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“The premier text in this area, the fourth edition of Environmental Sociology covers 
important new topics, such as the climate emergency, the significance of oceans and the 
interrelation of indigenous relations with environmentalism. The book provides a theor-
etically cohesive and engaging global analysis of environmental policy and action, of value 
to students and researchers alike.”

David Tindell, Professor of Sociology, University of    
British Columbia, Canada

“John Hannigan’s Environmental Sociology is an excellent introduction to environmental 
sociology. It provides both a general understanding of environmental issues as well as how 
environmental concerns become environmental problems that society must deal with. It 
should be read by anyone who is interested not just in the state of the environment, but 
how it gets attention and thus calls for action.”

Rolf Lidskog, Professor of Sociology, Örebro University, Sweden

“This fascinating book explains the ways in which the assemblage and communication 
of knowledge claims underpin how specific environmental matters become issues of 
public concern. A foundational text, Environmental Sociology critically maps out the power 
and influences that shape our understandings of environment and society, in the process 
incorporating discussion of Indigenous knowledge systems, acknowledging the unher-
alded insights of historical figures and highlighting the importance of expanding our 
knowledge frontiers to the oceans and beyond. Thoughtful and thought-​provoking, it is 
a must read.”

Rob White, Emeritus Distinguished Professor of  
Criminology, University of Tasmania, Australia
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Environmental Sociology

John Hannigan’s definitive textbook offers a distinctive, balanced coverage of environ-
mental issues, policies and action. This revised fourth edition has been expanded and fully 
updated to explore contemporary developments and issues within global environmental 
sociology.

Environmental Sociology reconciles Hannigan’s widely cited model of the social con-
struction of environmental problems and controversies, which states that incipient envir-
onmental issues must be identified, researched, promoted and persuasively argued in the 
form of “claims”, with an environmental justice perspective that stresses inequality and 
threats to local communities. For example, this new edition explores the interconnections 
between indigenous communities and environmental activists via a study of the diffi-
cult relationship between Aboriginal people and environmentalists in Australia. The 
updated fourth edition also discusses new direct action protest groups, such as Extinction 
Rebellion, who have reframed the discourse around the “climate emergency” using apoca-
lyptic language and imagery. Environmental Sociology also signposts exciting new directions 
for future research. The fourth edition re-​interrogates the classical roots of environmental 
theory with a focus of the work of Alexander von Humboldt. Hannigan also asserts the 
need for environmental sociologists to turn their attention to “The Forgotten Ocean”, 
arguing that the discipline should incorporate cutting-​edge concepts such as marine 
justice, striated space and volumetrics.

Environmental Sociology is a key text for students and researchers in environmental 
studies, political ecology, social geography and environmental sociology.

John Hannigan is Professor of Sociology at the University of Toronto, Scarborough, 
Canada. His research focuses on environmental issues, the geopolitics of oceans and urban 
political economy. He is the author of three previous editions of Environmental Sociology 
(Routledge, 1995, 2006 and 2014), Fantasy City: Pleasure and Profit in the Postmodern City 
(Routledge, 1998), Disasters Without Borders: The International Politics of Natural Disasters 
(2012), The Geopolitics of Deep Oceans (2015), and Rise of the Spectacular: America in the 1950s 
(Routledge, 2021). He is also co-​editor (with Greg Richard) of The SAGE Handbook of 
New Urban Studies (2017).
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Preface and acknowledgements

If, as they say, good things happen in threes, fours also stake a claim (except in Chinese 
numerology where the number four denotes bad luck). There are, after all, four seasons, 
the four elements and, of course, the Beatles. This is the fourth edition of a book that 
began life in 1993 when Chris Rojek, at the time a senior sociology editor at Routledge, 
visited Toronto in the dog days of summer in search of proposals, and liked my idea for 
an environmental book, undertaken from a social constructionist perspective. The book 
in its various versions has resonated widely. With nearly 2,900 cites on Google Scholar, 
it is the most referenced undergraduate text in environmental sociology, for which I am 
immensely grateful.

Over four editions, my thinking on nature and the environment has continued to 
evolve. In particular, I have learned much from the re-​interpretation of the classical roots 
of environmental sociology offered up by John Bellamy Foster, Hannah Holleman and 
others. I have specifically addressed this in a new discussion in the present edition entitled 
“Roads not taken”. If I have one regret, it is that I did not discover earlier on the life and 
work of Alexander von Humboldt, who Andrea Wulf has called “The Forgotten Father 
of Environmentalism”. Celebrated in the nineteenth century for revolutionary ideas that 
predicted future scientific discoveries such as the magnetic equator and continental drift, 
Humboldt has long been overlooked as a wise and outspoken sociological observer who 
pointed to colonialism, unjust land distribution and violence against indigenous people as 
prime contributors to upsetting the balance of nature.

I also wish I had recognised sooner the vital importance of the marine environment, 
an oversight only addressed in 2016 with the publication of my book The Geopolitics of 
Deep Oceans and subsequently an article in the Canadian Review of Sociology entitled 
“Toward a Sociology of Oceans”. In the conclusion of the present volume, I present a case 
for following the lead of colleagues in anthropology and critical geography by putting the 
oceans on the cutting edge of theory and research in environmental sociology.

The current edition of Environmental Sociology was put in motion by Rebecca Brennan, 
Senior Publisher, Sociology/​Criminology/​Geography at Routledge. Rebecca presciently 
divined that the time had come for an update, and guided the proposal and contract 
through the editorial board in record time. Thanks to Rebecca, and also to Chris Parry, 
editorial assistant, who capably directed the manuscript through the various stages to 
publication. I also appreciate the comments of three reviewers who made some really 
helpful suggestions. A word of thanks to Tyler Bateman, teaching assistant for my under-
graduate course SOCC37 (“Environment & Society”) and environmental-​sociologist-​
in-​the-​making. Tyler encouraged me to retain and update the penultimate chapter of the 
book, “Fear of Fracking”, when I was briefly wavering. I owe a big debt of gratitude to 
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Ruth, my spouse of 49 years. Unlike several of my previous books, Ruth did not con-
tribute her evocative photos to Environmental Sociology; however, she was unwavering in 
supporting this project and in helping me prepare the submission package. Finally, our 
most recent granddaughter, Abigail (“Abby”) was born in June 2021. If Abby is any indi-
cator, the future is in good hands.
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1	� Planet in peril

When I was growing up in the 1950s and 1960s, the overriding threat to our planet 
was the nuclear arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union (Russia). 
Although we were not constantly paralysed by fear, there were intermittent reminders that 
Armageddon constantly hovered on the horizon. During the inaugural Detroit (United 
States)–​Windsor (Canada) International Freedom Festival in 1959, a popular attraction on 
the American side of the Detroit River was an exhibit of intercontinental ballistic missiles 
(minus nuclear warheads). Later on, as a teenager, I remember leaving the movie theatre 
feeling shaken after viewing Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the 
Bomb (1964), Stanley Kubrick’s brilliant satirical film on thermonuclear war.

Two years earlier, during the Cuban Missile Crisis, the world had come the closest 
ever to an apocalyptic war. This was sparked by Soviet President Nikita Khrushchev’s 
decision to place intermediate nuclear warheads on Cuban soil, threatening to deploy 
them if the United States invaded the island, as it had attempted the year before at the 
botched Bay of Pigs mission. Fortunately, after a tense week of negotiations, Khrushchev 
was convinced by US president John Kennedy to remove the missiles. Nevertheless, the 
spectre of nuclear warfare and total destruction continued to envelop the 1960s, only 
easing somewhat in 1968 when the Treaty on the Non-​Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons 
was signed in Washington, Moscow and London.

As Boia (2005, 151–​2) observes, during this era catastrophe scenarios, for the first time 
in history, went beyond cosmic and natural disasters such as those resulting from killer 
comets and super-​volcanoes. It was instantly plausible, Boia says, to imagine catastrophic 
scenarios based on humanity’s ability to trigger the forces of destruction. Furthermore, 
climatic upheavals and nuclear cataclysms go hand-​in-​hand. This is short-​handed by the 
concept of the “nuclear winter”, wherein nuclear explosions create a dust cloud that 
covers the planet and blots out the sun’s rays. Willis (2013) discusses a “doomsday fixation” 
that blanketed this era, as symbolised by the “Doomsday Clock” operated by the Bulletin 
of the Atomic Scientists (Box 1.1).

Box 1.1:  Doomsday Clock

After the scale of destruction wreaked by the dropping of atomic bombs in 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan became evident, many scientists involved in the 
Manhattan Project turned in horror away from the further development of nuclear 
weapons. Some of them founded the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, a magazine 
dedicated to peace and security. In 1947 the Bulletin set up the “Doomsday Clock” 
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as a symbolic warning of the dangers of atomic weapons of war. The clock was 
intended to evoke both the image of apocalypse (midnight) and the contemporary 
idea of nuclear explosion (countdown to zero).

Initially, the Bulletin set the clock at seven minutes to midnight, with midnight 
representing the end of the world. In 1953, after the test of the hydrogen bomb, 
the clock moved dangerously close to its endpoint, being adjusted at two minutes 
to midnight. “Only a few more swings of the pendulum”, Bulletin editors warned, 
“and, from Moscow to Chicago, atomic explosions will strike midnight for Western 
civilization”. When the Cold War finally wound down in 1991, the setting was 
moved back to 17 minutes to midnight. Two decades later, the dial has been set 
at 100 seconds to midnight. Writing in January 2021, John Macklin (2021), editor 
of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists explains that this is not entirely in reaction to 
COVID-​19. Though lethal on a massive scale, this particular pandemic is not likely 
to obliterate civilisation. Nevertheless, it serves as an unmistakable global wake-​up 
call for two reasons. First, the next pandemic could be far worse. Second, COVID-​
19 serves as a vivid illustration of the unpreparedness of national governments and 
international organisations to manage existential threats to humanity posed by 
next-​generation nuclear warfare and climate change.

Limits of growth

As the 1970s unfolded, we were reminded the planet remained in a state of grave 
danger, but for an entirely different reason. This impending crisis is outlined in a seminal 
book The Limits Of Growth (Meadows et al. 1972) compiled by four members (Dennis 
Meadows, Donella ‘Dana’ Meadows, Jorgen Randers, William Behrens) of Jay Forrester’s 
systems dynamics group at the Sloan School of Management, Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT).1 The Club of Rome, a private international think tank founded 
in 1968 by Italian industrialist Aurelio Peccei commissioned the project and arranged 
funding through the Volkswagen Foundation. Harper (2008, 2010) claims that the Limits 
of Growth (LG) project, in combination with neo-​Marxian political economy, constitutes 
“the soil from which environmental sociology grew, and continues to inform its dom-
inant modes of theorizing and empirical analysis”. Buell (2003, 144) attributes the tre-
mendous importance of the book to the fact that it was the first to depict the global 
environmental threat as a “social crisis” resulting from human economic and population 
growth and requiring nothing less than fundamental societal change.

Simply put, the LG authors hypothesised that the world’s finite (only a fixed quan-
tity is available) resources –​ timber, coal, oil –​ were being depleted at an alarmingly rapid 
clip and were in danger of running out. They pointed to runaway population growth, 
uncontrolled industrial production and material consumption as the chief culprits. The 
Meadows group deployed World3, a sophisticated computer simulation model of global 
population growth and economic development, in order to generate seven different 
scenarios (possible futures). Patterns and trends of population growth, industrial output, 
resource availability and depletion, pollution, and food production were all projected from 
1970 levels all the way to the year 2100.

The most pessimistic scenario here anticipated nothing less than the total collapse 
of civilisation and the advent of an exhausted and polluted planet by the mid or late 
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twenty-​first century. In the more optimistic scenarios, humans finally awake to the ser-
iousness of the situation and take immediate and drastic action to bring population and 
the finite resources of the environment into a state of equilibrium. If this is not done, 
the Club of Rome report warned, then an overshoot of the limits of growth will occur 
followed by uncontrolled decline. The authors noted that technological solutions alone 
are not sufficient, as these can only serve to postpone the decline. Rather, technological 
improvements must be accompanied by changes that decrease the social, economic and 
political factors propelling growth.

