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Abstract 

Over the past decade, thousands of centuries-old olive trees in the Southern Italian region of Apulia 
dried out and the whole olive farming sector have teetered on the brink. Despite having been framed, 
by the phytosanitary authorities, as an exclusively technical agricultural problem related to the spread 
of a biological threat – the bacterium Xylella fastidiosa – this article argues that other historical, 
cultural, economic and socio-ecological factors also contributed to the outbreak. It conceptualizes the 
ecological weakness of historically shaped monocultural landscapes of 'colonial' origin, the cultural 
practices associated with the production of lamp oil (olio lampante), the increasing market pressures 
brought by globalization, and the abandoning of 'good agronomic practices' as a consequence of 
broader rural out migration, as plant disease detonators that, over space and time, created the perfect 
playground for a bacterium to spread widely and to occupy the center of the political stage. 
Combining multispecies (auto)ethnography with qualitative interviews and historical analysis, and 
integrating insights from critical agrarian studies, political ecology and environmental humanities, 
this study outlines a more-than-human political ecology of the X. fastidiosa outbreak in Southern Italy 
and highlights the complex multi-species relations that have shaped, and continue to shape, olive 
farming practices and Apulian landscapes. In doing so, it informs and contributes to critical 
scholarship aiming at going beyond human-nonhuman dichotomies, while at the same time keeping 
political economy and structural considerations at center stage. 

Keywords: Xylella fastidiosa, Olive Quick Decline Syndrome, more-than-human political ecology, 
multispecies studies, Anthropocene detonators, agrarian change 

 

Resumen  

Durante la última década, miles de olivos centenarios en la región de Apulia, en el sur de Italia, se 
secaron y todo el sector olivarero estuvo al borde del colapso. A pesar de haber sido enmarcado por 
las autoridades fitosanitarias como un problema agrícola exclusivamente técnico relacionado con la 
propagación de una amenaza biológica – la bacteria Xylella fastidiosa – este artículo sostiene que 
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otros factores históricos, culturales, económicos y socio-ecológicos también contribuyeron al brote. 
Conceptualiza la debilidad ecológica de los paisajes monoculturales históricamente configurados y 
de origen colonial, las prácticas culturales asociadas a la producción de aceite para lámparas (olio 
lampante), las crecientes presiones del mercado derivadas de la globalización y el abandono de las 
buenas prácticas agronómicas como consecuencia de procesos más amplios de despoblación rural, 
como detonadores de enfermedades vegetales que, con el tiempo y el espacio, crearon el terreno ideal 
para que una bacteria se propagara ampliamente y pasara a ocupar el centro de la escena política. 
Combinando (auto)etnografía multiespecie con entrevistas cualitativas y análisis histórico, e 
integrando aportes de los estudios agrarios críticos, la ecología política y las humanidades 
ambientales, este estudio esboza una ecología política más que humana del brote de X. fastidiosa en 
el sur de Italia y pone en relieve las complejas relaciones multiespecie que han moldeado, y siguen 
moldeando, las prácticas oleícolas y los paisajes de Apulia. De este modo, informa y contribuye a una 
perspectiva de investigación crítica que busca ir más allá de las dicotomías entre humanos y no 
humanos, sin perder de vista la centralidad de la economía política y de las consideraciones 
estructurales.  

Palabras clave: Xylella fastidiosa, Síndrome de Decaimiento Rápido del Olivo, ecología política más 
que humana, estudios multiespecie, detonantes del Antropoceno, cambio agrario 

 

Riassunto 

Nel corso dell’ultimo decennio, migliaia di ulivi secolari della Puglia, nell’Italia meridionale, sono 
parzialmente o del tutto disseccati, portando l’intero settore olivicolo sull’orlo del collasso. Sebbene 
le autorità fitosanitarie abbiano affrontato il fenomeno come un problema agricolo esclusivamente 
tecnico, legato alla diffusione di una minaccia biologica—il batterio Xylella fastidiosa—, questo 
articolo sostiene che anche altri fattori storici, culturali, economici e socio-ecologici abbiano 
contribuito all’epidemia. Il contributo concettualizza la vulnerabilità ecologica di paesaggi 
monoculturali storicamente plasmati e di origine «coloniale», le pratiche culturali associate alla 
produzione dell’olio lampante (olio lampante), le crescenti pressioni di mercato introdotte dalla 
globalizzazione e l’abbandono delle «buone pratiche agronomiche» in conseguenza di più ampi 
processi di spopolamento rurale, come detonatori di malattia vegetale che, nel tempo e nello spazio, 
hanno creato le condizioni ideali affinché un batterio potesse diffondersi ampiamente e occupare una 
posizione centrale sulla scena politica. Combinando (auto)etnografia multispecie, interviste 
qualitative e analisi storica, e integrando contributi provenienti dagli studi agrari critici, dall’ecologia 
politica e dalle scienze umane ambientali, lo studio delinea un’ecologia politica più-che-umana 
dell’epidemia di X. fastidiosa nell’Italia meridionale, mettendo in luce le complesse relazioni 
multispecie che hanno modellato — e continuano a modellare — le pratiche olivicole e i paesaggi 
pugliesi. In questo modo, il lavoro contribuisce a una scienza sociale critica che mira a superare le 
dicotomie tra umano e non-umano, riportando al contempo al centro dell’analisi la dimensione 
politico-economica e considerazioni di tipo strutturale. 

Parole chiave: Xylella fastidiosa, CoDiRO, ecologia politica più-che-umana, studi multispecie, 
detonanti dell’Antropocene, cambiamento agrario 

 

 

1. Introduction  

The recent SARS-CoV-2 pandemic intensified the global interest in the interconnectedness of 

human and ecosystem health. Infectious diseases threatening human health have been shown to be 

linked to Anthropocene indicators such as biodiversity loss, climate change (IPBES 2020; Baker et 

al., 2022), deforestation and land use change (Ellwanger et al., 2020), and the intensification of crop 

and animal farming (Jones et al., 2013). Covid-19 has also been shown to be linked to environmental 

pollution (Contini & Costabile, 2020), to the global circulation of people and goods (Wu et al., 2020), 
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and it is widely accepted that other epidemics are likely to occur at an increasing rate (Jones et al., 

2008). 

In contrast, the rise of agricultural pest epidemics and their links with human activity often 

remains outside the focus of public attention. On the nonhuman side, there is increasing evidence that 

plant pathogens and insect pests are equally on the rise (Freer-Smith & Webber, 2017). Intensification 

of animal farming and crop cultivation practices has been shown to play a prominent role in creating 

the ideal ecological context for pathogens to spread and proliferate (Gibb et al., 2020). However, 

despite plant pathogens having been historically shown as capable of wiping out whole ecosystems, 

collapsing economies, redesigning entire landscapes, and restructuring socio-political matrixes 

(Yoshida et al., 2013; Biermann, 2016; Campbell, 2004), the interdependent role of human and non-

human actors in co-creating diseased agrarian landscapes often remains insufficiently acknowledged. 

Recently, a small community of researchers in the social sciences and humanities has begun to 

critically reexamine disease ecologies, focusing on the interactions between plants, pathogens, and 

human communities. This scholarship stresses how the intensification of agriculture, together with 

structural factors such as, for example, rural out-migration and the dismantling of farmers' supporting 

institutions, are often co-constitutive events of a multi-dimensional crisis that goes beyond the 

incursion of a single biological entity into a native or artificial environment. In doing so, it highlights 

the interlinkages between agricultural practices, disease outbreaks, historical legacies, and economic 

constraints in a variety of crops and agricultural contexts (McCook, 2019; Guthman, 2019; Reisman, 

2021).  

