly in Wayanad and provided plenty of
carbohydrates to hungry newcomers. Kappa stew became the staple food of
rural workers and is to this date the signature dish of Christian identity. It
was served twice a day in the fields to workers and cultivators alike. Older
settlers remember how the tapioca they had introduced helped settlers and

Adivasis survive the food shortages during and after the Second World War.
r tapioca a typical delicacy of their
starchy stew, prepared with
of shifting cultiva-

continued ©

oca and 0
that Jived
cassava; loca
did not like i

norma
Cassava was the esse

Contemporary Christian settlers conside
community and prefer to eat it cooked as a sticky,
all kinds of meat. As a frontier crop, cassava was a plant
tion that helped people stay in one place.

‘What made cassava the ideal crop for the appropriation of the
wildness was its versatility, sturdiness, and ease of cultivation. Like corn, it
.has a‘dual identity, “as food and commodity” (Pollan 2006, 26). This dual
S::l;)f' asa nonfo?d commodity that could also be eaten made it an ideal
et nr<t3}clkless amva?. The plant does not take sides in the moral-historical
iy needat came up in most of my conversations, of whether settler.s came
heshly openozl(;ut of grf:ed. Cassava itself, quite “greedy” for the nutrients of
el o : orest. soils, was.happy to offer its starchy tubers to anyom.e who
e minenn}fagate it. Spreading onto fertile soils that have be.en. built .up
food ang 3, cassava enabled the smallholder frontier by providing quick

quick cash. It was not the only frontier crop. Other plants, such as

frontier

y -
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d the settlers’ migration and made theijr i
o5, Lemongrass has inscribed itself into the contempy. 5
cologie an agent of deforestation and comm ercializatioy 5
the first nonfood cash crop on the land of ¢, _s
lemongrass was exclusively a ¢

Jemongrass, also followe

Wayanads e .
Jandscape by being

as
Lemongrass W
igrants. In contrast to cassavd ‘
m:ﬂg 1 t The olfactory qualities of lemongrass—its Hrudteii,
cial plant.

smell—allowed for the additim? of value throug%l distillation: With it valye

d in its aromatic oil, the plant was ideal for capital accumyy.
concentra(® Moreoven its cultivation had the beneficial sid !
tionin faravzy places it : d for the extracti f i 1 ¢ efect
of requiring large quantities of firewoo oh : ction 0‘ its oils, may,.
ing lemongrass the ideal crop for settlers who wanted to get nd. of the trees,
bamboos, and bushes that covered t'he landscape. In conversations i east-
ern Wayanad, where land appropriation was mpst fnes'sy and violent, I hegrq
of an additional advantage of lemongrass cultivation in the context of legal
and political struggles for land. In the context of imminent land reforms iy
Kerala that promised occupied land “to the tiller” but also assigned forested
land to the Kerala Forest Department, encroachers were eager to show that
they were cultivating their plots and that the land was indeed cultivated. It
was thus important to rapidly “clear” the landscape of forest shrubs. In the
years of legal uncertainty, fields of lemongrass gave the landscape a culti-
vated look, biophysically marking it as occupied ground.

Several varieties of lemongrass, now grown throughout the tropics, are
native to Asia. In Wayanad, cultivators grew the so-called Malabar grass or
Cochin grass (Cymbopogon flexuosus). This variety is native to the West-
ern Ghats and known under the trade name East Indian lemongrass. It is a
perennial plant that accumulates essential oils in the leaf blade. After two to
five months of cultivation, the leaves can be harvested and processed for the
first time, Subsequently, the plant will yield two to five times a year for sev-
eral years, providing a steady income to cultivators.

