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Making Indigeneity: The Beekeeper’s Perspective  

_Abstract 
A new nationalistic concept of ‘autochthony’ has developed in Sardinia in recent dec-
ades, which has progressively intertwined with various territorial matters in seeking 
to affirm an alleged biological authenticity of Sardinia and Sardinians. As a conse-
quence of this sentiment, safeguarding the biodiversity of Sardinia has become a way 
to ‘purify’ the island from species that are considered symbols of the alleged subordi-
nate role into which Sardinians have been confined since the Savoy regime. In this 
paper I discuss the role of beekeepers, focusing on how different notions of the au-
tochthonous are used to shape the edges of territoriality. For the Sardinian beekeeper, 
working within a territory means becoming part of it, linking one’s own history to the 
history of the place. As such, working with local honeybees is a way to work with the 
tradition of su connotu (the known). Finally, I show the differences in discourses of 
territoriality and spatiality among Sardinian beekeepers and how these differences de-
termine a new category of indigeneity that contrasts with the policies of cultural ho-
mogenization aiming to build an ‘authentic’ Sardinia. 

1_Introduction 
In this paper, I discuss the notion of autochthony and its interpretation by Sardinian 

beekeepers.1 My aim is to analyze how, through the interpretation of history and tradi-

tion, some beekeepers develop a dynamic concept of autochthony that contrasts with 

the regional and national politics of environmental management. In doing this, two dif-

ferent positions emerge within the community of beekeepers itself: a more ‘cultural’ 

perspective promoted by the association of beekeepers Apiaresos and a more ‘scien-

tific’ vision supported by the Organization of Producers Op. Terrantiga. By focusing 

on the ‘Issue of eucalyptus,’ I will show how the perception of being part of the territory 

leads to the development of a positive perspective towards certain ‘allochthonous’ spe-

cies of Sardinia.  

Situated in the Western Mediterranean, at the south of Corsica (France), Sardinia 

(Italy) is the second largest island in the Mediterranean Sea. The breathtaking beauty 

of its shorelines contrasts with the rural landscape of the interior. Embedded in the 

picture are enormous numbers of nuraghi, stone towers and prehistoric structures built 

by indigenous populations roughly from the third millennium BC until 1000 BC.2 The 

rustic appearance of this landscape nurtures an idealized representation of Sardinia, as 

a country characterized by an enduring bucolic tradition through which it is directly 

connected with the allegedly defiant character of its inhabitants. Though Italian is the 
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official spoken language, the Sardinian indigenous language and other minority lan-

guages are also used and protected by a regional law.3  

Since it became part of the Kingdom of Sardinia in 1720, the history of the island in 

modern and contemporary times has been linked with those events that contributed to 

the unification of the different Italian regions under the Kingdom of Italy in 1861. The 

relationship between the Sardinian population and the central government’s House of 

Savoy has often been conflicted. Until the 1700s, the territory was organized in a sys-

tem of collective utilization of the land that allowed for alternating viddazzone (agri-

cultural usage) with paberile (pastoral usage), also known in the Mediterranean area as 

adempriviri.4 This system was established in the island sometime between the Byzan-

tine occupation (in the 7th century) and the affirmation of the independent government 

of Judges (between the 9th and 15th centuries).5 The ‘Law of Enclosures,’ issued in 

1820 to eradicate the concept of land as common property that belongs to the whole 

village, was perceived by the Sardinians as a traumatic event for having broken the 

balance between agriculture and pastoralism, and therefore represents a turning point 

for the history of Sardinia.6 

In recent decades, the socioeconomic crisis and the failure of the reform of auton-

omy in the Statute of the Region of Sardinia have boosted nationalist sentiments within 

the Sardinian society.7 Furthermore, archaeologists, historians, politicians, intellectu-

als, researchers, and other social actors, have sought to distinguish an ‘authentic’ Sar-

dinian identity based on the supposed uniqueness of particular cultural and biological 

factors.8 From this standpoint, the history, monuments, language, and landscape of Sar-

dinia would be self-evident representations of the lack of relatedness between the cul-

ture, identity, and nature of Sardinians and Sardinia and those of Italy and the Italians.9 

