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A Historian Witnesses Climate Change on the Korean Peninsula

Soldiers on the Gyeongui Line “Peace Train” to Dorasan Station, South Korea, 2017. Photo by 
Scott Gabriel Knowles. 
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military (with its prolific tunneling under the DMZ and into South Korea) and the 
imminent threat the military posed to democracy in the South. I was prepared to 
receive these messages in a new way: North Korea was eager for reunification the 
film told me, and it wouldn’t be through nonviolent means. The tunnel was the 
evidence, the film instructed me; remember the tunnels. 

The third story caught me quite unprepared. Because of the incomparable sit-
uation of the DMZ, its four hundred square miles of unhumanity, it is in fact the 
world’s largest wildlife and botanical refuge! The buoyant tone of the film carried 
us to the conclusion that when (not if ) Korea is reunited, the nation will be left 
with this amazing park–a so-called Peace and Life Zone–a reminder of its past 
transformed into a beautiful symbol of peace. I couldn’t help but wonder about 
the alternative endings for the film, the ending where reunification doesn’t easi-
ly occur and the DMZ serves as a militarized wildlife refuge for centuries, not de-
cades. Or, an ending darker still, the social tectonics of the Anthropocene even-
tually render the DMZ useless because of societal collapse. I began to see the 
DMZ as both a historical record of conflict and also as an experiment station for 
life-after-humans.

As I contemplated this last idea, the guides herded us back onto the bus for 
the pinnacle of the tour: a visit to the mountainside lookout where visitors peer 
across the DMZ and into the North Korean border town of Kijong-Dong. I looked 
across that emptiness, desperate to see a person–a real North Korean–but I only 
saw the streets, smokestacks, and houses of Kijong-Dong. I found out later that I 
was looking for people in vain, Kijong-Dong is only a model town, apparently no 
one lives there–the lights go off and on in the buildings controlled remotely with 
timers, and soldiers disguised as civilians sweep the streets.

I was standing on the edge of the most heavily monitored, seen, listened to, 
tunneled, and militarized spot on the planet, and I felt profoundly lonely. It was 
a place unlike any other, and yet totally representative of what the Anthropocene 
portends: high-tech, war-torn, and empty of human beings. 

Now if you forget humans for a moment, there is definitely life in the DMZ.8 
There are over five thousand species of plants and animals here, including 106 that 
are endangered and protected. The geography of the DMZ from one side of the 
peninsula to the other crosses many different types of ecosystems. It was first pro-
posed as a park in 1966, though this idea has still not been accepted by the North. 
Thousands of migrating birds from across Asia stop here every year. These include 
the famous red crowned and white-naped crane. Siberian tigers are rumored to be 
here, too.

These are, for now, the residents of the proposed Peace and Life Zone of the 
DMZ. But what if we excavated the Anthropocene layer at the DMZ–a discovery 
mission for the Korean Anthropocene? What would we find? Could we put to-
gether a coherent account of human life, and human death, on Earth? Start with 
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the North Korean border towns of Haeju and Kaesong, each has a deep human 
history, with remnants of early farming cultures dating back to the Neolithic pe-
riod over ten thousand years ago. Pottery and stone tools have been found with 
a long history of small-scale empire-building through agriculture and through 
warfare. We could have a look inside Gung Ye’s castle, ruins of a tenth-centu-
ry civilization that sits abandoned today in the DMZ. Closer to the surface, we 
would discover the industrial layer, zinc mines close to the border, and, of course, 
railroad tracks. That very railway where my voyage started, the Gyeongui Line, 
passes through the DMZ. In its excavation we might come to know a much more 
complicated history of the ways that imperialism and industrialization have 
shaped the DMZ. The Gyeongui Line, though planned by the Korean government 
of the late nineteenth century, was replanned and built by the imperial Japanese 
government that occupied Korea from 1910 to 1945. This railway line was seen by 
the Japanese colonizers as the tool of modernization in the peninsula, unifying 
the economic regions of Manchuria and allowing for rapid deployment of Jap-
anese troops. Industrialization and violence, together as always. The DMZ will 
hold traces of this imperial past, underneath a thicker layer of debris marking 
the Korean War from 1950 to 1953. Specially authorized excavations here, for ex-
ample, in the 1990s and 2000s uncovered sixty-four South Korean war casualties 
from those years. One layer closer to the surface we will find undoubtedly the 
markers of atmospheric nuclear testing (that’s a global marker). The most dan-
gerous reminder of industry is here at this level as well: there are an estimated 
two million land mines in the DMZ. 