This article joins this growing community of scholars in thinking about agricultural epidemics 

in historical and political terms, and framing them as "the product of long-term processes that produce 

vulnerable ecosystems" (McCook 2019:17). Using the highly contested X. fastidiosa epidemic on 

olives in Southern Italy as a case study, it shows how the recent devastation of the Apulian olive 

landscape cannot be portrayed as the exclusive responsibility of the arrival of a new 'invasive species' 

on European territory. Rather, it should be seen as the consequence of multiple historical, cultural, 

economic and socio-ecological factors that overlap with and complement biological and technical 

explanations.  

Drawing on agrarian political economy, political ecology, and the environmental humanities, 

it conceptualizes the recent olive epidemic outbreak as facilitated by a series of plant disease 

detonators, that is, borrowing the concept introduced by Tsing et al. (2021), spatial as well as 

temporal conjunctures that overlapped and contributed to the disease's spread. By showing how the 

materiality of disease exposes deeper ruptures of historical relations between humans and non-

humans on the Apulian territory, the article therefore seeks to reground the storying of this specific 

bacterial epidemic to its structural and economic underpinnings. At the same time, it stresses the 

need—for social scientists looking at power and politics around the management of the X. fastidiosa 

epidemic—to engage seriously with the biology and ecology of the disease.  

The main purpose is to bring structural considerations back into multispecies studies without 

losing the valuable contribution of more-than-human scholarship in its acknowledgment of the 

entangled contributions of humans and non-humans in co-creating agrarian worlds (Galvin 2018). 

The X. fastidiosa epidemic in Apulia is a case of environmental conflict in which the entity considered 

'responsible', by many, for the devastation of the local landscape and the dispossession of farmers is 

not, or at least not directly, a mining company, a polluting industry, or a neoliberal government—

scenarios political ecology is well equipped to engage with. Rather, it is a non-human actor—a 

bacterium—that (some believe) needs to be 'fought', 'resisted' or 'eradicated' in virtue of its 

undomesticated proliferation. Undomesticated proliferation that, however, happens in the midst of 

very specific human-made infrastructures and global political economic constraints. 
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The contribution is structured as follows: the next section outlines the conceptual framework 

of the article, situating more-than-human political ecology within broader debates in political ecology 

and the environmental humanities, with further insights from agrarian political economy and critical 

agrarian studies. Section 3 provides a historical and regional context for the X. fastidiosa epidemic, 

followed by an explanation of the research methodology (Section 4). Section 5 highlights different 

types of plant disease detonators, spatial as well as temporal conjunctions that layer up and contribute 

to the epidemic. Finally, the last section further articulates a more-than-human political ecology of 

plant disease and provides some concluding remarks. 

 

2. A political ecology for the more-than-human Anthropocene 

Plant pathologists usually visualize the genealogy of plant diseases in terms of a 'disease 

triangle' where three entities—the host, the pathogen, and the environment—must fit and link together 

in particular ways to give rise to a specific pathology (Agrios, 2005). The host is a susceptible plant 

that can be affected by the disease. The pathogen is a potentially disease-causing organism (such as 

a fungus, bacterium, virus, or nematode) capable of thriving on the host. The environment represents 

the biotic and abiotic conditions that favor the pathogen's survival, reproduction, and ability to infect 

the host (moisture, temperature, humidity, and so on) (Scholthof, 2007). While foundational in plant 

pathology, this model  excludes broader socio-ecological factors that shape what the 'environment' is. 

Implicitly, it perpetuates a dualistic separation between nature and culture that has been widely 

critiqued by social scientists and the broader field of science and technology studies (STS) (Haraway, 

1991; Latour, 1993; Jasanoff, 2004; Hinchcliffe, 2007). Despite rising awareness of the need to be 

"holistic and inclusive" (Prasanna et al., 2022), or "multidisciplinary" (Jeger et al., 2021), solutions 

proposed by plant pathology still tend to lack a wider recognition of the role of the social sciences in 

plant disease management and food security (Castillo, in preparation). 

Conversely, political ecology has historically been preoccupied with issues of power focusing 

on the social construction of 'what nature is' (Robbins, 2012). Political ecologists complexify the idea 

of 'nature' or the 'environment' by analysing the historical, social, and political factors implicated in 

shaping the very meaning of what nature and the environment are (Peet & Watts, 2004). For political 

ecology, the 'environment' emerges from the interaction between humans and the other beings that 

surround them, and is therefore fundamentally shaped by power relations, historical patterns of land 

use, and economic structures (Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987; Escobar, 1999). As a mirror critique, 

political ecology has, at times, been criticized for an overly anthropocentric focus, prioritizing 

analysis of human institutions and power dynamics while neglecting ecological processes and more 

complex relationships with—including the out-of-human-control agential capabilities of—non-

humans (Walker, 2005; Forsyth, 2003). 

In the last couple of decades, the social sciences and humanities have undergone a 'more-than-

human turn' (Latour, 2005; Whatmore, 2006): a sustained effort to take into account the lives of other 

living beings ‒ at times, even non-living, yet 'lively' entities ‒ in making sense of the (human) world 

and what it means to be human. Political ecology, especially in regard to studies of human-wildlife 

relationships, is no exception to this trend (Evans & Adams, 2018; Margulies & Karanth, 2018; de 

Silva & Srinivasan, 2019; Toncheva & Fletcher, 2022; Donfrancesco, 2024). More-than-human 

scholarship acknowledges the entangled role of humans and their institutions in shaping the 

environment around us, but attempts to include the contribution of other beings—be they animals, 

plants, fungi, bacteria, etc.—in co-creating the world we inhabit (Kohn, 2013; Tsing, 2015; Haraway, 

2016). Very commonly, in this strand of social inquiry, there is a close collaboration with the natural 

sciences (especially those that deal with natural history) in the belief that "to do the work of crafting 
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multispecies stories, we need […] scientists, not as objects of study, but as collaborators in learning 

about non-human worlds" (Swanson, 2017: 95). 

More-than-human scholarship has been criticized in various ways. Some critics point to its 

tendency to romanticize non-Western epistemologies, overlooking their political and economic 

dimensions (Kapoor, 2008), while others argue that these approaches risk diluting the material and 

structural analysis of inequalities by overemphasizing ontological multiplicity. Although this is not 

the space to discuss the various critiques to the more-than-human turn and its variegated scholarship, 

it is worth mentioning that there seems to be a widespread dissatisfaction with how more-than-human 

turn scholarship can, at times, decenter the human 'too much' (see, for example, Büscher, 2021).  

An interesting attempt to overcome this impasse is anthropologist Anna Tsing and colleagues' 

(2021) proposal for calling the current epoch the 'more-than-human Anthropocene.' Retaining the 

variously contested term 'Anthropocene' (among other critiques, see Moore, 2016), they augment it 

with an additional attribute—'more-than-human'—to emphasize the agency of non-human entities in 

engendering 'feral' effects: uncontrolled, unintended proliferation of other-than-human entities in the 

interstices of human-made infrastructures. Their collaborative project Feral Atlas: The more-than-

human Anthropocene thus, while engaging with a wide variety of nonhuman entities and their feral 

proliferations, simultaneously stresses the role of capitalism, colonialism, imperialism, and broader 

processes of human and nonhuman exploitation in creating the infrastructures that make possible 

these 'feral' proliferations, which they ultimately contend being the real enactments of the 

Anthropocene (Tsing et al., 2021). 

Moreover, they coined the concept of 'Anthropocene detonators': "the coming into being of 

new programs of infrastructure building that in turn set new challenges for humans and nonhumans"; 

"a conceptual conceit that points to particular founding conjunctures, that is, historical events that 

change in a big way what can happen afterwards" (ibid.). In this way, they add a temporal dimension 

to studies of the Anthropocene, and engage with the crucial question: when did the Anthropocene 

start? Detonators are layered temporal events that overlap and contribute to create the pathways and 

spaces of possibility for what we refer to now as the Anthropocene. In fact, they are the Anthropocene 

(ibid.). 