In this context, scientific studies of the DNA of humans, animals, and plants are used 

to certify the uniqueness of the Sardinia and Sardinians.10 In addition to this, the media 

constantly reports discoveries of alleged Nuragic animals such as ‘Nuragic cows,’ ‘Nu-

ragic honeybees,’ and even ‘Nuragic dogs.’11  

It is in this light that we must interpret the natural resource management policies 

that aim to restore the original native species of Sardinia by eradicating those alien 

species imported during previous centuries. The term ‘autochthonous’ appears to be 

charged with a new and deeper identitary meaning. In this regard, the anthropologist 

Peter Geschiere pointed out a strong concern with the preoccupation of belonging that, 
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in the second half of the 1990s — in what can be seen as a sort of reaction to the 

phenomenon of globalization — led to the notion of autochthony being used in very 

different ways and in distant areas of the world.12 Thus, during this time in the Ivory 

Coast and in Europe, the concept of autochthony (literally, ‘born from the soil’) was 

used to define who belonged to a place and who was excluded. In contrast, in present-

day Sardinia, the term ‘autochthonous’ is used to determine what is Sardinian and what 

is not in discourses on safeguarding the island’s biodiversity. Among the regions of the 

Mediterranean Sea, Sardinia is generally recognized as a primary hotspot for biological 

diversity. The regional programs to safeguard the biodiversity of Sardinia issued in re-

cent decades seem to be aimed at restoring the Island to an ideal state of primordial 

integrity: an uncontaminated and wild Eden, a perfect picture for the covers of tourism 

magazines around the world. In addition to its role in the economy of tourism, the no-

tion of autochthony is imbued with strong identity implications resulting from the re-

interpretation of the history of Sardinia as a story of colonization and resistance to the 

‘stranger.’  

2_Engaging with the Field of Beekeeping in Sardinia 
The practice of beekeeping fascinates many people. Recently, the inexplicable massive 

loss of honeybees reported in several countries around the world, known as Colony 

Collapse Disorder (hereafter, CCD),13 has drawn the attention of scholars, scientists, 

politicians, filmmakers, and many others who are concerned about the survival of these 

insects.14 As the cultural sociologists Lisa J. Moore and Mary Kosut have stated, since 

2006 honeybees have become part of an ‘eco-political discourse.’15 A simultaneous 

rise in the demand for honey and fear of the introduction of so-called ‘fake honey’ in 

the global and national markets have played an important role in the development of 

protocols for the production and distribution of honey and honeybees in many coun-

tries.16 Thus, local governments have to deal with the international concern for honey-

bee welfare, biodiversity safeguarding, and policies for the protection and valorization 

of local products. Together, these factors influence the activity of European beekeepers 

in the cities as well as in rural areas. Even though CCD does not seem to have occurred 

in Sardinia, the beekeeping sector has faced a negative trend in production since 2008. 

According to the Sardinian beekeepers, the reasons for this crisis lies in the inability of 
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the Sardinian politicians to develop adequate plans of environmental and natural re-

source management that ensure the availability of wild and cultivated forage for the 

production of honey. From the standpoint of beekeepers, the incapacity of the members 

of the Sardinian council in acknowledging the specific characteristics and nature of the 

practice of beekeeping leads the Regione Autonoma della Sardegna (Autonomous Re-

gion of Sardinia) to issue programs that negatively affect the beekeeping sector, pre-

venting the production of honey.  

The paper I present here is part of a wider research project, which I currently conduct 

as a PhD student at the Institute of European Ethnology of the University of Vienna, 

which studies beekeeping in Sardinia with the aim of analyzing how this activity is 

connected with the processes of identity production activated by the different social 

actors involved. This work is situated as a contribution to studies of processes of herit-

agization (the process through which objects, places and practices are turned into cul-

tural heritage) and identity construction in European countries. Indeed, in Sardinia, the 

discourse about loss of bees, protection of biodiversity, and the commercialization of 

honey quickly tangles with identity issues, and links with different interpretations of 

the concept of autochthony, intensifying the conflict between the community of bee-

keepers and the Sardinian council.  

In engaging with beekeeping in Sardinia, I used a participant observation approach, 

which includes the use of a professional camcorder during fieldwork. To analyze the 

different forms of power and capital that are at play in the field of Sardinian beekeep-

ing, I combine segments of participant observation with beekeepers during visits to 

their apiaries with formal interviews with the spokespersons of the community of bee-

keepers, the formal delegates of the Regional Council, entomologists from the Univer-

sity of Sassari, and with some of the policymakers. Furthermore, my fieldwork allowed 

me to participate in conferences and cultural events organized by these different groups. 

