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INTRODUCTION

Our “Whither the Forest Transition’ article (Rudel et al.
2020) reviews the usefulness of the forest transition con-
cept in light of recent global changes in forest cover and
forest policies. In their comment, Liebman and Gagliano
(2021) claim that our argument ignores the place of the
forest transitioning nations in the world system. In other
words, they find our argument about the emergence of
latecomer forest transitions insufficiently ‘relational’. Their
critique misreads our argument in two fundamental
respects.

First, in the section of our paper entitled ‘Agricultural
intensification and the spatial redistribution of forests’, we
point out how, with the globalization of agricultural pro-
duction, nations often displace their need for foodstuffs
overseas to agricultural regions in the Global South. The
displacement reduces the demand for locally grown food-
stuffs. In doing so, it makes possible forest expansion from
the abandonment of less productive agricultural lands in
the consuming nation (Meyfroidt et al. 2010). The presence
of extensive production elsewhere in the world system
drives forest expansion in a country. A trading ‘relation’
induces land use change. These trading relations and the
associated displacement of land use result from multiple
factors, including the economic situations of the trading
countries, their political power, their positioning in the
world system, and the legacies of their past colonial
relationships.
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Second, Liebman and Gagliano argue that the Ger-
schenkron’s latecomer argument is not relational. This
assertion misreads his argument. Gerschenkron (1962)
describes how German elites created an industrial policy
after observing the industrial experience in England.
Because the English experience with industrialization
began in the mid-19th century, the Germans during the late
19th century represented latecomers to industrialization.
They could read about English experience and draw les-
sons from it in crafting German policies to expedite
industrialization. Their awareness of the English position at
the core of the world system shaped German policy. This is
exactly the kind of sensibility that one would expect to see
among policymakers in a widely understood and
acknowledged world system. In this sense, Gerschenkron’s
latecomer argument fits easily into a world systemic
understanding of policymaking that features ‘relations’
between nations.

Applying the latecomer effect argument to forest poli-
cies, Laos, for example, has emphasized the creation of
forest plantations during the 21°" century in part because
Chinese organizations, that had already become adept at
creating rubber plantations in China, wanted to create
additional rubber plantations in neighboring countries like
Laos (Barney 2008). In this instance, forest policies in
Laos, as a latecomer, are not interpretable without under-
standing the earlier evolution of land uses and policies in
China. Again, the policies adopted by latecomers reflect
tendencies and events in countries whose forest expansions
preceded their own expansion. This kind of thinking is
relational in that it acknowledges the influence of earlier
overseas actors on current forest cover trends within
countries.

Finally, we agree with our critics that forest transitions
do not occur in deterministic or teleological ways, as in
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simple modernization narratives. Rather transitions from
forest decline to forest expansion have historically con-
tingent and contextual qualities. Acknowledging all the
while these varied historical experiences, we can still
observe empirical regularities in forest transitions. The goal
of scientific endeavors is, at least to some extent, to iden-
tify, describe, and explain these empirical regularities in
ways that allow for some generalized forms of knowledge.
These efforts require difficult but crucial balancing acts
that acknowledge historical specificities while making
clear those patterns that recur across nations. This task is of
particular importance with regard to forest expansions
during an era of climate change. Forest expansions promise
a natural climate solution through negative emissions at the
same time that growth in the scale of corporate production
and human consumption has made further forest expan-
sions difficult to achieve. In this context, we think it is
important to describe political conditions, like the late-
comer effect, that promise to facilitate further forest
expansions. Our Ambio article tries to achieve this end.
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