What should be done about the approaching collision between population and material 
growth and the physical limits of the earth? Randers and Dana Meadows (1973) proposed 
a “lasting solution”, the cornerstone of which is a deliberate decision to stop popula-
tion and capital growth. How this is to be achieved is never fully explained, although 
they ventured that, “Perhaps only organized religion has the moral force to bring such a 
change, or perhaps it could come from an enlightened and widespread change in public 
education” (p. 351). Elsewhere, they seem to favour increasing the power of supranational 
bodies such as those associated with the United Nations.

To achieve a global equilibrium in accordance with the planet’s physical limits, Randers 
and Meadows insist, people need to be freed from their preoccupation with material goods. 
Science and technology can play its role by developing ways of constructing products that 
last very long, do not emit pollution, and can be easily recycled. Commercial competition 
need not be halted, but the total consumer market would be frozen and the “emphasis 
would be on repair and maintenance rather than new production”. One positive offshoot 
of ending physical growth might be a more equitable distribution of wealth throughout 
the world (Meadows 1973).

Not everyone readily accepted this set of predictions, nor the solutions provided. As 
O’Riordan (1976, 60) explains, one important feature of the World3 computer model 
is that it is automatically programmed to catastrophe. That is, it is locked into a logic 
wherein growth in population, industrial pollution and the demand for food and raw 
materials are exponential, while the supply of the latter is finite. This is a “recipe for 
doom” wherein the cataclysmic result is predetermined. There is no room here for 
unforeseeable advances in technology wherein the food and energy supplies can be sig-
nificantly increased rather than remaining static. Human inventiveness and innovation are 
not factored into the model. One reason for this is ideological; the LG authors inher-
ently distrust Western industrial experience and capitalist ideologies (Meadows et al. 1972, 
63). The World3 model states unequivocally, “Technological solutions designed to release 
some pressure caused by growth … can serve only to postpone the decline, if they are not 
accompanied by changes that decrease the social, economic, and political factors causing 
growth” (Meadows 1973, 43).

One of the first environmental sociologists to pick up on the importance of the LG 
model was William Catton Jr, in his book Overshoot: The Ecological Basis of Revolutionary 
Social Change (1980). Catton bluntly advises his readers that “even the ‘alarmists’ who have 
been warning of the grave perils besetting [hu]mankind have not fathomed our present 
predicament”(1980, 5). He calls this a predicament rather than a crisis because the situ-
ation is neither temporary nor of recent origin. Of vital importance here is the concept of 
carrying capacity, defined as the maximum resource load beyond which the environment’s 
ability to support life for a given kind of creature would be compromised. In the past, 
human beings have succeeded in taking over additional portions of the earth’s total life-​
supporting capacity at the expense of other creatures. With the coming of an industrial 
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society, technology became the primary, if temporary, means for augmenting human 
carrying capacity. Today, this band-​aid solution is approaching its final days, as seem-
ingly inexhaustible resources start to run out, even as the earth’s population continues to 
grow. Employing an agricultural metaphor, Catton claims that humans are extending our 
carrying capacity by “eating the seeds needed to grow next year’s food”. Unless we act in 
a bold fashion, the inevitable result will be crash or die-​off.

By the dawn of the new millennium, the crash foreseen by the MIT group and Catton 
seemed less probable.2 This reflects the discovery of new energy sources and mineral 
resources, as well as significant increases in crop yields. Another possibility is that resource 
use and economic growth are becoming decoupled, that is, the economy continues to 
grow even as material consumption declines.

In Vital Signs 2000, a widely consulted annual survey of environmental trends published 
by the independent, not-​for-​profit, Worldwatch Institute (WI), Lester Brown offered a 
gloomy but hopeful assessment of Earth’s future. In 1999, the world population offi-
cially passed six billion, double the population in 1960. This demographic increase was 
most negatively felt in countries of the South. In country after country, Brown observes, 
the population was growing faster than the water supply. Furthermore, “the demand for 
firewood and lumber was outrunning the sustainable yield of forests. And the increased 
demand for food was outrunning the cropland area” (Brown 2000, 17). Meanwhile, the 
world economy continued to expand. The US$40.5 trillion worth of goods and services 
produced in 1999 was up more than six-​fold from the US$6.3 trillion output of goods 
and services in 1950. This growth in the world economy threatens to outstrip “the cap-
acities of the Earth’s ecosystems to supply basic goods such as forest products, fresh water 
and seafood” (Brown 2000, 23). However, all was not devoid of hope. Citing a decline 
in world coal production and consumption accompanied by increases in natural gas and 
alternative energy sources, Brown notes:

There were encouraging signs that the world is beginning to respond to the environ-
mental threats that promise to undermine our future, but the gap between what we 
need to be doing to reverse the environmental deterioration of the planet and what 
we are actually doing continues to widen.

(2000, 17)

Fast forward to the present. In World on Edge: How to Prevent Environmental and Economic 
Collapse, Lester Brown (2011, ix), asks two key questions, If we continue with business 
as usual, how much time do we have left before our global civilisation unravels? And 
how do we save civilisation? Responding to the first question, he confesses that no one 
knows for sure, although it is very late in the day.3 By way of a remedy, Brown proposes 
Plan B. This has four components: a massive cut in global carbon emissions of 80 per 
cent by 2020; the stabilisation of world population at no more than eight billion by 
2040; the eradication of poverty; and the restoration of forests, soils, aquifers and fish-
eries (2011, 16).

Runaway climate change

In addition to food, energy, population and agricultural resource trends, Vital Signs 2000 
included a section on “atmospheric trends”. Readers are alerted to a looming environ-
mental crisis that is said to be endangering the planet –​ runaway climate change and 
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global warming. In particular, the contributors claim that higher average temperatures 
since 1950, triggered by the unprecedented release of greenhouse gases by humans during 
the twentieth century, have resulted in more destructive storms and the melting of the 
earth’s ice cover worldwide. As mountain glaciers shrink, large regions that rely on glacial 
runoff for drinking water –​ Lima, Peru is one notable example –​ face the threat of severe 
shortages (Masny 2000, 127).

In this view, over the past 150 years certain greenhouse gases,4 notably carbon dioxide 
(CO2), methane and water vapour, have become increasingly trapped in the earth’s atmos-
phere. These gases act like a blanket, trapping heat in the infrared part of the spectrum and 
causing surface temperatures to increase on both land and the oceans. While greenhouse 
gases can emanate from natural sources such as rotting vegetation, it is steadily increasing 
industrial production that is said to be mostly to blame for the increase in CO2. Warmer 
temperatures, in turn, provoke a long list of negative impacts: melting of the Arctic perma-
frost and mountain glaciers; catastrophic flooding in low-​lying areas; severe drought and 
water shortages in the southern hemisphere; significant biodiversity loss.

While scientific speculation into the greenhouse effect has been going on since 
the early nineteenth century, the topic first burst into public consciousness with the 
appearance on 23 June 1988 before the US Senate Committee on Energy and Natural 
Resources of Dr James Hansen. Hansen, a climatologist and director of NASA’s Goddard 
Institute of Space Studies (GISS) in New York City, had initially been sensitised to the 
question of carbon warming while seeking to refine some preliminary calculations about 
high surface temperatures on the planet Venus compiled by Carl Sagan, an astronomer 
and astrophysicist who was widely known for co-​hosting the vastly popular 1980 PBS 
television series Cosmos.

Hansen’s testimony burst like a bombshell because he totally cast scientific caution 
aside. The earth, he declared, had entered a long-​term warming trend and human-​made 
greenhouse gases almost surely were responsible. “It’s time to stop waffling so much”, 
Hansen asserted. “It’s time to say the earth is getting hotter”. This point was underscored 
by the record hot summer being experienced by Americans in 1988. Looking back on 
this event two decades later, Hansen said, “Now, as then, I can assert that these conclusions 
have a certainty exceeding 99 per cent” (Hansen, 2008). In the aftermath of his testimony, 
Hansen became a media celebrity, making more than a dozen television appearances 
(Ungar 1992, 491).

In retrospect, Hansen (2008) observes, “I was sure that time would bring the sci-
entific community to a similar consensus”. Engineering this consensus fell to the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). First established in 1988 by the 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Meteorological 
Organization (WMO) as an expert panel, the IPCC “has had enormous impact upon 
world thinking about global warming” (Giddens 2009, 20). The IPCC Fourth Assessment 
Report (2007) proved to be especially dramatic. Whereas in its first three assessments, the 
human influence on global climate was judged to be “discernible” or “likely”, the authors 
of the fourth report boldly stated, “Most of the observed increase in global average 
temperatures since the mid-​twentieth century is very likely due to the observed increase 
in anthropogenic greenhouse gas concentration”. According to IPCC conventions, “very 
likely” implies a 90 per cent probability (Hulme 2009, 51).

In its most recent report, issued in August 2021, the IPCC once again warns of the 
catastrophic consequences that will ensue without a reduction in greenhouse gases. If 
a business-​as-​usual approach predominates, the IPCC says, the planet will warm to 1.5 
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degrees above pre-​industrial levels. This will be accompanied by melting glaciers in the 
Arctic, heat waves and wildfires of increasing frequency and magnitude across the United 
States and Canada, and rising sea levels inundating coastal communities.

Former US Vice President Al Gore has been in the forefront in popularising this 
grim forecast. Gore is featured in the Academy Award-​winning 2006 documentary An 
Inconvenient Truth. The film is built around a slick slide show lecture that Gore took around 
the world in an effort to educate the public about the dangers of global warming. In one 
of the better-​known clips from An Inconvenient Truth, Gore anticipates the collapse of a 
major ice sheet in Greenland or in West Antarctica, either of which could raise global 
sea levels by approximately 20 feet, flooding coastal areas and producing 100 million 
refugees. In Our Choice: A Plan to Solve the Climate Crisis, a written sequel to the docu-
mentary film, Gore claims that the stakes here are unprecedented, “We have arrived at a 
moment unlike any other in history… What is at risk of being destroyed here is not the 
earth itself, of course, but the conditions that have made it hospitable for human beings” 
(Gore 2009, 16).

Bjorn Lomborg, whose book, The Skeptical Environmentalist (2001), continues to be 
regarded as a “declaration of war” (Pielke 2004, 407) by many in the green movement, 
points to climate change as “the environmental trump card”. He explains: “Possibly we 
are not running out of raw materials, possibly we are actually doing better and better 
on almost any objective indicator, but if global warming demands a change, all other 
arguments will be of lesser impact” (2001, 258).

If the LG model was a dominant force in shaping environmental sociology during its 
formative years in the 1970s and 1980s, runaway climate change and global warming have 
been central to most conversations in the field since 1990. The late John Urry, a leading 
British sociologist, has written, “Climate change, which may well be rapid and abrupt, 
constitutes a major transformation of human life and patterns of economic and social 
organization” (Urry 2010, 193). Global warming, Giddens (2009, 28) observes, is not 
the only danger created by human beings; other threats come from nuclear proliferation, 
Frankenstein nanotechnology, a food crisis or runaway population growth. Nevertheless, 
global warming stands out as an environmental danger as a consequence of its scale and 
potential future impact. York and Rosa (2012, 282) conclude that climate change, as well 
as biodiversity loss, nuclear waste and chemical toxins, “represent severe threats to societal 
well-​being due to their global scale and ubiquity”.