The intertwined connection of the field of beekeeping in Sardinia with discourses on 

bees, environment, tradition, biodiversity management, and heritage represents a major 

challenge to developing an effective method of research and analysis. On a small scale, 

the relationships between humans and bees and humans and environment are built 

through the everyday practices of beekeeping.  
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Fig. 1: Luigi inspecting his hive. A shot from the fieldwork. | Photo: Greca N. Meloni. 

 

Fig. 2: This shot shows the beekeepers from Sarrabus (Sardinia)  
enacting swarm prevention. | Photo: Greca N. Meloni. 
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Fig. 3: During a blaze at the apiary. | Photo: Greca N. Meloni. 

 

Fig. 4: Dr. Franco Buffa demonstrates the morphometric analysis used to  
determine the races of honeybees. | Photo: Greca N. Meloni. 

The beekeeper constructs his relationship with bees and the environment through his 

work, creating an intimate relationship that involves his entire body. Practices and tech-

niques are directly linked with how the beekeeper thinks and constructs the relation 

between human, bees, and environment. To this effect, the use of a camcorder has 

proven particularly suitable for providing access to the world of beekeepers due to this 

tool’s capacity to investigate a non-verbal world that does not translate into ‘word-and-
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sentence-based’ anthropology.17 The camcorder enables me to follow different phases 

of the work, providing documentary evidence on material and technical aspects of the 

job.18 Furthermore, use of the camcorder enables the beekeeper to feel like a co-pro-

ducer of the ethnographic research because of his role in choosing the theme, the sched-

ule, and the activities to shoot. Because of the implicit possibility that the footage might 

be displayed multiple times, perhaps in front of a large audience, the camcorder leads 

beekeepers to perceive the shooting moment/place as a sort of stage in which to ‘inter-

pret himself ’ and ‘get on the stage.’ The practice of beekeeping itself, which is linked 

to the corporeality of the beekeeper who through his body, gestures, and actions fol-

lowing a precise rhythm is configured as a sort of theatrical performance.19 In addition, 

during the interviews, beekeepers used the camera (and, by extension, me) to send a 

message to the ‘others’ with whom they have a conflictual relationship, such as other 

beekeepers, trainers from the Sardinian Agricultural agencies, and politicians.  

When approaching the field of beekeeping in Sardinia in 2016, I began by examin-

ing different materials, including manuals on beekeeping, journals of apiculture (par-

ticularly Italian ones), visual material, books about the history of beekeeping on the 

island. This preliminary work was fundamental to understanding the global and general 

discourses on honeybees in which the field of beekeeping in Sardinia is framed and to 

pinpoint its peculiarities. I began making contact with the community of Sardinian bee-

keepers also through Abieris di Sardegna, a closed Facebook group created by bee-

keepers, and made direct contact with the main spokespersons.20 In this respect, my 

personal kinship within a family of well-known beekeepers has contributed to facilitat-

ing easier access to the community of beekeepers. This aspect represents one of the key 

points of my fieldwork, not only because it determines my role within the field, but 

also, as I will show later on, my possession of practical knowledge about beekeeping 

has determined the kinds of relationships established between me and the informants. 

But while my family history helps the members of the beekeeping community to per-

ceive me as part of their group, it generally only facilitates my first contact with the 

beekeepers, who accept contact with me as a way to show respect and friendship for 

the family that they believe I represent. Indeed, the fact that I am related to a family of 

beekeepers does not necessarily provide me with any competence to speak about bee-

keeping with another beekeeper. 
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The fieldwork that I have carried out thus far has highlighted the necessity of prov-

ing that I possess a certain knowledge of beekeeping to build relationships with Sar-

dinian beekeepers. These relationships demand finding a common language that ena-

bles the researcher and the beekeepers to both share their expertise. Practical know-

how or expertise is a crucial matter for beekeepers. This knowledge is the tool that 

beekeepers use to classify the world that they know and to define the difference be-

tween the ‘us’ and the ‘others.’ Sardinian beekeepers attribute significant value to 

knowledge that enables them to build their personal selves as well as their professional 

identities. It is what distinguishes them from each other, the ‘good’ beekeepers from 

