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by Melanie Arndt

Environmental History

The History of the Mutual Relationship Between Humankind and
Nature

Environmental history is the history of the changing mutual relationship between

humankind and nature. The various, more or less concrete attempts to define

this area of historical study can be reduced to this basic common

denominator.  In doing so, both sides of this reciprocal relationship, human

beings and nature, are accorded their own significance, however inextricably

linked they may be. The focus of environmental-history research is the impact of

human interaction with nature, both the intended and especially the unintended

long-term consequences.  The "dialectic tension"  between the endeavor to

master nature and the concomitant inevitability of individuals and societies being

dependent on the physical world is the foundation of environmental history.

Accordingly, the environment and history are linked to each other in a complex

way, which is why every environmental history is also a history of power and

domination.

A special characteristic of this still relatively young historical subdiscipline is its

linking of micro and macro levels. Its concern with regional issues and short time

spans often includes medium- or long-term perspectives as well as international

or global contexts.  Environmental history is thus ideally suited to

transnational approaches. At the same time, the investigation of concrete

phenomena always offers the possibility of making more "universal" assertions

about the constitutive relationships of environmental history. Hence the dust

storms of the 1930s in the Great Plains,  the rubber boom in Brazil,  and the

development of the Ruhr region  allow for more general conclusions about the

mutual relationship between social and ecological transformation.

Though the notion of man and nature's mutual dependence may sound pithy at

first, it's a rather fuzzy one upon closer inspection. There is no consensus over

where to draw the boundaries of this historical subdiscipline, whether it's even a

"subdiscipline" in the classic sense at all,  nor about what exactly ”nature" and

"environment" are supposed to mean. Even "death-defying" attempts to

formulate a coherent definition, like that of Douglas R. Weiner in 2005,  can

ultimately only claim that environmental history resembles a "big tent."  Other

advocates talk about environmental history as the "product of collective

imagination"  or an "unevenly spreading blob."  They are right, however, in

noting that it is this very deliberate openness that makes environmental history

so appealing, its structure resembling the complex explanatory models of history

conceived of as a "unified" or "total science." Thus, environmental-history

research comprises a wide range of topics, from more obvious fields such as the
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history of water and its pollution, the history of the ground and the air, of

forests, their use and their exploitation as well as of other resources, of

environmental risks and disasters, of the relationship between humans and

animals, right down to the history of ideas of everything that in various epochs

has been considered part of "nature" and the "environment" – just to name a

few examples. But environmental history also revolves around limits and

limitations, the perception of which in many respects gave rise to it in the first

place.  This perception goes back at least as far as Adam Smith's magnum

opus An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776), in

which he points out the limits of land use.

The Environmental Century

A range of metaphors has been used to describe the twentieth century, and the

"age of ecology" is certainly an apt one.  In all likelihood, the twentieth-first

century will bear the same label. The past century, in any case, was a "prodigal

century,"  marked by a hitherto unknown acceleration of developments in

various areas relevant to the environment, especially the consumption of fossil

fuels, population growth, technological innovations, and urbanization. At the

same time, however, these developments gave rise to individuals and

movements – likewise of an unparalleled magnitude – committed to the cause of

viewing and treating the environment as something worth protecting. Moreover,

and particularly from an environmental-history perspective, the twentieth

century must rightly be considered an "age of extremes," as Eric Hobsbawm

termed it.

The emergence and significance of environmental-history research is unthinkable

outside of this context. Academia's involvement in environmental policy debates

seemed inevitable in the early phases of the subdiscipline, and is still welcomed

by the majority of scholars. Environmental historians view themselves as

"concerned scientists,"  who not only want to have a "better understanding of

the past" but also want to "shape the future."  Environmental history also

clearly exhibits normative and political strains, but these tendencies are no more

pronounced here than in other historical approaches.

The core task of environmental history is to establish nature as a basic historical

factor alongside other more established focal points of historical research.

The question of whether this additional level of complexity in the analysis of

historical phenomena is really necessary, if, in other words, environmental

history's emphasis on nature as a constituent factor in all fields of historical

activity investigated by historiography is indeed productive and essential, can

only be answered with a resounding yes.  The real question is why the

material basis of human history has played such a marginal role for so long.

Not only is environmental history an extremely broad field of research, it is also

an exceptionally dynamic and multifaceted one, with little room for scholarly

monocultures. Borrowings from a variety of disciplines are virtually inevitable, as

many environmental historians are interdisciplinary in their training.  Apart

from historical subdisciplines, significant impulses have come from linkages to

historical geography, geobotany, forestry, climate research, sociology,

cartography, landscape ecology, (ecological or historical) anthropology, and

ethnology. All of this makes it difficult to draw a clear boundary between

environmental history and other disciplines, which turned out to be a source of

conflict at least in its early phases.  All in all, however, this "lack of
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discipline"  has been a great asset to environmental history and is still one of

its hallmarks compared to most other historical subdisciplines.

Recent years have seen the publication of a whole range of instructive overviews

on environmental history,  including a sadly overlooked three-volume

encyclopedia in 2004 whose 500 articles run the gamut of environmental-history

topics, from "acid rain" through "nutrition" to "zoos."  An excellent survey of

fundamental and ongoing issues as well as areas of study is available in Andrew

C. Isenberg's just published Oxford Handbook of Environmental History.  A

particular merit of the handbook is its – largely successful – attempt to combine

environmental-history approaches with more general historical inquiries (labor,

property, law, knowledge, etc.), an important step in making environmental

history compatible with other historical subdisciplines and historiography in

general, while at the same time enriching these with the insights of

environmental history. Of particular note in the German-speaking world are two

works published in 2007: the well-structured Umweltgeschichte im 19. und 20.

Jahrhundert (Environmental History in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Century)

edited by Frank Uekötter as part of the "Enzyklopädie deutscher Geschichte"

series, and the textbook-like Umweltgeschichte (Environmental History) by

environmental historians Verena Winiwarter and Martin Knoll, who offer an

outline of scientific methods used in environmental history.  Both are

excellent, clearly written introductions to the complex field of environmental

history. Additionally, the 2003 edited volume of Wolfram Siemann  and the

somewhat misleadingly titled monograph of Franz-Josef Brüggemeier from

1998  are very good surveys of the material. Still informative are the edited

volume of Brüggemeier and Thomas Rommelspacher,  published in 1987, as

well as the special issue of Geschichte und Gesellschaft edited by Werner

Abelshauser and focusing on the frequently overlooked economic aspects of

environmental history.  The global context is presented in a particularly

comprehensive, informative, provocative, and readable way by Joachim

Radkau  and by John R. McNeill.  Since 2009 three new volumes have

appeared offering a good introduction to global environmental history with

incisive essays on a wide range of topics and regions: the works of editor duos

John R. McNeill/Erin Stewart Mauldin, Sverker Sörlin/Paul Warde and Edmund

Burke III/Kenneth Pomeranz  go beyond North American and European

viewpoints to include Chinese, Latin American, Asian, and to some extent African

(McNeill/Mauldin, Burke/Pomeranz) perspectives. Among the classics of (not

exclusively) North American environment history used in the classroom (and

beyond) are William Cronon's Uncommon Ground and the textbooks of Carolyn

Merchant and Louis Warren, both with abundant sources.

The History of Environmental History

Environmental history emerged about forty years ago, and began with

reflections on the American "Wild West" and Australia.  The original focus was

on the concepts of "wilderness" and "frontier," which were closely tied to the

history of the United States and Australia.  There were of course much older

works that could have been classified as "environmental history" or least had an

environmental-history slant.  As a historical subdiscipline, however, it was only

in the 1970s that environmental history emerged on the horizon of historical

scholarship. At that time it was closely intertwined with the environmental

movement, and many of those involved in the former were also active in the

latter.  The American Society for Environmental History (ASEH ) was

founded in 1976, four years after the publication of the famous Club of Rome
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report, which warned about the "limits to growth"  and even today is a

cornerstone of environmental policy.  In Europe, and Germany in particular,

environmental history emerged a decade later. A European equivalent of the

ASEH was only founded in 1999 with the European Society for Environmental

History (ESEH).  The International Consortium of Environmental History

Organizations (ICEHO) has united about thirty networks since 2011, including

the ESEH, the ASEH, the Latin American and Caribbean Environmental History

Association (Sociedad Latinoamericana y Caribeña de Historia Ambiental,

SOLCHA) and the Association for East Asian Environmental History (AEAEH).

The Munich Rachel Carson Center for Environment and Society has been a hub

for the environmental humanities and social sciences ever since 2009.  Its

research, networking, educational, and publishing activities are considerable.

The following will begin by addressing four basic concepts of environmental

history: "nature," "wilderness," "culture," and "environment." I will then argue

that environmental history should be taken seriously as a basic category of

historiography, as Wolfram Siemann and Nils Freytag have advocated. Two

fundamental debates on early environmental history will be followed, in turn, by

suggestions for periodization. Finally, the methods and sources of environmental

history will be introduced and further focuses of research explored. With the

exception of a brief digression on the environmental history of Eastern,

East-Central and Southeastern Europe, the frame of reference of these

deliberations is generally the United States and Germany, with occasional (and

admittedly far too few) references to developments in other regions.

Back to Nature? Basic Concepts of Environmental History

Whereas images and the semantics of destruction and decline dominate popular

(and sometimes scholarly) discourses on the environment, environmental history

is not a "history of decline and decadence"  that views man alone as the

"defiler" of an unspoiled nature. Rather, its aim is to historicize the changing

relationship between humankind and nature, one which never had an ideal

primordial state. The centuries-old motto of "Back to nature!" is thus not only

questioned but exposed in its absurdity, itself becoming an object of

investigation. The notion of "unspoiled nature" is an entirely human

construct.

It is therefore not only a matter of reconstructing environmental conditions of

the past, but of investigating how contemporaries perceived and interpreted

them, how perceptions – e.g., of "nature" or the "environment" – changed and

were instrumentalized in the pursuit of varied interests. Environmental history

aims to dispel common misconceptions or clichés, ignorance, or the sheer

complacency found in many quarters, historical scholarship included.

Environmental history, or so Wolfram Siemann and Nils Freytag provocatively

assert, achieves a "historicization of areas of reality that many traditional

historians thought resistant to time and change."  The seemingly romantic

objective of reading landscapes and terrain, conceiving them – not unlike a

palimpsest – as archives with their own "memories"  is taken quite seriously

by environmental historians, who examine the ostensibly trivial and absolute.

Non-human nature is included in historical analysis as "both text and

context."

Human beings' static ideal of nature has no real correlate in their environment,

just as there are no values inherent to nature. Rather, it is a basic assumption of

environmental history that the natural environment is constantly changing, even
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independently of human beings. The notion of decline is based solely on human

value systems.

The role of human beings as part of nature is emphasized by a number of

authors, such as William Beinart and Peter Coates, who define environmental

history as the study of past interactions between humans "and the rest of

nature."  Joachim Radkau breaks this down even further to the "intimate

connection between the outer and inner nature" of humans.  He describes the

human-environment relationship as a fundamentally intimate one, closely linked

to physical (and, I would add, psychological) well-being and reproduction.

Radkau aptly refers to this relationship – sometimes wrongly criticized as

"biologism" – as the "primary link between mankind and the environment."

The meaning of "society" and "culture" are not negated in the process. Rather,

he points out that these should be conceived of as parts of the interrelation

between the material basis of existence and the propagation of "humans" as a

biological organism. A great variety of developments are therefore discernible

from an environmental history perspective as key innovations relevant to both

humanity and the environment: the introduction of the potato from Latin

America, a staple food whose cultivation changed European agriculture, as well

as methods of contraception and the use of nuclear energy.  These

elementary links between mankind and nature have always been perceived by

humans. "Environmental consciousness," according to Radkau, is essentially no

different than health consciousness, and therefore hardly a product of the

twentieth century.