This article is greatly inspired by this work, and attempts to contribute to anthropological 

literature that aims to add "spatial as well as temporal analysis" to studies of the Anthropocene (Tsing 

et al., 2019). The authoers define four 'detonators' over  a temporal scale:  

 

• Invasion, corresponding to the European invasion of the Americas and the 'discovery' 

of the New World 

• Empire, i.e. project of imperial governance, such as for example the establishment 

of the British and Dutch East India companies 

• Capital, or the synergies between plantation profits from the colonies and industrial 

development in the European metropole in the 18th and 19th century 

• Acceleration, corresponding to the well known 'Great Acceleration' (Steffen et al., 

2015) and the exponential increase of a wide variety of socio-economic and Earth-

system indicators in the last fifty years. 

 

While detaching slightly from this original, the article borrows this conceptual innovation and 

uses it to show how the history of Apulian plantation landscapes, the specific practices of olive 

cultivation, the recent changes in global olive oil economy and the abandoning of the countryside can 

all considered 'detonators' of the epidemic, that is, layered events that overlapped and intensified their 
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effects over time, preparing the basis for ecological collapse. While plant pathologists explain the 

epidemic as a 'biological invasion', this article claims that the epidemic actually started much longer 

ago. 

Moreover, the study integrates this with insights from critical agrarian studies (CAS) and 

agrarian political economy, specifically with discussions about depeasantization and the 'generation 

problem' in agriculture (White, 2020). CAS debates have historically focused on the 'fate of the 

peasantry' and the ways in which global capitalism penetrates and transforms the countryside—the 

so-called 'agrarian question'—thus shaping broader dynamics of agrarian change (Bernstein, 2010; 

Akram-Lodhi & Kay, 2010; Borras, 2023). In this context, de-peasantization is the process by which 

rural populations lose their agricultural livelihoods and transition away from small-scale, subsistence, 

or family-based farming (Van der Ploeg, 2018). This is part of a more general dynamic of peasant 

differentiation in which, due to market dynamics, state policies, and increasing urbanization and 

industrialization or agriculture, small farmers are caught by a capitalist market squeeze that, if not 

counteracted, often ends in rural displacement and land dispossession (Bernstein, 2010). The article 

looks at the relevance of these processes for the overall health and survival of biocultural landscapes, 

rather than just for the survival of peasants' ways of living.  

In sum, I combine insights from critical agrarian studies, political ecology, and more-than-

human scholarship into a more-than-human political ecology account of the X. fastidiosa epidemic. 

The article emphasizes the need to account for non-human contributions while at the same time 

acknowledging the structural constraints that limit the actions of both humans and non-humans alike. 

By navigating the tensions between X. fastidiosa, its insect vector, olive trees, the global olive 

production economy and local practices of agricultural production, it is positioned in the middle 

ground between a structuralist political ecology and a post-human, new materialist stance. 

 

3. A brief history of the Olive Quick Decline Syndrome in Southern Italy 

The olive landscapes of Apulia, Southern Italy, are renowned for their cultural, economic, and 

ecological significance. Stretching back hundreds and sometimes thousands of years, they are the 

symbol not only of regional identity but also of what was for centuries a solid livelihood-sustaining 

economy. In virtue of their majestic appearance, some of them are designated as 'monumental olive 

trees' (ulivi monumentali) and, "by virtue of their productive function, of ecological and hydro-

geological defense, as well as the peculiar and characteristic elements of the regional history, culture 

and landscape", they are protected by the Apulian regional legislation (regional law n.14/2007 - 

Art.1). 

In 2013, part of this iconic landscape began showing symptoms of disease, marking the onset 

of what is now considered one of the most devastating plant epidemics in Mediterranean Europe 

(EFSA 2016). The first signs of decline were recorded in the district of Gallipoli, in the southeastern 

part of the region (Saponari et al., 2013). Initially described as "withering and desiccation of scattered 

terminal shoots, rapidly expanding to the rest of the canopy, leading to the tree's collapse and death" 

(Loconsole et al., 2014:7), the disease was referred to as Complesso del Disseccamento Rapido del 

Olivo (CoDiRO) and considered as a 'complex' of different causes. Among them there was the 

bacterium X. fastidiosa, known for its role in causing a wide variety of plant diseases in the Americas, 

but never detected on European territory. However, fungi and other insects were equally considered 

potential co-contributors of the decline (Nigro et al., 2013; Saponari et al. 2013; Martelli et al., 2016). 

Xylella fastidiosa is a well-known pathogen on the other side of the Atlantic, where it is 

associated with Pierce Disease (PD) of grapevines in California, Citrus Variegated Chlorosis (CVC) 

of citrus plants in Brazil, and it is found—sometimes pathogenic, sometimes not—on a wide variety 
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of hosts in other countries. Coffee plants in Costa Rica, for example, are reported as commonly 

infected with X. fastidiosa, although the plants are often asymptomatic (Rodrigo Almeida, personal 

communication). However, this was the first time that the bacterium was showing up in Europe. Since 

then, it has spread across the Mediterranean basin and its presence has been reported in Southern 

France, Corsica, the Balearic Islands, Alicante province in Spain, parts of Portugal, and later on in 

other Eurasian countries that include Lebanon, Israel, Iran, and China (see the EPPO database2). Aside 

from olive trees, the bacterium has found suitable hosts in a large list of Mediterranean species (EFSA, 

2020).  

Once detected, control measures aimed at slowing the disease's progression were put in place, 

and relied on the uprooting of infected trees—whether or not they were showing symptoms—and the 

reduction of insect vector populations. This was justified by the 12-18 months latency time between 

infection and actual appearance of symptoms, and were mandated by European Plant Protection 

legislation. Xylella fastidiosa is in fact classified as a quarantine pathogen, and as such is subject to 

strict eradication protocols (EFSA, 2016). These measures, however, soon became contested by part 

of the local population, who emphasized the symbolic and cultural value of centuries-old olive and 

refused to accept uprooting of infected trees as the only way to contain the disease. Moreover, they 

started questioning the role of X. fastidiosa in the decline of the trees, and hypothesized a wider range 

of contributory factors (Colella et al., 2019): from its interconnections with other pathogens to the 

excessive use of herbicides and pesticides, the salinization of water resources and the improper 

management ('lack of care') of olive orchards. 

Antagonistic positions spread over a 'spectrum of disagreements', with local farmers and other 

actors (among them some natural scientists, see for example Xyloyannis et al., 2015; Scortichini et 

al., 2018) at times denying the very existence of the bacterium, or at times arguing that while the 

bacterium exists, it is but one—and not the main—cause of olive tree desiccation. For some, the X. 

fastidiosa epidemic was used as an excuse by certain interest groups to get rid of a thousand-year 

old—but unproductive—cultural heritage to make space for more profitable economic activities, 

either in the form of intensified agricultural production (high-density plantations) or tourism 

infrastructure. For others, X. fastidiosa was (and remains) an entity that should be attempted to live 

with, by focusing on a paradigm of care rather than a paradigm of eradication: a 'probiotic 

environmentality' (Lorimer, 2017), rather than an antibiotic one.  

In 2017, however, the natural science journal Scientific Reports published a study in support 

of the hypothesis that X. fastidiosa was the etiological agent of the disease (Saponari et al., 2017). 

Since then, in the scientific literature and in the public debate CoDiRO left a place for its English 

translation: Olive Quick Decline Syndrome (OQDS). Far from being a trivial etymological 

controversy, this transformation from a complex of causes of unknown etiology to a complex of 

symptoms of known etiology (Colella et al., 2019) is the core of an epistemic conflict that is still taking 

place in Apulia between and amongst scientists and social movements. However, while debates 

related to the disease's etiology—and more broadly the epistemic dimension of this story—will be 

discussed more in depth elsewhere, this article focuses on an analysis of the contrasts between the 

hegemonic natural science explanation of the epidemic and a different perspective provided by a more 

comprehensive social scientific inquiry.  