the ‘clumsy,’ the ‘experts’ from the ‘hobbyists.’ Outside of master/novice apprentice-

ships, professional beekeepers do not like to share their expertise with inexperienced 

people. Through their knowledge, beekeepers develop a vision of the world that enables 

them to build their relationship with the honeybees, with the environment, and with the 

whole ecosystem. Thus, my embedded knowledge and direct experience in beekeeping 

allowed me to better define my place in the field and to negotiate the terms of my 

research with the informants. In this respect, I focus on the knowledge and personal 

view that beekeepers have of themselves and of Sardinia, and how this vision enters in 

conflict with the hegemonic representations of Sardinia and Sardinians elaborated by 

the policy makers.  

The concept of field developed by the sociologist and anthropologist Pierre Bour-

dieu enables an investigation of the position taken on by different social actors in the 

field of beekeeping, highlighting the tensions that emerge from the relations between 

the agents that play a role in that field.21 On the one hand, policy-makers, beekeeping 

technicians, veterinarians, and other formal delegates appear to use their political 

weight to impose upon beekeepers a specific vision of beekeeping that results from a 

precise way to perceive the environment and, more generally, the world itself. On the 

other hand, through practicing beekeeping and establishing a strong connection with 

honeybees and the territory, beekeepers seem to build a form of cultural capital that led 

them to develop a certain vision of the world opposed to the dominant vision supported 

by the formal delegates. Thus, the research shows how Europe, with its rural ‘back-

ward’ areas that are considered the sources of ‘authentic’ national heritage, offers inter-

esting examples because of the complicated politics of representation linked with in-

digenous people and the environment.22 
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3_Modernity and Tradition in Beekeeping 

Two main entities represent the community of Sardinian beekeepers to the policy-mak-

ers: the Association Apiaresos and the Organization of Producers Terrantiga. Both ad-

vocate that their expertise and their knowledge should be included in the planning pro-

cesses of land-management programs. Despite this common intent, Apiaresos and Ter-

rantiga can be considered the spokespersons for two different ways of perceiving the 

environment that lead to conflicting visions of beekeeping. According to the testimony 

of Francesco Caboni, president of Terrantiga, the ‘tradition’ represents a form of back-

wardness that prevents the Sardinian beekeepers from moving forwards. I interviewed 

Francesco and his brother Giuseppe, also a beekeeper, on the same day in July 2017. 

Both refused to be filmed and they received me in their office, inside the laboratory of 

the beekeeping cooperative Apistica Mediterranea, founded in 1995 by their father and 

currently directed by Giuseppe. Giuseppe introduced me to the family’s history, and 

told me that the family’s passion for bees goes back many years, to the time of his great-

grandfather, with each successive generation learning the family trade from the previ-

ous generation. Talking to them, I had the impression that both were trying to convince 

me of their vision; both likewise emphasized their father’s role in developing a modern 

vision of beekeeping, independent from customary rules of tradition. This vision of 

beekeeping, presented on the cooperative’s website, emphasizes the importance of rig-

orous scientific knowledge in the development of their profession.23  

The communicative activity taken on by the managers of Apiaresos, also through 

their website, advocates that the uniqueness of beekeeping in Sardinia derives from its 

long tradition rooted in the history of the island. It seems that the tension is generated 

by the comparison of two forms of expertise: a more ‘scientific’ approach supported by 

the beekeepers of Terrantiga, and more ‘traditional’ and informal approach that seems 

to correspond with the vision of Apiaresos. In other words, while a professional bee-

keeper must be informed by the work of entomologists, scientists, breeders, chemists, 

biologists, and so forth, notwithstanding these modern techniques, Apiaresos beekeep-

ers often describe their know-how as a form of knowledge originating within and in-

herited from the wisdom of their ancestors. Their informal expertise appears to result 

from a process of selection of customs, habits, and practices of the tradition that could 

answer to the new needs of the beekeeper.24  
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This vision of Sardinian beekeeping as entangled with the world of history and tra-

dition is at the center of the conflict between Apiaresos and the members of the Ter-

rantiga. According to Caboni F., before the founding of Terrantiga in 2010, the world 

of beekeeping in Sardinia suffered from the lack of a modern vision of beekeeping that 

would enable Sardinian beekeepers to promote their products on the global market. The 

beekeepers of Terrantiga advocate the use of modern tools and techniques based on 

rigorous scientific knowledge implemented into the production process. They describe 

their practice as a form of commercial beekeeping that pivots around systems of inten-

sive and/or extensive agriculture. The divergence between these visions of beekeeping 

led to the development of different hive management models.25 My fieldwork has 

shown that while the advocates of the traditional methods tend to choose to manage up 

to 500 bee colonies, located in specific areas to which they feel they belong, moderni-

zation’s supporters run around 3000 or more bee colonies located throughout the whole 