Cult of the Wilderness

Terms like "culture" and "environment" are frequently used in describing the

relationship of interdependence between "human beings" and "nature" (to the

extent that humans and nature are considered contrary poles). In North

American and Australian environmental history, the concept of "savageness" or

"wilderness" is added to the equation. The distinctions are often vague. Equating

terms like "wilderness" and "nature" has a long tradition and was especially

pronounced during the Enlightenment.  The cult of the (natural) "wilderness,"

which presents the "savage" as the "true and naturally good" on the one hand

and as something threatening and barbarian on the other, is deeply rooted in

the Western mindset. It can be found in the early, lurid-sensationalist account of

the "wild, naked, fierce man-eating people"  of Brazil, in the glorification of the

native American Chief Seattle as an ecological visionary, or in a television

documentary about the "Russian soul" in the supposedly pristine expanses of

Siberia. All the more sobering from an epistemological perspective yet

nonetheless insightful and characteristic is the fact that the chieftain's putative

speech from 1854 with its "Only after the last tree has been cut down…" rhetoric

– an almost iconic slogan with veritable cult status, found emblazoned on the

walls of many a communal kitchen in the 1980s – was actually penned by a

scriptwriter.
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„Cree Indian Prophecy“

Photo: BK, Original Photo Credit: Ryan

McGuire: Symphony of Love, November

17, 2014, source: Flickr (CC BY-SA 2.0).

Joachim Radkau attributes the persistence

of as "meaningless"  a concept as

"wilderness" to a deep-seated "cult of

virginity" rooted in the basic human need

for comfort and security.  It could also

be explained, however, by the widespread

longing for "primeval states" and historical

authenticity, which witnessed an upsurge

in the nineteenth century as well as in the

late 1970s. And yet the cult of the

wilderness was not merely an isolated

phenomenon in the history of ideas; it had

an eminently practical impact on nature. It

was ultimately this cult that prompted

decisions such as the founding of Yellowstone National Park in 1872, the first of

its kind in the United States.  It also revealed the absurdity of the concept.

Because, for one thing, what was being held up as "natural" and worthy of

protection was actually the product of native American slash-and-burn

agriculture. For another, the "savages," i.e., members of the indigenous

population, were driven out of the park.

Nature vs. Culture

In contrast to nature, what we commonly refer to as culture is generally

understood as the "artificial and technological, the agreed-upon and stipulated,

that which is done and enforced, formed and cultivated."  In the history of

interpreting culture, there is a clear distinction between a model of progress and

a narrative of alienation and degeneration. The starting point of the model of

progress is a chaotic natural state marked by deprivation which is cultivated and

overcome through enlightenment and domestication. The objective is the "height

of culture," a state in which the powers of nature have been unlocked and are

used for the benefit of mankind. The counternarrative is the history of alienation

and degeneration, which tells of the (self-inflicted) expulsion of humankind from

a (natural) paradise. The problem is paradoxical, because it is ultimately human

culture itself that impacts (i.e., "endangers") nature, whereas this same culture

is expected to protect it.  Rolf Peter Sieferle thus comes to the logical

conclusion that the mere demand for environmental protection signifies the

"total victory of culture."

The third term, "environment," though lending its name to environmental

history, is no less a metonymy than all of the other basic concepts. Siemann and

Freytag define "environment" as the part of nature that, by dint of the existence

and impact of humans, becomes the environment that surrounds them and

shapes them.  Jakob von Uexküll (1864-1944), who coined the German term

for environment, Umwelt, pointed out that every living being has its own

environment.  Thus here, too, what it comes to signify depends entirely on

the speaker. A glance at a newspaper or a work of environmental history suffices

to show how broad the term environment can be, denoting anything from

nature to social milieu.
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Environmental History as a basic Historiographical Category

Wolfram Siemann and Nils Freytag want environment to be established as a

fourth basic historiographical category alongside power (Herrschaft), economics

and culture.  They buttress their proposition with four arguments, embracing

most of the basic assumptions of environmental history. They argue, first, that

the environment is more than the result of the other three categories

interacting. The environment, they claim, is a biological constant of human

beings even if it is constantly being reconstructed culturally.  Every human

behavior is therefore substantially dependent on the environment. Second, as

Radkau  too has described quite impressively, power and environment are

inextricably linked. Ecological effects can hardly be divorced from historico-

political contexts. Natural conditions set the framework for the vicissitudes of

power, and the entanglement of power and nature has to this day lost none of

its validity. Even at a time when nation-states are – at least ostensibly – on the

retreat, the access to resources, both their transport routes and as raw

materials, plays a decisive and potentially conflict-ridden role. It is now common

knowledge that this situation will escalate in the foreseeable future, particularly

with regard to ever scarcer resources such as water, soil, and forests. At the

same time, this development has created a heightened awareness of the

problem, giving rise not only to "green" movements, parties, and other

organizations but also influencing government decision-making. The influence of

environmental expertise on political decision-making is now evident at all levels of

government, comparable to that of NGOs on the process of social decision-

making processes. This effectively blurs the distinction between civil society and

the state as well as between the roles of "protector of the environment" and

"destroyer of the environmental," as Radkau has amply demonstrated.

As a third line of argument, Siemann and Freytag point out the close

interdependencies with economic processes. These ties are most visible in the

area of energy supply. Whereas until recently the environment was considered a

"free commodity," a resource incurring no or little costs in the production

process, it is now common practice to calculate the enormous costs that arise

from the use of these resources. The extent to which the economy and the

environment are intertwined has been highlighted in particular by Christian

Pfister with reference to Switzerland.  Though his term "1950s syndrome" –

see below – may be debatable, Pfister's basic tenets are sound.

The fourth and final argument of Siemann and Freytag to establish

environmental history as a basic historiographical category is the linkage

between environment and culture. The human perception of nature is always

culturally informed. The textbook example in German environmental history is

the Lüneburg Heath. Only through centuries of humans and animals using the

Lüneburg forest did the Lüneburg Heath develop into the cultural landscape that

is now a recognized national park. It is a striking example of how today's nature

reserves are actually cultural-landscape reserves.
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“Unspoiled nature” is a human construct:

Lüneburg Heath – the conservation of nature as

the conservation of cultural landscapes. View of

Wilsede Hill, photo: Willo, August 13, 2007,

source:: Wikimedia Commons (CC BY 2.5)

The Periodization of
Environmental History

Frank Uekötter has justly pointed out

that the differently paced

developments of the natural world

(very slow) and human history (much

faster) makes it difficult to divide

environmental history into periods

due to a lack of clear watershed

events.  Yet research focused on

the Western world has nonetheless

discerned some key moments

allowing us to speak of different

periods. Most scholars have

meanwhile accepted a rough division

into at least four phases, two of

which are relevant to contemporary

history and can be subdivided into further periods.  Following Franz-Josef

Brüggemeier's general outline,  which predominantly refers to Germany for

the period of contemporary history, these are: "before the great transformation

[i.e., industrialization]," the "transformation of the nineteenth century," the

"Weimar Republic and Nazism," and the "post-1945 world." This means that

some environmental historians are still strongly focused on political watersheds.

The period "before the great transformation" spans preindustrial agrarian

society, which was almost entirely dependent on renewable resources, especially

wood.  The nineteenth century witnessed a transition from the "ancient

régime" of environmental history to the modern industrial world. The century

was marked by a number of radical changes relevant to environmental history.

Fossil fuels increasingly replaced wood. Agriculture underwent a profound

transformation with the emancipation of serfs, the elimination of common land,

the intensification of agricultural production, and the cultivation of wasteland.

Woodlands were increasingly marketed and capitalized. The science of forestry

came into existence. Insufficient hygiene in growing urban centers resulted in the

spread of epidemics, especially cholera. The harmful influence of human beings

on the environment grew and was increasingly palpable in the form of air, water,

and noise pollution, which ultimately led to the first reactions and

countermeasures, e.g., the construction of central water-supply systems (in

Berlin in 1852, and Magdeburg in 1858). The contradictory experiences and

negative (environmental) impact of industrialization and urbanization were a

much-discussed topic in the early twentieth century. Even though the critics of

these developments were relatively few in number and their main concern was

not always nature and the environment, Brüggemeier is right in pointing out that

the period was not marked by a "general, unbroken enthusiasm for

progress."  Overall, however, there was a broad consensus that economic

growth and the promotion of industry had to be given priority. With social

hygiene in its heyday in the Weimar Republic, environmental conditions

increasingly became the focus of attention of medical practitioners and social-

policy makers. At the same time, more and more people in the German Empire

joined cultural-heritage and nature-conservation movements. This was

accompanied by a growing perception of "nature" as something worth

protecting.
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The Nazis continued the traditions of environmental conservation that existed in

the Weimar Republic, making human ties to nature and the soil their ideological

focus.  Radkau describes the environmental-history aspects of Nazism  as

a "thorn in the flesh of historical reflection."  In the area of environmental

protection, in particular, the Nazis introduced some epoch-making changes at

least at the legislative level. The Reich Nature Protection Law

(Reichsnaturschutzgesetz) of June 26, 1935 was an unprecedented regulatory

instrument that went well beyond protecting natural landmarks and nature

reserves. It mandated specific conservation standards in any plans involving

changes to the landscape. Even in the case of the Nazis' pet project, the

construction of the autobahns, planners favored "natural" (naturgemäß) criteria,

in particular the use of curves to make roads conform to the terrain – unlike

railroad tracks, which cut straight through the landscape. In questions of

landscape conservation and environmentally friendly technology there was no

official party line, and the Nazis even permitted controversial pubic debates. The

recycling of industrial waste and raw-material recovery were likewise booming.

Overall, however, the environmental balance of autarchic Nazi policy-making was

not a positive one. Not only was there no broad environmental-protection

alliance; many initiatives barely went beyond the codification stage. The Nazis

violated their own environmental laws, and a large part of these ostensibly

positive developments were linked to Germany's war preparations and its

strategies of justifying an expansion of its "lebensraum."

After the Second World War a period of hitherto unparalleled economic growth

began which, given the tremendous boost in global energy consumption it

entailed, can be considered a unique phenomenon in world history. Pfister coined

the term "1950s syndrome" to describe this period.  He cited cheap fossil

fuels, especially petroleum, as the main reason for the increase in energy

consumption. He also makes a case for energy as a third production factor

alongside labor and capital. Pfister combines aspects of economic, social and

environmental history. The drastic increase in energy consumption fundamentally

changed the lifestyle of the majority of West Europeans, opening up new

opportunities while creating a shift in value priorities of interest to historians of

mentality. For Pfister the 1950s are the "saddle period" between industrial

society and a consumer closely linked to growing mass production. Damage to

the environment rapidly increased alongside these developments, and

consumers themselves were increasingly the cause of it.

In the current debate among contemporary historians about the epochal

threshold of the 1970s, Pfister's theory of the "1950s syndrome" has been

criticized by Patrick Kupper.  In Kupper's "diagnosis" a thorough redefinition of

the relationship between humans and the environment only began after 1970 –

and not, as Pfister claims, already in the 1950s. Instead of "accelerated growth"

Kupper discerns "exponential growth." Pfister's use of the term "syndrome"

neglects, in his opinion, the considerable stability of the "long 1950s,"  whose

"patients," i.e., contemporaries of that era, hardly perceived these years as

"pathological." In his view, the interpretation of pollution as a social syndrome

began twenty years later with the emergence of a new kind of environmental

awareness.  Following Kupper's line of argument, Jens Ivo Engels suggests

calling the 1970s an "ecological turning point."  Radkau recently expanded this

periodization by talking about the subsequent "ecological decades," which he

calls the "new age of ecology," the "environmental boom" – the formative phase

of environmental politics which environmentalism draws on even today.  Much

more so than in the 1970s, catastrophes in the 1980s and 1990s, most notably

Chernobyl, were a key trigger for transformation processes in the human-
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environment relationship. The many words of the 1970s were finally being

followed by deeds, in Radkau's estimation. Moreover, state and non-state

protagonists increasingly adopted a global perspective. Nowhere was this more

apparent than in ecological communication, which was much more sustainable on

a global scale than it was in the 1970s.