On the one hand, the mainstream natural science explanation of the epidemic runs as follows: 

due to the intensification of the global trade in ornamental plants, the bacterium X. fastidiosa reached 

Europe via a coffee plant from Central America (Sicard et al., 2021). Once introduced, it found an 

ideal host in the olive tree (Olea europaea) and an effective vector in a class of autochthonous insects 

 
2 https://gd.eppo.int/  

https://gd.eppo.int/
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known as Sputacchine (Hemiptera, Aphrophoridae), present in high densities across the territory, 

giving rise to a perfect match in the disease triangle. The pathogen colonizes the tree's xylem, leading 

to systemic desiccation and eventual death. Contagion happens through the insect vector feeding on 

infected trees and carrying the bacterium to non-infected ones (Cornara et al., 2017). The insect vector 

starts its life cycle in the weeds that proliferate during spring, and therefore poor management of the 

weeds in the orchards (e.g. due to abandonment) implies a higher density of insect populations and 

subsequently higher infection rates. 

What is widely accepted, both in the phytosanitary authorities and the antagonistic field, is that 

the abandoning of the countryside has played a key role in favoring the spread of the bacterium. For 

phytosanitary authorities in favor of eradications, this is because not removing weeds under the trees 

increases the density of adult insect vectors that in summer, when weeds dry out, move from the 

ground to olive trees in order to feed themselves, thus intensifying contagion. For people opposing 

the eradication measure, the trees have not been properly 'taken care of' for too long, so a lack of 

'good agricultural practices' – proper pruning, organic fertilizing, post-pruning and post-harvest 

disinfection techniques, treatments against other insects and fungi – have decreased the immune 

defenses of the trees and these became weak, not ready to defend themselves against a new pathogen. 

Additionally, many point to the abandonment of neighboring fields as a crucial aspect: even if a single 

farmer respects compulsory weed removal in their field, but the neighbors don't, then the effort is 

useless. Proper management of the epidemic requires a collective action rather than an individual one. 

 

4. Xylella fastidiosa and the social sciences 

While natural science research on the epidemic in the last decade has focused extensively on 

host-pathogen interactions, early detection techniques, and pathogen's spread mitigation strategies 

(Serio et al., 2024), it has to date produced very limited accounts of the role of humans – their 

histories, institutions, economies, cultivation practices and socio-ecological implications – in the 

establishment and spread of the disease. By contrast, a smaller body of research from a variety of 

social sciences and humanities disciplines has begun to engage with the "more-than-human" 

dimension of the X. fastidiosa epidemic, although studies in this regard remain scarce. 

Colella et al. (2019) have provided the most comprehensive social sciences analysis of the 

conflict around the management of the X. fastidiosa epidemic so far, conceptualizing OQDS as a 

'socio-phytopathology.' While their analysis acknowledges the interplay of natural, social, economic, 

and political factors, their account focused on the conflict between (some) scientists and (some) social 

movements strongly active in opposing prescriptive control measures, but a deeper exploration of the 

broader historical, cultural, and economic contributors to the epidemic remained out of reach. 

Vacirca and Milazzo (2021) performed an interdisciplinary sociological and anthropological 

analysis of the case where they discuss 'practices of care' in post-X. fastidiosa settings in Salento. 

Once again, while hinting at some of the economic forces at play – specifically the fact that practices 

of 'care for the trees' are only possible in the presence of sufficient income to sustain increased 

management costs – they fall short in developing a fine-grained account of how the global political 

economy has influenced olive cultivation in the last decades and thus influenced the spread of the 

disease in ways that will become clearer in the remainder of the article. 

Bandiera and Milazzo (2021) adopted a feminist political ecology lens, and proposed a 

conceptualization of the entanglements between the bacterium, vector, host plants, and humans as 

visceral ecologies, therefore doing a form of more-than-human philosophical engagement with the 

epidemic without, however, explicitly situating their analysis within a more-than-human political 

ecology framework. Finally, Tanasescu (2022) mentions the X. fastidiosa epidemic in his theorization 
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of the current epoch as the 'Ecocene', an era of increased incursion of ecological processes in political 

and societal life where uncertainty and complexity, as exemplified by the Apulian case, challenge us 

to imagine new approaches to environmental governance. 

This article inserts itself in this line of inquiry, but takes a step back and asks: why did all of 

this happen? Can a bacterium alone, with its biological characteristics, disrupt an entire ecosystem, 

transform the socio-political matrix of a whole territory, and redesign its rural landscapes in the way 

it did in Southern Italy over the last decade? The answer, I argue, is no. The point is not merely to 

show that the abandoning of the countryside and the lack of care for the olive orchards have 

contributed to the epidemic (something that most people agree upon, although differing in the 'why it 

is so'), but rather to go a bit further and ask: why have people been abandoning olive farming, 

facilitating the spread of X. fastidiosa even more? I propose that the answer lies in broader dynamics 

of global political economy and agrarian change. 

 

5. Methodology 

Methodologically, the article builds on more than five years of ethnographic engagement with 

olive trees, human stakeholders involved in olive cultivation and commercialization, and other non-

human actors contributing to the diseased olive landscapes of Apulia. Since 2019, I have been moving 

across the Apulia region, in an attempt to understand the more-than-human interactions that made the 

epidemic – and its unexpected intensity – possible. I engaged in 30+ interviews with olive farmers, 

plant pathologists, olive oil millers, non-professional olive orchard owners, government officials, and 

environmental activists, in and beyond the region. I also embedded myself in the actual practice of 

olive farming, with the belief that we cannot meaningfully talk about nonhumans if we do not learn 

how to engage and relate with them in embodied and 'intimate' ways.  

Engaging with the actual challenges of making (and selling) olive oil, moreover, brought me 

to slowly detach from abstract representations of idyllic human-nature relationships and to re-ground 

myself to the material challenges of what it means to relate with olive trees for (among other things) 

making a living. I would call this approach a multispecies autoethnography (Gillespie, 2022). By 

combining the features of multispecies ethnography (Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010, Ogden et al., 2013; 

van Dooren et al., 2016) with the sensitivities and self-reflexive components of autoethnography 

(Ellis, 2004), multispecies autoethnography allows for a representation of the life worlds of 

nonhumans from the intimate, embodied interaction with them. 

This methodology is a direct result of my own positionality: I am originally from the region, 

and my family owns a small inherited olive orchard in the countryside of Ostuni, a small town of 

about forty thousand inhabitants in the area. There, I spent all my summers playing and wandering 

around. Some of those trees were planted when I was born (more on this cultural practice later in the 

text), thus being an intimate 'companion species' (Haraway, 2003, 2008) for me since I was a child. I 

do have a strong emotional connection with those trees, feelings that I share with many other people 

in the region. Every year, I go back to the region and spend time harvesting olives with my father and 

some friends. What matters here, however, is the kind of ethnographic experience that this connection, 

and my family history, allowed me to perform. 

Aside from the classical methods of anthropological inquiry – participant observation in olive 

cultivation activities, interviews with farmers, agricultural workers, scientists, environmental 

activists, attendance at community meeting, regional policy forums, and international scientific 

conferences addressing the Xylella crisis – I spent a considerable amount of time with the trees, taking 

care of them and learning to understand their needs, and the way they make their own world (van 

Dooren, 2022) and interact with the surrounding environment. I took multiple pruning courses and 
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attended events organized specifically for farmers in order to deal with the disease. I gave myself the 

time to learn and understand from and with the trees. I ultimately practiced what Anna Tsing calls 

"the art of noticing" (2015: 17) that allows observers to learn and understand – although with some 

degree of incommensurability – nonhuman worlds. 