Sardinian territory. Although the boundaries of these two categories are to some de-

grees porous and elastic, each of the two groups described above appears to advocate 

a different way of perceiving the environment, which results in two different ways of 

acting within nature.26 Two different manners of thinking about Sardinia and of creating 

a self-image unfold behind these different ways of interpreting beekeeping that pivot 

around the modernization versus tradition dichotomy. On the one hand, the Sardinia of 

today is seen as a result of the actions of humans on the territory, and the beekeepers 

feel themselves to be the heirs and the ‘keepers’ of the territory. History and tradition 

are used here to certify the authenticity of this image and to claim rights on natural 

resource management. Emblematic of this position are numerous posts written by Luigi 

Manias, secretary of Apiaresos, for the association’s website. On the other hand, some 

other beekeepers seem to be more oriented toward celebrating the image of an uncon-

taminated island, a wild Sardinia or, in other words, an ‘ancient island’ or terrantiga in 

Sardinian.27 It is interesting to note the constant reference to the use of authentic Sar-

dinian ingredients in the products sold through Terrantiga’s website, which seems to 

match with the ‘Sardinia Endless Island’ slogan created by the regional department of 

tourism.28 

These two positions fit into the wider Sardinian socio-political context described 

above, which sees different social actors involved in a process of identity construction 

that aims to affirm the ‘unicity’ and ‘authenticity’ of the population of Sardinians, often 
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in opposition to the ‘Italian ruler.’ Within this general situation, the Sardinian beekeep-

ers, whether or not they are formal members of Apiaresos or Terrantiga, operate to 

build a unique identity that finds a well-defined position among the other identities 

available on the Sardinian showcase.  

History, the relationship with honeybees, and an intimate knowledge of the territory 

combined with a sense of belonging are the tools that lead some Sardinian beekeepers 

to develop an autonomous vision of themselves and of the environment in some respect 

opposed to the dominant notions of biodiversity and the autochthonous.  

A glimpse at the history of Apiaresos highlights the mechanisms that underpin the 

process of identity construction and facilitate the analysis of the models used by the 

beekeepers to validate their indigeneity. 

4_Becoming Part of the Territory 
The Association of Beekeepers Apiaresos was founded on May 15, 1987, with the aim 

to foster beekeeping in Sardinia. Through its website we learn that since its foundation, 

Apiaresos has worked simultaneously on two levels: on the one hand, providing train-

ing courses on different technical aspects of beekeeping, and on the other hand, pro-

moting the study of the history and culture of beekeeping in Sardinia.29 Furthermore, 

the name Apiaresos (literally ‘beekeepers’ in the old Sardinian vulgate) and the logo 

refer to the age of Giudicati (Judges).30 Specifically, they refer to the Carta de Logu — 

the law and penal civil code promulgated by the Giudicessa (Lady-Judge) Eleonora 

d’Arborea at the end of the 14th Century — that establishes pecuniary penalties for the 

theft of beehives.31 The recognition of beekeepers as a juridical entity in the Carta de 

Logu and references to the so-called Ortu de Abis (Garden of Bees) in the notarial writ-

ings of the Middle Ages demonstrate that beekeepers have always been part of a well-

defined category. Likewise, the use of honey in traditional cuisine and the rich rural 

toponomy that refers to bees or beekeeping testifies to the constant presence of bee-

keepers in the Sardinian territory.32 The choice of this particular period is by no means 

random, rather it seems to be part of the more general process of reinterpretation of the 

historical events that confer to Sardinia a leading role during the age of Giudicati, be-

fore the fall in the hands the foreign conqueror, whether Spanish or Italians.33 The ref-

erence to the past is used here by beekeepers to strengthen the claim of being part of 

the Sardinian agro-pastoral world. The conversations that I have had with Luigi Manias 
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helped me to understand the position of Apiaresos. Manias is the secretary of Apiaresos 

and “the heir of a family tradition started with [his] grandfather, Luigi Olla in 1917.”34 