Lemongrass was a perfect successor for cassava, as it has the ability to
grow evenon soils that have lost fertility after the cultivation of cassava. The
a‘:ﬁtﬁ:l:::;:ﬂr;;za?ure of lemongrass, however, vTIas that it .meshed S0 V:]li
——— Convzlrre :o cleaf the forest and rfxark itas occupled.‘A recur;es-
it iy emf;.lon with first-generation settlers comprised eXI: o
e P ion towarc_l the forest. Older settlers talked abou

¥$" as cold, misty, overwhelming, and dangerous. Many

ettler
mmer.
lem()ny
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of forests in the oe an“c.l 196()?, not only as potential land for settle-
ment put also 'as rlypatening Juigle hostmg dangerous wildlife,
anda parsh climate. Lemongrass served t%lem as a means and just
for the removal of t'rees. Lenr.longrass flourishes in fu]] €xposure to the trop-
ical sun and can .w1t}.15tar.1d its heat.. It f:loes not like the shade provided by
forest trees. Thus 1ts? yield increased in direct correlation to the disappearance
of the forest. Burr.ung forest trees was technically illegal, or at least highly
regulated, depending on the type of land. However, as one elderly migrant
atit,<lin the 1950s,] the Forest Department was not yet organized” Lemon-
rass cultivation codeveloped also with the emergent pattern of turning forest
not only into food but also into profit. The excess wood and shrubs cleared
from Wayanad’s dry deciduous forests fueled lemongrass distillation units
in need of cheap energy.

As a commercial pioneer crop, lemongrass was ideal because its value
could be increased by distilling the essential oils in situ. Its scented oil is
known by the international trade term Cochin oil, as the port of Cochin
(Ernakulam) is the main export hub. Like cassava, lemongrass has a close
association with Kerala. The state holds the monopoly of its production in
India; one-fourth of the global crop is distilled there. In 1951, Kerala Agri-
culture University established the first research station for aromatic and
medicinal plants, commonly known as the “lemongrass research station”
(Joy et al. 2006). For many frontier settlers, the flip side of lemongrass pro-
duction was that they were reducing the growing of food in their fields and
(retrospectively speaking) were embarking on a path of speculative com-
mercialization that decades later culminated in a suicide crisis. Unlike cas-
sava cultivation, which was simultaneously a subsistence crop and produced
for the market, lemongrass was only for the market. This was not the fron-
tier of hungry peasants fighting starvation; it was the frontier of rural entre-
preneurs. Lemongrass cultivation needed markets—in this case, the global
export markets that had been established by colonialism. With lemongrass,
the frontier showed its face as a frontier of accumulation: frontier farming
became synonymous with cash cropping.

Transporting high-value oil, as opposed to bulk material and heayy cassava
tubers, was also much easier at the remote frontier. Settlers could easily pro-
duce lemongrass oil via a process called “steam distillation” (Skafia etal. 2012,
361), in which steam passes through the grass blades, collecting the oil—

S oke
malaria,
iﬁcatiOn
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with heat gained by burning (smaller? trees and shrybg farmers
from their fields. Cooling the steam in a copper vesse] ge
from the aromatic oil. Lemongrass highlighted difference
among the settlers. One of my interlocutors pointeq out to
wealthier settlers could afford such a field distillation unit: “Tp,
some money built a distillation plant. Wood was not a Problen :: Who hyg
Those who had the units had the customers. The leftovers from thef t‘. .
tion process were good manure for the paddy fields” € disti,
Lemongrass was the pioneer’s cash crop of choice, but jt Cultivatj

not sustainable at all. Cassava and lemongrass profited from what s‘c"; Wag
of tropical agriculture call the “forest rent” (Ruf 2001; L 2002; Hy| 2olars
which is the additional fertility afforded by recently cleareq forest, Itoill)»
“cheap” fertility, in Jason Moore’s sense, as it can be extracted without tsh:
work of soil care. The forest rent seems indispensable for “insecure ¢y
booms” (Hall 2011). Lemongrass produced the first “get-rich-quick stories”
(Hall 2011) at the frontier and thereby attracted further migration, and jt
helped to visually mark a plot of landscape as “under cultivation; which wa
important for land claims. They were the first smallholder boom crops and
initiated the cycles of rural booms and busts that had ruined the frontier by
the time of my fieldwork. Colonizing the land with these pioneer crops cre-
ated the landscape conditions and economic logic for the boom crops directly
associated with farmer suicides.