The Environmental History of Real Socialism

The question has been repeatedly raised in recent years as to what extent a

periodization of this sort applies to "non-Western" states. Eastern Europe, in

particular, has increasingly preoccupied environmental historians. "Look to the

East" was the title of an article in a recent issue of Environment and History by

the current president of the ESEH, Dolly Jørgensen.  The title is indicative of a

trend. After the "Go West" focus of North American environmental history, the

"East Side Story"  of global environmental history is now in a dynamic period

of growth. The last three years have witnessed an increasing interest in the

environmental history of the hitherto overlooked Eastern, East-Central and

Southeastern regions of Europe. This is reflected not only in recently completed

and ongoing research projects with their attendant publications but is also

evident in the founding of institutions, in smaller centers of research at

universities, as well as in a variety of national and international research

networks.  The predominance of outside perspectives is gradually being offset

by the work of scholars from these countries. Moreover, a generation shift is

underway, making room for younger scholars from these regions and challenging

the leading role of scholars from more established disciplines such as

geography.  East-Central European  and Southeastern European

environmental history have also been catching up since Zsuzsa Gille's comment

six years ago that they were light-years behind the work being done on Eastern

Europe.  Research on the GDR and inter-German history, often dismissed as

an area that's been "studied to death,"  has also proliferated.

The environmental history of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union is still

predominated by studies focused on Russia.  Given the influence and the

sheer size of this empire – and hence the range and variety of nature in it – this

focus may be justified, and there is certainly still more work to be done here.

That said, it's high time that the smaller states and the Central Asian republics

of the former Soviet Union are given their due by environmental historians.

The first post-Soviet diagnoses of the environmental history of the Soviet Union

had a wide echo, even outside the field of environmental history, prompting

many environmental historians to distance themselves from them. Catchy titles

with words like "ecocide"  and "eco-nationalism"  were of course

guaranteed to attract attention to the truly devastating environmental problems

of a defunct empire in the early 1990s as well as to the frequent links between

the environment and national movements, but the analyses they offered only

scratched the surface and didn't do justice to the complexity of Soviet realities.

Alongside pollution and the squandering of resources there did exist a sensitivity

to ecological issues, evident in both individual behavior and in state-level

environmental protection measures, such as the network of nature sanctuaries,

the zapovedniki. Throughout the entire Soviet Union, individual protagonists in

science, bureaucracy, and the population at large used whatever scope of

maneuver they had, allowing them a certain degree of involvement and influence

at various levels. What's more, the environmental protests of the late 1980s and

early 1990s cannot merely be described as the outgrowths of national(ist)
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aspirations. Ecological arguments not only had a proxy function but – especially

in connection with social questions – carried their own political weight. Reducing

all of this to "eco-nationalism" underestimates the complexity of ecological

debates and their role in mobilization processes.

Though Stephan may go too far  in his diagnosis of "Stalinist

environmentalism,"  the "shades of green"  that existed under real

socialism and led to a rapid process of ecologization in the late 1980s must

certainly be taken seriously. They can help "correct or supplement the grand

narratives of Soviet history"  as well as those of global (environmental)

history. This means specifying the role ecologization processes played in the

collapse of the system, as well as explaining the extensive de-ecologization of

society that soon set in, a development that went hand in hand with the

professionalization and institutionalization occurring at the state and non-state

levels. Whereas Fukushima caused alarm in Western Europe and an "energy

transition" in Germany, the countries suffering the most from the aftereffects of

Chernobyl remained surprisingly indifferent. Though Chernobyl was once a

decisive catalyst of mobilization processes, in the long run this nuclear disaster

did little to promote a critical debate on the use of nuclear energy in the

successor states of the Soviet Union. If there was an "anthropological shock" in

Eastern Europe (like the one Ulrich Beck observed in Japan after Fukushima) it

must have been a very short-lived one.

Research on Nazism has already shown that dictatorships too are not averse to

environmental protection, especially in its classic form. There are research

lacunae on the relationship between the environment and society in various

dictatorships  as well as in the form of cross-system comparative

studies.  The still palpable and understandable need of East-Central,

Southeastern, and Eastern European historians to distance themselves from the

monopolizing Soviet/Greater Russian narrative is reflected in the focus of

environmental history. Still, the time has come for more cross-system

comparative and entangled history approaches.  The influence of the Cold

War on the dynamic relationship between environment and society as well as on

environmental discourses and policies still needs to be examined further.

Along with these more overarching perspectives, there is still a dearth of

research on the 1980s, perestroika, and the 1990s. The "East Side Story" of

environmental history would also do well to open up to other angles that have

long since been part of the standard historiographical repertoire, most notably

gender history approaches. Women played a central role in mobilization

processes, for example, yet the environmental history of the East is too often

portrayed as a purely male affair. If it was in fact men who dominated certain

areas, e.g. the scientific sphere, this lopsidedness at least needs to be

explained, along with the discrepancy between scholarly debates and

environmental activism.

Methods and Sources of Environmental History

The attractiveness of environmental history and its innovative potential are

grounded in its plurality of methods. A specific feature of environmental history

is its combination of historical methods and findings from the natural

sciences,  at least when its aim is not a straightforward history of perception.

Some basic knowledge of the natural sciences is helpful in any case. This

pluralism, however, and the various attempts at an integrative approach make

environmental history a "precarious discipline"  which necessarily lacks a clear
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thematic and methodological profile. The variety of methods – from "classic"

historical to the inclusion of scientific methods – offers an exceptionally diverse

variety of sources, from classic archives to forestry documents. "Conventional"

sources such as administrative documents and travelogues can also be

reinterpreted. New or hitherto underappreciated sources, some of which are only

decipherable to those with a scientific background and that might read like a

foreign language to classically trained historians (and are probably of only limited

interest to contemporary historians), can be useful for long-term studies. These

include the analysis of preserved pollen, of wood (dendrochronology), bones

(biological anthropology), petrified fossils (paleontology), of organic remains

(radiocarbon dating) or air trapped in perpetual ice (paleoclimatology).

Topics of Environmental History

In 2006, Jens Ivo Engels criticized the scant importance given to issues of

environmental history in the leading debates on contemporary history.  The

situation has improved somewhat since then.  And yet it is inexplicable in

this, the "environmental age," why environmental-history perspectives have not

been incorporated more readily, especially given the body of work done in recent

years.

In a field as dynamic as environmental history it is well-nigh impossible to

provide a comprehensive overview of topics and literature. The following can

merely address current trends and a number of examples, with no claim to be

comprehensive or complete. The focus is on German, European, and North

American environmental history – an inexcusable deficiency, given the many

informative studies on Asia, Africa, Australia, and Latin America, neglected here

for reasons of space.

Apart from the topics mentioned above, contemporary environmental history

has dealt most thoroughly with the history of nature conservation and

environmental protection in all of its many facets.  Environmental policy and

environmental movements occupy a special place here.  Only since the turn

of the century, against the backdrop of the ubiquitous debate about global

warming, has climate history become an integral part of environmental

history.  The term "Anthropocene"  was coined by it to describe the

twentieth century.

A current attempt to expand environmental history with an innovative

perspective and new regional emphases is a focus on the so-called BRICS states

(Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa). The approach – borrowed from

economics – of viewing these so-called newly industrialized countries as a

collective, may in itself be debatable. But every attempt to work beyond the

classic fields of comparison, particularly when they include previously unexplored

regions, should be greeted with open arms, even if – or precisely because –

more questions are posed than answers provided. Questions, after all, are the

starting point for new reflections.  Overall, more cross-system research

would be welcome and, given the often transnational nature of environmental

history, would seem to be a logical development.

This is especially true of disaster management – environmental contamination

didn't stop at the Iron Curtain – which played an increasing role in public

awareness as well as serving as motor for environmental history itself. Whereas

natural catastrophes are among the classics of general environmental history,

more recent studies are focusing on contemporary disaster processes and risk
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Natural catastrophes: tropical storms and floods.

Haiti, September 9, 2008. “Tropical Storm Hanna

Floods Gonaives. People walk through the

flooded streets of Gonaives, Haiti, 8 days after

tropical storm Hanna swept through the area.”

Photo ID 192484. 09/09/2008. Gonaives, Haiti.

Source: UN Photo Logan Abassi / Flickr (CC

BY-NC-ND 2.0).

perception.  It was the reactor meltdown at Chernobyl  that ultimately led

Ulrich Beck to diagnose the emergence of a (global) "risk society." Along with the

lack of cross-system studies there is a deficit of works on technical or so-called

human-made disasters.

All in all, however, there has been a

fruitful convergence of technological

and environmental history in recent

years.  Already twenty years ago

Richard White's outstanding study on

the Columbia River, The Organic

Machine, showed how easily the

boundaries between "natural,"

"cultural," "social," and "technological"

can be blurred.  This book was

perhaps one of the first to show that

the role of technology in the

relationship between human beings

and the environment is a complex

one that can no longer be portrayed

as a history of destruction or a

history of progress. In this context,

environmental-history perspectives

are not simply part of a narrative but help explain technological transformation.

At the same time, historians of technology have begun to question the nature of

technology in its interaction with the environment. Technology not only has an

effect on the environment; the environment affects technology too. Nothing

illustrates this better than the cycle of energy production and consumption: no

steam engines without coal, no nuclear power plants without uranium. Sara

Pritchard sees a transformation of technology from an "agent of ecological

change" to an "agent of socio-environmental change." In light of the Fukushima

disaster, she pleaded convincingly for abandoning the strict division between

natural and technological disasters and replacing it instead with the concept of

"envirotechnical disasters."  The term "environmental change" is ultimately

turning out to be a more neutral alternative to "environmental pollution." The

key categories are knowledge/science and the lack of knowledge, i.e., ignorance.

The guiding question is which knowledge asserts itself and why, how ignorance is

produced, and what they mean for historical analysis.

A relatively recent topic of environmental history is "environmental equity."

Categories such as gender, class, and race are the focus here.  The inclusion

of this additional level of complexity in environmental-history research recently

prompted Andrew Isenberg to talk about a "new environmental history" that is

radically different from that of the founding generation.  Fifty years after the

publication of Rachel Carson's environmental classic Silent Spring,  which

dealt with the consequences of DDT, there is a stronger interest in the human

body, its health, and especially the danger of its contamination with poisons or

"biothreats."

Along with the relationship between human beings and nature, environmental

history has now turned to the relationship between animals, human beings, and

nature.  In the wake of the somewhat dizzying craze for ever new "turns" in

recent years, the "animal turn" has now been proclaimed.  It remains an open

question, however, whether the relationship between human beings and animals

is a facet of environmental history or its own distinct area of study.
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Two debates that were central to environmental history in the narrow sense, at

least in its early phase – the controversy between so-called anthropocentrists

and non-anthropocentrists or biocentrists, as well as the "wood-shortage

debate" – seem to have run their course.  At the center of the debate

between the "anthropocentrists" and the "non-anthropocentrists" was the

attempt to define environmental history's object of investigation: humankind or

nature? The question of whether or not (non-human) nature has its own

intrinsic rights became the big question of environmental history, even though it

was basically a "sham" debate.  Nowadays it is generally agreed that all

approaches and questions are, in essence, "naturally" grounded in an

anthropocentric perspective. There can't be a history of "nature as such." The

strong link between environmental issues of the day and the questions posed by

environmental history, particularly in its early stages, found dramatic expression

in the wood-shortage debate of the 1980s. The media-fueled hype about "forest

dieback" (Waldsterben)  and the discussion about energy sources in

Germany unleashed a controversy about a supposed wood shortage in the

eighteenth century. It was Radkau, first and foremost, who questioned this then

undisputed notion in forest history.  He pointed out the power-political

instrumentalization of forests inherent to the wood-shortage scare, thus

underlying with startling clarity the link between nature and power.