At the same time, I resisted the temptation of treating olive trees exclusively as "more-than-

human companions." While intimacy and affect were central to my relation with the trees, working 

with them as economy-sustaining crops brought to the fore their role within specific agrarian regimes 

oriented – especially in a not-so-distant past – toward oil production and family reproduction. This 

dual positioning allowed me to trace how "matters of care" (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017) are 

intertwined with broader economic constraints shaping everyday farming practices, features that tend 

to remain less visible in more abstract accounts of more-than-human care (Ressiore et al., 2024), or 

vague "relational ontologies" (Muller et al., 2019; for a critique see Castree, 2003). In this sense, 

multispecies autoethnography, in this work, functioned not only to deepen attentiveness to nonhuman 

lives, but also as a methodological lens for tracing how historical political–economic transformations 

are lived, negotiated, and materialized in human–olive multispecies relations over time. This 

approach also aligns with longstanding feminist theorizations of situated knowledge and standpoint 

epistemology (Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1986). 

Finally, I complemented the multispecies autoethnographic approach outlined above by a 

sustained attention to landscapes and tree morphologies, inspired by Andrew Mathews' 

anthropological work on the material and historical processes shaping plant form (Mathews, 2018, 

2022). As Mathews argues (2022: 5), "histories of disaster and care are embedded in the morphologies 

of plants and landscapes, if we can only learn to notice them." In a similar vein, I followed "the kinds 

of landscapes and histories that have emerged from encounters between people, trees, pathogens, and 

soils […]," an approach through which "landscape description pushes us to think about how particular 

forms emerge through histories of encounter" (2022: 46). The anthropogenic olive landscapes of 

Apulia offer a particularly compelling case in this respect: as will become clear in the next section, 

the forms of centuries-old olive trees and the extensive monocultural groves that dominate the 

landscape constitute material traces of a relatively recent agrarian past in which olive oil functioned 

as the region's "green gold." In other words, they allow histories of agrarian relations, regimes of 

labor and care, and multispecies arrangements to "emerge" from the present landscape.  

 

7. Detonators of Plant Disease 

 

Plantation 

 

The forms of trees, as of other beings, emerge from relations with others. […] 

Individuals of the same tree species take a particular shape depending upon where they 

are growing and upon their history of encounters with animals, fires, and diseases. 

(Mathews, 2017: G151) 

 

The history of olive oil in Puglia is also a history of colonialism. (Spredicato, quoted in 

Bandiera, 2019: 47) 

 

Olive trees (Olea europea), in their undomesticated state, are shrubs. Known with the original 

botanical name of Olea europaea L. var. Sylvestris (olivastro selvatico), they have been growing 
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spontaneously in the warm areas of the Mediterranean since pre-Roman times (Primavera et al., 

2017). However, in their uncultivated 'wild' form, they present features that are quite different from 

domesticated olive trees. Young branches, which sprout from the base of the tree, are hard and spiky. 

The leaves are smaller and more rounded, with fruits that are also smaller, and with a proportionally 

larger pit. Although the relationships between cultivated and wild Mediterranean olives are still 

unclear (Besnard et al., 2018), genetic studies suggest that domesticated olives likely originated from 

multiple wild populations through complex processes of selection and hybridization influenced by 

both natural and human-driven factors (Julca et al., 2020). 

The shape of olive trees in their current form is also a result of centuries of multispecies 

interaction with humans (and other nonhumans). Pruning is responsible for olive trees' current shape, 

a practice that probably best exemplifies the intimate relationship that has evolved between olive trees 

and Apulian farmers. Pruning serves the explicit purpose of making olive trees productive, and 

attuned to human needs: to keep the tree away from its original, 'natural' shape (the olivastro), to 

maximize the amount of nutrients that go into actual fruit production (rather than into non-productive 

branches) and to localize fruit growth in positions best accessible by either traditional or modern 

harvesting techniques. Pruning is also helpful in keeping the tree 'healthy': reducing the canopy's 

internal humidity, and increasing exposure to the sun's ray is beneficial for both fungal disease control 

and productivity. Removing partially sick or completely desiccated branches reduces the risk of 

further spread of disease, whatever the pathogen that is causing it. As a result, olive trees acquired 

peculiar shapes over centuries that are the combined result of harvesting practices, 'curative' 

interventions, as well as the specific characteristics of their most valuable by-product: olive oil. 

Olive oil production in Apulia dates back centuries but it boomed in the second half of the 18th 

century. It's important to specify that, at that time, Italy was not a unified country but a post-feudal 

patchwork of reigns and dukedoms governed by aristocratic families or foreign 'Emperors': the Savoia 

dynasty in the North-West; the Austrian Empire in the remaining parts of the North; various 

dukedoms in Central Italy; and the Regno delle Due Sicilie in the South, governed by the Bourbon 

dynasty (who was also exerting power over part of current day Spain and France). While a thorough 

discussion of internal European colonialism is outside the scope of this article, I stress this to explain 

why in the remainder of this article I refer to the pre-Italian nation state formation as a period of 

control over the Southern Italian territory by foreign powers, specifically the Bourbon (Spanish-

French) Empire. 

During the Bourbon domination over the region (1734–1861), olive oil production in Salento 

experienced significant growth and became a cornerstone of the region's economy. At that time, it 

was not the high-quality olive oil we are used to seasoning our salads with, but rather a low-quality, 

industrial-use product: a lubricant for oiling the gears of the machines making their appearance in the 

early-stages of Northern Europe's Industrial Revolution, a fat to be transformed into soap in one of 

the many factories of Marseille, or a fuel for lightening lamps (Mazzotti 2004). It was therefore more 

similar to what is today called olio lampante (lamp oil): a low-quality oil, made from olives collected 

from the ground, and crushed only after fermentation had already started, which contributed to 

making them softer. But fermentation increases acidity and degrades organoleptic properties, and it 

was only in the 19th century that olive oil started to acquire the features that made it appropriate for 

human consumption. After a few innovations in the milling process, it became what we call today 

'virgin' and 'extra virgin' (ibid.).  

During that epoch, Salento emerged as a key player in the Mediterranean olive oil trade, which 

nevertheless remained firmly in the hands of British and Venetian merchants, who were guaranteeing 

for themselves most of the proceeds (Bandiera, 2019: 47). Gallipoli, the city from where the olive 

disease started to spread, was at that time one of the major Mediterranean oil harbors: "on a clear day 
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its harbor might easily contain seventy foreign vessels waiting for a load of liquid gold" (Mazzotti, 

2004: 292-293). Moreover, "the oil market in Europe was run by the British in competition with the 

French. In the seventeenth century, the price of Salento oil was made in London" (Spredicato, quoted 

in Bandiera, 2019: 47, my translation). 

In order to fuel production, the Bourbon dynasty encouraged agricultural expansion and the 

intensification of olive production in the region by subsidizing farmers—in the form of tax 

exemptions—to plant olive trees on their plots. This led to the establishment of extensive olive groves 

and the construction of many processing factories (typically in the form of underground mills ‒ frantoi 

ipogei) to transform the harvested olives into oil. Today, olive landscapes of Apulia are characterized 

by vast monocultures, most of them of the cultivars Ogliarola Salentina and Cellina di Nardò, which 

are, incidentally, the most susceptible to the disease. Despite protests and attempts to preserve this 

'traditional' landscape, very few people acknowledge that what we are talking about here is nothing 

more, nothing less than (traditional) monoculture plantations. 