ad
a

p flrated the waed

SN clagg o et

at Only

SPECIES OF BooM AND BUsT: PEPPER, GINGER, BANANA,
AND AGROCHEMICALS MAKE RICHES AND SUICIDES

In this section I turn to agrarian species that are visibly inscribed into the
contemporary landscape. They all featured prominently in the collective
.endeavors of making sense of what went wrong in Wayanad, conversations
into which it tapped when studying suicides. Multispecies history is the his-
tf)ry of advancing commercialization of specific plants. The commercializa-
tion of agriculture in Wayanad intensified once property titles were granted
to most of the settlers in the long process of land reform in the 1970s. 1t W&
further supported by the arrival of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. Eve.n
after Wayanad closed (or slowed down) as a frontier of land grabs, its 3"
culture continued to be informed by the logic of crop booms and their beags

Plants of Internal Colonization 5

er, the dynamiC shifted from an insecure boom, characterized
v . : .
pusts: HOWT’ tic;l and economic uncertainty, to a succession of agricultural
]
by fegals Z}l)usts based on secure land tenure and new crops.
an

poorm$

gr: THE VINE OF SETTLERS WHO STRIKE IT RicH
PEPPER:

black peppen kurumulaku in Malayalam, is native to Way-

he Malabar Coast. Malabar has a long history of trade with the
anad and t e- 1 2002), and its black pepper is considered to be the best in
world (Morrls(l’Obal commodity trade, the highest-quality black pepper, the
the w(?rld- . 1g rest drupes, is called “Tellicherry Garbled Extra Bold” after
o w1tl} thiojvr% of Thalassery in Kannur. Despite this long-standing bio-
- tradlng economic connection to Wayanad, contemporary pepper is pri-
" f the settler frontier. The settlers first introduced the new
hybrid cuttings that had been developed at the Pepper Research Station m
panniyur (Kannur district) from 1952 onward. Accordingly, tl'.nese commercial
hybrid varieties of pepper were called Panniyur-1 to Panniyur-5 and were
the protagonists of the pepper boom of the 1980s, along with a number of
other varieties, such as Karimunda, Kottanadan, Narayakodi, and Sreekara.
Today, India is the largest producer of black pepper in the world, and Kerala
produces some 9o percent of all Indian pepper.

In the 1970s, many settlers started pepper cultivation. This was a sub-
stantial shift in the temporality of cultivation. Whereas lemongrass needed
only forty-five days before it could be harvested and processed, pepper vines
didn't begin yielding until three years after planting, reaching their maxi-
mum after seven years, but they can then yield for up to twenty-five years.
This changed the temporal horizon of planning considerably. Pepper is veg-
etatively reproduced and requires timely planting of the cuttings just before
the monsoon begins (Ilyas 1976). Throughout its life-span, pepper then re-
Quires the constant care of pruning, hoeing, weeding, and fertilizing by the
cultivator/gardener. By the mid-1970s, settlers had the first harvests of pep-
Per.In the 1980s, the plants continued to produce bountifully and now com-
bined with great prices for pepper, so that it became known as black gold.
The Pepper boom ended only a decade later with a near-total loss of pepper
and many livelihoods. During the boom years, pepper fundamentally trans-

ormed homestead agriculture.

