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Neil Oatsvall 
Statement of Research 

 
While I find it most useful to describe myself as an environmental historian, categorizing 
my work strictly as “environmental history” sometimes obscures more than it illuminates. 
My research focuses on how humans related to each other through the natural world, war, 
and agriculture. Fundamentally, however, questions about human interaction drive my 
research. Environmental history simply gives me a tool to do so. An examination of my 
published research can help demonstrate the perspectives and ideas 
 
My first published article, “Making Bacon,” examined expert advice and the ways 
agricultural experts conceived that improved breeding and feeding could make “better” 
pigs. The article charted how changing conceptions of what a pig should be radically 
altered the ecological roles of farm-bound pigs. Experts ceased to think of pigs as 
belonging in fields and forests, and instead turned the animals into ones that would thrive 
in modern confined animal feeding operations. The piece was ultimately about the 
process of abstraction that occurs when humans turn a living creature into meat and how 
humans transform nature and control death for the sake of profit and industrial ideals. 
The article called for humans to reexamine the structures we create for our own sakes and 
appeared in the 2012 issue of Essays in History. 
 
My second article compared the military and ecological effects of defoliant use during 
the Vietnam War to critically assess the military effectiveness of defoliants. “Trees 
Versus Lives” concluded that while planners expected defoliation to provide a distinct 
military advantage and frequently made claims that they were trading trees for lives, 
defoliation’s military effects proved very ambiguous and even should be considered a 
failure in some ways. In trying to characterize defoliation as either a military success or 
failure, the essay also questioned what it means for a piece of technology to succeed or 
fail, ultimately concluding that the answer to that question depends on the goals for its 
use, not the technology itself. The article appeared in Environment and History in 
November 2013. 
 
Continuing the themes established by my earlier scholarship, my current project is a book 
manuscript that examines the intersection of the environment and nuclear technologies. 
Atomic Environments: Nuclear Technologies, the Natural World, and Policymaking, 
1945-1960 is under advanced contract with the University of Alabama Press for 
consideration in its series entitled neXus: New Histories of Science, Technology, the 
Environment, Agriculture, and Medicine. The book’s primary contention is that as 
nuclear technologies affected local and global environments, the natural world 
concurrently affected the development and implementation of nuclear technologies. This 
indicates an enmeshed relationship between all nuclear technologies, the environment, 
and the ways executive policymakers made decisions about both.  
 
In doing so the work demonstrates how the environment gets built into societal structures 
in ways that can be difficult to discern or discriminate. The natural world then becomes 
best understood not as an entity onto which humans do their bidding, but instead one 



Oatsvall, Statement of Research, Page 2 of 3 

component of a larger societal construction. Proper policymaking, in many ways, 
necessitates the inclusion of the environment into human plans (whether the involved 
policymakers recognize that they are doing so or not). The inclusion of the environment 
into stories about nuclear technologies reminds us that, in terms of our societal structures, 
our environments are us, and we are our environments. In highlighting this relationship 
between policymaking and the environment, the book also investigates what that 
relationship has actually looked like in an historical context. Particularly, the book shows 
that including environmental understandings into policymaking does not necessarily 
mean environmentalist policymaking (at least as environmentalism is commonly 
understood).  
 
Two chapters from that manuscript have either appeared or are forthcoming in peer-
reviewed publications. “Atomic Agriculture” looked at the relationship between 
agriculture and nuclear technologies, showing that agriculture gave policymakers a 
chance to prove that nuclear energy held myriad applications beyond nuclear weaponry. 
Agriculture could function as a completely peaceful vehicle for nuclear developments, 
both improving the nation and helping to feed the world as part of the Green Revolution. 
Decision makers wanted the public to think of such technological progress as hope for the 
future and not the red horse rider of the Apocalypse. The article revealed a tangled 
interaction between the U.S. government, technology, the environment, and a desire to 
improve the lives of the nation’s citizenry and appeared in the Summer 2014 issue of 
Agricultural History. 
 
The second chapter is “Weather, Otters, and Bombs.” Far from being a story of 
unmitigated environmental destruction, the work demonstrates that environmental 
conditions affected how U.S. nuclear weapons tests transpired and also that the natural 
world helped shape the scientific and political understandings produced by testing. 
Geology, geography, prevailing winds, and other natural features played a role in site 
selection, and the evidence of the different ways bombs affected the lithosphere, 
hydrosphere, and atmosphere not only influenced knowledge production, but also how 
military and political policymakers perceived and processed that information. To show 
these ideas, the essay examines three brief cases of United States nuclear weapons testing 
during the early Cold War: Operation Crossroads in 1946 (the first two postwar nuclear 
tests), the case of testing (or not) on Amchitka Island in the early 1950s, and the 
interaction between testing, meteorological conditions, and radioactive fallout. The piece 
will appear as the first chapter of Proving Grounds: Military Bases, Weapons Testing, 
and the Environmental Impact of American Empire, ed. Edwin Martini, forthcoming with 
University of Washington Press expected during 2015. 
 
Another current research project attempts to bridge environmental history, Atlantic 
World studies, and the scientific concept of work. “Landscapes of Consumption” argues 
that work done by both slaves and natural forces—especially work as defined by the 
natural sciences—integrated slave bodies and Caribbean landscapes in such a way that 
drinking the fruits of these labors, particularly rum punch, intimately connected 
consumers’ bodies to these faraway locales and their inhabitants. While previous 
historians have recognized the important mercantile connections involved in the alcohol 
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consumption in taverns, this blending of bodies and the natural world has gone unnoticed. 
Recognizing this association between disparate bodies and environments reveals an oft-
overlooked truth about the colonial Atlantic world—while the face-to-face interactions 
between Atlantic World denizens formed a crucial component, the exchanged goods 
themselves embodied the peoples and places that made up the Atlantic World. In short, 
though neither contemporary consumers nor historians since have noticed, rum punch 
connected far-flung bodies and landscapes in real ways due to the crucial component of 
work. The article is under revision. 
 
My plans for future research center on the questions already raised by my past and 
current studies—what does the relationship between humans, the environment, and 
technology tell us about how humans have lived in the past, how we should live, and how 
we should organize our societies in relation to the environment and technology to best 
benefit us as a species? My next research project will study the history of beer 
standardization. Beer makes for an ideal case study to examine the amalgamation of 
agroecological environments, techno-scientific prowess, and human culture. Creating a 
beer year after year that tastes exactly the same represents a catch-22 situation: while 
there is a domination of the involved natural forces and products, humans still depend on 
the natural world to brew beer. Humans control grain, hops, and yeasts to the best of their 
ability, but still depend on these natural actors to brew beer. My research will help 
illuminate this duality while simultaneously questioning what this conceptualization of 
beer says about humans’ relationship to the natural world and our technology.  
 
My research thus touches on many interconnecting questions that have provided me 
intellectual stimulation for quite a while and should continue to do so the rest of my 
career. I continue to believe that war produces some of the most clearly defined junctions 
in human history for studying the nexus of human societies, the environment, and 
technology. Yet I am not limited to studying each factor at the same time, and future 
projects will wander through the above questions as I find them useful. As long as my 
research helps us better understand how we humans have attempted to forge good lives 
for ourselves over time, I will consider my research agenda filled. 