Apulian olive tree plantations, seen under the historical lens introduced above, can therefore 

be considered exploitative tools for capital at the expense of nature and people, in similar ways to 

historical sugar cane plantations in Puerto Rico or today's oil palm plantations in Indonesia (Mintz, 

1953; Li, 2021; Chao, 2022). They are an export-oriented extractive form of production, sustained by 

foreign capital and meant to be shipped towards the centers of consumption. Very little – besides the 

drudgery and the ecological burden – is left to the local population.3 Ownership patterns in Salento 

also recall some typical plantation histories: during the feudal and post-feudal periods, land was 

mostly concentrated in the hands of noble families, religious institutions, and large landowners, and 

easily exceeded 100 hectares per estate (Sereni, 1961). These were farmed by landless rural workers 

or smallholder farmers under sharecropping agreements known as mezzadria, an ancient legal form 

– originated in the 12th-13th century – that implied an agricultural contract between a landowner 

(latifondista) and a sharecropper (mezzadro), and was based on the division of the harvest between 

the owner and the worker, usually on a 50%-50% basis. 

The early economic boom of olive oil as an industrial commodity was thus the first economic 

force that shaped the anthropogenic landscapes of Apulia. Today, Apulia has over 60 million olive 

trees, covering about 370,000 hectares – about 30% – of the region, and producing almost 50% of the 

olive oil produced on the Italian peninsula (from ISMEA statistics4). But it is not a coincidence that 

the current olive landscape of the southern part of the region is for the vast majority a hugely extended 

monoculture of olive trees, now between 150 and 250 years old. As shown, this is the the result of 

the (internal) colonial history that shaped Apulian landscapes in the form we see today. Landscapes 

are proxies for an ancient past, and paying attention to them manifests the histories of empire and 

capital that shape rural livelihoods and agrarian change. 

 
3 The use of the term "plantation" here is deliberately restricted and informed by ongoing debates on the 
Plantationocene (Chao et al., 2024), including critiques highlighting how multispecies and plantationocene 
scholarship has at times insufficiently foregrounded racial slavery and colonial violence as constitutive elements 
of plantation regimes (see Davis et al., 2018). In this article, I do not claim historical or moral equivalence 
between Apulian olive cultivation and Atlantic (and other) plantation systems, Rather, I use the term analytically 
to draw attention to similarities in political-economic features – such as land concentration, export orientation, 
and the externalisation of social and ecological costs – while acknowledging the profound differences in labor 
regimes, racialisation, and violence at stake. A more comprehensive engagement with Plantationocene debates, 
and a systematic comparison between "plantation worlds" across the Global North and the Global South, 
remains an important task for future work. 
4 ISMEA (Istituto di Servizi per il Mercato Agricolo Alimentare). https://aecm.eu/ismea/ 

https://aecm.eu/ismea/
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Lamp oil 

During the olive production boom in Salento (17th-19th century), olive trees became symbols 

of wealth and prosperity. While originally characterized by the concentration of power in the hands 

of large landowners, after intense agrarian struggles that had characterized the South of Italy since 

the early 1900s and led to the agrarian reform and the abolishment of mezzadria in 1964, olive 

cultivation became accessible to smallholders as well. It became a profitable economic activity for 

many – at least for those who owned some land – prompting rural people to plant olive trees as a form 

of 'retirement savings' (as mentioned by a farmer, in a conversation). As an example, one liter of olive 

oil in the 1960s was typically enough to pay for the daily wage of a rural worker during the harvest 

season (today, it would not even equate to the cost of one hour of agricultural work).The economic 

significance of olive cultivation likely underpins one of the most cherished cultural traditions in 

Southern Italy: planting an olive tree to celebrate the birth of a newborn. Because of this, olive trees 

usually have an inter-generational link: as some people in Apulia say, "you do not plant olive trees 

for yourself. You plant them for your sons, and for those who will come after them (Chialá, 2019: 

69). The practice also represented a forward-looking investment: olive trees typically begin yielding 

substantial financial returns 20–30 years after planting—in this way aligning with the financial needs 

of adulthood for the next generation. 

Sustained by its economic significance, the production of olio lampante (lamp oil) had a 

profound impact on local farming practices in Salento. Unlike extra-virgin olive oil, which requires 

shaking the trees to collect olives onto nets for quick processing, lamp oil is made from olives that 

are left to fall naturally to the ground and then gathered, either manually or more recently with 

mechanical brooms. The harvesting process was often gendered, as women were typically hired to 

harvest these olives, a practice justified by the argument that their smaller hands made it easier to 

pick individual olives from between blades of grass.  

The trees did not need to be shaken during harvest so pruning practices, and the shape of the 

trees in Salento, evolved differently from other parts of Italy. Olive trees were allowed to grow 

exceptionally tall and expansive in order to maximize their fruit yield and adapt to the specific 

demands of lamp oil production. In Salento this distinctive approach to managing olive orchards 

resulted in significantly lower cultivation costs and comparably higher yields for many years. 

Allowing olives to fall naturally to the ground eliminated the need to hire labor to harvest them 

prematurely, reducing expenses. Additionally, olives collected at an advanced stage of maturation 

produce greater quantities of oil, albeit of lower quality, compared to the greener olives required for 

high-quality extra-virgin olive oil.  

Olive cultivation in the northern part of the region, particularly in the province of Bari, followed 

a markedly different economic trajectory. There, olive trees are typically of younger age, pushed by 

European Union agricultural policies in the 1960s and '70s, and cultivated in such a way that 

mechanization of agricultural operations is easier. Thus, they are usually planted more densely, and 

high quality extra-virgin olive oil is produced. Although greater desnsity might suggest a higher 

susceptibility to disease, my point here is that the management of olive trees in the province of Bari 

is markedly different to Salento, with 'good agronomic practices' maintained and sustained by higher 

economic profitability. 

Younger trees, moreover, are easier to manage, as they are more flexible. They can be harvested 

mechanically, shaking the whole tree and with equipment that can collect all the olives in a matter of 

seconds, a tenfold saving over manual harvesting. Trees can also be pruned more easily, without the 

use of heavy (and slow) ladders. This, together with a higher price for extra-virgin olive oil in the 

market, means farmers have a greater incentive to maintain constant and frequent intervention (for 

example in terms of pruning, but also fertilization and weed control). All of this means 'better care' 
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for the trees, meaning a lower density of insect vectors and a lower rate of contagion. Although the 

distribution of insect vectors is not just linked to farming practices, but also to specific ecological 

conditions – there are naturally more insect vectors in Salento that in the other parts of the region 

(Almeida, 2025, personal communication) – this type of management contributes to keeping the 

insect vector population under check, at least to some degree. 

When X. fastidiosa arrived, it invaded a territory where both farming practices and market 

prices were associated with the production of olio lampante, the second detonator in our story. It is 

the specificity of this product, with olives collected from the ground and with very limited 

intervention in the orchard, combined with an increasingly globalized olive oil market, that created 

the conditions for the deep economic crisis that led to a slow abandonment of olive farming. This is  

the topic of the following two sections. 

 

Globalization 

The economic consequence of the distinct agrarian history of Salento, combined with the 

specific cultural practice of harvesting low quality olives from the ground with low production costs, 

has another specific economic consequence: the market price of lampante oil has been lower than 

extra-virgin olive oil. Since the 1990s, and with economic liberalization and the globalization of 

agrifood markets, Italian olive farmers have started to compete with countries that have been able to 

produce olive oil at lower costs. Spain in particular, which since the 2000s has been the main producer 

of olive oil globally (followed by Italy and, until very recently, Greece). According to many farmers 

and agricultural experts I spoke to, Spain's prominence was a product of the modernization of the 

sector pioneered by fascist dictator Francisco Franco, who subsidized farmers to replant olive trees 

in higher density plantations. Other countries from the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean (notably 

Turkey, Tunisia, and Morocco) have more recently gained important market shares and have managed 

to outperform Italian producers ‒ if not in terms of quality at least in terms of production costs ‒ due 

to cheaper labor. 