Jogical
marily @ plant 0
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settlers had cultivated pepper in combination vy, co
homestead gardening. P.e.pper was a key specieg in th,
that many settler families had established gy, oued thes-e
Such home gardens used to be widespread fn the midlands o Trelr
houses. :rhere he hills have plenty of dryland (kara) and fewer Wet-rij
fats (vayal). Individual houses were in the center of these drylang gardense
1 1ad qualities Of both field and forest. When settlers reproduced g 2
which hac'q on of agroforestry featured combinationg «

1, Wayanad's versi
?;;); feorest t):;s and newly introduced coconutand areca nut palms)

(coffee), and, at the lowe'st lev<>:l, annual crop; 1of tubers (cassava, yam, ele.
phant foot yams, colocasia), r?uzomfts, vege.ta es,. and grasses, Pepper grew
there symbiotica]ly and flourished, just as it continued to do on Mr. Johns
farm in 2008. With the high prices of the 1980s, however, many farmers
wanted to cultivate nothing but pepper and began r emodeling thejr land
in favor of pepper monocultures. In light of the boom in pepper, many set.
tlers with whom T spoke recalled perceiving coffee and other longer-living
plants as a burden for their plots, as they wanted to produce only more of
the “black gold.”

The shift to monocropping was not subtle. An older settler described
with horror the removal of coffee bushes. His neighbor had hired a kumkh;
work elephant and an elephant handler, put large metal chains around the
grown coffee bushes, and literally ripped them out of the ground. The next
casualties were the existing trees that supported pepper, some of which were
remains of the erstwhile forest and others of which were planted for fruit
and flowers. As a perennial evergreen plant, the woody (herbaceous) vines
of P. nigrum require trees to support them for many years. Pepper vines are
attached by aerial roots to the supporting tree, but they are not parasitic
on the tree, and both the trees and the pepper provide welcome shade and
moisture to the rest of the garden. Settlers, however, were unhappy with the
sparsely and randomly placed support trees in their fields. Many thus felled
o burned the last of the old forest trees. After clearing the dryland of peren-
nials and forest trees, many settlers planted rows of fast-growing murikku
(E. variegata) trees, and some even installed cemented poles on their fields.

One settler described the changes thus: “After 1980 all the agricultural area

Was converted from food [bhaksa] t 7 ila]. Someone
identiﬁedthesoilasidealf o\ 1o moncycrops [rign vial,

or pepper; slowly everything became a monocrop:

Initially, most
as part of mixed

flourishing gardens

vancore,

Of treeg
»busheg
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on small patches.’ " In 1986, the price of pepper rose dramati
vel.1 s large amount of money-vehicles, houses, paisa |

eraﬂ;l’e unexpected and sudden wealth generated by Pepper made farmin,
Zry attractive occupation and, in contrast to the trend in agriculturzﬁ
a ‘(;ia 2 very lucrative one as well. Wayanad became Prosperous and began
In, att;'ac  large numbers of migrant laborers from Tamil Nadu, But even ag
to calture in Wayanad was becoming lucrative, it was also becoming spec-
a? fiveand risky. On dryland (karasthalamy), farmers who had both ahome-
:t:ad garden and drylzfnd crop s began monocropping closer to home at the
xpense of their prev1ous.l).f dwermf.ied gardens. First it was pepper, then
whichever crop was proml-smg the highest f‘eturns or the lowest labor costs.
Many poor settlers with little land of their own extended cultivation on
leased land, often on the basis of loans with horrendous interest rates from

cooperative banks, private banks, and moneylenders (see Miinster 2012).

The pepper boom owed its success not only to the settlers enterprising
spirit and the invention of pepper monoculture but also to the “cheap” fer-
tility afforded by the forest soils and the newly arriving synthetic fertilizers.

cally, gen-
money]”

AGROCHEMICALS: NPK AND PESTICIDES ENABLE MONOCULTURE

In the 1980s, new chemical species of mineral fertilizers and synthetic pes-
ticides entered Wayanad on a large scale, supported by agricultural subsi-
dies and the recommendations of agricultural extension officers, who were
trained in the new agronomic paradigm of the so-called Green Revolution.
This large-scale modernization program, driven by U.S. interests, replaced
traditional agricultures with “scientific” methods on the basis of hybrid seeds,
irrigation, and agrochemicals across the Global South. In Wayanad, syn-
thetic nitrogen-phosphorous-potassium (NPK) fertilizers, called rasa valam
(chemical fertilizers) in Malayalam, gave an additional boost to the new
methods of pepper monocropping developed by settlers in conjunction with
local research stations. After the forest rent, farmers now benefited from
what might be called the “chemical rent” The chemical rent is that initial
boost in productivity and profit provided by the chemical enhancement of
soils and plants. The additional yield is the main “temptation of nitrogen

