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From Terroir to Terrestrial:
A Study on the Multispecies Ethnography of the Land in Tea Cultivation
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Abstract: While much attention has been given to the human-plant
relationship in multispecies ethnography, the land has not been 179
adequately discussed. This paper aims to explore the multispecies
ethnography of the land by examining the case of tea cultivation
in Wuyi Mountain, Fujian Province, China, using Bruno Latour’s
“terrestrial” and Elizabeth Povinelli’s “geontology” concepts as clues.
In Wuyi Mountain, the land not only creates a suitable environment
for tea cultivation, but also provides Wuyi Rock tea with “Yan Yun”.
Yan Yun is the unique flavor of Wuyi Rock Tea, which can also be
described as a kind of “terroir”. It can be also said that the Yan Yun
has been shaped by the intertwining of multiple “terrestrials™—as
Latour put it—, including life and non-life. Because it is not just a
resource for humankind, buta complex generative interaction of the
physical environment and biological activity.

As the land of Wuyi Mountain has been used as a resource for national
park and tourism development, humans and nature can be seen to
be disconnected. The land, which is both “terrestrial” for tea farmers
and non-life as an emotional and subjective entity, is dead in the eyes
of the government and is used only as a development resource. This
has only spurred tea farmers to negotiate compensation payments
and has left them further and further removed from the land, their
spiritual home, on which they have been so deeply dependent.

Nowadays, the bargaining over land rights—to follow Povinelli’s
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discourse on “geontology”—should be understood as a matter of “life
{birth, growth, reproduction} vs death” and “life vs non-life”. This is
the tentative conclusion of this paper, which extends the multispecies
ethnography with a view to the land, in place of a Foucauldian theory

of biopower over humans.
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