Unveiling the Forgotten Harmony: How
Pastoralism Shaped French Environmental
Policy in the Nineteenth Century

The Rise and Importance of Pastoralism in France

Paris, France — In the bustling nineteenth-century, amidst the rapidly changing
industrial landscape, a quiet evolution was taking place. The centuries-old
tradition of pastoralism was not only preserving the natural beauty of the French
countryside but also playing an unexpected role in shaping the nation’s

environmental policies.

Understanding Pastoralism: A Timeless Connection with Nature

Pastoralism, the practice of livestock herding, is deeply rooted in the very
essence of human civilization. In France, it emerged as a way of life, wherein
shepherds skillfully navigated the vast meadows and rolling hills of the

countryside, tending to their flocks of sheep, cattle, and goats.
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Far from being a mere occupation, pastoralism fostered a profound connection
between humans, animals, and the natural environment. Pastoralists relied on the
grazing lands known as "commons," which were shared by the community,

ensuring the sustainable management of resources.

Industrialization and Environmental Crisis

As the nineteenth century progressed, France witnessed unprecedented
industrialization, transforming its cities into gritty hubs of progress. However, this
rapid industrial growth came at a cost. Pollution, deforestation, and the depletion

of natural resources resulted in an alarming environmental crisis.

Amidst the chaos, the voices of pastoralists offered a different perspective to the
unfolding situation. Their sustainable practices and intimate understanding of the
land provided a glimpse into the harmony of coexistence without endangering

nature’s delicate balance.

The Enlightenment of the French Government

The French government, grappling with the dire consequences of rampant
industrialization, began to recognize the invaluable lessons that pastoralists and
their traditional practices could offer. Policies were enacted, aiming to preserve

the natural heritage of France and restore the fragile ecosystems.

One landmark legislation introduced during this era was the "loi sur le paturage"

or "grazing law" in 1856, which aimed to protect the commons and support
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pastoral communities. This law recognized the importance of traditional land

management systems and fostered a coexistence between modernity and nature.

Protecting Biodiversity and Cultural Heritage

Pastoralism not only contributed to the environmental well-being but also
safeguarded the cultural heritage of rural France. The bucolic landscapes,
shaped by centuries of shepherds guiding their flocks, became a symbol of the

nation's identity.

Realizing this, the French government advocated for the preservation of
biodiversity-rich pastoral lands, designating them as protected areas. The
establishment of these reserves allowed the unique flora and fauna to thrive while

protecting the cultural practices and traditions passed down through generations.

Modern Reverberations: Lessons from the Past

Fast forward to the present day, and the lessons learned from nineteenth-century
pastoralism echo through time, urging us to reconsider our current approach to
environmental conservation. The sustainable management of resources,
preservation of biodiversity, and the recognition of the cultural significance of our
natural landscapes continue to be relevant in the face of the pressing issues of

climate change and loss of ecological harmony.

Looking back, it becomes evident that the forgotten harmony between
pastoralism and French environmental policy in the nineteenth century holds the
key to a brighter and more sustainable future. As we navigate the challenges of
the twenty-first century, let us remember the unbroken bond between humans,
animals, and nature — a bond that can still guide us towards a harmonious

coexistence.
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During the nineteenth century, the development and codification of forest science
in France were closely linked to Provence’s time-honored tradition of mobile
pastoralism, which formed a major part of the economy. At the beginning of the
century, pastoralism also featured prominently in the economies and social
traditions of North Africa and southwestern Anatolia until French forest agents
implemented ideas and practices for forest management in these areas aimed
largely at regulating and marginalizing Mediterranean mobile pastoral traditions.
These practices changed not only landscapes but also the social order of these

three Mediterranean societies and the nature of French colonial administration.

In Nomad’s Land Andrea E. Duffy investigates the relationship between
Mediterranean mobile pastoralism and nineteenth-century French forestry
through case studies in Provence, French colonial Algeria, and Ottoman Anatolia.

By restricting the use of shared spaces, foresters helped bring the populations of
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Provence and Algeria under the control of the state, and French scientific forestry
became a medium for state initiatives to sedentarize mobile pastoral groups in
Anatolia. Locals responded through petitions, arson, violence, compromise, and
adaptation. Duffy shows that French efforts to promote scientific forestry both
internally and abroad were intimately tied to empire building and paralleled the
solidification of Western narratives condemning the pastoral tradition, leading to

sometimes tragic outcomes for both the environment and pastoralists.
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