(Miller 2012), which lasts until the long-term side effects of NPK use show
in the fields and the true costs of artificial fertilizer are revealed. A farmer
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fertilizer rreadmill like t}‘ns: In th‘e beginning, if e

explained the Znes and chemicals it will look nice and give a nice
appl)’ini 110;“;“' e fertilizers aré more important because the lanq

the market.

its fertility”
As is wel
depleted the
for replenish .
hunger of the so1

One i s
Price in

1 documented in the literafure’ e.:xces.Si‘.,e nitr?gen fer tilizatiy,,
<ol by disrupting microial soil activity, which is regpopgy
ing soil with organic carbon. Ecologists speak of the “silent
r (Environmental Governance Group 2011,15) that o, ety
when micronutrients—as opposec? to the NP.K ma.cronu‘tr'ients—are Mineg
from the soil, if they aré not replems?’ed by BHES obial ath‘”tY- Mineral fery;).
izers also raise the pH level in the soil, making lfi fnof e acidic, which changeg
the soil's bacterial milieu. Excess nitrogen fertility increases soilborne dis-
eases and fosters the outbreak of insect pests. Nitrogen and phosphoroyg
also have consequences beyond the field, as they “cascade” (Billen, Garnier,
and Lassaletta 2013) from field to field and accumulate in oceans and the
atmosphere, disrupting the “biochemical flows” of planetary nitrogen and
phosphorous cycles that connect all life (Steffen et al. 2015).

Chemical biocides—the entire spectrum of pesticides, herbicides, and
fungicides—arrived a few years after NPK fertilizers but were soon adopted
with the same indiscriminate and boom-oriented attitude. Before long, the
use of biocides took on catastrophic proportions. In contrast to fertilizers,
they are freely traded on the market. Today, when Wayanad’s settler farmers
look back at the 1980s and 1990s, they describe their own attitude of the time
as a mixture of greed and ignorance:

People applied tons of toxic pesticides [kitanasini] in Pulpally. In our region
it was more, because everyone wanted to be part of the boom. The fertil-
izer traders brought a lot of fake and banned products from other states. The

government encouraged us to use chemicals but provided no checks on pri-
vate sale,

N .
oteveryone agreed with these new styles of farming, which people began

calling rg P« .
8 rdsa krsi—'chemical far ming.” Especially among the native cultivat-

ing castes of W;
the kuﬁyén.akk:yanad’ I heard many remarks that rasa krsi was the way of

", the migrants, on] i «eroduced
) 2 td ) tro uc
these “harsly Ways of farming y,and that the Christians had in
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st settlers in eas.tern Wayanad have stories to tell about how their for-
<ifted dramatically when pepper suddenly disappeared. Beginning
nes *atly 199 os, farmers lost almost all their pepper to Phytophthora cap-
e hthora, which literally means “destroyer of plants, is a water
ote) that causes s-ymptoms.in pepper locally known as quick
. foot rot. The water.-lovmg mold infects soils and plants during the
1 season and begins to show as black spots on the leaves and by
 ing the tender runr%er s.hoots black. Within amonth, the disease spreads
rilie? ntire plant, cau51.ng it t.o yf:llow, wilt, l'ose all its leaves, and ultimately
ey P Tii Wayanad» quick wilt lived up to its name and rapidly destroyed

entire landscapes of pepper gardens.