Manias has practiced beekeeping since 1977. As he explained to me, he learned how to 

keep the bees from his aunt, Verina Olla, who took over the company in the 1960s, after 

Luigi Olla died. Manias’s insight into beekeeping is informed by his knowledge as ar-

chivist in the Gramscian library of Ales: 

I have always thought that you can practice beekeeping in the place where you 
were born, where your grandparents were born. My family is documented in Ales 
since 1487. I have always thought that it was a good opportunity rather than a 
form of isolation, a great opportunity to be able of keep doing what your ancestors 
have been doing […] in the same place where they were born. I really feel part of 
this territory; I am not just the heir as I said of an activity, I am actually part of the 
landscape, a human landscape also, right? This is important to me […].35 

In this way, the territory becomes part of the heritage handed down by the ancestors 

(sos mannos/is antigus). The claim here is not to have acquired merely a portion of 

space, but to have inherited the intimate knowledge of the cultural and natural aspects 

that have shaped — and continue to shape — the territory they inhabit. For the bee-

keepers who embrace this vision, a powerful territorial identity marked by a strong 

sense of belonging is connected with tradition (su connotu).36 Trying to recover its in-

digenous meaning, Cosimo Zene has suggested that su connotu (literally ‘what is 

known,’ handed down) unfolds on two main levels: “(i) the sphere of culture, language, 

poetry, local knowledge, traditions, customary laws, in sum the ‘cultural heritage,’ and 

(ii) a more concrete and tangible aspect of su connotu, which is the land, houses, flocks 

and everything that constitutes material goods belonging to a family, a group (clan), a 

village or even to an entire region — that is what has been handed down as ‘inher-

itance.’”37 

However, beekeeping according to su connotu does not mean practicing a form of 

traditional beekeeping; rather it means to work with what beekeepers have learned of 

the world in order to keep it as it has been handed down from the ancestors. This idea 

becomes concrete in that beekeepers use it to interpret the meaning of the concept of 

autochthonous applied to flowers, plants, places, honeybees, and other animals. One of 

the most important battles of Apiaresos within the regional beekeeping commission 

concerns the safeguarding of the autochthonous species of Sardinian honeybees from 

crossbreeding with imported hybrids. Although most Sardinian beekeepers appear to 

consider the Sardinian honeybee lost forever, the valorization and protection of the 
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Sardinian ecotype of A. Ligustica seems to be part of the general process of affirmation 

of the Sardinian identity.38 In other words, safeguarding the Sardinian ecotype repre-

sents a way to purify what has been corrupted by foreign hybrids and to come back to 

the known. In this regard the words of Manias. are emblematic: 

I want to trust the thesis of the beloved professor Giovanni Lilliu39 regarding the 
so-called ‘constant resistance’ of Sardinians. Therefore, I hope that these attempts 
to make easy money, because this is what it is, drown. That is, I hope they fail 
miserably. This is my honest wish. I refer to the senseless importation of honey-
bees, I refer to this desire to, let us say, produce fast. […] It is useless to grow 
chardonnay, work on a good local cultivar instead, that is, select something that 
represents the best of your local heritage and work on that. Because we have ad-
justment problem when you bring a queen here that is adapted to a different cli-
mate, pedological, and botanical conditions very different […] I say that it is better 
if we work on the existing, su connotu we used to say, the known, delving into the 
knowledge of it.40 

Luigi is firmly convinced that a Sardinian honeybee does not exist. However, he be-

lieves that through the centuries, thanks to their action as pollinators, local honeybees 

have determined the emergence of the vegetal endemism that characterizes the unique-

ness of the Sardinian landscape. Thus, honey is the expression of the Sardinian identity 

because it contains the pollen and nectar of autochthonous Sardinian vegetal species.  

Although not all beekeepers agree with this vision, the activities taken on by Api-

aresos confirm that the words of Manias exemplify the sphere in which the association 

Apiaresos operates.41  

5_Autochthony, Biodiversity, and the Eucalyptus 

History, tradition, informal knowledge, territoriality, and the concept of autochthonous 

species merge in the ‘issue of eucalyptus.’ Nowadays, eucalyptus is at the center of a 

number of controversies such as replacement of conventional forests, loss of soil fer-

tility, besides also causing various hydro-ecological imbalances of an ecosystem. 