Frederick Buell (2003, 105–​6) argues that global warming represents something rad-
ically different. Previously, it was thought that crisis problems such as that described in 
The Limits of Growth, if left unchecked, might eventually lead to apocalypse, but this 
can be reversed. In the case of global warming, catastrophe could come suddenly and 
seemingly out of the blue. Having lived for several generations with environmental 
crisis, we now “dwell in a world into which it is woven, intimately and everywhere” 
(p. 110). Like a small water leak that eventually brings down an entire dam, an alteration 
caused by changing climate could conceivably produce a cascade of changes that will 
bring down the whole system, its damage irreversible. Anguelovski and Roberts (2011, 
19) conclude,

Among all of the prevailing global environmental challenges, climate change is 
undoubtedly the most significant. It threatens our future development and, in some 
people’s minds, puts at risk the continued existence of our own species and the global 
ecosystems on which we depend.
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Alarm over the threat of climate change has led to the emergence of a new generation 
of activists who warn that nothing less than radical change will be sufficient to head off 
the coming of apocalypse. Nowhere is this more evident than in the spoken comments of 
Greta Thunberg, the central figure in “Fridays for Future”, a movement which conducts 
school strikes as a way of dramatising its demands for political action to reduce green-
house gas emissions. Sjögren (2020) identifies “apocalyptic futures and the evocation of 
the past” as one of the three key themes in the Greta Thunberg message. Thunberg com-
monly uses words such as “panic”, “fear” and “crisis”.

In the UK the best known of the apocalyptic groups is “Extinction Rebellion”, with 
whom Thunberg has made some public appearances (see Box 1.2).

Box 1.2:  Extinction Rebellion

On 31 October 2018, a hitherto unknown grassroots direct action group calling 
itself “Extinction Rebellion” (XR) launched its UK campaign outside the Houses 
of Parliament with a “Declaration of Rebellion”. The following month, in a highly 
publicised act of civil disobedience, XR shut down access to five bridges across the 
River Thames in central London. Five months later, XR struck again, occupying 
key sites across London for almost two weeks. Their incipient campaign caught the 
mood and imagination of a global public. By autumn, 2019 XR demonstrations 
were taking place in 60 cities around the world, including the United States where 
the first national day of action was 28 January 2019.

While climate change-​related protests were scarcely novel, what was unusual was 
the apocalyptic tone of XR’s campaign. Thus, Extinction Rebellion in Australia 
foregrounded its internet site with the following statement:

WE ARE IN A CLIMATE EMERGENCY. Life on Earth is in crisis. Our 
climate is changing faster than scientists predicted and the stakes are high. 
Biodiversity loss. Crop failure. Social and ecological collapse. Mass extinction. 
We are running out of time; and our Government has failed to act. We have a 
moral duty to rebel whatever our politics.

Extinction Rebellion made three demands of governments: tell the truth about 
the climate and ecological emergency; halt biodiversity loss and commit to net zero 
emissions by 2025; follow the lead of a global “citizen’s assembly”. Its direct-​action 
campaign and apocalyptic tone appealed to climate activists who had become 
disillusioned with lack of meaningful action in the world of diplomacy, think tanks 
and policy-​makers. No matter that its demands had little chance of being satis-
fied. Congress in the United States, for example, has long rejected any measures 
suspected of ceding any power to international regulators, who are seen as the 
leading edge of a “world government”.

Within a year of its founding, Extinction Rebellion was fracturing internally and 
losing sympathy externally. Much of this related to tactics. One of the co-​founders, 
Roger Hallam, embraced an escalating programme of “in your face” direct action. 
When XR activists blocked commuters at three tube station from proceeding to 
work on time, there was a public backlash –​ at Canning Town station passengers 
hauled several protesters down from on top of a rail car and assaulted them. Within 
the UK group, the semi-​autonomous XR Youth, wanted to highlight the role of 
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activists in the Global South and downplay radical direct action. In one instance 
they derailed a plan to disrupt passenger traffic at Heathrow Airport.

Extinction Rebellion is still around: in June 2021 XR activists dressed up like 
world leaders and paraded noisily near to the site of the G7 Summit in Cornwall. 
Two months later, the group launched a two-​week long action in London by daubing 
the historic Guildhall in red paint, part of their “blood money march” in the City. 
While Extinction Rebellion is unlikely to have any direct influence on government 
policy, it will likely be remembered for ratcheting up the climate change narrative 
to a more apocalyptic level and for imbuing it with a more moral tone.

Sources: Collett 2019; Dalton 2021; Shechet 2019; Taylor 2020

In an article entitled “Apocalypse Forever?”, the Flemish geographer Eric Swyngedouw 
(2010, 216–​17) contends that this discourse matrix in which climate change and the ser-
iousness of the environmental condition are inextricably bound together is “quilted sys-
tematically by the continuous invocation of fear and danger”. That is, “fear” is indeed the 
crucial node through which much of the current narrative is woven and continues to feed 
the concern with “sustainability”. Swyngedouw argues that this continual and consensual 
invocation of the climate change apocalypse has become the dominant force in a “post-​
political” world in which radical dissent, critique and conflict have been “evacuated from 
the political arena” (2010, 228). A decade on, his prediction of a future in which spaces 
for political conflict have evaporated seems premature. Nevertheless, Swyngedouw does 
demonstrate that the environmental outlook in the twenty-​first century is significantly 
informed by an apocalyptic vision of climate change.

Collapse

One notable link between the earlier ecological models that spoke of eroding carrying 
capacity and overshoot and present-​day catastrophic analyses of climate change is a best-
selling book by Jared Diamond, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Survive (2005). 
Writing in the journal Current Sociology, Constance Lever-​Tracy (2008, 457) recommends 
Diamond’s book as “surely an ideal starting point for a sociological debate and research 
programme about how an approaching ecological crisis could impact on society, and 
about the possibilities, likely agents and implications of alternative responses”.

Diamond, a biologically trained geographer, conducts a post-​mortem on past soci-
eties that have “collapsed” as a result of a catastrophic relationship with nature. A prime 
example is Easter Island. Located in the Pacific Ocean more than 3,200km west of Chile, 
it is best known for its more than 800 mysterious volcanic stone heads scattered over the 
island. For a long time no one could explain how the heads were transported and erected, 
until the Norwegian explorer and adventurer Thor Heyerdal (1958) demonstrated that 
timber was used to roll the statues and prop them up. By the sixteenth century, the island’s 
inhabitants were impoverished. Even as the population increased, a limited and crucial 
resource, the palm forest, was decimated. In addition to their role in setting up the stone 
heads, wood from the forest was used for firewood and building materials.5

Another society that collapsed is Norse Greenland, the Greenland of the Vikings. 
Diamond observes that the environmentally triggered collapse of Norse Greenland has 
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parallels with the collapse of Easter Island. The Viking settlers squandered a host of for-
tunate circumstances that prevailed when they first arrived around 1000 BCE: a relatively 
mild climate, a virgin landscape that had never been logged or grazed, no immediate 
threat from aboriginal inhabitants (2005, 248). The newcomers burned woodlands to clear 
land for pasture, cut down the remaining trees for lumber and firewood, and prevented 
the regeneration of forested areas by permitting their livestock to run loose, grazing and 
trampling. They inadvertently made land even more useless by cutting turf for buildings 
and to burn as fuel. These actions damaged the environment by destroying the natural 
vegetation and by causing soil erosion. The coming of the Little Ice Age in the fifteenth 
century tipped a marginal agricultural economy over the edge by lowering hay produc-
tion and clogging ship lanes between Greenland and Norway with ice.

The parallels to the LG model here are readily evident. Increasing population in the 
face of limited resources leads to societal overshoot and crash. Diamond has been quite 
forthright in framing his case studies in the context of global warming. In the final 
chapter of Collapse, he recounts a familiar litany of disastrous outcomes associated with 
runaway climate change: a decrease in crop yields in already warm and dry areas, the dis-
appearance of mountain snowpack decreasing the amount of water available for domestic 
use and irrigation, flooding and coastal erosion due to a rise in global sea levels (2005, 
493–​4). More generally, he suggests, “human-​caused climate change, the build-​up of toxic 
chemicals in the environment and energy shortages will produce abrupt, potentially cata-
strophic effects in the 21st century” (Urry 2010, 208).

Consuming the planet to excess

Another common thread that links the limits of growth and runaway climate change 
narratives is the belief that consumerism, especially that practised by the elite, centrally 
contributes to our planet’s dire predicament and must be seen as integral to any solu-
tion. In its policy report, Consumption and the Environment –​ 2012 Update, the European 
Environment Agency (EEA) points to the consumption of goods and services in EEA 
member countries as a major factor influencing global resource use: “Although an 
increasing global population is a factor in rising pressures, it is consumption and produc-
tion patterns in developed countries, with developing countries catching up rapidly, that 
are the key drivers of global environmental problems” (European Environment Agency 
2012,: 6). Consumption, the report notes, creates both direct environmental pressures 
from the use of products and services, for example through driving a car or heating a 
house, and indirect pressures that are created along production chains such as those related 
to food, clothing and the use of electricity. Most of these pressures are caused by private 
consumption in three sectors of the economy: housing, food and drink and mobility 
(especially that associated with tourism). A major reason why consumption negatively 
affects the environment and causes an overuse of resources is that many goods and services 
are too inexpensive. In America, fast food outlets offer large portions at a relatively low 
cost, while in Europe, sun and sand winter holidays in the Costa del Sol and the Canary 
Islands are now more readily available.

In this spirit, the authors of the LG model concluded, “we are inevitably faced with the 
necessity of recognizing that a larger population implies a lower material standard of living 
over the long term” (Meadows, 1973, 44). Randers and Meadows (1973, 333) briefly 
touch on what the “equilibrium society” of the future might look like in terms of con-
sumerism. “Freed from preoccupation with material goods, people might embrace the 
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arts and other cultural activities and the enjoyment of unspoiled nature”. This new service 
society might not include fine dining, however, as the path to a global equilibrium may 
require that everyone be reduced to the minimum daily ration of calories, protein and 
vitamins while not permitting a minority to embrace a higher level of material consump-
tion by enjoying “fancy food”.

Urry (2010, 193) cites “excessive” global consumption along with massive urban 
population growth, rising carbon emissions and multiple “mobilities” (automobile use, 
long-​distance air travel) as primarily responsible for destroying the global conditions of 
human life upon the earth. Urry is especially upset at the “pervasive, mobilized, promis-
cuous commodification” represented by elite travel and tourism to leisure destinations 
such as Dubai. These places, he complains, “are yet a further extension of the hyper-​high-​
carbon societies of the 20th century, through their gigantic buildings, their profligate use 
of energy and water, and the vast use of oil to transport people in and out” (Urry 2010, 
206). Citing the work of Juliet Schor (Schor and White 2010; Schor 2014), Diana Stuart 
(2021, 55) asks, “Why do people, especially in the US, work longer and longer hours to 
buy more and more things that harm the environment and fail to make them happy?”

Constructing catastrophe

Nearly all of the writers and researchers that I have discussed thus far in the chapter 
(Lester Brown, William Catton, Jared Diamond, Anthony Giddens, Al Gore, James Hansen, 
Constance Lever-​Tracy, Dennis Meadows, Eugene Rosa, John Urry, Richard York) fer-
vently believe that the planet is in peril and that this is caused by some combination 
of capitalism, overpopulation, declining food production, dwindling natural resources, 
untrammelled industrialism, a failure to curb carbon emissions and toxic pollution, 
human greed and the pursuit of materialist lifestyles. Indeed, the language and logic of 
catastrophism has become part of the mainstream discourse of environmentalism. Carlos 
Bocuhy, who heads the Brazilian Institute of Environmental Protection, told an Associated 
Press reporter covering Rio+​20, the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development, 
“We are facing the possibility of collapse if we don’t change course” (‘Pollution Rife in 
Rio+​20 Host City”, 2012). Accordingly, on 14 January 2013 the Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists set the hands of the “Doomsday Clock” at five minutes to midnight. In so doing, 
the Bulletin “considered the current state of nuclear arsenals around the globe, the slow 
and costly recovery from events like Fukushima nuclear meltdown, and extreme weather 
events that fit in with a pattern of global warming” (“End Near?” 2013).