One farmer who lost all his pepper in 1995 retrospectively regretted that
despite the terminal crisis in pepper, “people did not go back to food culti-
yation but tried the next cash crop”” Rather than being viewed as a caution-
ary tale, the pepper crisis signaled the beginning of speculative agriculture
and the suicide crisis. The logic of boom and bust went on to repeat itself
with other crops (vanilla, banana, ginger). In this way, the decline of pepper
marks the beginning of the socioecological crisis that has since character-
ized Wayanad. Instead of returning to mixed cultivation, most settlers were
forced to engage in the next hype in the hope of making up for past losses.
In the next section, I turn to the two crops my interlocutors associated most

directly with farmer suicides: banana and ginger.

inth
ici. PhytoP
mold (oom)’C

monso0

BANANA AND GINGER: RHIZOMES OF SPECULATION

Ginger and banana had both been cultivated in South India long before the
arrival of colonialism and capitalism. Ginger, or Zingiber officinale (from the
Tamil ificiver), is endemic to the Western Ghats and is, together with pep-
per, among the earliest recorded spices to be cultivated and exported from
southwest India (Ravindran and Babu 2005). Despite this long-established
plant relationship, the cultivation of ginger has changed considerably, first
with internal colonization, then in response to agricultural crisis. Settlers
brought ginger rhizomes along with other new cultivars, such as tapioca,
leanngass, and other pioneer crops, when they migrated to the regio_n.
Ginger was valued for being hardy and fast growing. It could be planted in
between trees and other shrubby cultivars, such as coffee, and it was suitable

W
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forest soils and as an addition to mixeq gardey
ablished homestead agriculture, they g, 1:' Late,
small rows alongside other plants, Primarly ¢ ﬁn the
r 0“8e

for recently clea
when the settlers _e
fringes of fieldsor 0

ion.
hold consumPte Iy known as banana, has a]
The genus Musé commonly 50 beep el

illennia in South India. Among the.settlers f’f the 1970s, bangy, Ateq
o of the home garden in the “planting continuum,” t 1, Planta Wag
a chPShoots near the houses. The planting continuum refers ed i
single

a

tial division featuring home gardens closer to the hougeg andgendered
spa }
pr;ddy fields and cash cro

p cultivation farther away. In many Settler, “Tic
red more for gardens closer to home, while outsige Milieg

women ¢a cash crops

were an exclusively male domain.
With the crisis of pepper both ginger and‘banana moved from the o
space of the home garden t © fle male_%,o ml.na‘.ced sphere of the Plantation
In this shift, these plants—1ts improved” varieties—were forced into mono:
cultures and speculative economies and were subjected to large amountg of

emicals. In monocultures, both ginger and banana are prone to fj].
ure. A strong wind, untimely rain, or pathogens, such as the soilborpe soft
rot afflicting ginger or the pseudostem borer Odoiporus longicollis affecting
banana, can destroy entire fields within days. Compared to pepper, which
takes years of commitment, the temporality of ginger and banana as annyy
crops makes them quintessentially speculative crops. A single season can
make a cultivator rich or go bankrupt. Many farmers who had lost pepper
started cultivating ginger and banana based on loans at cutthroat rates. Often
cultivated on leased land, typically on converted paddy wetlands, these plants
had the sole purpose of making a lot of money in a single season. They
became high-stakes crops that played a foundational role in the crisis econ-
omy of Wayanad (Miinster 2015b). These high stakes, in turn, led many cul
tivators into using excessive amounts of chemical fertilizers and pesticides.
In the process, banana and ginger became infamously toxic plants. During
fieldwork, I was often offered bananas with the reassurance that these e
grown in the “kitchen garden” and without pesticides, so widespread was te
recognition that commercially produced bananas are too toxic to be safet0
eat.. In Particular, the pesticide Furadan (carbofuran) became 2 common
z:z::llizz:wf)useh(’lds’ kept for its importance in controlling the p:eu-

- With Furadan, my research on frontier plants Was b

Plants of Internal Colonization

141

ircle uradan was also by far the most common means of committing

full €7 .nd the short-term cultivation of banana and ginger, pa rticularly
ek e' .

