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Sarah Wald’s The Nature of California uncovers the close association of agrarian virtue with 
whiteness in US agricultural thought. Wald reinterprets a familiar body of agricultural 
writing and environmental activism—namely, work by John Steinbeck, Carey 
McWilliams, Rachel Carson, the United Farm Workers, Michael Pollan, and Helena María 
Viramontes—while also introducing little-known or neglected contributions to the 
historical intersections of farming, race, and citizenship. This amplification of the archive 
of agrarian thought is one of the most important achievements of her study. One notable 
example of this expansion is Wald’s compelling reading of Hiroshi Nakamura’s Treadmill, 
“the only known novel about internment written by a Japanese American during 
internment” (87). Not published until 1996 after the manuscript remained for some time 
in the National Archives, Nakamura’s Treadmill adds a previously unrecognized layer to 
the historical record surrounding citizenship and conceptions of US agrarianism during 
the twentieth century. Wald’s analysis of the novel is one of her study’s highlights, and 
it exemplifies the important achievement that The Nature of California represents. By 
exploring texts such as Treadmill and the Los Angeles-based Japanese newspapers Rafu 
Shimpo and Kashu Mainichi, or even through fresh ecological readings of Hisaye 
Yamamoto’s popular short fiction, Wald’s study contributes to the current rethinking of 
the field of environmental studies. This is necessary project in itself, and The Nature of 
California is an estimable addition to the changing horizons of the field.  
 
Wald’s use of the resources of critical race theory and an expanded archive of texts 
concerned with agrarian labor are cornerstones for her book. Through these resources, 
she rethinks cultural representations of US agriculture. Scholars will likely find the most 
provocative dimension of Wald’s book to be her analysis of  The Grapes of Wrath. Her 
criticism of Steinbeck resurfaces in other forms throughout her study and is thus in many 
ways the lynchpin of her general critique. As she notes, the agrarian ideal in The Grapes 
of Wrath is indebted to earlier American voices, including Thomas Jefferson and Hector 
St. John de Crèvecoeur. The Jeffersonian tradition was thrown into crisis during the Dust 
Bowl, which displaced migrants from farms and transformed white labor into a cheap 
commodity rather than a marker of US citizenship. Wald’s efforts to highlight the racial 
dimensions of this displacement uncover a pattern that continues to the present day, 
whether in popular culture expressions like the Dodge Ram commercials or the 
alternative food movement. According to this pattern, the crisis of agricultural labor often 
elicits forms of protest that rely on the conflation of agrarian virtue with white 
citizenship. What’s more, mainstream configurations of the citizen-farmer regularly elide 
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the specific conditions of nonwhite labor. Such racial scripts, which Wald labels 
“universal citizenship” or “abstract personhood,” comprise a pervasive ideology that 
animates the systems of environmental injustice exploiting nonwhite citizens and 
migrant laborers.  
 
To counter this ideology, Wald regularly situates texts in a kind of problem-solution 
pairing. For instance, Sanora Babb’s Whose Names Are Unknown offers a multiracial 
working-class consciousness that is absent from The Grapes of Wrath; Viramontes’ Under 
the Feet of Jesus presents a worker-focused ethos for the alternative food movement, which 
is lacking in the “consumer citizenship” of Pollan’s Omnivore’s Dilemma (205). While this 
problem-solution pattern can be limiting (What other texts are relevant to the cultural 
history? Might additional texts further complicate the chapters’ problems and 
solutions?), it is nonetheless a powerful structure for analyzing racial ideologies about 
labor and citizenship in the US. Indeed, Wald’s pairings create a focused, critical space 
for investigating the agricultural histories and standard narratives built on a sense of 
national belonging. 
 