Yet, half-​a-​century after the publication of The Limits of Growth, this view is far from 
a global given. Even though many scientists and environmentalists have identified a set 
of conditions leading to a perilous future, this hasn’t guaranteed that their prognosis has 
been universally accepted nor acted upon. Raymond Bryant, a British political ecologist, 
attributes the more or less “business-​as-​usual” approach shown by most politicians and 
publics alike in a world of runaway climate change and apocalyptic capitalism to a “lack 
of coherence and reasonableness in human thought and its ability to grasp an elusively 
alien world” (Bryant 2010, 179).6

Nadeau (2006) warns we have moved “menacingly” to a global environmental catas-
trophe. Yet, he complains, political leaders and economic planners continue to churl-
ishly dismiss these apocalyptic scenarios as “products of the overheated imaginations of 
muddleheaded idealists” (2006, 166). Furthermore, he attributes this to a failure to com-
municate this environmental crisis in terms that can readily be understood by those outside 
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the scientific community. Nadeau’s commentary suggests two separate explanations for 
our failure to recognise and act upon the dangers confronting our planet. First, he implies 
that the established economic and political orders deliberately obstruct change for their 
own selfish reasons. Alternatively, Nadeau raises the possibility that the prophets of eco-
logical doom simply haven’t done a very effective job in communicating and selling 
their message. In particular, he says, they have repeatedly failed to convince both political 
leaders and the public-​at-​large that scenarios of overshoot, collapse and runaway climate 
change are both real and pressing.

Catastrophe doesn’t construct itself. Davis (2007, 8) notes that global warming was 
first recognised in 1896, but then dropped from sight until it re-​emerged as an apoca-
lyptic problem in the mid-​1980s. Energy shortages were predicted in 1952 and 1956, 
then ignored until the 1973 “energy crisis” when OPEC (Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries) quadrupled the price of oil and Middle Eastern oil producers 
embargoed shipments to the United States. This isn’t to say that the pessimistic predictions 
of gurus such as Lester Brown and James Hansen can be summarily dismissed. But, con-
vincing the world that catastrophe looms unless we act immediately and decisively is 
clearly no easy task.

In Chapter 3 of this book, I introduce a model of the “social construction of environ-
mental issues and problems”. According to this schema, there are three central tasks that 
characterise the process of defining environmental problems/​crises, bringing them to 
society’s attention and provoking action.

First, environmental claims must be assembled, that is, they must be discovered, named 
and elaborated, something that most often occurs within the realm of science. As Jamison 
(1996, 224) notes,

The contemporary concern with global environmental problems is due to scien-
tific research: the hole in the ozone layer, the projections of global warming, and the 
implications of decreasing biodiversity have all been brought to light by scientists. 
Indeed, it seems fair to say that scientists have constructed these problems, and not 
just scientists, but particular cadres of well-​supported and highly technified natural 
scientific researchers.

Furthermore, “ownership” needs to be determined; otherwise, a problem will be free-​
floating with no one willing to acknowledge responsibility for initiating and promoting 
an action plan. The 40-​member Club of Rome initially assumed this role in the 1970s 
with regards to the perceived threat of planetary collapse.7 At Aurelio Peccei’s urging, the 
Club invited MIT management professor Jay Forrester to apply his complex computer 
methodologies to the population-​resources gap, funded the project and commissioned 
and promoted The Limits of Growth, as well as 30 more reports (Davis 2007, 31–​6).

The tipping point with global warming occurred in October 1985, at a technical 
workshop on greenhouse gases and climate variation convened in Villach, Austria and 
organised by the International Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU). What encouraged 
a breakthrough here was the decision to permit scientists to attend the workshop in an 
individual capacity rather than as formal representatives of their national governments. 
At Villach, the scientists collectively stated that “the understanding of the greenhouse 
question is sufficiently developed that scientists and policy-​makers should begin active 
collaboration to explore the effectiveness of alternative policies and adjustments” (WMO 
1985, 3). This “active collaboration” was evidently put in motion by Jim Bruce, second 
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in command at the World Meteorological Association, who pressed hard for a political 
follow-​up to the collective statement issued at Villach. Within three years, a new body, the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), was up and running and climate 
change had been decisively propelled onto the international agenda (Paterson 1994, 175). 
Together with the impact of “freak” weather conditions in Europe and America on public 
opinion, the consensus reached at Villach was instrumental in advancing the climate issue 
in science and bringing it on to the international political agenda (Skodvin 2000, 146–​7).

Second, it is crucial that environmental warnings be proclaimed beyond the cloistered 
world of scientists and policy analysts. Claims about the severity of a condition and what 
is needed to solve or mitigate the problem must be circulated and legitimated within 
the court of public opinion. Indeed, Jamison insists that something more than scientific 
construction is demanded here. Global environmental problems also require intermedi-
aries such as NGOs (non-​governmental organisations) to serve as information conduits 
between scientists, the media and the public, translate expert discourses into politics, and 
to recombine expert knowledge into policy-​oriented packages (Jamison 1996, 224).

At this stage, scientific warnings are situated within a narrative or storyline. Storylines 
are “powerful devices through which actors make sense of complex issues without 
recourse to comprehensive and cumbersome explanations” (Smith and Kern 2007, 5; 
cited in Davidson and Gismondi 2011, 26). Under the right set of conditions, “big books” 
and other media texts (magazine articles, reviews, social media postings) can play a sig-
nificant role in spreading new ideas from a critical community –​ a small group of critical 
thinkers who have developed an analysis of and solution to a perceived problem –​ into 
the broader culture (Meyer and Rohlinger 2012; Rochon 1998, 23); Nelissen et al. 1997) 
dedicate a section of their overview of classic texts in environmental studies to bestsellers 
written in the first half of the 1970s.8 These books were written for a large audience, 
published in paperback, and promoted by the mass media. Most became “a sort of bible 
for environmentalists” (Nelissen et al. 1997, 188). Furthermore, at a time when the first 
flush of environmental concern was fading, they were influential in convincing non-​
environmentalists of the importance of considering environmental problems from an eco-
logical point of view.

Limits to Growth, the 1972 international bestseller, sold millions of copies in 29 
languages and was a key element in bringing exposing the general public to LG 
thinking. The original American publishers, Potomac Associates, presented a copy to 
every senator, member of the House of Representatives, governor and United Nations 
ambassador. An early copy of the manuscript was leaked to Time magazine, which imme-
diately published a grim, doomsday article. Finally, the publisher organised a formal 
presentation and seminar at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington. Attendees 
included Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, Earl Warren; Philip Handler, President of 
the National Academy of Sciences; Wernher von Braun, a founder of the US space pro-
gramme; and Elliot Richardson, Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare (Atkisson 
2011, 10).

Over the span of four decades, the project generated numerous spin-​offs and updates; 
the most recent is 2052: A Global Forecast for the Next Forty Years by Jorgen Randers (2012), 
one of the original Limits authors. Later on, Jared Diamond, who was already widely 
recognised after the success of his breakthrough bestseller Guns, Gems and Steel, situated 
concepts such as carrying capacity and societal collapse within a context that was easier 
for the public to fully grasp than the computer models employed by the Limits authors. 
The “runaway climate change” threat has been proselytised by a number of high-​profile 
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scientists (David King, James Hansen), politicians (Al Gore) and journalists (Elizabeth 
Kolbert, George Monbiot).

Contestation is the third stage in the social construction of environmental problems. 
Public recognition and media legitimacy are rarely enough to carry the day. While inspiring 
personal awareness and change is one important objective of environmental activism, 
successful resolution of a problem ultimately requires engaging in political campaigning, 
lobbying and making deals. This becomes especially challenging when the desired changes 
are economically, politically and socially controversial. Catastrophic claims such as those 
discussed in this chapter are especially difficult to translate into political action because 
they require an unprecedented degree of reallocation and structural change.

O’Riordan (1976, 65) observes that the Limits of Growth model may well have been 
a valuable catalyst to debate over-​growth and resource adequacy, but it fails “to pro-
vide even a glimmer of how this formidable and fundamental revolution can actually be 
achieved”. He describes the authors’ remedies as “politically explosive”. These include “a 
massive dose of non-​growth” by means of a 40 per cent reduction in industrial invest-
ment, a 20 per cent disinvestment in agricultural activity and a 40 per cent fall in the 
birth rate. Today, these remedies would seem even more difficult to justify politically as the 
world struggles to recover economically from the impact of COVID-​19. The same applies 
to proposed remedies to runaway climate change that include massive cuts in carbon use.

Environmental claims, especially those that call for a fundamental restructuring of the 
world order are sharply contested. Despite becoming a bestseller, The Limits of Growth 
provoked a furious backlash in the early 1970s:

The book came under fire from all sides. Scientists didn’t like Limits because the 
authors, anxious to publicize their findings, put it out before it was peer reviewed. 
The political right rejected its warning about the dangers of growth. The left rejected 
it for betraying the aspirations of workers. The Catholic church rejected its plea for 
birth control.

(MacKenzie 2012)

According to Alan Atkisson (2011, 13), a close friend of the Meadows, Limits was attacked 
by a “small army” of prominent economists, scientists and political figures on the basis of 
its “methodology, the computer, the conclusions, the rhetoric and the people behind the 
project”. Especially devastating reviews appeared in the New York Times Book Review and 
the journal Science.

In recent decades, the LG model has made somewhat of a comeback, in large part 
because of its relevance for theories of peak oil and climate change. This has re-​ignited old 
animosities, especially from conservatives. For example, Peter Foster, an editorial writer 
with the right-​wing Canadian newspaper, the National Post, wrote a column entitled 
“2052? More like 2084” in which he dismissed The Limits of Growth as “pure junk science” 
that is “based on the primitive zero-​sum assumption that what was needed for the present 
poor and future generations to thrive was for the rich to abandon materialist lifestyles” 
(Foster 2012).

Much has been written about the politics of global warming (Giddens 2009; Hulme 
2009). Environmental sociologists tend to treat this topic in a partisan and ideological 
manner (Dunlap et al. 2001). One reason is that both proponents and opponents tend to 
interpret climate change within the framework of pre-​existing narratives concerning the 
moral trajectory of society (Rudiak-​Gould 2012). Those who predict catastrophe due to 
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uncontrolled greenhouse gas emissions visualise global warming within a narrative that 
casts contemporary society as locked into a downward spiral. By contrast, those who 
reject an apocalyptic vision of climate change subscribe to a narrative of progress wherein 
the world continues to be upward bound thanks to cumulative technological and material 
progress. These narratives make it even more difficult to negotiate the type of political 
compromises that are possible with environmental initiatives that are more limited in 
scope, for example establishing a biosphere or conservation area.

Yearley (2009, 390–​2) argues that there is a simple sense in which knowledge about 
climate change and the future climate is “undeniably (and uncontroversially) socially 
constructed”. First, they involve an enormously complex system whose variables are 
not fully known or understood. In light of this imperfect knowledge, insight about the 
future depends primarily on the use of the method of “climate modelling”. While tech-
nically sophisticated, climate modelling demands “simplified versions of the atmosphere 
and the oceans”. Climate modellers rarely reside on the same page, nor are they perfectly 
in sync with other segments of the climate science community, notably geophysicists. 
This leads to conflicting scientific claims. The same phenomenon surfaced during the 
early days of the COVID-​19 emergency where disease modellers and public health 
experts sometimes clashed on timelines and policy recommendations. Furthermore, cli-
mate projections (which have come to mean catastrophic projections) demand simpli-
fied versions of the behaviours of governments, corporations and consumers. These too 
are loaded with uncertainty, which is compounded by the fact that people may change 
their behaviours in response to the “futures” predicted by the experts. Yearley (2009, 
402) concludes that taking a constructionist approach to climate-​change knowledge pays 
real dividends, especially insofar as it highlights the social functioning of the scientific 
community.

Climate change, Lee and Motzkau (2013, 462) observe, is best understood as “an emer-
gent biosocial phenomenon with the potential to diffract efforts to respond to it rather 
than as a well-​defined problem”. By this they mean that every attempt to solve the global 
warming “problem” only ends up mutating into something else: a problem of science 
communication and political controversy, a problem of international relations, a problem 
of energy sustainability, a problem of food security, a problem of runaway consumer con-
sumption. Each of these carries with it a distinctive set of claims and social constructions.