Now let’s come up to the surface layer of our time: Since 2002, the jointly man-
aged Kaesong Industrial Region has offered the promise of collaboration by the 
North and South, a sort of protoreunification experiment (closed for a while, due 
to re-open); it is telling that industrial production was seen as the most promis-
ing way to accomplish this détente. To both North and South, since 1953, mov-
ing toward vastly different political goals, intensified industrialization has been 
the strategy. The Anthropocene, we might say, is ideologically pluralistic. To para-
phrase sociologist Ulrich Beck: industrialization can be authoritarian or it can be 
democratic; pollution is pollution and it doesn’t respect boundaries.9 

We don’t know how this Anthropocenic excavation will end: another war de-
bris and nuclear layer, or a thicker layer marking the slow disaster of warming, 
aridity, and pollution? 

Or is there another option? I don’t think any of us would be willing to work 
on slow disaster and Anthropocene research if we didn’t actually, maybe quietly, 
hold onto the idea that a course correction is possible, that a path away from the 
apocalypse is at hand, that we don’t have to die in the Anthropocene after all, that 
the field notes of the Anthropocenic DMZ excavation may indeed someday be col-
lected by a person visiting a wildlife refuge. 
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Disasters concentrate violence in moments. The emergency manage-
ment bureaucracy draws lines around events that seem containable: 
dead bodies, acreage burned, insurance claims adjusted. The rush to 

make sense is met by the push to rebuild. But disasters are also slow. The failure 
of a levee, like the first shot in a war, is the accumulation of political and materi-
al events that stretch back in time, often to indeterminate points. The desire to 
bound a disaster in time and place is itself a form of politics, a politics of disas-
ter amnesia, cutting effects off from causes, and from futures. Disaster history is 
one tool useful in filling in the erased moments in the record, slowing down the 
disaster and analyzing its complete temporality, drawing more players into the 
drama, tallying more deaths and financial losses than a “disaster event” tabula-
tion would ever allow. A slow-disaster methodology is crucial if we wish to as-
cribe blame (and sometimes credit) and seek justice for the impacts of disasters 
in society. 

Climate change, in particular, presents a disaster at the global scale where his-
torical analysis proves necessary. The formation of public policy that can meet the 
challenges of climate reality in the twenty-first century relies on an ability to ex-
plain environmental change over long stretches of time, and to connect change 
to human actions. The historical profession has already been altered by this chal-
lenge. Climate change has dragged historians across many subfields of research 
directly into the public square.10 Indeed, entirely new realms of inquiry like An-
thropocene studies and disaster history have emerged precisely in reaction to the 
new public demands for knowledge in the climate debate. Inside the academy, but 
also in the realms of public history, museums, memorials, and artistic practice, a 
new consensus is emerging over the responsibility of historians to direct their en-
ergies toward engagement in ways not seen since the civil rights and antiwar bat-
tles of the 1960s–1970s. 