One concept that originally emerged in the "wood-shortage debate" between

German forest historians and that initially referred to woodlands is

"sustainability" (Nachhaltigkeit). By way of North American environmental

history, where the term has been well-established for more than two decades,

the term was eventually reimported to Germany.  It has basically become a

household term since the environmental conference in Rio de Janeiro in 1992.

The practical application of environmental history, for instance in museums of

industry, also plays a role in contemporary environmental history research, albeit

a marginal one.  The field of businesshistory has also been illuminated from

an environmental perspective.  Whereas links to literary studies have been

made via the booming field of "ecocriticism,"  the analysis of the media in

environmental history – a rather promising field, indeed – is still rather

underdeveloped.

A particularly attractive feature of environmental-history research is its surveys

and syntheses of historical periods.  Transnational and transfer history are

frequently referenced by environmental history without having really caught on in

contemporary environmental history. Studies focused on individual nation-states

still predominate, even though its meaningfulness has often been questioned.

This, in itself, is not a deficit, as this type of study is surely needed.

Nevertheless, the time has come for more research daring to present a

synthesis.

There is currently much discussion about a European environmental history.

Whereas some are skeptical, claiming that Europe is nothing but a social

construct  and that it would make more sense to investigate transfer

processes that aren't limited to Europe, Uekötter has indicated perspectives that

at least allow for an overarching narrative of "natural environments" without

necessarily assuming that a European environment per se exists.
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↑ My thanks go out to all of my colleagues – many of them with ties to the Rachel Carson Center for

Environment and Society – who have enriched this article with their own work, their comments, and

recommendations for reading.

1. 

↑ See Wolfram Siemann/Nils Freytag, “Umwelt – e ine geschichtswissenschaftliche Grundkategorie,” in:

Wolfram Siemann (ed.), Umweltgeschichte. Themen und Perspektiven, Munich 2003, pp. 7-19, here p. 8.

2. 

↑ Frank Uekötter, Umweltgeschichte im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert, Munich 2007, p. 6. William Cronon

described the re lationship between environment and culture as “dia lectic” a quarter of a century

earlier. See his classic Changes in the Land. Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England, New York,

3rd ed. 1984, p. 13.

3. 

↑ See Siemann/Freytag, “Umwelt,” pp. 11f.4. 

↑ See one of the classics of environmental history, written by one of its leading pioneers: Donald

Worster, Dust Bowl. The Southern Plains in the 1930s , New York 1979.

5. 

↑ See, e.g., Warren Dean, Brazil and the Struggle for Rubber: A Study in Environmental History, Cambridge

1987; Margaret E. Keck, “Social Equity and Environmental Politics in Brazil: Lessons from the Rubber

Tappers in Acre,” in: Comparative Politics 27 (1995), no. 4, pp. 409-424; Barbara Weinste in, The

Amazon Rubber Boom 1850-1920, Stanford 1983.

6. 

↑ A seminal work: Franz-Josef Brüggemeier/Thomas Rommelspacher, Blauer Himmel über der Ruhr.

Geschichte der Umwelt im Ruhrgebiet 1840-1990, Essen 1992.

7. 

↑ The majority of scholars in the German environmental-history community no longer seem to lay

cla im  to establishing environmental history as an independent historical subdiscipline, but seem to

see more opportunities for establishing an environmental-history approach by integrating the

8. 

Perspectives

The subdiscipline of environmental history has seen some rapid growth spurts

since 2007 – when Uekötter expressed his doubts if the discipline had matured

at all  and when this Docupedia article appeared in its first version. The First

World Congress of Environmental History (WCEH) in 2009 in Copenhagen/Malmö

was an important step on the path to maturity. The congress was pioneering

not least of all because it actually dared to be international, unlike many other

gatherings which merely claimed to be so. While it is true that the usual hurdles

of international exchange – language skills and the underrepresentation of

participants from poorer regions – were yet to be overcome, at least they were

openly discussed in Copenhagen, an unusual gesture among historians. Likewise

path-breaking was the appeal for more public outreach.  The Second World

Congress took place in 2014 in Guimarães, Portugal. Its organizer, the ICEHO,

has meanwhile unified more than 30 individual institutions as well as national and

international networks. Some of these are more "mature" than others. On the

whole, however, the subdiscipline seems well-developed. The turf wars of the

first generation seem to be a thing of the past,  a new generation has

become established, and a third is in the making. What's more, the claim to

bring the benefits of environmental history to society is being implemented, at

least in part: The ICEHO is helping the city of Guimarães apply for the "European

Green Capital" award of 2020.

All of this notwithstanding, the critique formulated by Jens Ivo Engels about the

"unfortunate disinterest" in the work of environmental historians and the

conscious or unconscious reluctance to accept into the "canon" of contemporary

history the meanwhile abundant and exceptional work of environmental

historians still appears to hold true.  The valuable contribution of

environmental history as a "subdiscipline" deserves much greater recognition

from the outside world and from scholars working in other disciplines. Apart

from providing contemporary history with new objects of investigation and new

perspectives, it can also help, not least of all, to reassess seemingly "over-

researched" topics.

Translated from the German by David Burnett.

[147]

[148]

[149]

[150]

16



“environmental factor” in their respective subdisciplines. See the conference report: Von der Konflikt-

zur Verflechtungsgeschichte? Wirtschaft und Umwelt in der zweiten Hälfte des 20. Jahrhunderts ,

29.9.2011-30.9.2011, Potsdam, in: H-Soz-u-Kult, 9.12.2011, http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de

/tagungsberichte/id=3944; „Ich wollte meine e igenen Wege gehen“. Ein Gespräch m it Joachim

Radkau, in: Zeithistorische Forschungen/Studies in Contemporary History, Online-Ausgabe, 9 (2012),

H. 1, http://www.zeithistorische-forschungen.de/16126041-Radkau-1-2012.

↑ Douglas R. Weiner, “A Death-Defying Attempt to Articulate a Coherent Definition of Environmental

History,” in: Environmental History 10 (2005), no. 3, pp. 404-420.

9. 

↑ Weiner, “Death-Defying Attempt,” p. 415.10. 

↑ J.M. Powell, cited in Weiner, “Death-Defying Attempt,” p. 404. The quote is from a rather crude (and

in the scholarly community hackneyed) joke that goes: What do environmental history and Belgium

have in common? Answer: both are total products of the collective imagination.

11. 

↑ Harriet R itvo, cited in Weiner, “Death-Defying Attempt,” p. 404.12. 

↑ Donald Worster, Shrinking the Earth: The Rise and Decline of American Abundance, New York 2016.13. 

↑ This is the title  of a standard work by Joachim Radkau: Die Ära der Ökologie. Eine Weltgeschichte,

Munich 2011.

14. 

↑ This is what it is called in the Prologue of John R. McNeill, Something New Under the Sun. An

Environmental History of the Twentieth-Century World, New York 2000.

15. 

↑ This is how Austrian environmental historian Verena Winiwarter put it at the opening event of the

First World Congress of Environmental History in Copenhagen on August 4, 2009.

16. 

↑ The words of oceanologist Valery Forbes at the opening event of the First World Congress of

Environmental History in Copenhagen on August 4, 2009.

17. 

↑ Fiona Watson/Jens Ivo Engels, “Einle itung,” in: Franz Bosbach/Jens Ivo Engels/Fiona Watson (eds.),

Environment and History in Britain and Germany – Umwelt und Geschichte in Großbritannien und Deutschland,

Munich 2006.

18. 

↑ See the plea of socia l historian Alan Taylor for a mutual enrichment of socia l and environmental

history: “Unnatural Inequalities: Socia l and Environmental Histories,” in: Environmental History 1

(1996), no. 4, pp. 6-19.

19. 

↑ And yet regional differences are discernible. In Germany, environmental history developed primarily

out of other historical subdisciplines, whereas in Brita in, for instance, the natural and socia l sciences

had a major influence. For a detailed discussion see: Verena Winiwarter/Martin Knoll,

Umweltgeschichte. Eine Einführung, Cologne 2007; Bosbach/Engels/Watson (eds.), Umwelt und

Geschichte.

20. 

↑ Relations to historical geography were particularly strained, environmental history, for instance,

having freely borrowed the concept of “cultural landscape.” This prompted British environmental

historian Richard Grove to make the rather acerbic remark: “In somewhat arrogantly arrogating to

themselves a term already being used by at least two other disciplines, the historians managed to

upset the se lf-esteem of a very particular group of scholars, the historical geographers.” R ichard H.

Grove, “Environmental History,” in: Peter Burke (eds.), New Perspectives on Historical Writing, second

edition, Oxford 2001, pp. 261-282, here p. 261.

21. 

↑ Uwe Lübken, “Undiszipliniert: Ein Forschungsbericht zur Umweltgeschichte,” in: H-Soz-u-Kult July 14,

2010, http://www.hsozkult.de/literaturereview/id/forschungsberichte-1111.

22. 

↑ For more recent literature surveys in essay form see Sverker Sörlin, “The Contemporaneity of

Environmental History: Negotiating Scholarship, Useful History, and the New Human Condition,” in:

Journal of Contemporary History 46 (2011), no. 3, pp. 610-630; John R. McNeill, “Observations on the

Nature and Culture of Environmental History,” in: History and Theory 4 (2003), pp. 5-43; “Forum. The

Nature of German Environmental History,” in: German History 1 (2009), pp. 113-130; Reinhold Reith,

“Umweltgeschichte und Technikgeschichte am Beginn des 21. Jahrhunderts. Konvergenzen und

Divergenzen,” in: Technikgeschichte 75 (2008), no. 4, pp. 337-356; Lübken, “Undiszipliniert”; Kimberly

Coulter/Christof Mauch (eds.), “The Future of Environmental History. Needs and Opportunites,” in:

RCC Perspectives, 2011, no. 3.

23. 

↑ Shepard Krech III/John R. McNeill/Carolyn Merchant (eds.), Encyclopedia of World Environmental

History, 3 vol., New York 2004.

24. 

↑ Andrew C. Isenberg (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Environmental History, New York 2014.25. 

↑ Uekötter, Umweltgeschichte.26. 

↑ Winiwarter/Knoll, Umweltgeschichte.27. 

↑ Siemann (ed.), Umweltgeschichte.28. 

↑ Contrary to what the title  suggests, this is not an in-depth history of the nuclear disaster at

Chernobyl but a solid introduction to German environmental history. Franz-Josef Brüggemeier,

Tschernobyl, 26. April 1986. Die ökologische Herausforderung, Munich 1998.

29. 

↑ Franz-Josef Brüggemeier/Thomas Rommelspacher (eds.), Besiegte Natur. Geschichte der Umwelt im

19. und 20. Jahrhundert, Munich 1987. Likewise still worth reading: Donald Worster (ed.), The Ends of the

Earth: Perspectives on Modern Environmental History, New York 1988.

30. 

↑ Werner Abelshauser (ed.), “Umweltgeschichte. Umweltverträgliches Wirtschaften in historischer

Perspektive.” Geschichte und Gesellschaft, specia l no. 15, Göttingen 1994.

31. 

↑ Joachim Radkau, Die Ära der Ökologie, translated to English by Patrick Camiller: The Age of Ecology: A

Global History, New York 2014; idem, Natur und Macht. Eine Weltgeschichte der Umwelt, Munich 2002,

translated to English by Thomas Dunlap: Natur and Power: A Global History of the Environment, New York

2008.

32. 

↑ McNeill, Some New Under the Sun. Likewise worth noting: Ian G. Simmons, Global Environmental History

1000 BC to AD 2000, Edinburgh 2006; J. Donald Hughes, An Environmental History of the World.

Humankind’s Changing Role in the Community of Life, 2nd edition, New York 2009; see also idem, What is

Environmental History?, Cambridge 2006.

33. 

17



↑ John R. McNeill/Erin Stewart Mauldin (eds.), A Companion to Global Environmental History, Malden,

Mass. 2012; Sverker Sörlin/Paul Warde, Nature’s End: Environment and History, London 2009.

Unfortunately not yet translated to English or German: Sverker Sörlin/Anders Öckerman, Jorden en ö.