In pondering the construction of climate change as a global problem, Beck and van 
Loon (2011, 114) point to a fundamental paradox. The dominant discourse on climate 
change, they argue, one that “has a virtual monopoly in the sphere of world politics”, 
points to a catastrophic future of rising sea levels, shifts in rain zones and rapidly advancing 
desertification. Yet, from a sociological perspective, the impact of climate change is already 
being felt here in the present. One major dimension of this is the shaping and reshaping 
of social and political landscapes, such that climate change politics become part of a 
superpolitics on a global scale. What emerges, they conclude (p. 113), is a discontinuity 
between the future of a catastrophic climate to come (science perspective) and the present 
anticipation of a catastrophic future (social science perspective).

Conclusion

I have chosen to begin our journey into environmental sociology by focusing on cata-
strophic scenarios, notably those associated with planetary overpopulation and collapse. 
These apocalyptic narratives stand out centrally in the field, from William Catton’s 
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foundational 1980 book Overshoot, to recent writing on global warming. Concern 
over environmental crisis is only one ingredient in the contemporary environmental 
movement. Within that movement, people have committed themselves to a wide variety 
of causes, such as wilderness appreciation and protection and the promotion of green 
lifestyles. Nevertheless, environmental optimism and concern about crisis stimulate each 
other, insofar as the prospect of a planet in peril intensifies “people’s impulses to experi-
ence, protect and cherish nature and work to ensure a viable future for human society” 
(Buell 2003, xi).

In the latter part of this chapter, I introduce my widely cited model of the social 
construction of environmental issues and problems, which is elaborated in Chapter 3. 
According to this schema, there are three central tasks that characterise the process of 
defining environmental problems/​crises, bringing them to society’s attention and pro-
voking action. Keeping in mind that “catastrophe doesn’t construct itself ”, I apply this 
constructionist framework specifically to the influential Limits of Growth model from the 
1970s, and to contemporary claims about “runaway climate change”.
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2	� Environmental sociology
Key perspectives and controversies

Earth Day 1970 is often said to represent the debut of the modern environmental 
movement. Starting as a modest proposal for a national teach-​in on the environment, it 
grew into a multi-​faceted event with millions of participants. What most distinguished 
Earth Day, however, was its symbolic claim to be “Day One” of the new environmentalism, 
an interpretation that was widely embraced by the American mass media, thus affording 
the environmental issue instant and widespread recognition (Gottlieb 1993, 199).

When Earth Day inaugurated the “Environmental Decade” of the 1970s, sociologists 
found themselves without any prior body of theory or research to guide them towards 
a distinctive understanding of the relationship between society and the environment. 
Indeed, according to Pretty et al. (2007, 2), they were somewhat taken by surprise by 
the environmental movement, and struggled to understand it; initially, the consensus was 
that “an entirely new theoretical underpinning would need to be formulated”. While 
each of the three major classical sociological pioneers –​ Émile Durkheim, Karl Marx and 
Max Weber –​ arguably had an implicit environmental dimension to their work, this had 
never been brought to the fore, largely because their American translators and interpreters 
favoured social structural explanations over physical or environmental ones (Buttel 1986, 
338). From time to time, isolated works related to natural resources and the environ-
ment appeared, mostly within the area of rural sociology, but these never coalesced into a 
cumulative body of work. In a similar fashion, social movement theorists gave short shrift 
to conservation groups, leaving historians to explore their roots and significance.

Hannah Holleman (2020) has shown that this account of classical sociology’s separ-
ation from nature and the environment is missing some important pieces of knowledge. 
In the late nineteenth century and early twentieth, the central focus of the emerging dis-
cipline of sociology was industrialisation as the prime motor of societal transformation. 
That some leading sociologists of the time were equally concerned with the destructive 
environmental impacts of capitalism was omitted from this origins story. For example, 
Max Weber, one of the three “founders” of the sociological cannon, had some important 
things to say about racism and the destruction of the land in the American South, but this 
remained more or less invisible until quite recently. Furthermore, some important socio-
logical figures from the earlier era, notably W.E.B. Du Bois, were marginalised, and along 
with that their insights about the ecological impacts of imperialism.

Why environmental sociology was slow to develop

To comprehend why environmental sociology was slow to develop, we must first under-
stand how geographical and biological theories of social development and social change 
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lost their predominance, even as sociology emerged as a distinctive discipline. There are 
two interrelated threads to this discussion: the rejection of geographical and biological 
determinism, and the rise to dominance of a distinctly sociological way of thinking that 
excluded non-​social variables.

Backlash against geographical and biological determinism

In purging the “determinist” perspectives that were popular among the early pioneers in 
the field, mainstream sociology also excluded nature and the environment. As Alexandrescu 
(2009, 57–​8) notes, turn-​of-​the-​century (and even later) sociological thinking was 
premised on the notion that a “synthetic” science of society was possible. Early American 
sociologists of note such as William Graham Sumner and Franklin Giddings closely 
integrated their theories of social life with the well-​established natural sciences (physics, 
geology, biology), as well as the other developing social sciences, notably economics and 
geography.

The impact of the geographical environment on the human condition was a topic of 
scholarly interest to these thinkers, who were inspired by the grand theories enunciated 
by the British historian Henry Thomas Buckle and the American geographer Ellsworth 
Huntington.

Buckle believed that the history of the world could be divided into two eras. Early on, 
the great Eastern civilisations –​ China, Egypt, India, Mesopotamia –​ flourished because 
they were blessed with warm temperatures and fertile soil. With a cheap and abundant 
food supply, population boomed, leading eventually to overcrowding, wide social dispar-
ities, and the impoverishment of the masses. Needing to consume more food to survive in 
a colder climate, Europeans were necessarily more industrious and innovative. By modern 
times, Southern civilisations had stagnated, Buckle concluded, while those in the North 
had almost completely freed themselves from the burden of the environment through the 
power of science and technology (Boia 2005, 75).

No less modestly, Huntington attempted to prove that the rise and fall of entire 
civilisations such as that of ancient Rome follows the shift of the climatic zones in histor-
ical periods (Huntington 1917).1 In so doing, Huntington proposed a theory of climate 
change and genetics, wherein he attempted to establish a series of correlations between 
climate and health, energy, and mental processes such as intelligence, genius and will-
power. Human progress was linked with a single ideal climate, that of temperate envir-
onments. As climate became steadily drier from the last ice age onwards, civilisations 
either migrated northwards or declined. In his own time, Huntington saw a “productive 
climate” as one that encouraged industrial efficiency as measured by the number of pieces 
turned out by factory workers. Using this measure, Huntington strongly recommended 
that the United Nations headquarters be located in Providence, Rhode Island, which, 
according to his calculations, had the most productive climate in the world (Stehr and 
von Storch 2010, 51).

In assessing the worth of this “geographical school”, Sorokin (1964 [1928], 192–​3) 
refers to its fallacious theories, its fictitious correlations and its overestimation of the role 
of the geographical environment, but cautions that “any analysis of social phenomena 
which does not take into consideration geographical factors is incomplete”. The geo-
graphic school, he noted was “pervasive in sociology” (Holleman 2020, 16–​17).

A fatal flaw here is the preoccupation with eugenics and racial stereotypes; indeed, 
Huntington was a leading member of the American eugenics movement throughout the 
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1920s and 1930s (Stehr and von Storch 2010, 31). Buckle, Huntington and their disciples 
fervently believed that the gentler environment of Western Europe and North America 
produced more “civilised” cultures. By contrast, peoples of the tropics were more “primi-
tive”. Huntington, for example, noted that excessive humidity diminished energy, while 
“dryness combined with heat induced a state of nervousness that went as far as loss of 
self-​control” (Boia 2005, 100).

The natural world entered into early sociological discourse through the Darwinian 
concepts of evolution, natural selection, and survival of the fittest. In Darwin’s theory, 
plants and animals are best suited to adapt to their environment and survive, while those 
less well equipped perish. The survivors pass on their advantages genetically to subsequent 
generations. Darwinism was seized upon by many of the early conservative sociological 
thinkers who applied its principles (not always accurately) to the human context (see 
Hofstadter 1959).

The most prominent social Darwinist was the English social philosopher Herbert 
Spencer, who proposed an evolutionary doctrine extending the principle of natural selec-
tion to the human realm. Spencer bitterly opposed any suggestion that society could be 
transformed through educational or social reform; rather, he believed that, if left alone, 
progress would evolve in a gradual fashion. Sumner was Spencer’s greatest academic dis-
ciple in America, introducing his own concept of the “competition of life” whereby 
humans struggle not just with other species for survival in the natural universe but also 
with each other in a social universe. Applying his theory to the laissez-​faire capitalism of 
the day, Sumner legitimated the triumph of the “robber barons”, millionaire industrialists 
who made their money in banking, railroads and utilities through sharp and ruthless 
dealing. They were, he claimed, “a product of natural selection”, lions of business who 
would move society forward on the road to progress.

Both these “single factor theories of social change” (Bierstedt 1981, 487) were rejected 
by mainstream sociology for largely the same reasons. By the 1920s, laissez-​faire doctrines 
of the nineteenth century had given way to a new emphasis on social planning and social 
reform. “Meliorism”, the deliberate attempt to improve the well-​being of members of 
society, flew in the face of these social theories that viewed social causation as unalter-
able, whether due to geography or biology. This was especially troublesome when it came 
to race.

Furthermore, the foundation of sociological theory had fundamentally shifted. Many 
sociologists came to accept psychology as the building blocks of sociology in place of 
physics or biology (Timasheff and Theodorson 1976, 188). This is evident in the social 
psychological tradition established by Mead, Cooley, Thomas and other American sym-
bolic interactionists who stress that the reality of a situation lies entirely in the definition 
attached to it by participating social actors. This definition, in turn, is socially shaped, as 
in Cooley’s concept of the “looking-​glass self ”. Physical (and environmental) properties 
become relevant only if they are perceived and defined as relevant by the actors (Dunlap 
and Catton 1992/​3, 267).

By mid-​century, the predominant theoretical outlook in American sociology had 
become structural functionalism, leaving behind in the dust the human ecological model 
formulated by Robert Park and his colleagues at the University of Chicago in the 
1920s and 1930s (see the discussion later in this chapter). Functionalists carried forward 
Durkheim’s idea that society constituted a social “organism” which constantly must adapt 
to the outside social and physical environment. Its equilibrium or steady state could be 
knocked out of kilter by various disruptive events but it would always return to normal, 
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just as the human body recovers from a fever. Alexandrescu (2009, 68) argues that func-
tionalism prevented sociology from becoming concerned with the environment, insofar 
as it treated all social problems (including environmental ones) as nothing more than a 
temporary failure to adapt.2 A clean environment was accorded little sociological value 
and treated as less than real (ibid.).

To summarise, Holleman (2020, 21) identifies three consequences for the future devel-
opment of environmental sociology of the tectonic shift in the 1950s and 1960s to struc-
tural functionalism: (1) the decline of the human ecology perspective, (2) the omission of 
entire fields of the discipline that had contributed to ecological thought (3) a canonisa-
tion of the classical theorists removed from the broader historical contexts and ecological 
insight in which their thought developed (Holleman 2020, 21).

Sociologists as hucksters for development and progress

Another explanation for sociological foot-​dragging on environmental matters involves 
the worldview of sociologists themselves. In a steady stream of papers and articles from 
the late 1970s on, Catton and Dunlap argue that most sociologists during that era shared a 
fundamental image of human societies as being exempt from the ecological principles and 
constraints that govern other species. Sociologists favoured social engineering to achieve 
such goals as equality. At the same time, they accepted the possibility of endless growth 
and progress via continued scientific and technological development, while ignoring the 
potential constraints of environmental phenomena such as climate change (Dunlap and 
Catton 1992/​3, 270). Mesmerised by the benefits of economic development and its side-
kick, individual modernity, most sociologists at mid-​century either completely ignored 
the natural environment or viewed it as something to be overcome with grit and ingenuity.