Angelo Godini, one of the main experts of olive farming in Italy, pictured this very clearly in 

a conference held in 2010:  

 

...between 1966 and 2008, with an increase in price of the main [agricultural inputs] 

(including labour) between 21 and 100 times, there was an increase in sales price for 

extra virgin olive oil, depending on whether before or during the current crisis, only 

twelve to eight times, respectively. (Godini, 2010: 2, my translation)  

 

He concluded that "Italian olive farming is struggling between high production costs, low sales prices, 

and with the balancing of budgets arising from EU subsidies" (p. 1, my translation). In other words, 

the cost of agricultural inputs such as fuel, external labour, or fertilizers increased up to tenfold, in 

fifty years, compared to the market price of agricultural produce. The olive sector was thus already 

experiencing some deep crisis, even before the onset of the X. fastidiosa epidemic. Moreover, the 

import of substantial quantities of cheap olives ‒ or olive oil ‒ entering Italy from neighboring 

competing countries, made the livelihood of olive oil producers in Apulia hard to sustain. In line with 

Godini, one of the farmers I interviewed told me: 
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The sector was already facing great difficulties. Prices of oil have been going down for 

two decades. In Spain they mechanized everything forty years ago. Landscape was 

exactly like this, when Franco said: here there's no gain anymore, take them out of the 

way, I will subsidize your income, replant intensive monocultures. Today they can 

produce one liter of extra virgin olive oil for 2 euros, 2.30, if the market price is 3 euros 

they can definitely stay within the costs. If I sell olive oil for 3 euros I won't even cover 

maintenance costs... 

 

The arrival of X. fastidiosa was asking for more care and more attention to the orchards. In the past 

4-5 years, for example, farmers have been experimenting with various 'protocols' that—although not 

completely resolving the problem (they do not remove the bacterium completely from the tree but 

reduce its density and in this way help the tree to stay alive and productive)—seem to be able to 

achieve coexistence with the bacterium as long as they are applied with a certain frequency—usually 

once a month and sometimes every fifteen days.  

However, in a territory used to very minimal cultivation inputs, this novel need has clashed 

with the tendency, by most farmers, to reduce costs and the amount of interventions in order to be 

able to remain competitive in the global market. This is clearly expressed by Giusy, a female farmer 

from the municipality of Giuggianello interviewed in 2019: 

 

We were doing the conventional treatments ... and then we have slowly reduced the 

amount of treatments, the fertilizers ... because you could not make it [to the end of the 

month]. I mean, we spent twenty, thirty thousand euros a year on fertilizer and at the 

end of the season, we earned fifteen thousand from selling the oil. […] So gradually 

there was a slow abandonment, or at least a poor cultivation that favoured the Xylella 

even more. 

 

This is one of the few points where agricultural scientists (plant pathologists, entomologists, 

and agronomists) and social scientists/environmental conservationists agree: the spread of the 

epidemic was also due to 'poor management' and, ultimately, to a 'lack of care.' For plant pathologists, 

this lack of care is attributed to poor field management, including the less frequent removal of weeds, 

which in turn results in a higher density of insect vectors (because these grow in the weeds when in 

their nymphal stages of development), which in turn increases contagion rates. For people opposing 

control measures aimed at disease containment, lack of care reflects a series of practices – insufficient 

frequency of pruning, use of herbicides for cheaper weed control, reduction or absence of fertilization 

and post-harvest/post-pruning treatments – that make trees weaker (more susceptible) to the disease. 

Ultimately, the picture I'm painting is the following: on the one hand, in a huge monoculture 

of olive trees (the 'first detonator'), where oil was historically produced by harvesting fallen olives for 

olio lampante ('second detonator'), which experienced a slow but constant drop in market price and 

higher pressure from competitors in the global market ('third detonator'), farmers tended to reduce 

inputs and management costs. On the other hand, a new guest ‒ the bacterium X. fastidiosa ‒ arrived, 

asking for more interventions in the orchard (more care) to attempt to coexist with it. 
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Abandonment 

 

The bitter reality is that, for many, olive trees have become a burden. (a farmer) 

 

The arrival of X. fastidiosa entered the scene in a landscape characterized by a general tendency 

towards de-peasantization. While in some cases, as illustrated earlier, farmers were trying to survive 

the market squeeze by reducing management costs, in other cases they abandoned olive orchards 

altogether. Many urban residents, still living in the region or abroad, own inherited small plots of land 

that they do not manage first-hand (because they generate their income from urban jobs) or prefer not 

to spend money on. In fact, until very recent times (despite the spike in olive oil prices of the seasons 

2023/2024 and 2024/2025) employing external labor for producing olive oil from your own orchard 

would have been more expensive than just buying it from the supermarket, or from a large scale 

producer. 

Disentanglement of farmers' subsidies from actual olive production, a tendency which was 

initiated and intensified after the reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy in 1992 and 2003 

(Garzon, 2006), made things worse. Many farmers, who began to receive financial support based on 

land size and number of olive trees rather than on the amount of olive oil generated, lost the incentive 

to increase – and even maintain – production. In the absence of proper control by the state authorities 

and in a landscape where olive farming was in any case not profitable enough to make a living, they 

kept their right to those subsidies but often left their fields uncultivated. Thus, a measure that was 

meant to sustain farmers' income and make it independent from production and price fluctuations, in 

fact incentivized rural abandonment. 

Tree pruners are now scarce, and finding them is a challenge. Land abandonment means there 

is no generational renewal, thus making it difficult to find enough qualified workers to prune trees 

properly. Most importantly, the cost of labor is so high compared to the revenues that one can get 

from olive oil production that reining in expenditure is a necessity, also making frequent pruning  

difficult. I have tried many times to hire pruners to trim my trees in the past few years. Most of the 

time they are so busy (because they are so few) that they need to 'book' them months in advance. 

Other times, they just prefer to redirect to more profitable activities. As one of them told me,  

 

I started pruning already in autumn (traditionally the best period for pruning has always 

been late winter, first because autumn is harvest season, and second because you 

typically wait early spring to minimize the risk of frosts that can be lethal to recently 

trimmed trees), because in spring it's better to work as a gardener in one of the many 

villas of some rich person. 

 

An already weak ecosystem, originally designed to fulfill the needs of the center of the 

(Spanish-French) Empire, thus slowly ended up orphaned by its main care provider: the peasants. 

Olive plantations, ecologically simplified ecologies already more susceptible to disease, were doing 

more or less fine when they had a sufficient number of people taking care of them and putting energy 

into the system (pruning, preventing or fighting disease, etc.). Once the actively farming population 

started to decline, plantations appeared for what they are and have always been: perfect playgrounds 

for the proliferation of pathogens. 

Abandoning of the countryside on one side, reduction of 'practices of care' for the trees on the 

other: these are further Anthropocene detonators that intensified disease susceptibility in an already 

weak agricultural landscape. What I want to stress here, however, sometimes gets lost in more-than-
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human accounts of care: such care practices were historically linked to very specific economies. Fifty 

years ago, engaging with olive farming was a convenient endeavor, one that could sustain peasants' 

livelihoods and even allow peasant families to thrive (and buy plots of land to give to their sons, for 

example). Today, olive farming is not even remotely as profitable as it was a few decades ago. Large 

farms and/or intensive cultivation are required for it to be so.  

A general trend of rural out migration implies that those people who were historically taking 

care of our majestic olive trees landscapes – who made those landscapes in the first place – are now 

not able to take care of them. There is a general narrative in Apulia regarding the fact that "millenarian 

olive trees are a cultural heritage of inestimable value;" they are "artworks in open space," and 

because of this they have to be protected. But what happens when there is nobody able to restore 

those artworks or keep them alive? Olive trees were not born as "artworks in open space," but rather 

they as productive trees able to sustain rural livelihoods. 