En global miljöhistoria [The Earth is an Island. A Globale Environmental History], Stockholm 1998;

Edmund Burke III./Kenneth Pomeranz (eds.), The Environment and World History, Berkeley 2009.

34. 

↑ William Cronon (ed.), Uncommon Ground. Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, New York 1995;

Carolyn Merchant, Major Problems in American Environmental History. Documents and Essays , Lex ington,

Mass. 1993; Louis S. Warren (ed.), American Environmental History, Malden, Mass. 2003.

35. 

↑ For a detailed overview of its origins see, e.g., Winiwarter/Knoll, Umweltgeschichte, pp. 30ff., and for

North America specifically, e.g., R ichard White, “Historiographical Essay: American Environmental

History: The Development of a New Fie ld,” in: Pacific Historical Review 54 (1985) no. 3, pp. 297-335,

as well as his reflections almost twenty years later: R ichard White, “Afterword. Environmental History:

Watching a Historical Fie ld Mature,” in: Pacific Historical Review 70 (2001), no. 1, pp. 103-111.

36. 

↑ The classics for North America: Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, Yale 1967 and

William H. McNeill, The Rise of the West. A History of the Human Community, Chicago 1963. The latter is

seen by Georg G. Iggers as pointing the way for subsequent environmental historians with a focus on

“crosscultural interaction and diffusion.” See Georg G. Iggers, Geschichtswissenschaft im 20.

Jahrhundert. Ein kritischer Überblick im internationalen Zusammenhang. New edition, Göttingen 2007, p.

133.

37. 

↑ See Andrew C. Isenberg, “Historicizing Natural Environments. The Deep Roots of Environmental

History,” in: Lloyd Kramer/Sara Maza (eds.), Companion to Western Historical Thought, Malden, Mass.

2002, pp. 372-389.

38. 

↑ In his Oxford Handbook of Environmental History, Andrew Isenberg lists the following individuals as

belonging to the “founding generation of environmental historians”: William Cronon, Alfred Crosby,

Thomas Dunlap, Samuel Hays, J. Donald Hughes, Carolyn Merchant, Martin Melosi, Arthur McEvoy,

William McNeill, Roderick Nash, John Opie, Stephen Pyne, Hal Rothman, Susan Schrepfer, Joel Tarr,

R ichard White, and Donald Worster. Andrew C. Isenberg, “Introduction. A New Environmental History,”

in: idem (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Environmental History, New York 2014, pp. 1-20, here p. 3.

39. 

↑ The club’s website offers many re lated links to events, publications, reading lists, and sem inar

plans: http://aseh.net.

40. 

↑ Donella L. Meadows et a l., The Limits to Growth: A Report for the Club of Rome’s Project on the

Predicament of Mankind, New York 1972.

41. 

↑ The basic thrust of the report was nothing new, Robert Malthus having published his famous “Essay

on the Principles of Population” in London in 1798. The crux of Malthus’s essay and the Club of Rome

report were astonishingly sim ilar. For more detail see Brüggemeier, Tschernobyl, pp. 34ff., and Thomas

R. Malthus, An Inquiry into the Principle of Population, reprint of the 1816 edition, London 1994. For a

recent study of Malthusian anxieties in the North American population see Thomas Robertson,

Malthusian Moment, Global Population Growth and the Birth of American Environmentalism, New Brunswick,

etc. 2012.

42. 

↑ The ESEH website offers helpful links and resources: http://eseh.org/.43. 

↑ See http://www.iceho.org/.44. 

↑ Apart from publishing two book series, “The Environment in History: International Perspectives“

(Berghahn) and “Umwelt und Gesellschaft” (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht), and the online periodical RCC

Perspectives (http://www.environmentandsociety.org/perspectives), the RCC runs the “Seeing the

Woods” blog (http://seeingthewoods.org/) and the “Environment and Society” portal

(http://www.environmentandsociety.org/).

45. 

↑ Siemann/Freytag, “Umwelt,” p. 15.46. 

↑ Environmental historians are generally agreed on this point, despite the occasional assertion to the

contrary. Brüggemeier, for instance, writes that “by 1800 there was hardly any nature unspoiled by

human beings,” which by way of inversion implies that it ex isted before. See Brüggemeier,

Tschernobyl, p. 38.

47. 

↑ Siemann/Freytag, “Umwelt,” p. 12.48. 

↑ See ibid.49. 

↑ Isenberg, “Introduction,” p. 6.50. 

↑ Vgl. Uekötter, Umweltgeschichte, p. 5.51. 

↑ William Beinart/Peter Coates, Environment and History. The Taming of Nature in the USA and South

Africa, London 1995, p. 1.

52. 

↑ Radkau, Natur und Macht, p. 16.53. 

↑ Ibid.54. 

↑ See the edited volume of one of the pioneers of German environmental history: Bernd Herrmann,

„… mein Acker ist die Zeit”. Aufsätze zur Umweltgeschichte, Göttingen 2011, esp. the chapter “Kartoffe l,

Tod und Teufe l: Wie Kartoffe l, Kartoffe lfäule und Kartoffe lkäfer Umweltgeschichte machten,” pp.

293-347, online at http://www.univerlag.uni-goettingen.de/bitstream/handle/3/isbn-

978-3-941875-99-9/herrmann_acker.pdf?sequence=1.

55. 

↑ Ibid.56. 

↑ A k ind of forerunner of gender discourses m ight be mentioned here as an example. William

Alexander, an early proponent of “gender” as a socia l construct, wrote: “We have just now seen , that,

in savage life, the sexual difference, as far as it regards strength and activity of body, is not very

considerable; as society advances, this difference becomes more perceptible …” William Alexander,

The History of Women: from the Earliest Antiquity to the Present Time; giving some Account of almost every

interesting Particular concerning that Sex among all Nations, ancient and modern, vol. 2, London 1779, p.

53.

57. 

18



↑ The term appears in the well-known travelogue of German mercenary (Landsknecht) Hans Staden,

who traveled Brazil in the service of Portugal during the sixteenth century. Hans Staden, Brasilien. Die

wahrhaftige Historie der wilden, nackten, grimmigen Menschenfresser-Leute 1548-1555 [Brazil: The True

History of the Wild, Naked, Fierce Man-Eating People, 1548–1555], edited and with an introduction by

Gustav Faber, Stuttgart 1984.

58. 

↑ There are different versions of his supposed speech. The most famous version – “My words are like

the stars…” – is from screenwriter Ted Perry, who revealed his authorship to Rudolf Kaiser in 1983.

See Rudolf Kaiser, Die Erde ist uns heilig. Die Reden des Chief Seattle und anderer indianischer Häuptlinge,

Fre iburg im  Breisgau 1992; see also: Sonja Probst/Ernst Probst (eds.), Meine Worte sind wie Sterne. Die

Rede des Häuptlings Seattle und andere indianische Weisheiten, Norderstedt 2001.

59. 

↑ Radkau, Natur und Macht, p. 15.60. 

↑ Ebd., pp. 14ff.61. 

↑ On the influence of this first national park and the “wilderness” concept in Europe see the excellent

study of Patrick Kupper, Wildnis schaffen. Eine transnationale Geschichte des Schweizerischen Nationalparks ,

Bern 2012. (Since 2014 in English translation: Patrick Kupper, Creating Wilderness. A Transnational

History of the Swiss National Park, New York 2014).

62. 

↑ See Radkau, Natur und Macht, p. 14; William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness or, Getting Back

to the Wrong Nature,” in: idem, Uncommon Ground, pp. 69-90.

63. 

↑ Rolf Peter Sieferle, Rückblick auf die Natur. Eine Geschichte des Menschen und seiner Umwelt, Munich

1997, p. 18.

64. 

↑ Ibid., pp. 18ff.65. 

↑ Ebd., S. 24.66. 

↑ Siemann/Freytag, Umwelt, p. 13.67. 

↑ Well worth reading is Florian Mildenberger and Bernd Herrmann’s annotated edition of Uexküll’s

Umwelt und Innenwelt der Tiere [The Environment and Inner World of Animals] (Berlin 2014).

68. 

↑ See ibid., pp. 13ff.69. 

↑ There are overlaps, of course, with other (new) humanities and historiographical methods that also

emphasize biological dimensions, such as gender history or approaches of the “spatia l turn.”

70. 

↑ Radkau, Natur und Macht.71. 

↑ Radkau, Die Ära der Ökologie.72. 

↑ Christian Pfister (ed.), Das 1950er Syndrom. Der Weg in die Konsumgesellschaft, Bern 1995.73. 

↑ Uekötter, Umweltgeschichte, p. 4.74. 

↑ For a debate on a variety of suggested periodizations see Jens Ivo Engels, “Umweltgeschichte als

Zeitgeschichte,” in: Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte 13 (2006), pp. 32-38. For an overview of different

approaches to periodization see Joachim Radkau/Frank Uekötter (eds.), The Turning Points of

Environmental History, Lanham 2006.

75. 

↑ Brüggemeier, Tschernobyl.76. 

↑ The term “wooden age,” coined by Werner Sombart, is certainly meaningful from an environmental

history perspective even if the conclusions Sombart came to in “Struggle for the Forests,” a

subchapter of his opus magnum Der moderne Kapitalismus  (Modern Capita lism), have been refuted by

later environmental historians. See Werner Sombart, Der moderne Kapitalismus, 2nd edition,

Munich/Leipzig 1921, vol. II/2, p. 1138.

77. 

↑ Brüggemeier, Tschernobyl, p. 126.78. 

↑ Radkau, Natur und Macht, p. 294; Joachim Radkau/Frank Uekötter (ed.), Naturschutz und

Nationalsozialismus, Frankfurt a.M. 2003.

79. 

↑ The appropriateness of speaking about “Hitler’s ecological panic,” as Timothy Snyder does in his

new book Black Earth, is a matter of debate that only a critical historical analysis would settle. Vgl.

Timothy Snyder, Black Earth. The Holocaust as History and Warning. London 2015; see also the interview

with Timothy Snyder, in: National Public Radio, “On Point,” October 13, 2015.

80. 

↑ Radkau, Natur und Macht, p. 294.81. 

↑ Snyder, Black Earth, pp. 294ff.82. 

↑ For a more recent discussion see André Kirchhofer et a l. (eds.), Nachhaltige Geschichte. Festschrift für

Christian Pfister, Zurich 2009 as well as Christian Pfister, “Energiepre is und Umweltbelastung. Zum

Stand der Diskussion über das 1950er Syndrom,” in: Siemann/Freytag, Umwelt, pp. 61-86.

83. 

↑ Patrick Kupper, “Die 1970er Diagnose. Grundsätzliche Überlegungen zu e inem Wendepunkt in der

Umweltgeschichte,” in: Archiv für Sozialgeschichte 43 (2003), pp. 325-348, online at

http://www.zeithistorische-forschungen.de/reprint/id%3D4015.

84. 

↑ Werner Abelshauser, Die langen Fünfziger Jahre. Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft der Bundesrepublik

Deutschland 1949-1966, Düsseldorf 1987.

85. 

↑ Kupper, “1970er Diagnose,” pp. 327ff.86. 

↑ Engels, “Umweltgeschichte als Zeitgeschichte,” pp. 35.87. 

↑ Radkau, Ära der Ökologie, S. 504, 506.88. 

↑ Ibid., S. 504.89. 

19



↑ Dolly Jørgensen, “Look to the East,” Environment and History 21 (2015), no. 3, p. 313. The journal

Environment and History, with close ties to the ESEH, has brought a number of national overviews in

recent years, e.g., Hrvoje Petric, “Environmental History in Croatian Historiography,” in: Environment

and History 18 (2012), no. 4, “Notepad,” pp. 623-627; Ulrike Plath, “Environmental History in Estonia,”

in: Environment and History 18 (2012), no. 2, “Notepad,” pp. 305-308; Conference report of Elena

Merzon and Andrei Vinogradov on the “Environmental History in Russia” conference in Elabuga,

Russia, from November 13-15, 2014, in: Environment and History 21 (2015), no. 3, pp. 314-316; see

also other overviews: Zsuzsa Gille, “From Nature as Proxy to Nature as Actor,” in: Slavic Review 68

(2009), no. 1, pp. 1-9; Randall Dills, “Forest and Grassland: Recent Trends in Russian Environmental

History,” in: Global Environment 12 (2013), pp. 38-61; Andy Bruno, “Russian Environmental History.