Some sociologists went even further, actively becoming advocates, even hucksters, 
for technological innovation and economic development. Nowhere was this more evi-
dent than in the literature on modernisation, which was influential for two decades 
between 1955 and 1975. One leading illustration of this is Inkeles and Smith’s book 
Becoming Modern (1974). For the authors, modernisation denotes both a societal and 
personal transformation. Modern citizens, they argue, possess a repertoire of skills: they 
keep to fixed schedules, observe abstract rules, adopt multiple roles and empathise with 
others. Unlike those psychologically trapped in the past and unable to transcend trad-
itional ways of thinking to become modern personalities, they are optimistic, opinion-
ated, open to new experience, and consumers of information. These qualities are not 
inborn but must be acquired through life experience. The factory is the premier “school 
of modernity”. It functions as a powerful model for rural migrants, inculcating, a sense 
of efficacy, a readiness for innovation and an openness to systematic change, respect for 
subordinates and the importance of planning and time. In this embrace of modernity, 
the influence of the physical environment is ignored. Being modern means advancing 
one’s own personal goals rather than understanding and responding to natural forces. 
This view of nature is the antithesis of the “ecological” ethic that stresses that human 
beings have no inherent claim to domination over nature but must coexist with other 
species on the earth.

That’s not to say there weren’t isolated critics of this pro-​development paradigm, espe-
cially within the ranks of Marxist sociology. But, like religion, they tended to see the 
environment as a distraction from the necessity of class struggle. Even where the serious-
ness of environmental destruction was acknowledged, left-​wing critics were inclined to 
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focus on the class and power relations underlying this crisis rather than on factors relating 
more directly to the environment itself (Enzenberger 1979). Insomuch as Marxism even-
tually came to dominate social theory in some important regions of post-​war European 
social theory, this resulted in the further exclusion of environmental issues from the dis-
cipline of sociology (Cotgrove 1991; Martell 1994).

Classical sociological theory and the environment

Despite all of this, one possible source of inspiration for contemporary sociologists seeking 
to engage with environmental topics is the canon of classical social theory, notably that 
bequeathed to us by Durkheim, Weber and Marx. Each of these founders of the socio-
logical field had something significant to say about nature and society, although this was 
often more implied than direct, and was embedded in the philosophical controversies and 
scholarly debates of the era in which they were writing.

Some commentators have been downbeat about the potential usefulness of this canon. 
Goldblatt (1996, 1–​6) advises that we be wary of the legacy left to us by classical socio-
logical theory insofar as it lacks an adequate conceptual framework with which to under-
stand the complex interactions between societies and environments. As rewarding though 
as it may be, Järvikoski (1996, 82–​3) says, the reading of classic works authored by this tri-
umvirate is simply not sufficient for adequate theorising of contemporary environmental 
problems. Redclift (2000, 160) points out that the great names of classical social theory 
“offer us no more than a few insights into the relatively new world of environmental 
policy-​making”. Buttel (2000, 19) concludes that the legacy bequeathed by classical soci-
ology is variable: some of the tools initially developed by the classical theorists are needed, 
but “the overall thrust of the classical tradition was to downplay ecological questions and 
biophysical forces”.

On the other hand, there is a rich and expanding corpus of work in which environ-
mental scholars seek to reveal this conventional wisdom to be premature. As we will see, 
some commentators (William Catton, John Bellamy Foster) deliberately adopt the strategy 
of extracting or highlighting “ecological” insights from the work of the classic thinkers 
that have been overlooked or misunderstood in the past. Others (Raymond Murphy, Peter 
Dickens) are more inclined to smoke out concepts and ideas from the collected works of 
the sociological pioneers, even if these were not originally used in an environmental con-
text, and apply them to the current environmental “crisis” with some intriguing results. 
Some analysts have chosen to adopt a typological approach, organising the field on the 
basis of classical theory. For example, Sunderlin (2003) defines and conceptualises three 
key paradigms (individualist, managerial, class), each of which is derived from the classical 
sociological literature (Durkheim, Weber, Marx).

Émile Durkheim

Of the three founding figures in sociology, Durkheim is probably the least likely to be 
recognised as an environmental commentator.3 In large part, this reflects his deliberate 
decision to elevate social facts over “facts of a lower order” (i.e. psychological, biological).

For Durkheim, a social fact is “any way of acting, whether fixed or not, capable of 
exerting over the individual an external constraint” (2002 [1895], 117). This constraint is 
normally manifested in the form of law, morality, beliefs, customs, and even fashions. We 
can verify the existence of a social fact, Durkheim ventured, by examining an experience 
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that is characteristic. For example, children are compelled to adopt ways of seeing, thinking 
and acting that they otherwise would not have arrived at spontaneously.

Durkheim is quite firm in asserting that social phenomena cannot be explained 
through the lens of individual psychology. It is a central rule of the sociological method 
that “the determining cause of a social fact must be sought among antecedent social facts 
and not among the states of individual consciousness” (p. 125). This rule may infuriate 
strong advocates of individualism, but no matter. Social facts, Durkheim insists, “are con-
sequently the proper field of sociology” (p. 112). While this vigorous defence of social 
facts and collective consciousness most certainly buttressed theoretical independence of 
sociology, it had the effect of warning off members of the new discipline from non-​
sociological approaches that were reductionist (i.e. they reduced explanation to biological 
or psychological factors) in nature. Nevertheless, Durkheim frequently utilised biological 
concepts and metaphors in the course of presenting his theory of societal transformation.

In The Division of Labor in Society (1893), he describes the evolution of modern soci-
eties from a state of mechanical solidarity, wherein social solidarity is a product of shared 
cultural values, to one of organic solidarity, where the social bond is a function of inter-
dependence, most notably that arising out of an increasingly complex division of labour. 
Catton (2002, 92) proposes that Durkheim’s theory was very much an attempt to devise 
a solution to what is essentially an ecological crisis of rising population paired with scarce 
resources (see Chapter 1). As societies became larger and denser, it would have been dis-
astrous if everyone had continued to engage in agriculture. Increasingly, occupational 
specialisation meant that the competition over arable land was lessened, even as that land 
became more productive thanks to technological innovation.

Durkheim was doubly hobbled, Catton says, both by his narrowly selective reading of 
Darwin and by the unavailability in the 1880s of our knowledge today of ecology and 
evolution (2002, 93). He erroneously supposed that Darwin believed increasing diversity 
to be a way of minimising competition for scarce resources. Rather, Darwin had cautioned 
that co-​evolution (two species evolving at the same time) could, in some cases, increase 
their resemblance to one another or result in one species bringing the other to extinction. 
In short, Darwin viewed specialisation as a way in which one species could gain competi-
tive advantage over another, not, as Durkheim believed, as a way of lessening rivalries and 
increasing mutual interdependence. Durkheim couldn’t have been privy to the insights 
of modern ecology, which did not emerge as a sub-​field of biology until the next cen-
tury. Most crucially, no one in Durkheim’s time recognised that mutual dependence was 
symbiotic but not necessarily balanced. That is, some interactions in nature benefit both 
member populations (mutualism) but others benefit one without either harming or bene-
fiting the other (commensalism); and yet others are beneficial to one and detrimental to 
the other, as with predators and parasites (Catton 2002, 93). The latter gives rise to power 
differences, something especially significant when you are dealing with human ecological 
communities.

Max Weber

A second sociological pioneer whose work possesses an ecologically relevant component 
is Max Weber. Until a decade ago, almost everything written about Weber and the envir-
onment came from two writers, Patrick West and Raymond Murphy. As Buttel (2002) 
observes, West and Murphy locate this environmental connection in two entirely different 
corners of Weber’s work.
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In his doctoral thesis written in the 1970s, and in a later book chapter, West draws 
mostly on Weber’s historical sociology of religion and his comparative research on ancient 
societies. He emphasises that Weber analysed concrete examples of struggles over nat-
ural resources, for example the control of irrigation systems (West 1984). West’s work 
remained obscure for more than a quarter century. Then in 2012, John Bellamy Foster 
and Hannah Holleman published an article on Weber’s approach to the environment in 
the American Journal of Sociology (Foster and Holleman 2012). The authors report that their 
analysis is influenced by West’s dissertation, although they claim to approach the topic 
with more breadth and depth.

Foster and Holleman (2012, 1646) argue that Weber’s sociology underscores the way in 
which industrial capitalism was enabled and constrained by the introduction of a process 
for smelting iron with coal. Ironically, this “fateful union of iron and coal”, as Weber called 
it, rescued the remaining forest land in Britain, insofar as the previously dominant method 
of charcoal-​based iron smelting would have wiped out the woodlands in short order. The 
burning of fossilised fuel in blast furnace and its use as a means to steam power, constituted 
a major transformation for human society. However, Weber recognised that raw materials 
such as the mines and forests were not limitless (see Box 2.1).

Box 2.1: Weber Visits America

In August 1904, Max Weber and his wife Marianne came to America. The official 
reason for their visit was to deliver a lecture at the Congress of Arts and Sciences, 
an offshoot of the St. Louis World’s Fair. In St. Louis, Weber met with some leading 
scholars of the day including W.E.B. Du Bois (see below). US President Theodore 
“Teddy” Roosevelt invited Congress participants to a reception at the White House. 
Weber declined the invitation preferring to head to Tuskegee, Alabama in the 
Southern Plains and Muskegee, in Oklahoma’s Indian Territory.

During his trip to the United States, Weber warned that the escalating scarcity 
of land and natural resources in that country would eventually constrict capitalism. 
Furthermore, he wrote about the pollution, filth, environmental degradation and 
wasted resources that he observed on his travels across America. In Chicago, for 
example, he noted that the pollution from the burning of soft coal was so severe that 
it was impossible to see further than three city blocks ahead (Foster and Holleman 
2012, 1653).

Murphy’s extended discussion of neo-​Weberian environmental sociology is based largely 
on Weber’s book Economy and Society (1978 [1922]). For Murphy, the key concept to be 
extracted here is formal rationalisation. Rationalisation is composed of several dynamic 
institutional components. Increased scientific and technical knowledge brings with it a 
fresh orientation in which nature exists only to be mastered and manipulated by humans. 
An expanding capitalist market economy leaves little room for anything beyond the cal-
culating, self-​interested, pursuit of market domination. Industry and government are con-
trolled by a bureaucratic apparatus, with a goal of attaining a high level of efficiency. 
The legal system operates like a technically rational machine. Together, these components 
promote a pervasive logic whereby efficiency reigns supreme, on occasion even super-
seding a sensible choice of goals or alternatives, what Weber called substantive rationality. 
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Formal rationality thus dictates that the most efficient action is to clear-​cut an old-​growth 
forest, even if this is in no way substantively rational from an ecological point of view 
(Murphy 1994, 29–​30). More recently, Grant et al. (2020) observe that greater “efficien-
cies” in electrical power generation at “super polluter” plants tend to increase rather 
than decrease national pollution levels due to the “backfire effect”; cheaper energy costs 
encourage greater consumption and thus more emissions. As Weber foresaw, “where a 
group is able to concentrate [economic] power, it may strategically use efficiency to pro-
tect and advance its interests at the expense of others” (p. 86).

Murphy (1994, 34) identifies two interrelated processes first highlighted by Weber 
at the beginning of the twentieth century that have become distinctive features of our 
time: the intensification of rationality and the magnification of rationality. The more we try to 
run things according to the principle of dispassionate calculation the more we open the 
door to a swarm of unwanted and negative effects. When applied to the case of nature, this 
is called ecological irrationality. It is manifested in a wide range of destructive consequences 
from sensational technological disasters such as nuclear accidents to routine pollution 
events such as industrial dumping into urban storm sewers.

Drawing on another of Weber’s (1946 [1918]) concepts –​ intellectual rationality –​ 
Freudenburg (2001) makes an important point about science, technology and risk. In 
contrast to tribal societies, the average individual in an industrial society cannot know 
more than a minimum about how technology works –​ unless he or she is a physicist, 
one who rides on the streetcar has no idea how the car happened to get into motion 
(Weber 1946 [1918], 138–​9). Consequently, while one may in principle master all things 
by intellectual calculation, in reality we depend on an army of experts to do so. Yet, as 
Freudenburg notes, this expectation is inherently problematic because a minority of the 
time these experts fumble the ball, leading to potential, and sometimes actual, environ-
mental emergencies.

Karl Marx

Of the three main sociological traditions, it is that associated with Karl Marx that has 
provoked the most extensive response from present-​day environmental interpreters. 
Marx and his early collaborator Friedrich Engels were only marginally concerned with 
environmental degradation per se but their analysis of social structure and social change 
has become the starting point for several formidable contemporary theories of the 
environment.

