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Inventing Ecosystems: The Rhetoric of Science in an Ecological Age offers
a penetrating examination of how the ecosystem concept emerged from the
intersection of cybernetics, nuclear colonialism and technocratic ideology.
Madison P. Jones is an associate professor at the University of Rhode Island.
He combines rhetorical analysis, environmental humanities, and science and
technology studies to explain the conceptual evolution of ecosystem ecology.
The book is a timely contribution to environmental history, as it indicates how
technological metaphors have defined and largely circumscribed ecological
inquiry.

I think this book is well structured. It is organised into six chapters that
systematically explain the rhetorical aspects of ecosystem ecology. Chapter 1
establishes a theoretical framework in which the concept of ‘technomorphism’
is introduced as currently central to defining the rhetorical application of ma-
chine properties in relation to other phenomena (p. 5). According to Jones,
although anthropomorphism is frequently criticised in the environmental
humanities, the technomorphic rhetoric of ecosystem ecology, which treats en-
vironments as machines ‘all the way down’, has not been adequately criticised
(p- 5). This framework preconditions the subsequent chapters, in which the
concepts of energy rhetoric, nuclear colonialism and spatiotemporal assump-
tions are examined in relation to the development of ecological science.

The middle chapters succeed in linking the history of the emergence of
ecological science with the material basis of its production. Chapter 2 focuses
on the seminal Silver Springs study by Howard T. Odum as a turning point in
the rhetorical development of the ecosystems concept, and on how Odum’s
development of ‘energese’ — an ‘energy systems language’ of abstract sym-
bols —reduced trophic dynamics to electrical circuit-like diagrams (pp. 50-54).
Chapter 3 is especially important because it focuses on the afterlives of radio-
ecology in the Marshall Islands and Puerto Rico. Jones demonstrates how the
US Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) funded ecological research to under-
stand radioactive pollution, making the new ecology complicit in militarised
nuclear colonialism. Based on the influential work of Laura J. Martin, Jones
argues that ‘ecosystems cannot be understood apart from the history of Cold
War nuclear violence’ (p. 80).

Chapters 4 and 5 address what Jones terms the spatiotemporal imbroglio
of rhetorical ecologies. Chapter 4 explores how scalar thinking contributes
to the development of the ‘Ecology Out of Place’ (pp. 91-107). It views en-
vironments as discrete, self-contained units, which provides a criticism of
hierarchical models based on given limits and the naturalisation of arbitrary
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distinctions. Chapter 5 deals with temporality, the place of opportunistic tem-
porality in scientific discovery, known as kairos, in overturning ordinary time,
thus concealing the historical violence within the rubric of ecological concepts.

In Chapter 6, the author concludes by reflecting on how the intellectual
history he outlined throughout the book shapes knowledge problems that
environmental communicators face today. Taken together, these chapters
demonstrate how ecosystem ecology depends on ‘spatiotemporal slices’ that
reduce complexity while also displacing and deranging our sense of spatial and
temporal context (p. 78).

The methodological contribution of the book is the development of ‘field
histories’, the combination of rhetorical field methods with historiography to
trace ‘disciplinary conceptual histories as they emerge, evolve, overlap, in-
tersect, diverge, and influence inquiry’ (p. 14). Drawing on Linda Tuhiwai
Smith’s notion of ‘counter stories’ and Natasha Jones et al.’s work with ante-
narrative, field histories offer a means to acknowledge conceptual inheritances,
confront relational practices, and overcome spatiotemporal problems (p. 15).
The concluding Chapter (Chapter 6) serves as a coda and has its own feedback
loops to reflect on the future of the ecological inquiry. The study is based on
the work of Jones in collaboration with the DWELL Lab at the University of
Rhode Island, which reveals the need to address environmental communica-
tion interdisciplinarily, on land, and with justice-oriented approaches.

Jones writes in an approachable and interesting style, combining archival
and personal accounts of information gathered during visits to places such as
Silver Springs and El Yunque. The book’s interdisciplinary coverage is also
highly impressive, as the shifts among rhetoric, environmental history, science
studies and philosophy flow with ease. Even though theoretical density can
be difficult for some readers, Jones has always centred abstract concepts in
concrete historical examples. The inclusion of images, including the energy di-
agrams provided by Odum and the photographs used by the author as archives,
is an efficient means of explaining the visual rhetoric of ecosystem science.

The book’s primary limitation is its focus on American ecology, which is
justified by Jones’s argument that ‘the ecosystem story is largely an American
tale’ (p. 4). Nevertheless, the focus may lead the reader to want to learn about
parallel developments in other national contexts. Additionally, although Jones
actively uses the Indigenous critiques of colonial science, the voices of the
Marshallese and Puerto Rican communities are partially mediated through the
writings of scholars. These limitations notwithstanding, the book has valuable
accomplishments.

Inventing Ecosystems: The Rhetoric of Science in an Ecological Age is a
historic work in environmental history, the rhetoric of science, and the envi-
ronmental humanities. The book successfully illustrates that humanity is living
in both the Technocene and the Anthropocene, the era in which technology
is radically reshaping the relations that constitute humans and environments.
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Therefore, I highly recommend this book to readers interested in the history
of ecology, science and colonialism, and the rhetorical dimensions of environ-
mental knowledge.
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