Directions and Potentia ls,” in: Kritika 8 (2007), pp. 65-650; Stephen Brain, “The Environmental

History of the Soviet Union,” in J. R. McNeill/Erin C. S. Mauldin (eds.), A Companion to Global

Environmental History, Chichester 2012, pp. 222-243; Douglas Weiner, “The Predatory Tribute-tak ing

State. A Framework for Understanding Russian Environmental History,” in: Burke/Pomeranz (eds.),

Environment and World History, pp. 276-315; Brian Bonhomme, “Writing the Environmental History of

the World’s Largest State: Four Deacdes of Scholarship on Russian and the USSR,” in: Global

Environment 12 (2013), pp. 12-37, online at http://www.erica.demon.co.uk/GE/Articles

/02_Bonhomme.pdf; Julia Herzberg, “Ostm itte leuropa im  Blick, Umweltgeschichte zwischen Global-

und Regionalgeschichte,” in: Horst Förster/Julia Herzberg/Martin Zückert (eds.), Umweltgeschichte(n).

Ostmitteleuropa von der Industrialisierung bis zum Postsozialismus , Göttingen 2013, pp. 7-29; Julia

Obertre is, “Von der Naturbeherrschung zum Ökozid? Aktuelle Fragen e iner Umweltze itgeschichte Ost-

und Ostm itte leuropas,” in: Zeithistorische Forschungen/Studies in Contemporary History, online edition, 9

(2012), no. 1, http://www.zeithistorische-forschungen.de/16126041-Obertre is-1-2012.

90. 

↑ Klaus Gestwa in a talk at the Department of History of CEU Budapest, November 18, 2014.91. 

↑ A good overview of environmental history research being conducted throughout Russia is a research

project led by David Moon at the University of York called “Exploring Russia 's Environmental History

and Natural Resources” (http://russianenvironmentalhistory.blogspot.co.uk/), as well as the re lated

“Russian Environmental History Network” (http://www.reh.spruz.com/) run by the project. The French-

German collaborative project “Contemporary Environmental History of the Soviet Union and the

Successor States, 1970-2000. Ecological Globalization and Regional Dynamics (EcoGlobReg)”

(http://ecoglobreg.hypotheses.org/) has a greater focus on contemporary history and an even wider

geographical scope. There is a lso a blog on Czech and Slovak environmental history:

http://environmentalni-dejiny.org. The KAJAK (Keskkonnaajaloo Keskus) environmental history center

has been active at the University of Tallin since 2012 (https://www.tlu.ee/et/Ajaloo-arheoloogia-

ja-kunstiajaloo-keskus/Keskkonnaajaloo-keskus).

92. 

↑ Brian Bonhomme is right to speak of “four decades of scholarship” on the environment in Russia

and the Soviet Union. But an “environmental history” in the narrow sense is still in the early stages.

See Bonhomme, “Writing the Environmental History.” For first-generation writing on the Soviet Union

relevant to environmental history see the work of Natal’ya Baranovskaya, Nikolai M. Dronin, Aleksandr

V. Drozdov, Marshall I. Goldman, O leg N. Yanitsk i, Marie-Hélène Mandrillon, Ruben A. Mnatsakanian,

Philip R. Pryde, Yuri Šcerbak, Ze’ev Wol’fson und Charles E. Ziegler.

93. 

↑ A very good overview of current environmental history research in East-Central Europe can be found

in Förster/Herzberg/Zückert (eds.), Umweltgeschichte(n); a variety of studies by Petr Je licka, e.g., Petr

Jehlicka/Joe Smith, “Out of the Woods and into the Lab: The Strange Marriage of American Woodcraft

and Soviet Science in Czech Environmentalism,” in: Environment and History 13 (2007), no. 2, pp.

187-210; Eagle Glassheim, “Unsettled Landscapes: Czech and German Conceptions of Socia l and

Ecological Decline in the Post-War Czechoslovak Borderlands,” in: Journal of Contemporary History 50

(2015), no. 2, pp. 318-336; Arnošt Štanzel, “Der Orava-Stausee in der Slowakei. Der Einfluss sich

wandelnder Umweltvorste llungen auf die Raumproduktion,” in: Bohemia. Zeitschrift für Geschichte und

Kultur der böhmischen Länder 54 (2014), no. 1, pp. 88-118; Edward Snajdr, Nature Protests. The End of

Ecology in Slovakia, Seattle 2008; Kacper Szuleck i, “Von Czarnobyl zu Zarnobyl. Die Auswirkungen

Tschernobyls auf die grüne Opposition in Polen,” in: Melanie Arndt (ed.), Politik und Gesellschaft nach

Tschernobyl. (Ost-)Europäische Perspektiven, Berlin 2016.

94. 

↑ On Southeastern Europe: Zsuzsa Gille, From the Cult of Waste to the Trash Heap of History: The Politics

of Waste in Socialist and Postsocialist Hungary, Bloomington 2007; Krista Harper, From Green Dissidents

to Green Skeptics. Environmental Activists and Post-Socialist Political Ecology in Hungary, Santa Cruz 1999;

Stefan Dorondel, At the Margins of History: The Agrarian Question in Southeast Europe, Bucharest 2014;

Viktor Pál, “To Act or Not to Act: Water Problems in North-Eastern Hungary after 1945,” in: Timo

Myllyntaus (ed.), Thinking Through the Environment, Cambridge 2011, pp. 268-288; Matthew Tejada, A

History of Bulgaria’s Environmental Movement. Green Dissidents, Democratic Ecologists and an Environmental

Civil Society, Saarbrücken 2010.

95. 

↑ Gille, “From Nature as Proxy,” p. 4.96. 

20



↑ Tobias Huff, Natur und Industrie im Sozialismus. Eine Umweltgeschichte der DDR, Göttingen 2015; Scott

Moranda, The People's Own Landscape. Nature, Tourism, and Dictatorship in East Germany, Ann Arbor

2014; Astrid M. Eckert, “Gete ilt, aber nicht unverbunden. Grenzgewässer als deutsch-deutsches

Umweltproblem,” in: Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 62 (2014), no. 1, pp. 321-351; idem, “No

Man’s LandScapes,” in: Berlin Journal 20 (Spring 2011), pp. 32-35; Institut für Umweltgeschichte und

Regionalentwick lung e.V. (ed.), Hermann Behrens/Jens Hoffmann (eds.), Umweltschutz in der DDR, 3

vol., Munich 2007; Michael Heinz, Von Mähdreschern und Musterdörfern. Industrialisierung der

DDR-Landwirtschaft und die Wandlung des ländlichen Lebens am Beispiel der Nordbezirke, Berlin 2011;

Michel Dupuy, “La Dübener Heide: un massif forestier entre enjeux scientifiques et politiques,

1957-1989,” in: T. Le Roux/ M. Letté, Débordements industriels. Environnement, territoire et conflit

XVIII -XXI  siècle, Rennes 2013, pp. 247-267; Melanie Arndt, Tschernobyl. Auswirkungen des

Reaktorunfalls auf die Bundesrepublik  Deutschland und die DDR , Erfurt 2011; still informative are the

works of Joan DeBardeleben, e.g.: The Environment and Marx ism-Leninism. The Soviet and East

German Experience , Boulder 1985.

97. 

↑ The works of Douglas R. Weiner, the American pioneer of Soviet environmental history, have long

since acquired the status of classics, e.g. A Little Corner of Freedom. Russian Nature Protection from Stalin

to Gorbachëv, Berkeley 1999; idem, Models of Nature. Ecology, Conservation and Cultural Revolution in

Soviet Russia, Bloomington 1988. New research is presented in the recent specia l issue of Slavonic and

East European Review edited by Jonathan Oldfie ld, Julia Lajus and Denis J.B. Shaw: “Conceptualizing

and Utilizing the Natural Environment. Critical Reflections from Imperia l and Soviet Russia,” SEER 93

(2015), no. 1; Paul Josephson et a l. (eds.), An Environmental History of Russia, Cambridge/New York

2013; David Moon, The Plough that Broke the Steppes: Agriculture and Environment on Russia’s Grassland,

1700-1914, Oxford/New York 2013; Jonathan D. O ldfie ld, Russian Nature. Exploring the Environmental

Consequences of Societal Change, Burlington 2006; Laurent Coumel/Marc Elie, “A Belated and Tragic

Ecological Revolution: Nature, Disasters, and Green Activists in the Soviet Union and the Post-Soviet

States, 1960s-2010s,” in: The Soviet and Post-Soviet Review 40 (2013), no. 2, pp. 157-165; Marc Elie,

“Formulating the Global Environment. Soviet Soil Scientists and the International Desertification

Discussion, 1968-91,” in: The Slavonic and East European Review 93 (2015), no. 1, pp. 181-204; Klaus

Gestwa, Die Stalinschen Großbauten des Kommunismus. Sowjetische Technik- und Umweltgeschichte

1948-1967, Munich 2010; idem, “Ökologischer Notstand und sozia ler Protest. Ein umwelthistorischer

Blick auf die Reformunfähigkeit und den Zerfall der Sowjetunion,” in: Archiv für Sozialgeschichte 43

(2003), pp. 349-383; Julia Obertre is, “Der ‘Angriff auf die Wüste ’ in Zentralasien. Zur

Umweltgeschichte der Sowjetunion,” in: Osteuropa 58 (2008), nos. 4-5, pp. 37-56; various publications

by Paul R. Josephson et a l. Red Atom. Russia’s Nuclear Power Program from Stalin to Today, P ittsburgh

2000; idem, Would Trotsky Wear a Bluetooth? Technological Utopianism under Socialism 1917-1989,

Baltimore 2010; Laura A. Henry, Red to Green. Environmental Activism in Post-Soviet Russia,

Ithaca/London 2010; Jane Costlow/Amy Nelson (eds.), Other Animals: Beyond the Human in Russian

Culture and History, P ittsburgh 2010; Robert Smurr, Perceptions of Nature, Expressions of Nation: An

Environmental History of Estonia, Saarbrücken 2009; Diana Mincyte/Ulrike Plath (eds.), specia l issue

“Food Culture in the Baltic States,” Journal of Baltic Studies  46 (2015), no. 3; Melanie Arndt, “Grün

nach der Katastrophe? Die Entwick lung der Umweltbewegungen in Litauen und Belarus nach

Tschernobyl,” in: Martin Sabrow (ed.), ZeitRäume. Potsdamer Almanach des Zentrums für Zeithistorische

Forschung 2009, Göttingen 2010, pp. 8-21.

98. 

↑ Murray Feshbach/Alfred Jr. Friendly, Ecocide in the USSR. Health and Nature under Siege, New York 1992.99. 

↑ Jane I. Dawson, Eco-Nationalism. Anti-Nuclear Activism and National Identity in Russia, Lithuania, and

Ukraine, Durham/London 1996.

100. 

↑ Julia Herzberg pointed this out in her review of the book, suggesting as alternatives to “Stalinist

environmentalism” the terms “Stalinist sustainability” or “Stalinist conservationism,” the last of which

seems the most appropriate: Julia Herzberg, review of Brain, Song of the Forest, in: H-Soz-Kult, July 3,

2014, http://www.hsozkult.de/publicationreview/id/rezbuecher-17748. See also the debate on the

book at H-Net: Jacob D. Hamblin (ed.), Roundtable Review 3(2013) 5, https://networks.h-net.org

/system/files/contributed-files/env-roundtable-3-5.pdf.

101. 

↑ Stephen Brain, Song of the Forest. Russian Forestry and Stalinist Environmentalism, 1905-1953,

P ittsburgh 2011.

102. 