Marx and Engels believed that social conflict between the two principal classes in 
society, i.e. capitalists and the proletariat (workers), not only alienates ordinary people 
from their jobs but it also leads to their estrangement from nature itself. Nowhere is this 
more evident than in “capitalist agriculture”, which puts a quick profit from the land 
ahead of the welfare of both humans and the soil. As the industrial revolution proceeded 
through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, rural workers were removed from the 
land and driven into crowded, polluted cities, while the soil itself was drained of its vitality 
(Parsons 1977,19). A single factor, capitalism, was held responsible for a wide range of 
social ills, from overpopulation and resource depletion to the alienation of people from 
the natural world with which they were once united. Marx and Engels saw the solution 
as an overthrow of the dominant system of production –​ capitalism –​ and the establish-
ment in its place of a “rational, humane, environmentally unalienated social order” (Lee 
1980, 11).
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Marx and Engels argue for the establishment of a new relationship between people 
and nature. However, it is not entirely clear what form such a relationship should take. 
In the work of the more mature Marx, this seems to follow a distinctly anthropocentric 
direction depicting humans as achieving mastery over nature, in no small part because 
of technological innovation and automation. This has been called a “Promethean” 
(pro-​technological, anti-​ecological) attitude towards nature (Foster 1999, 372; Giddens 
1981, 60).

By contrast, in Marx’s early work the concept of the “humanisation of nature” is 
proposed. This suggests that humans will develop a new understanding of and empathy 
with nature. A key question here is whether this new understanding would be used solely 
for human emancipation or whether it would take a more “ecocentric” form in which the 
powers and capacities of non-​humans would be enhanced. In the former case, the human-
isation of nature might be deployed to eliminate species and organisms that threaten 
human health (Dickens 1992, 86). As Martell (1994, 152) observes, the texts of the early 
Marx are too complicated and contradictory on ecological concerns to be the basis for 
a full-​fledged theory of environmental protection; it may be more useful to pursue this 
project through other sources or frameworks.

Contemporary Marxist theory emphasises not only the role of capitalists but also that 
of the state in fostering ecological destruction. Both elected politicians and bureaucratic 
administrators are depicted as being centrally committed to propping up the interests of 
capitalist investors and employers. While the incentive here is partly material, i.e. cor-
porate campaign contributions, future job offers, public servants, politicians and capitalist 
producers are said to share an ethic which accentuates capitalist accumulation and eco-
nomic growth as the dual engines which drive progress. This, they argue, holds for all 
political levels from the global system to the local community.

One widely noted reading of Marx’s environmental views is John Bellamy Foster’s 
seminal article on Marx’s “theory of metabolic rift” (see Foster 1999). According to Foster, 
Marx has been wrongly accused of providing minimal insight into the ecological crisis of 
our times. Indeed, due to the Promethean attitude that suffuses his later writing he may 
even have impeded the understanding of environmental problems. To the contrary, Foster 
argues:

Marx provided a powerful analysis of the main ecological crisis of his day –​ the 
problem of soil fertility within capitalist agriculture –​ as well as commenting on the 
other major ecological crises of his time (the loss of forests, the pollution of the cities, 
and the Malthusian specter of overpopulation). In doing so, he raised fundamental 
issues about the antagonism of town and country, the necessity of ecological sustain-
ability, and what he called the “metabolic” relation between human beings and nature.

(1999, 373)

It is this latter point that Foster addresses most substantively. Borrowing from the vocabu-
lary of mid-​nineteenth-​century chemistry, Marx employed the concept of metabolism to 
describe the complex interaction between society and nature. Metabolism, he observed, 
“constitutes the fundamental basis on which life is sustained and growth and reproduction 
become possible” (Foster 1999, 383). By the 1860s, this organic relationship was being 
seriously undercut by the practices of capitalist agriculture. Most notably, landowners 
were accused of callously robbing the soil of its key nutrients by declining to recycle 
them. This, of course, is exactly what is still occurring, especially where monocultures (a 
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single variety of a single crop grown for commercial profit) prevail. Marx describes this 
as a metabolic rift –​ the estrangement of human beings from the natural world of the soil. 
This parallels the estrangement of workers from their labour and is attributable to the 
same source –​ capitalism.

Furthermore, Marx and Engels appear to have been early advocates of organic farming 
methods. For example, they write at length about the benefits of spreading manure on 
croplands, even suggesting that human waste from the city be recycled as fertiliser rather 
than polluting the rivers and oceans. Strangely enough, their inspiration for this view 
seems to have been the German agricultural chemist Justus von Liebig, who achieved 
renown as the inventor of synthetic fertilisers. By the late-​1850s, Liebig had evidently 
come to the conclusion that soil depletion was becoming a major problem, especially in 
America where vast tracts of arable land were cultivated for the sole purpose of exporting 
grain to the big cities. Liebig even went so far as to recommend that the City of London 
organically recycle its sewage rather than dump it in the River Thames.

For Foster, the importance of Marx’s theory of metabolic rift lies not just in his repat-
riation of Karl Marx as an advocate of organic agriculture but also in his successful appli-
cation of sociological thinking to the ecological realm. Foster (1999, 400) calls this “one 
of the great triumphs of classic sociological analysis” and proof that “ecological analysis, 
devoid of sociological insight is incapable of dealing with the contemporary crisis of the 
earth”. Furthermore, it provides a portal through which contemporary environmental 
analysts might better understand the metabolic relation between humans and nature.4

Roads not taken

Classical sociology encompasses more than the holy trinity of Durkheim, Weber and 
Marx. For example, the 1930s symbolic interactionist George Herbert Mead has recently 
been recast as an environmental thinker. Along with Erving Goffman, Mead has become 
a touchstone for the emerging microsociological perspective in environmental soci-
ology. Intriguingly, Brewster and Puddephatt (2020, 76) have floated the idea that Mead 
should be seen as “one of the most innovative and thoroughgoing socio-​environmental 
thinkers in the classic sociological canon”. They complain that Dunlap and Catton (1983) 
misrepresented Mead by unfairly placing him in the human exemptionalist tradition. This 
ignores his concern with reconstructing the society-​nature dualism, a project that arose 
from Mead’s extensive knowledge of and interest in the biological and physical world.

Similarly, a viable argument can be made for according a place here to the celebrated 
German social theorist Georg Simmel. Simmel is best known as a chronicler and inter-
preter of the growth of the industrial city in the nineteenth century. His description of 
the “mental life of the metropolis” wherein the sights and sounds of the metropolis over-
whelm its residents forcing them to adopt a blasé attitude is iconic. Less well known are 
his thoughts on nature as a web of reciprocal relationships. The German environmental 
sociologist Matthias Gross (2000; 2001) has drawn on these ideas to sketch out a view of 
nature in which human actions count, for example in ecological restoration, but so does 
non-​human nature, which possesses a measure of independence.

While these microscopic and philosophic legacies matter, the most important road not 
taken is more macro-​theoretical. As Holleman (2020, 19) has argued, the environmental 
and social consequences of the policies and practices associated with the rise of coloni-
alism and imperialism in the latter part of the nineteenth century were profoundly and 
widely debated, studied and protested amongst sociologists (or at least some of them).
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For inspiration, they only had to look back to the writing of Alexander von Humboldt, 
who was considered by many to be the greatest scientist of the nineteenth century (see 
Box 2.2). Unique for his time, Humboldt “criticized unjust land distribution, monocul-
ture, violence against tribal groups and indigenous work conditions –​ all powerfully rele-
vant issues today” (Wulf 2015, 105).

Box 2.2: Alexander von Humboldt: The Most Famous Scientist of 
the Nineteenth Century

Looked to as an intellectual mentor and inspiration by a diverse cast of luminaries 
that included Simon Bolivar, Charles Darwin, Johan Goethe, Thomas Jefferson and 
Henry David Thoreau, Alexander von Humboldt was one of the greatest scientist-​
adventurers in human history. Trained as a mining engineer, he undertook an epic 
journey across the Americas from 1799 to 1804. His travels took him through the 
tropical rainforests of Venezuela, across the high Andes mountains, and on to the 
East Coast of the United States. Three decades later he traversed Russia, a distance 
of 10,000 miles. Not only did Humboldt bring back a vast array of geologic samples 
and biological rarities, but he came up with some revolutionary ideas that predicted 
iconic future discoveries –​ the magnetic equator, continental shift and tectonic 
plates, the impact of forest destruction on climate change.

Humboldt was also an insightful and outspoken sociological observer. As 
Andrea Wulf (2015) discusses in The Invention of Nature, her widely praised biog-
raphy of Humboldt, more than any other thinker of his time he recognised how 
humans unsettle the balance of nature. At Lake Valencia in the Aragua valley 
of northern Venezuela, he observed how the clear-​cutting of forests and the 
draining and diversion of water for irrigation was rapidly leading to aridity and 
soil erosion. Furthermore, local farmers had replaced maize and other edible 
crops with indigo which produced a blue dye used in fashionable clothing. In 
Cuba, he noticed how large parts of the island had been stripped of their forest 
for sugar plantations.

Courageously, given the era in which he lived, Humboldt blamed the devastation 
of the environment on colonialism. He especially blamed Spanish water engineers. 
On the high plateau in Mexico City, he observed how a lake that fed the local irri-
gation system had almost disappeared, leaving the valleys below barren. In an insight 
that foreshadowed the work of global development economists two centuries later, 
Humboldt questioned Mexico’s dependence on crops and mining “because it 
bound the country to fluctuating international market prices” (Wulf 2015, 105).

Chief among the sociological pioneers who recognised the evils of colonial empires was 
W.E.B. Du Bois. As one biographer, Aldon Morris, terms it, Du Bois is a “scholar denied”. 
Morris (2015) argues that a viable case can be made for Du Bois having developed the 
first scientific school of sociology at Atlanta University, a historically black institution 
located in the heart of Atlanta’s black community. Alas, his work was all but ignored 
by mainstream scholars. This was most certainly a reflection of the racism of the Jim 
Crow era –​ the notorious Tulsa Race Massacre in which an affluent African American 
business district (“The Black Wall, Street”) and adjoining residential neighbourhood were 
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destroyed by a white mob occurred in 1921. It was accentuated by Du Bois’ insistence 
that races were socially constructed and blacks were not biologically inferior.

Du Bois cast racism as a global rather than just an American problem. He came to 
see colonialism as underpinning racism and violence around the world. Alas, we will 
never know to what extent Humboldt’s ideas helped shaped Du Bois’ views on the 
ills of imperialism.5 More likely, he was sensitised to the negative impacts of empire 
through learning about colonial atrocities in German East Africa, notably the geno-
cide in present-​day Tanzania where hundreds of thousands died in the Maji Maji revolt 
(Beck 2019).

Contemporary theoretical approaches to environmental sociology

Environmental sociology, Buttel (2003) observes, has gone through two distinct stages 
since its emergence in the 1970s as a discrete disciplinary area. In the first stage, the cen-
tral task was to identify a key factor (or a closely related set of factors) that created an 
enduring “crisis” of environmental degradation and destruction. More recently, there has 
been a significant shift towards another task: discovering the most effective mechanism of 
environmental reform or improvement which will help “chart the way forward to more 
socially secure and environmentally friendly arrangements” (p. 335).

In this section, I will begin by discussing two major approaches to the environment 
and society that were conceived with the first of these problematics in mind, and then 
proceed to an overview of two contrasting perspectives, reflexive modernisation and eco-
logical modernisation, which address the second.

Two foundational explanations for environmental degradation and destruction

In accounting for the causes of widespread environmental destruction, two approaches 
stand out: the ecological explanation as embodied in Catton and Dunlap’s model of 
“competing environmental functions”, and the political economy explanation, as found 
in Alan Schnaiberg’s concepts of the “societal-​environmental dialectic” and the “treadmill 
of production”. Both approaches view social structure and social change as being recipro-
cally related to the biophysical environment, but the nature of this relationship is depicted 
very differently (Buttel 1987, 471).