Alongside with these general factors, the issue of eucalyptus in Sardinia take on more 

local implications. As I mentioned above, the island of Sardinia is globally recognized 

for its rich biological diversity. Consequently, in developing the programs for the man-

agement of the environment and the landscape, the Sardinian council has to follow the 

guidelines established within EU policies for the conservation of the biodiversity in its 

regions. In this respect, programs such as Natura 2000 seem to support models of bio-

diversity safeguard based on the idea of ‘fortress of conservation,’ which, in the case 

of Sardinia, contributes to strengthening the image of an uncontaminated island, an 
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authentic wild Eden.42 From this standpoint, the term ‘autochthonous,’ used as synon-

ymous of ‘indigenous,’ defines the species that are ‘genuinely Sardinian’ and that 

would characterize the alleged authentic Sardinian landscape. Likewise, allochthonous 

species are perceived as the signs of deterioration that lead to the loss of integrity of 

the ecosystem. Coherent with this vision appear the environmental policies issued by 

the Sardinian regional governments during the past decades that aim to uproot the eu-

calyptus trees to replace them with autochthonous species or local ecotypes.43 Aside 

from biological reasons, it seems that cultural and historical matters contribute to at-

tributing a negative value to the eucalyptus. Indeed, the first plantations of eucalyptus 

trees were planted on the island roughly since the second half of the 19th century, rap-

idly increasing at the beginning of the 20th century in projects issued by the Savoy 

governors for reclaiming the lands to stop the propagation of malaria. Framed in the 

discourses on identity hinged on anti-Piedmontese sentiments, the eucalyptus tree rep-

resents a living symbol of the subordinate role into which Sardinians have been con-

fined by the ‘Savoy’s regime.’ Notwithstanding, the beekeepers see the eucalyptus for 

its melliferous properties.  

The eucalyptus represents the greatest source of pollen and nectar for honeybees, 

constituting circa 50–60% of the annual production of honey in Sardinia.44 Conse-

quently, the position toward the forests of eucalyptus trees has led to the exacerbation 

of conflicts between the community of beekeepers and the policy-makers. According 

to the beekeepers, the projects of replacing the eucalyptus with autochthonous species 

would not consider the needs of the beekeepers — not just for the production of honey, 

but for the survival of honeybees. The tension increased after the emergence, in 2010, 

of a parasite that affects the eucalyptus, leading to the death of many trees. At that time, 

a beekeeper that operates in Uta, in the south of the island, between the plane of the 

Cixerri River and the WWF reserve of Monte Arcosu, observed something new in the 

environment. The area is characterized by the presence of the Minola farm, one of the 

biggest in Sardinia, which includes a forest of circa 430 hectares of eucalyptus trees. 

Moreover, the beekeeper was born and raised in this area and here his great-grandfa-

thers practiced agriculture and livestock for about a century. Here, day by day the bee-

keeper observed the emergence of white spots on the leaves of the Eucalyptus and their 

rapid spread all over the forest. Therefore, aware that the presence of a new parasite in 
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the environment could represent a great danger for his activity, the beekeeper first con-

tacted the Laore, the deputy department for beekeeping in Sardinia, asking for infor-

mation. According to the testimony, at that time Laore did not take the concern of the 

beekeeper seriously, therefore he contacted other colleagues asking for information 

about eucalyptus in other areas of Sardinia. Building a sort of informal network, the 

beekeepers have compared their local knowledge with information found on the inter-

net, seeking a solution. Finally, they discovered that the white spots were signs of the 

Glycaspis brimblecombei, commonly called Psyllid, a parasite that was causing the 

death of the Eucalyptus trees all around the world.45 Consequently, after warning the 

entomologists the University of Sassari, the beekeepers contacted the formal delegates 

of the Sardinian government to put pressure to develop a program for protecting the 

eucalyptus forests. In 2012, after two years of negotiations between beekeepers, re-

searchers, and formal delegates, the Sardinian Council funded a plan for monitoring 

the presence of parasites of eucalyptus.46  

Nevertheless, the struggle over the survival of the eucalyptus is by no means over, 

and it continues to activate forms of tension between the social actors involved. Mem-