↑ Christof Mauch/Douglas Weiner/Nathan Stoltzfus (eds.), Shades of Green, Environment Activism

Around the Globe, Lanham, Maryland 2006.

103. 

↑ Obertre is, “Von der Naturbeherrschung zum Ökozid?”104. 

↑ The Network for the Environmental History of Dictatorships (NED) was founded in 2015 under the

initiative of Viktor Pál and Elena Kochetkova: https://thenednetwork.wordpress.com/.

105. 

↑ Initia l steps in this direction have been taken, e.g., by Paul R. Josephson Resources under Regimes.

Technology, Environment, and the State, Cambridge, Mass. 2004.

106. 

↑ Successful examples: Kate Brown, Plutopia. Nuclear Families, Atomic Cities, and the Great Soviet and

American Plutonium Disasters , New York 2013; Marc Elie, “The Soviet Dust Bowl and the Canadian

Erosion Experience in the New Lands of Kazakhstan, 1950s-1960s,” in: Global Environment 8 (2015),

no. 2, pp. 259-292; Dorothy Zeisler-Vralsted, Rivers, Memory, And Nation-building. A History of the Volga

and Mississippi Rivers, New York 2014; Julia Lajus/Sverker Sörlin, “Melting the Glacia l Curtain. The Soft

Politics of Scandinavian-Soviet Networks in the Geophysical Fie ld Sciences between Two Polar Years,

1932/33-1957/58,” in: Journal of Historical Geography 44 (2014), pp. 44-59.

107. 

↑ A good introduction: John R. McNeill/Corinna R. Unger (eds.), Environmental Histories of the Cold War,

Cambridge 2013; See also Thomas R. Wellock, “The Children of Chernobyl. Engineers and the

Campaign for Safety in Soviet-designed Reactors in Central and Eastern Europe,” in: History and

Technology 29 (2013), no. 1, pp. 3-32; Stephen Brain, “The Appeal of Appearing Green: Soviet-

American Ideological Competition and Cold War Environmental Diplomacy,” in: Cold War History,

published online October 29, 2014.

108. 

e e

21



↑ For more detail see Winiwarter/Knoll, Umweltgeschichte, pp. 71ff.109. 

↑ Uekötter, Umweltgeschichte, p. 3.110. 

↑ Engels, “Umweltgeschichte als Zeitgeschichte.”111. 

↑ Examples of a clear inclusion of environmental history: Frank Bösch/Jürgen Danyel (eds.),

Zeitgeschichte. Konzepte und Methoden, Göttingen 2012; Frank Bösch (ed.), Geteilte Geschichte. Ost- und

Westdeutschland 1970-2000, Göttingen 2015.

112. 

↑ Für e inen breiteren Themen- und Literaturüberblick lohnt sich die Konsultation der Datenbanken der

ASEH http://www.aseh.net, der ESEH http://www.eseh.org, der Forest History Society

http://www.foresthistory.org oder von H-Environment http://www2.h-net.msu.edu/~environ (alle

13.6.2015).

113. 

↑ Particularly noteworthy: Franz-Josef Brüggemeier/Jens Ivo Engels (eds.), Natur- und Umweltschutz

nach 1945. Konzepte, Konflikte, Kompetenzen, Frankfurt am Main 2005; Friedemann Schmoll/Hans-

Werner Frohn (eds.), Natur und Staat. Staatlicher Naturschutz 1906-2006, Bad Godesberg 2006; Jost

Hermand, Grüne Utopien in Deutschland. Zur Geschichte des ökologischen Bewusstseins , Frankfurt am Main

1991; most recently: Matthew Kelly, Quartz and Feldspar: Dartmoor – A British Landscape in Modern Times ,

London 2015.

114. 

↑ E.g.,: Jens Ivo Engels, Naturpolitik in der Bundesrepublik. Ideenwelt und politische Verhaltensstile in

Naturschutz und Umweltbewegung 1950-1980, Paderborn 2006; idem, “Geschichte und Heimat. Der

Widerstand gegen das Kernkraftwerk Wyhl,” in: Kerstin Kretschmer/Norman Fuchsloch (eds.),

Wahrnehmung, Bewusstsein, Identifikation. Umweltprobleme und Umweltschutz als Triebfedern regionaler

Entwicklung, Fre iburg im  Breisgau 2003, pp. 103-130; Radkau, Die Ära der Ökologie; Frank Uekötter,

Am Ende der Gewissheiten. Die ökologische Frage im 21. Jahrhundert, Frankfurt a.M. 2011; idem, “Eine

ökologische Ära? Perspektiven e iner neuen Geschichte der Umweltbewegungen,” in: Zeithistorische

Forschungen/Studies in Contemporary History, online edition, 9 (2012), no. 1, http://www.zeithistorische-

forschungen.de/16126041-Uekoetter-1-2012; Axel Goodbody (ed.), The Culture of German

Environmentalism: Anxieties, Visions, Realities , New York 2002; Mauch/Weiner/Stoltzfus (eds.), Shades

of Green; Ute Hasenöhrl, Zivilgesellschaft und Protest. Eine Geschichte der Naturschutz- und

Umweltbewegung in Bayern 1945-1980, Göttingen 2010; Michael Bess, The Light-Green Society. Ecology and

Technological Modernity in France, 1960-2000, Chicago 2003; Frank Zelko, Make it a Green Peace! The Rise

of Countercultural Environmentalism, New York 2013.

115. 

↑ Christian Pfister/Jürg Luterbacher/Danie l Brändli, Wetternachhersage. 500 Jahre Klimavariationen und

Naturkatastrophen 1496-1995, Bern 1999; Rüdiger Glaser, Klimageschichte Mitteleuropas. 1200 Jahre

Wetter, Klima, Katastrophen, 2nd edition, Darmstadt 2008; Wolfgang Behringer, Kulturgeschichte des

Klimas. Von der Eiszeit bis zur globalen Erwärmung, Munich 2007; Harald Welzer/Hans-Georg

Soeffner/Dana Giesecke (eds.), KlimaKulturen. Soziale Wirklichkeiten im Klimawandel, Frankfurt a.M./New

York 2010; Dipesh Chakrabarty, “Verändert der Klimawandel die Geschichtsschreibung?” in: Transit 41

(2011), pp. 143-163, online at http://www.zeithistorische-forschungen.de/sites/default/files/medien

/materia l/2012-1/Chakrabarty_2011.pdf; Franz Mauelshagen, “Keine Geschichte ohne Menschen: Die

Erneuerung der historischen Klimawirkungsforschung aus der Klimakatastrophe,” in: Kirchhofer et a l.

(eds.), Nachhaltige Geschichte, pp. 169-193.

116. 

↑ Franz Mauelshagen, “‘Anthropozän’. P lädoyer für e ine Klimageschichte des 19. und 20.

Jahrhunderts,” in: Zeithistorische Forschungen/Studies in Contemporary History, online edition, 9 (2012),

no. 1, http://www.zeithistorische-forschungen.de/16126041-Mauelshagen-1-2012; Will Steffen et a l.,

“The Anthropocene: Conceptual and Historical Perspectives,” in: Philosophical Transactions , Series A:

Mathematical, Physical, and Engineering Sciences 1938 (2011), pp. 1056-1084. From December 2014

to January 2016 the “Welcome to the Anthropocene” exhibit ran at the Deutsches Museum in Munich.

A virtual version with a host of interesting articles, a lso in English, can be found at the portal

“Environment and Society.” http://www.environmentandsociety.org/exhibitions/anthropocene .

117. 

↑ At an ESEH conference in Versailles in the summer of 2015, one of the initiators of the BRICS

network, Lise Sedrez, unambiguously defined its research perspective as an open-ended experiment

and an invitation to dia logue.

118. 

↑ The most successful to date: Radkau, Ära der Ökologie. A number of edited volumes offer worthwhile

points of reference, even though no attempt is generally made to link their individual contributions

from different systems: Mauch/Weiner /Stoltzfus, Shades of Green; Christopher Sellers/Joseph Melling

(eds.), Dangerous Trade. Histories of Industrial Hazard Across a Globalizing World, Philadelphia 2012;

sim ilar to the specia l issue edited by Frank Uekötter in 2004 entitled “The Frontiers of Environmental

History. Umweltgeschichte in der Erweiterung” and published in Historical Social Research 29 (2004), no.

3; a variety of contributions in Isenberg’s Oxford Handbook, e.g., James Morton Turner, “Rethink ing

American Exceptionalism: Toward a Transnational History of National Parks, Wilderness, and Protected

Areas,” pp. 282-208, or Frank Zelko, “The Politics of Nature,” pp. 716-742; most recently Susanne

Stein/Klaus Gestwa (eds.), “Gone with the Wind. Dust Storms and the Globalisation of Anti-Wind

Erosion Measures in the Twentieth Century,” in: Global Environment 8 (2015), no. 2.

119. 

↑ Giacomo Parrinello, Fault Lines. Earthquakes and Urbanism in Modern Italy, New York 2015; more

recently the specia l issue on natural catastrophes edited by Marc Elie  and Klaus Gestwa: Jahrbücher für

Geschichte Osteuropas  62 (2014), no. 2; Marc Elie/Klaus Gestwa (eds.), Katastrophen im östlichen Europa,

Stuttgart 2014. Also: Marc Elie, “Late Soviet Responses to Disasters, 1989-1991: A New Approach to

Crisis Management or the Acme of Soviet Technocratic Think ing?” in: The Soviet and Post-Soviet Review

40 (2013), pp. 214-238; Dieter Groh/Michael Kempe/Franz Mauelshagen (eds.), Naturkatastrophen.

Beiträge zu ihrer Deutung, Wahrnehmung und Darstellung in Text und Bild von der Antike bis ins 20.

Jahrhundert, Tübingen 2003; Stefan Gloger/Andreas Klinke/Ortwin Renn (eds.), Kommunikation über

Umweltrisiken zwischen Verharmlosung und Dramatisierung, Stuttgart 2002; Uwe Lübken, Die Natur der

Gefahr. Überschwemmungen am Ohio River im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert. Göttingen 2014. Very informative

on Western Europe: François Walter, Katastrophen. Eine Kulturgeschichte vom 16. bis ins 21. Jahrhundert,

Stuttgart 2010.

120. 

22



↑ See Melanie Arndt (ed.), Politik und Gesellschaft nach Tschernobyl. (Ost-)Europäische Perspektiven, Berlin

2016; idem (ed.), “Memories, Commemorations, and Representations of Chernobyl,” specia l issue of

Anthropology of East Europe Review 30 (2012), no. 1, online at: https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals

/index.php/aeer/issue/view/178; idem, Tschernobyl.

121. 

↑ Some exceptions are the textbook-like overview of Andrew L. Jenks, Perils of Progress. Environmental

Disasters in the Twentieth Century, Boston 2011; the cultural-studies volume of Ann Larabee, Decade of

Disaster, Champaign, Illinois 2000; as well as the socia l-science dissertation of Matthias Hofmann,

Lernen aus Katastrophen. Nach den Unfällen von Harrisburg, Seveso und Sandoz, Berlin 2008.

122. 

↑ Solid introductions: Sara B. Pritchard, “Toward an Environmental History of Technology,” in: Isenberg

(ed.), Handbook, pp. 227-258; Martin Reuss/Stephen H. Cutcliffe (eds.), The Illusory Boundary.

Environment and Technology in History, Charlottesville  2010; Dolly Jørgensen/Finn Arne Jørgensen/Sara

Pritchard (eds.), New Natures. Joining Environmental History with Science and Technology Studies ,

P ittsburgh 2013; Martina Heßler/Christian Kehrt (eds.), Die Hamburger Sturmflut von 1962.

Risikobewusstsein und Katastrophenschutz aus zeit-, technik- und umweltgeschichtlicher Perspektive,

Göttingen 2014.

123. 

↑ Richard White, The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River, New York 1995.124. 