sulcé?e pasis Of credit and on leased land, was by far the most —

on Jiate reason given to me for farmers’ suicides.
a
: me 1

CONCLUSION: LANDSCAPE, LAND, SorL

ultsp ecies perspective on arllthropological histories of the Anthropo-
offers a deeper understanding of agricultural frontier dynamics that
cene ansformed large parts of the tropical Global South into plantations
::Z}je expense of fores.ts and indigenous agricultu.re. A focus on plants and
iher nonhuman spec1es' allows usa fres?l perspective on the materiality and
emporality of the making and unma)kmg of an agricultural frontier. The
contemporary unmaking of Wayanad’s agrarian frontier is marked, among
other manifestations, by tragic occurrences of smallholders faced with debt
and failing crops committing suicide. Critical descriptions of landscape his-
tories from a multispecies perspective provide an ecological, more-than-
human explanation for agricultural crisis. A methodological focus on plants
and their properties reveals their agency in shaping the history of migra-
tion, welcoming Green Revolution chemicals, structuring market forces,
shaping Christian settler culture, and driving smallholders to speculation
and ruin. Thinking with plants also helped me understand and “attune” to the
way agrarian crisis is inscribed onto the landscape. The material-semiotic
qualities of domesticated plants offer an understanding of the “structural
synchronicities between ecology, capital, and the human and more-than-
human histories” (Tsing, Mathews, and Bubandt 2019, $186) that political-
'economic analysis alone would not achieve. Remembering migration and
individual histories of settling in Wayanad puts the role of plants center
tage. My attempt at understanding the suicide crisis of the ethnographic
E:Zent ta.pped into ongoing discussions of what had gone wrong. Looking
Ongo’i:;)’(;ilterlocutors c.orrelated specific plants with specific phases in the
ama of frontier making, boom, and crash.
tiegﬁ: ipioneer plants cassava and lemongrass thrived ir.1 the temporali-
deay, n;ecure land relations and were complicit ifl .feedmg.encroache.:rs,
CultiVafs orest, and creating a landscape for extractivist farmmg. Agraflan
enabled the grabbing of land, the transformation of forest into

By -
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- mmercialilation of small-scale agricultyye,
dry 1and,. and ch as the larger projects 'of empire (Andersop 2
colonization MY s an unlikely candidate for i,

. . Pepper W2 . itiatin
- xflr:xjflsgust. It was a plant of the region, ideally adapteq , d

d plants and flourishing i",muniSPe.Cies gardens. During thle
tlured farmers into experiments with monocropping o, <
1ONOCTOPs and being fed only synthetic food, Pepper falg
1ds and, in the process, coproduc,es a scene of agrariay, oF,

.« including the first instances of ruined farr'ners §u1c1de§. .With ginger ang
- forced into monocultures and kept alive with pesticides, we encouy.
zn::;,]ants and chemical sgeCieS behind fa.rmer suicides, whose stories
are too often told in reductionist terms as a failure of the state or of global.
ipation, “Ginger is a killer” some in Wayar'lad say. However, the specyly,.
ization of agriculture has been produced with and through plants and their

Internal
004)) is a

agrarian b0O
mate, soils, a0
19808, however,
cultivated s
prey to slime moO

people. . o
As colonialism and capitalism transform multispecies landscapes into

territory, property, and resource, specific plants at specific times move cep.
ter stage. While a majority of settler farmers continue to chase ever-elusive
profits from cash crops or the sale of land, a small but vocal group of farm-
ers are committing themselves to exploring symbiotic agriculture based on
novel understandings of microbial ecology and traditional techniques (Miin-
ster 2021). The multispecies engagements of agonistic farmers who practice
natural farming as an ethicopolitical counterpoint to chemical farming force
us to acknowledge an alternative world in which lively soil is connected to
the rest of life via invisible and largely unknown microbial relations. In
anthropological storytelling, especially of the hopeful kind, it matters how
we conceive of how the well-being of people and other beings is entangled
with landscape, land, or soil,
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