In her reading of The Grapes of Wrath, Steinbeck’s novel relies on an implicit racial script 
in which the violation of the Joads’ whiteness becomes a means for protesting the plight 
of the migrants. The Joad family’s representative status allows them to become the 
embodiment of abstract citizenship, which Wald contends “does not include black, Asian, 
or Latina/o workers” (65). Steinbeck suggests that the whiteness of the Joads becomes 
vulnerable through their agricultural and socioeconomic displacement. As a result, racial 
norms become integral to the discourse about citizenship underwriting the progressivism 
of The Grapes of Wrath. For Wald, “the novel critiques racist prejudice when it is visited 
upon white migrants, but falls short of criticizing racism against people of color” (59). 
Steinbeck’s critique of the inadequacies of state-sponsored support for migrants thus 
conflates citizenship, farming, and whiteness. Even when Steinbeck’s narrator 
sarcastically recounts the capitalist farm owners’ practice of deporting the “imported 
slaves” if “they get funny,” Wald says, “the narrator does not explicitly contradict the lies 
told about nonwhite laborers, as it does for white laborers” (59). This no-nonsense 
critique of Steinbeck’s critique is provocative. Through such readings Wald’s account 
joins recent scholarship like Michael Szalay’s Hip Figures and Heidi Kim’s Invisible 
Subjects in reconsidering the unrecognized centrality of whiteness to midcentury liberal 
and progressive thought. 
 
While Wald’s debts to the theorizing of race are conspicuous and sophisticated—drawing 
on scholarship by Anne McClintock, Mae Ngai, Joseph Keith, Lauren Berlant, and Patricia 
P. Chu, among others—the interpretive work in The Nature of California offers grounded 
political readings of race, class, and gender. For example, Wald explains that Rachel 
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Carson’s environmentalist urtext Silent Spring presents “humans as a rather homogenous 
category with a particular ecosystem niche” and that Carson’s portrayal of the “average 
citizen” produces “a kind of abstract universal citizenship in which white middle-class 
identity and legal citizenship status become an invisible norm” (172). Even when Carson 
refuses to “other” nonwhite farmworkers by including them within the capacious 
category of the “average citizen,” Wald argues that Carson’s inclusion is nonetheless 
“problematic” because it “ignore[s] the specifics of farmworker vulnerability” (177). 
Silent Spring thus reproduces the white normativity that Wald finds in the work of other 
influential environmental and agrarian writers. Yet, in a fascinating chapter, she also 
finds this racial othering at work in the agrarian ideology of the Japanese American 
community during the 1930s. Wald shows that the California newspapers Kashu Mainichi 
and Rafu Shimpo construct an early version of the “model minority” myth by adapting 
Jeffersonian agrarianism as an archetype for Japanese American citizenship.  
 
While a critique of universal citizenship is central to the success of The Nature of California, 
this concept’s paradoxes remain something of an unsolved problem hovering on the 
margins of the argument. Critiquing the racist elisions of nonwhite labor in cultural 
narratives of citizenship raise important questions about the persons and communities 
excluded from national belonging; however, the critique of the universal aspirations of 
“citizenship” also leaves unresolved lines of thought regarding the concept. For example, 
if citizenship is an exclusive idea (i.e. a concept for policing the racial borders of the 
nation-state), what alternative conceptual framework can replace the “citizen” as the 
fundamental unit of a discreet community? How do we define political belonging in 
nonexclusionary ways? Or, if we preserve the concept of citizenship but simply reject its 
exclusionary limits, where does that inclusive gesture place the horizon of the “citizen”? 
What about nonhuman animals, who have been central actants in the history of US 
agricultural labor? On the other hand, as Hannah Arendt argues in The Origins of 
Totalitarianism, state-sponsored forms of exploitation attest not only to the vulnerability 
of human rights but also the practical necessity of nationality. “The world found nothing 
sacred in the abstract nakedness of being human,” Arendt says about the crisis of 
statelessness in Europe during the 1930s and 1940s, such that citizenship and national 
belonging paradoxically became necessary mechanisms for protesting the violence of 
nation-states. For Arendt, the exclusive demarcation of citizens is necessary for a world 
organized by state authorities. 
 
Many of the complexities of citizenship inevitably fall outside the purview of The Nature 
of California. Wald does acknowledge the need for revised configurations of citizenship 
in her Epilogue on migrants and the nonhuman. Nonetheless, critiquing the idea of 
abstract personhood or universal citizenship raises Arendtian perplexities and questions 
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about the nonhuman, which seem all the more urgent for future scholarship given 
present-day political conditions. 
 
 