 

8. More-than-human political ecology and the historical material making of plant 
disease 

In this article, I have shown how the morphology of Apulian landscapes brings to life histories 

of colonization, agrarian change, and socio-ecological breakdown. I have also shown that the shape 

of olive trees is the result of centuries of multispecies interactions between humans and nonhumans. 

These practices, however, did not appear as a result of an abstract 'love for the trees', but instead 

developed out of a livelihood-sustaining economy that saw in the olive tree its main protagonist. 

Practices and policies aimed at the restoration or preservation of Apulian millenarian olive orchards, 

therefore, cannot ignore the importance of those humans who have engaged with those practices in 

the first place. 

Following Tsing et al. (2021), I conceptualized the materialization of diseased Apulian 

landscapes as the result of multiple 'disease detonators.' First, the colonial history of the region that 

shaped olive trees monocultures to sustain the expansion of the center of the Empire; second, the 

specific cultural practices that have developed as a consequence of the specific production of olio 

lampante; third, the recent crisis of olive market prices brought by political processes of agriculture 

industrialization and economic globalization; and fourth, the abandonment of the countryside as a 

result of wider processes of depeasantization and agrarian change. All of these factors prepared the 

terrain for the advent of the bacterium X. fastidiosa that subsequently proliferated with 

undomesticated violence.  

While much of the debate on plant disease already recognizes the co-production of disease 

landscapes through biological, ecological, and social processes, the extent to which such landscapes 

are historically preconditioned is less studied. In the Apulian case, the devastating effects of Xylella 

fastidiosa cannot be understood without situating the outbreak within long-term political–economic 

transformations that reshaped land ownership, production practices, labor relations, and rural 

livelihoods well before the arrival of the pathogen. These historical processes did not merely interact 

with disease after the fact; they actively configured the physical and social terrain in which bacterial 

proliferation became possible. In this sense, more-than-human political ecology becomes analytically 

productive not by asserting the agency of non-humans against that of humans, but by tracing how 

historically sedimented political-economic arrangements become entangled with biological processes 

in moments of crisis. Rather than posing human and non-human factors as competing explanations, 

my approach calls for increased attention to how particular agrarian histories act as "detonators" that 

amplify biological dynamics once disease emerges. In this reading, non-human actors such as 
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pathogens, vectors, and host plants do not operate on neutral ground, but within landscapes already 

shaped by centuries of extraction, market integration, and uneven rural transformation. 

Ultimately, I have tried to merge multispecies studies, and their sensitivity to nonhuman life 

forms, with critical agrarian studies and its attunement to power relations, institutional arrangements, 

and struggles around the survival of peasant modes of living (and being): a more-than-human political 

ecology of the countryside. I grounded multispecies analysis in the material conditions of agrarian 

production, performing a multispecies autoethnography of everyday encounters with olive trees and 

the bacterium, informed by sustained attention to plant and landscape morphologies (cf. Mathews, 

2022). These encounters were situated within the drudgery labour of farming. This highlighted the 

economic pressures, labor transformations, and historical trajectories that have shaped olive farming 

practices and Apulian landscapes. Paraphrasing Stuart McCook and his environmental history of 

coffee leaf rust, a disease that has influenced the global production of coffee since the middle of the 

19th century, "[disease] alone does not devastate coffee farms; the combination of disease and low 

coffee prices does" (McCook, 2019: 12). In a similar way I have shown that X. fastidiosa alone did 

not devastate Apulia's olive groves; it was the interplay of disease, monoculture, cultivation practices, 

economic pressures, and rural outmigration. 

One of the purposes was to strengthen the explanatory potential of critical agrarian studies and 

political ecology by deepening historical attention on how economic and ecological factors are always 

intertwined through the actions of both humans and non-humans. While political-economic analyses 

have long highlighted the central role of capital in shaping rural landscapes, I argue that political 

economy alone provides insufficient explanatory power for what some scientists have called a 

"perfect storm" (M. Miranda entomologist, personal communication, June 2021). This was a highly 

specific convergence of biological and ecological factors that has shaped Apulia's phytosanitary 

crisis. A more-than-human political ecology of plant disease, as developed in this article, combines 

sensitivity for political economy and processes of capital flow with close attention to nonhuman 

processes, while at the same time insisting that these relations be situated within historically specific 

agrarian configurations. My answer to the question Can a bacterium change everything? is a firm no, 

at least not in the case presented here. However, I also argue that political economy alone cannot 

change everything either, as it must come to terms with the undisciplined and uncontrolled 

proliferations of the Anthropocene. 

More-than-human political ecology provides the analytical leverage needed to trace how 

biological dynamics and political-economic histories converge in moments of agrarian crisis. 

Margulies and Karanth (2018, p.155) advocate for a multispecies approach that acknowledges non-

humans as subjects in the co-production of environments. In a complementary way, this article aimed 

to reintroduce human agency, conceived as political economy, into multispecies studies. By 

examining the X. fastidiosa epidemic under a more-than-human political ecology lens, and 

highlighting how bacterial spread intersects with economic and political processes, I have tried to 

resist falling into a 'romantic environmentalism' trap (Vandermeer & Perfecto, 2024). This depicts 

Apulian olive trees as just 'monuments to be protected.' They surely are, but the beautiful landscapes 

that many people want to preserve are also – and, I would dare to say, mainly – landscapes that were 

sustaining peasant life that is now threatened by extinction, due to the industrialization of agriculture 

and the globalization of agricultural markets. The link between conservation aspirations and peasants' 

livelihoods is key, and has to be maintained. 

A more-than-human political ecology calls for a politics that centers both humans and 

nonhumans in dynamic and always changing multispecies entanglements. And it should be able to 

explore the complex web of relations between humans and nonhumans without seeking a one-size-

fits all explanation that runs the risk of reducing complex socio-ecological phenomena to a single 
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'root cause.' In the Apulian case, while human economic activities facilitated X. fastidiosa's spread 

even more, specific ecological conditions made its proliferation particularly devastating. Human and 

non-human factors are both necessary but only jointly sufficient in producing diseased environments. 

Finally, I contend that plant health and disease should be recognized as societal, not merely 

agronomic, concerns. As Mansfield (2008) stated, "Seeing health and disease outside of the binary of 

biology versus society is a very political intervention, in that it forces us to focus on new ways of 

doing things. It is, as Mol puts it, the politics of "what to do?" (p. 1016). "A shift in perspective 

regarding 'nature' is also a shift in practice ‒ a shift in doing and enacting." Today, farmers in Apulia 

who have rejected a 'there is no alternative' narrative of plant eradications are putting into practice 

enactments of more-than-human care that are proving effective in reaching certain levels of co-

existence with the bacterium. Yet a key political question remains: who will bear the economic burden 

of these new responsibilities? Will Apulian olive trees need to rely on non-farmers and foreign 

investors seeking to preserve their "aesthetic value" as a tourist attraction in order to be "saved"? Or 

will the state intervene through policies that support farmers' incomes and recognize the biocultural 

value of ancient olive trees, even if they are not necessarily economically productive? This remains 

to be seen.  

This contribution should also be read as a call for interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary 

collaborations. To date there is very little knowledge regarding the ecology of the disease, understood 

as the complex ecological interactions not only between host, pathogen, and insect vector but across 

a broader network of actors in the environment that surrounds olive trees (which includes humans, 

but also other non-human entities part of the olive ecosystem). While it is well established that 

monoculture facilitates the spread of pathogens, understanding exactly why Apulian landscapes have 

proved especially prone to disease requires serious engagement with the natural sciences beyond 

simplistic and narrow explanations. In the same way that we need social scientists who study political 

ecologies, we equally need natural scientists to study political ecologies, in novel and collaborative 

ways. I hope this article represents a first, although small, step in this direction. 
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