The American Historical Association (AHA) with its twelve thousand mem-
bers serves as the largest corporate body of historians anywhere in the world, and 
includes U.S. and non-U.S. citizens among its ranks. The AHA’s “Statement on 
Standards of Professional Conduct” inscribes the tension between a responsi-
bility to professional practice and the imperative to bear public witness to con-
temporary conflicts. “While it is perfectly acceptable for historians to share their 
own perspectives with the public,” the AHA cautions, “they should also strive to 
demonstrate how the historical profession links evidence with arguments to build 
fair-minded, nuanced, and responsible interpretations of the past.”11

This historians’ code of professionalism deems it “acceptable” to witness cur-
rent events, but only with great caution, and always with the tether back to profes-
sional practice. There is no claim to a deeper moral understanding or to a stronger 
sense of responsibility to democracy, or to humanity, than that of the average per-
son on the street. The implication is that a dispassionate analysis of the past may 
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yield useful insights into the present, and that’s about as far toward activism as 
any historian should go.

Professionalism notwithstanding, the silence of experts in the face of wrong-
doing is not a neutral act, it is itself a mode of speech, a tacit acceptance of the 
events of the day, and professional historians know this as well as anyone. Histo-
rians, and not just as private citizens, have at crucial times channeled their profes-
sional authority in the face of moral challenges: the anti-Vietnam War and civil 
rights movements counted historians in their ranks. Fifty years ago, a meeting of 
the AHA boiled over into direct confrontation between defenders of the profes-
sional status quo versus upstarts who wanted the profession to take a strong stand 
on the war in Vietnam and civil rights.12

This moment of radicalism in the profession was not a knee-jerk reaction to 
headlines, but instead reflected a previously obscured dialogue between the past 
and the present moment. The historiography of the American Civil War before 
the 1960s undergirded an anti–civil rights politics for many, many decades; it was 
not neutral. Indeed, in its presumed fidelity to the historical record–a record im-
poverished of the African American experience–the historical profession stood 
as silent as a statue of a Confederate general. But engagement of the profession 
and its leading practitioners in the history of race and racism at that moment in 
time set a pathway forward to future scholarship. This is precisely how historian 
E. H. Carr described the process through which new “facts of history” are discov-
ered: by the re-opening of a historical record that was somehow previously silent 
on an issue. The archive, in other words, is always in formation, and this forma-
tion of the past is in direct dialogue with the present, and with the historian as a 
witness to the urgency of her times. Indeed, when historians start looking, they 
find a record that screams, and in that volume and dissonance they “make” histo-
ry. So there is a causal relationship between the present, moral outrage, the histor-
ical record, and the historical craft.

The AHA itself, protector of the detached historical judgment, has waded into 
a number of controversies (not just American ones) over the past three years, is-
suing statements on the 2020 Census, Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
(DACA), white nationalism and domestic terrorism, U.S. Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement (ICE) raids, and even on actions of the Hungarian government. 
AHA Executive Director James Grossman addressed this more activist stance in 
2019. “The current moment presents an unusual landscape of responsibility,” 
Grossman explained. “I have not been among those who see fascism creeping into 
our political processes, but I do see something happening that differs from any-
thing I’ve seen before. If a clear and present danger does exist . . . the AHA has a re-
sponsibility to participate beyond its normal conventions.”13

The regular Conference of the Parties (COP) meetings and Paris Accord dis-
cussions, as well as every climate change summit going back into the 1990s, frame 
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climate change as a forward-looking problem. It is an existential crisis at the glob-
al scale. In the midst of these discussions, the past is almost silenced, but not en-
tirely. Those carbon emissions came from real places on the planet, and the envi-
ronmental assault of climate change can be dated. It is not, of course, one event, 
one place, one actor–again a problem because such findings would aid in the legal 
recovery process, such as those brought about by island states looking now at the 
very prospects of moving their entire populations. As of now, the AHA has issued 
no statements–and the historical profession has been mostly silent–on the exis-
tential threat of global climate change. But if we consider the recent outpouring of 
works on disaster history and the Anthropocene, we can see the historical profes-
sion tuning up for intervention in the politics of climate. 

Historians don’t offer forensic certainties. But through excavating the layers of 
history as I have presented in this essay–taking core samples of the land on which 
we stand today–historians can and must bear witness to the social processes that 
have produced climate change. A “slow disaster in the Anthropocene” approach 
might show the way forward. 
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