↑ Sara B. Pritchard, “Toward an Environmental History of Technology,” in: Isenberg (ed.), Handbook,

pp. 227-258, here p. 233; idem, “An Envirotechnical Disaster: Nature, Technology, and Politics at

Fukushima,” in: Environmental History 17 (April 2012), pp. 219-243.

125. 

↑ Soraya Boudia/Nathalie Jas (eds.), Powerless Science? Science and Politics in a Toxic World, New York

2014; Uwe Lübken/Frank Uekötter (eds.), Managing the Unknown. Essays on Environmental Ignorance,

New York 2014.

126. 

↑ Jens Ivo Engels, “Gender Roles and German Anti-Nuclear Protest: The Women of Wyhl,” in:

Christoph Bernhardt/Geneviève Massard-Guilbaud (eds.), The Modern Demon. Pollution in Urban and

Industrial European Societies , C lermont-Ferrand 2002, pp. 407-424; Andrew Hurley, Environmental

Inequalities: Class, Race, and Industrial Pollution in Gary, Indiana, 1945-1980, Chapel Hill 1995; Carolyn

Merchant, “Shades of Darkness: Race and Environmental History,” in: Environmental History 8 (2003),

no. 3, pp. 380-394; idem, “Gender and Environmental History,” in: The Journal of American History 76

(1990), no. 4, pp. 1117-1121, online at http://nature.berkeley.edu/departments/espm/env-

hist/articles/32.pdf; Judy Pasternak, Yellow Dirt: An American Story of a Poisoned Land and a People

Betrayed, New York 2010; Julian Agyeman/Yelena Ogneva-Himmelberger (eds.), Environmental Justice

and Sustainability in the Former Soviet Union, Cambridge, Mass. 2009; Amy M. Hay, “Recipe for Disaster:

Motherhood and Citizenship at Love Canal,” in: Journal of Women’s History 21 (2009), no. 1, pp.

111-134.

127. 

↑ Isenberg, p. 9.128. 

↑ Rachel L. Carson, Silent Spring, Boston 1962. See also Christof Mauch, “Blick durchs Ökoskop.

Rachel Carsons Klassiker und die Anfänge des modernen Umweltbewusstseins,” in: Zeithistorische

Forschungen/Studies in Contemporary History, online edition, 9 (2012), no. 1, http://www.zeithistorische-

forschungen.de/16126041-Mauch-1-2012.

129. 

↑ Gregg Mitman, Breathing Space: How Allergies Shape Our Lives and Landscapes , New Haven 2007;

ders./Michelle Murphy/Christopher Sellers (eds.), Landscapes of Exposure: Knowledge and Illness in

Modern Environments, Chicago 2004; Nancy Langston, Toxic Bodies: Hormone Disruptors and the Legacy of

DES, New Haven 2010; Brett L. Walker, Toxic Archipelago: A History of Industrial Disease in Japan,

Seattle/London 2010; Robert Gottlieb/Anupama Joshi, Food Justice, Cambridge/London 2010; Patrick

Zylberman, “Neither Certitude Nor Peace: How Worst-case Scenarios Reframed Microbial Threats,

1989-2006,” in: The Munk Centre for International Studies Briefings Series  (2010), pp. 1-21; Andrew

Lakoff, “The Generic Biothreat, or, How We Became Unprepared,” in: Cultural Anthropoplogy 23 (2008),

no. 3, pp. 399-428 (my thanks to Marc Elie  for pointing out the last two articles to me).

130. 

↑ E.g., Harriet R itvo, Noble Cows and Hybrid Zebras: Essays on Animals and History, Charlottesville  2010;

Susan D. Jones, Valuing Animals. Veterinarians and their Patients in Modern America, Baltimore 2003;

Dorothee Brantz/Christof Mauch (eds.), Tierische Geschichte. Die Beziehung von Mensch und Tier in der

Kultur der Moderne, Paderborn 2010; Costlow/Nelson (eds.), Other Animals; see also the thematic focus

“Fifty Years of Wildlife in America” in Environmental History 16 (2011), no. 3; Mieke Roscher, Ein

Königreich für Tiere. Die Geschichte der britischen Tierrechtsbewegung, Marburg 2009; Patrick Masius,

Schlangenlinien. Eine Geschichte der Kreuzotter, Göttingen 2014; Gesine Krüger/Aline

Steinbrecher/Clemens Wischermann (eds.), Tiere und Geschichte. Konturen einer „Animate History“,

Stuttgart 2014.

131. 

↑ Harriet R itvo, “On the Animal Turn,” in: Daedalus (2007), no. 4, pp. 118-122, online at

http://web.m it.edu/hnritvo/Documents/Articles/2007%20On%20the%20Animal%20Turn%20.pdf.

132. 

↑ See Mieke Roscher’s essay Human-Animal Studies, version 1.0, in:Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte, January

25, 2012.

133. 

↑ Although the old “anthro“ vs. “bio” debate seems to resurface from time to time, e.g., in

discussions about human-animal re lationships.

134. 

↑ Radkau, Natur und Macht, p. 14.135. 

↑ On Waldsterben see the project “Und ewig sterben die Wälder” at Fre iburg University which has

meanwhile published a range of studies (http://www.waldsterben.uni-fre iburg.de/). See also Kenneth

Anders/Frank Uekötter, “Vie l Lärm ums stille  Sterben. Die Debatte über das Waldsterben in

Deutschland,” in: Frank Uekötter/Jens Hohensee (eds.), Wird Kassandra heiser? Die Geschichte falscher

Ökoalarme, Stuttgart 2004, pp. 112-138; Franz-Josef Brüggemeier, Waldsterben. “The Construction

and Deconstruction of an Environmental Problem,” in: Christof Mauch (ed.), Nature in German History,

New York 2004, pp. 119-131; Rudi Holzberger, Das sogenannte Waldsterben. Zur Karriere eines Klischees.

Das Thema Wald im journalistischen Diskurs , Bergatreute 1995.

136. 

23



↑ See, e.g., Joachim Radkau, “Zur angeblichen Energiekrise des 18. Jahrhunderts. Revisionistische

Betrachtungen über die ‘Holznot,’ ” in: Vierteljahrschrift für Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte 73 (1986),

pp. 1-37. For a more recent discussion see Christoph Ernst, Den Wald entwickeln. Ein Politik- und

Konfliktfeld in Hunsrück und Eifel im 18. Jahrhundert, Munich 2000.

137. 

↑ See Brüggemeier, Tschernobyl, p. 41; idem, Schranken der Natur. Umwelt, Gesellschaft, Experimente

1750 bis heute, Essen 2014; ideally suited as an introduction: Christof Mauch, Mensch und Umwelt.

Nachhaltigkeit aus historischer Perspektive, Munich 2013.

138. 

↑ See, e.g., Ulrike Gilhaus, “Umweltgeschichte in der Prax is: Das Westfälische Industriemuseum,” in:

Siemann (ed.), Umweltgeschichte, pp. 114-128.

139. 

↑ For a look at recent work: Jahrbuch für Wirtschaftsgeschichte 2009, no. 2, “Nature Incorporated:

Unternehmensgeschichte und ökologischer Wandel/Business History and Environmental Change.” See

also the conference report of Florian Krug, “Von der Konflikt- zur Verflechtungsgeschichte?”

September 29-30, 2011 Potsdam, in: H-Soz-Kult, December 9, 2011, http://www.hsozkult.de

/conferencereport/id/tagungsberichte-3944.

140. 

↑ This interdisciplinary approach, developed in literary studies, examines literary texts with a view to

environmental themes. See Cheryll Glotfe lty/Harold Fromm (eds.), The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks

in Literary Ecology, Athens (GA) 1996; Axel Goodbody, Nature, Technology and Cultural Change in Twentieth

Century German Literature: The Challenge of Ecocriticism, Basingstoke 2007; Hubert Zapf (ed.),

Kulturökologie und Literatur: Beiträge zu einem transdisziplinären Paradigma der Literaturwissenschaft,

Heidelberg 2008; Michael P. Cohen, “Blues in the Green: Ecocriticism Under Critique,” in: Environmental

History 9 (2004), no. 1, pp. 9-36.

141. 

↑ Franziska Torma, Eine Naturschutzkampagne in der Ära Adenauer. Bernhard Grzimeks Afrikafilme in den

Medien der 50er Jahre, Munich 2004; Jens Ivo Engels, “Von der Sorge um die Tiere zur Sorge um die

Umwelt. Tiersendungen als Umweltpolitik  in Westdeutschland zwischen 1950 und 1980,” in: Archiv für

Sozialgeschichte 43 (2003), pp. 297-323; Anders Hansen, “Communication, Media and Environment:

Towards Reconnecting Research on the Production, Content and Social Implications of Environmental

Communication,” in: International Communication Gazette 73 (2011), nos. 1-2, pp. 7-25. An exceptional

example for Northern Europe: Camilla Hermansson, Det återvunna folkhemmet. Om tevejournalistik och

miljöpolitik i Sverige 1987-1998 [“Folkhemmet” Rediscovered: Television Journalism and Environmental

Policy in Sweden, 1987-1998], Linköping 2002.

142. 

↑ E.g., David Blackbourn, Die Eroberung der Natur. Eine Geschichte der deutschen Landschaft, Munich 2007;

Peter Coates, Nature: Western Attitudes since Ancient Times , Berkeley 1998.

143. 

↑ Three successful attempts: Tamara L. White et a l. (eds.), Northern Europe. An Environmental History,

Santa Barbara 2005; J. Donald Hughes, The Mediterranean. An Environmental History, Santa Barbara

2005; Radkau, Ära der Ökologie.

144. 

↑ E.g., Douglas R. Weiner during a round-table talk: “European Studies as Environmental History: A

Roundtable on Methods and Dilemmas,” First World Congress of Environmental History, Malmö,

August 8, 2009.

145. 

↑ Frank Uekötter, “Gibt es e ine europäische Geschichte der Umwelt? Bemerkungen zu e iner

überfälligen Debatte,” in: Themenportal Europäische Geschichte (2009), http://www.europa.clio-online.de

/2009/Article=374. At the 2015 ESEH conference in Versailles, Uekötter broached the subject again

with his Birm ingham colleague Corey Ross at another round-table talk. Examples of successful

attempts at a history of the European environment: Piet H. Nienhuis, Environmental History of the

Rhine-Meuse Delta, Dordrecht 2008; Dieter Schott, Europäische Urbanisierung (1000-2000). Eine

umwelthistorische Einführung. Cologne 2014.

146. 

↑ Uekötter, Umweltgeschichte, p. IX.147. 

↑ E.g., Verena Winiwarter during the opening event of the WCEH in August 4, 2009.148. 

↑ For a good overview from today’s perspective, see Isenberg, “Introduction.”149. 

↑ Engels, “Umweltgeschichte als Zeitgeschichte,” p. 32.150. 

Recommended Reading

Franz-Josef Brüggemeier, Tschernobyl, 26. April 1986. Die ökologische

Herausforderung, dtv, München 1998, ISBN 3-423-30617-3.

William Cronon (Hrsg.), Uncommon Ground. Rethinking the Human Place in

Nature, New York 1995.

Andrew C. Isenberg (Hrsg.), The Oxford Handbook of Environmental History,

New York 2014.

John R. McNeill, Blue Planet. Die Geschichte der Umwelt im 20. Jahrhundert,

Campus, Frankfurt a. M. 2003, ISBN 3593373203.

Joachim Radkau, Natur und Macht. Eine Weltgeschichte der Umwelt, Beck,

München 2002, ISBN 340648655X.

Wolfram Siemann (Hrsg.), Umweltgeschichte. Themen und Perspektiven, Beck,

München 2003, ISBN 3406494382.

Frank Uekötter, Umweltgeschichte im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert, Oldenbourg,

24



München 2007, ISBN 9783486576313.

Richard White, The Organic Machine. The Remaking of the Columbia River, New

York 1995.

Verena Winiwarter, Martin Knoll, Umweltgeschichte. Eine Einführung, Böhlau,

Köln 2007, ISBN 9783825225216.

25