bers of Apiaresos assert that policy-makers and formal delegates of the regional council 

do not take their expertise seriously. However, what is striking here is the emergence 

of rather different connotations of the notion of autochthony among the Sardinian bee-

keepers. On the one hand, the beekeepers of Terrantiga claim that although the euca-

lyptus has been present in Sardinia for two hundred years, it is not an autochthonous 

tree, it is not Sardinian, and therefore there is no reason to save it. This position appears 

to be informed by nationalist sentiments that see in the history of the importation of 

this tree a connection with the subordinate role of Sardinians by the Italians. Thus, 

according to this standpoint, the regional government should promote a new vision of 

beekeeping integrated into a system of ‘bio-agriculture.’ On the other hand, the bee-

keepers connected with Apiaresos claim that after two hundred years, the eucalyptus 

trees have become part of the Sardinian landscape. The eucalyptus is no longer im-

ported from outsiders; rather it grows from the Sardinian soil. The presence of the eu-

calyptus is a sign of the toil of the great-grandfathers and the grandfathers that in many 

cases have benefited from the exploitation of these plants, or even they planted them 

with their own hands. In other words, taking a step back on the discourse of su connotu, 

the eucalyptus here is seen as part of the world handed down by the ancestors, thus it 
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deserves to be saved to keep the world as known. Furthermore, the eucalyptus, with its 

great production, is considered to have contributed to ensuring a good business for the 

local beekeeping companies. Thus, although the eucalyptus remains an allochthonous 

species, all these factors contribute to give to these trees what it seems to be a sort of 

right of citizenship. 

6_Conclusions 

It is clear that the term autochthonous can take on highly different meanings depending 

on the contexts and the purpose of its advocates. However, highlighting the tensions 

between autochthony’s ‘naturalness’ and history, the comparison of these different per-

spectives has shown again the total inconsistency and ambiguity of the notion of au-

tochthony. The above exploration into the conflicting visions of Terrantiga and Api-

aresos can help to highlight the discourses that are hidden behind the notion of autoch-

thony. In blaming the policy-makers for their inadequate programs for natural resources 

and landscape management and attributing them a ‘boor attitude’ for their incapacity 

in understanding the peculiarities of the activity of beekeeping, the beekeepers are not 

simply clamoring to be included in managing the territory, rather they are asking to be 

acknowledged as members of the Sardinian agro-pastoral world. Furthermore, analysis 

of the empirical data shows that in the processes of the construction of identity, from 

which are formed part of the discourses on the notion of autochthony, the forms of the 

so-called ‘scientific knowledge’ are used in different ways to support rather different 

claims, relegating some others to subaltern positions.  

To this effect, the position of Terrantiga towards the eucalyptus seems to be influ-

enced by the identity discourses that are particularly widespread in the Sardinian soci-

ety aiming at supporting a ‘natural unrelatedness’ to the Italian history and identity.47 

In this case, the symbolic value of the scientific knowledge is used to support the vision 

of an ‘authentic’ Sardinia, uncontaminated and pure, resistant to the domination of the 

‘overseas stranger.’  

Striking is the position taken on by Apiaresos. In reinterpreting the history and 

claiming a connection with the tradition in order to legitimize the right of having a 

voice in the decisions on the management of the territory, the beekeepers that pivot 

around Apiaresos seems to generate a new category of indigeneity that legitimizes their 

position in the Sardinian landscape. Furthermore, this process seems to enable these 
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beekeepers to elaborate an alternative notion of autochthony that can be applied to all 

living beings such as plants, flowers, animals, honeybees, and humans. To this effect, 

the beekeepers seem to connect the notion of autochthony with the toil of the ancestors 

and to the world as is known through their memory. However, this porous vision enters 

into conflict with the politics aimed at creating an image of Sardinia as an endless is-

land,48 the island characterized by the wilderness of its inhabitants and its landscape. 

In the process of heritagization of the natural landscape of Sardinia, the policymakers 

seem to use the notion of autochthony as a quality-label to certify the authenticity, the 

Sardinianess of the flora and the fauna of the island.49 In this respect, acknowledging a 

sort of indigeneity in the Sardinian beekeepers would lead the policy-makers to recon-

sider all the categories of thought connected with the representation of the Sardinian 

identity and to reformulate the hierarchies of the knowledge in the management of bi-

odiversity. 
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