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Adaptation and Nature in South Florida 

 

Introduction 

Students are introduced to the adaptive nature of cultural systems in ANT 2410 

Introduction to Cultural Anthropology. Often ideas of nature and our relationship to 

the natural environment are shaped by political and economic trends within the 

societies that occupy a space of land. The following lesson introduces students to 

human adaptation to the environment and how the relationship to the environment 

changes over time in relation to political and economic forces, using Cape Florida 

State Park as an example. 

 

Goals  

The following exercise will provide an example of the changing relationship and 

adaptation of human societies to the natural environment through a field trip to Cape 

Florida State Park, done individually or as a group, or a lecture on the history of the 

space. Many students believe that nature, as we know it in our society, exists outside 

of human intervention and construction. Through this lesson, students will 

understand that nature, particularly in industrial societies, is a cultural construct 

shaped by political and economic forces. The history and management of Cape 

Florid State Park provides an excellent example of this process that can be traced 

through the initial uses of Key Biscayne by native populations and explorers for 

minimal resource exploitation, to an outpost for a lighthouse to assist American 

ocean commerce, to various resource exploitation ventures, to a development 

scheme, to a nature area covered in invasive species, and finally to its current state 

as a state park featuring native species as part of the post-Hurricane Andrew 

rehabilitation process. 

 

 



Instructional Objectives  

At the end of the lesson, students should: 

1. Understand that the natural environment as “nature” is a cultural construct; 

2. Understand how human adaptation and subsistence patterns influence the 

relationship to the natural environment and how it perceived; 

3. Understand that nature is exploited and constructed by human societies 

based on political and economic needs and trends; 

4. Understand how nature has been constructed in South Florida using the 

example of Cape Florida State Park. 

 

Assignment 

The following activity will be presented within a discussion of human adaptation and 

relationships to the environment, and more generally the lesson on environmental 

anthropology. It is designed to make students aware of how the natural environment 

is perceived and constructed as nature based on political and economic imperatives 

and trends within a given society. Students will learn about the many phases of land 

use on Key Biscayne, more specifically on the transition of the southern portion of the 

island into Cape Florida State Park, with its current abundance of native species.  

1. Students are introduced to human adaptive patterns to the natural 

environment and how this shapes the perception of the natural world and the 

construction of nature in industrial societies. 

2. Students are asked to form groups of 4-5 and generate a list of some of their 

ideas about “nature” and native plant and animal species. 

3. Students are introduced to the history of Cape Florida State Park through: 

a. a class presentation by a local environmental educator or historian: 

b. or a field trip to Cape Florida State Park, individually or as a group. 

4. Finally, students will write a reflection paper or complete a poster project in 

which they explore the following questions: 

a. How has the use of and relationship to Key Biscayne, and more 

specifically Cape Florida State Park changed over time? 

b. How has the relationship been shaped by the societies that have 

exploited it?  

c. How is nature constructed in our society and how do conservation 

efforts impact local ecosystems and communities? 

5. Students will be assessed relative to the lesson objectives through either the 

reflection essay or poster project. 