Ecological explanation

The ecological explanation for environmental destruction has its roots in the field of 
human ecology that remained dominant within urban sociology from the 1920s to the 
1960s. Robert Park and his University of Chicago sociology colleagues introduced this 
human ecology model during the 1920s and 1930s. Park was well acquainted with the 
work of Darwin and his fellow naturalists, drawing on their insights into the inter-
relation and interdependence of plant and animal species. In his discussion of human 
ecology, Park (1952 [1936]) begins with an explanation of the “web of life”, citing the 
once familiar nursery rhyme, “The House that Jack Built”, as the logical prototype of 
long food chains, each link of which is dependent upon the other. Within the web of 
life, the active principle is the “struggle for existence” in which the survivors find their 
“niches” in the physical environment and in the division of labour among the different 
species.
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If Park had been interested in the natural environment for its own sake, he might 
have realised that human intervention in the form of urban development and industrial 
pollution artificially break this chain, thereby upsetting the “biotic balance”. In fact, he 
did acknowledge that commerce, in “progressively destroying the isolation upon which 
the ancient order of nature rested”, has intensified the struggle for existence over an ever-​
widening area of the habitable world. However, he believed that such changes had the 
capacity to give a new and often superior direction to the future course of events forcing 
adaptation, change and a new equilibrium.

Biological ecology was principally a source from which Park borrowed a series of 
principles, which he then applied to human populations and communities. In doing 
so, he notes that human ecology differs in several important respects from plant and 
animal ecology. First, humans are not so immediately dependent upon the physical envir-
onment, having been emancipated by the division of labour. Second, technology has 
allowed humans to remake their habitat and their world rather than to be constrained by 
it. Third, the structure of human communities is more than just the product of biologic-
ally determined factors; it is governed by cultural factors, notably an institutional struc-
ture rooted in custom and tradition. Human society, in contrast to the rest of nature, is 
organised on two levels: the biotic and the cultural.

Park and his colleagues applied their principles of human ecology to the processes 
that create and reinforce urban spatial arrangements. They saw the city as the product of 
three such processes: (1) concentration and de-​concentration; (2) ecological specialisation; 
(3) invasion and succession. The building blocks of the city were said to be “natural areas” 
(slums, ghettoes, bohemias), the habitats of natural groups that were in accordance with 
these ecological processes. The city was depicted as a territorially based ecological system 
in which a constant Darwinian struggle over land use produced a continuous flux and 
redistribution of the urban population. Nowhere was this more evident than in the zone 
in transition, an area adjacent to the central business district, which went from a coveted 
residential district to a blighted area characterised by low rent tenants, deviant activities 
and marginal businesses.

An important issue here is whether the notion of an ecosystem should be accepted 
at face value or merely treated as an analogy. It seems likely that Park and the Chicago 
School had the latter in mind, adopting the conceptual language of biological ecology 
because it was the scientific flavour of the day. Alexandrescu (2009, 64) points out that 
despite their guiding dictum –​ “society functions like nature” –​ Chicago human ecology 
portrays it in coldly economic terms as “the realm of blind and impersonal human experi-
ence”. Others took the ecological metaphor more literally. For example, the noted econo-
mist Kenneth Boulding (1950, 6) claimed that he was using the ecosystem concept in its 
proper sense, and not merely [as] an analogy. Society is, he wrote, “something like a great 
pond filled with innumerable species of social life, organizations, households, businesses 
and commodities of all kinds” (1950, 6).6

Spaargaren et al. (2000b, 4) have observed that the human ecology tradition stood at 
the birth of environmental sociology. Specifically, they cite Riley Dunlap and William 
Catton’s new environmental paradigm (NEP) as “one great effort to redefine the relationships 
between human societies and their natural environments”.

In my own estimation, the ecological basis of environmental destruction is prob-
ably best described in Catton and Dunlap’s three competing functions of the environment (see 
Figure 2.1). This scheme has been much less widely disseminated than their NEP theory 
even though it is more conceptually interesting.
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Catton and Dunlap’s model specifies three general functions that the environment  
serves for human beings: supply depot, living space and waste repository. Used as a supply  
depot, the environment is a source of renewable and non-​renewable natural resources (air,  
water, forests, fossil fuels) that are essential for living. Overuse of these resources results  
in shortages or scarcities. Living space or habitat provides housing, transportation systems  
and other essentials of daily life. Overuse of this function results in overcrowding, conges-
tion and the destruction of habitats for other species. With the waste repository function,  
the environment serves as a “sink” for garbage (rubbish), sewage, industrial pollution and  
other by-​products. Exceeding the ability of ecosystems to absorb wastes results in health  
problems from toxic wastes and in ecosystem disruption.

Additionally, each of these functions competes for space, often impinging upon the 
others. For example, placing a garbage (rubbish) landfill in a rural location near to a city 
both makes that site unsuitable as a living space and destroys the ability of the land to 
function as a supply depot for food. Similarly, urban sprawl reduces the amount of arable 
land that can be put into production while intensive logging threatens the living space 
of indigenous peoples. As seen in Box 2.3, extracting dissolved methane from Lake Kivu, 
Rwanda, in order to generate cheap electricity could cripple fish stocks, destroy the local 
tourist economy and potentially trigger a deadly volcanic catastrophe. In recent years, the 
overlap, and therefore conflict, among these three competing functions of the environ-
ment has grown considerably. Newer problems such as global warming may be attributed 
to competition among all three functions simultaneously.

Box 2.3:  Harvesting Methane in Africa’s “Exploding Lake”

For a nation (Rwanda) chronically short of energy –​ only 1 in 14 homes have 
access to electricity –​ it seems a dream come true. Lake Kivu, on the border of 
the Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda, is the source of an estimated 55 
billion cubic metres of methane gas, trapped along the lake bottom. Experts esti-
mate that 90 per cent of the dissolved methane is “harvestable” and could be worth 

Figure 2.1 � Competing functions of the environment
Source: Dunlap (1993)
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as much as US$20 billion. This is enough to supply Rwanda’s energy needs for 
400 years, eliminating the need for burning wood for heat and cooking, a method 
that creates problems of air pollution and deforestation. Alas, extracting the methane 
brings with it some daunting risks and challenges.

At surface level, Lake Kivu is a tourist dream, with a beach and four-​star resort 
framed by a mountain vista. It is a source of water, fish and sand for two million 
people. But, there are two linked problems. First, the 1,500-​foot-​deep lake contains 
large concentrations of methane and carbon dioxide. In recent years these gas levels 
have been increasing, probably from a combination of increasing volcanic activity 
and of organic sediment from the Ndakala, a sardine-​like fish introduced nearly a 
half-​century ago. Second, Lake Kivu is situated in a region characterised by fre-
quent seismic activity, within 15 miles of two active volcanoes. A geologic rift could 
pull apart and cause a crack. Large amounts of boiling lava entering the lake would 
lift the flexible lid provided by the lake waters, releasing clouds of deadly carbon 
dioxide and methane. In fact, this “limnic eruption” actually occurred in the other 
two of Africa’s “killer lakes”, Lake Monoun in Cameroon (1984) and nearby Lake 
Nyos (1986), where 1,800 people were asphyxiated by a gas cloud arising from a 
300-​foot geyser of water and foam.

In 2008, the Rwandan government began work on a pilot project, whereby a pipe 
is dropped to lake bottom, methane-​rich, heavy water sucked up, the gas separated 
out, purified, and then piped to a new power plant. In 2015, a much larger methane 
extraction programme called Kivu Watt came online. In this project, the water is 
pumped from the deep layers of the lake, the pressure reduced, methane is extracted, 
and CO2 returned to the lake bottom.

Sources: Browne (2010); Carey (2021); Cowan (2008); Halper (2012); IRIN 
(2007); Rice (2010); Wenz (2020)

There are several attractive advantages to Catton and Dunlap’s competing functions of the 
environment. First, it extends human ecology beyond an exclusive concern with living 
space –​ the central focus of urban ecology –​ to the environmentally relevant functions of 
supply and waste disposal. In addition, it incorporates a time dimension: both the abso-
lute size and the area of overlap of these functions are said to have increased since the 
year 1900.

But there are problems with the model. There is no evidence of a human hand here. 
It says nothing about the social actions involved in these functions and how they are 
implicated in the overuse and abuse of environmental resources. Significantly, there is no 
provision for changing either values or power relationships. This is puzzling, since one 
would have thought that Catton and Dunlap would have attempted to link their ecological 
model to the new human ecology as emphasised in the HEP/​NEP contrast. Freudenburg 
and Wilkinson (2008, 8) call for the Dunlap-​Catton typology to be expanded to add a 
fourth function: the use of the biophysical environment as a location of and set of channels 
for distributing social inequalities. The problem today, they say, isn’t just that a need for waste 
disposal sites is bumping up against a need for living spaces. Rather, some people are dis-
proportionately benefitting from occupying prime properties in affluent neighbourhoods, 
whilst disposing of their wastes in or near the living spaces of marginalised folk.
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Finally, one cannot help comparing the longitudinal features of the Catton-​Dunlap 
model to Beck’s (1992) explanation of the transformation from an industrial to an indus-
trial risk society (see the next section of this chapter). Both models recognise some of the 
same features: the increasing globalisation of environmental dangers, the rising promin-
ence of output or waste-​related elements as opposed to input-​ or production-​related ones. 
However, Beck’s model is ultimately more exciting because it centrally incorporates the 
process of social definition. Beck’s (1992, 24) criticism of environmental risk assessment, 
i.e. that “it runs the risk of atrophying into a discussion of nature without people, without 
asking about matters of social and cultural significance”, is equally applicable to Catton 
and Dunlap’s competing functions of the environment.

Political economy explanation: the societal-​environmental dialectic and the    
treadmill of production

Within environmental sociology, the most influential explanation of the relationship 
between capitalism, the state and environment can be found in Alan Schnaiberg’s book, 
The Environment: From Surplus to Scarcity (1980). Drawing on strands of both Marxist polit-
ical economy and neo-​Weberian sociology, Schnaiberg outlines the nature and genesis of 
the contradictory relations between economic expansion and environmental disruption.

Schnaiberg depicts the political economy of environmental problems and policies as 
being organised within the structure of modern industrial society, which he labels the 
treadmill of production. This refers to the inherent need of an economic system to continu-
ally yield a profit by creating consumer demand for new products, even where this means 
expanding the ecosystem to the point where it exceeds its physical limits to growth or 
its carrying capacity. One important tool in fuelling this demand is advertising, which 
convinces people to buy new products as much for reasons of lifestyle enhancement as 
for practical considerations.

Schnaiberg depicts the treadmill of production as a complex self-​reinforcing mech-
anism whereby politicians respond to the environmental fall-​out created by capital-​
intensive economic growth by mandating policies that encourage yet further expansion. 
For example, resource shortages are handled not by reducing consumption or adopting a 
more modest lifestyle but by opening up new areas to exploitation.

Schnaiberg introduced the term ecological disorganisation to describe the degradation of 
the environment due to the continuous and escalating withdrawals from and additions 
to the ecological system attributable to the treadmill. Longo and York (2020, 333) have 
expanded the definition of ecological disorganisation to read “the disruption of the eco-
system in a manner that prohibits its regeneration and reproduction and causes it to 
become increasingly unstable”. They propose that ecological organisation may increase 
social disorganisation in the community, notably in the form of magnifying social problems 
such unemployment, crime and violence.

Schnaiberg detects a dialectic tension that arises in advanced industrial societies as a con-
sequence of the conflict between the treadmill of production and demands for environ-
mental protection. He describes this as a clash between “use values”; for example the value 
of preserving existing unique species of plants and animals, and “exchange values” which 
characterise the industrial deployment of natural resources.

As environmental protection has emerged as a significant item on the policy agendas 
of governments, the state must increasingly balance its dual role as a facilitator of cap-
ital accumulation and economic growth and its role as environmental regulator and 
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champion. On occasion, governments find it necessary to engage in a limited degree of 
environmental intervention in order to stop natural resources from being exploited with 
abandon and to enhance its legitimacy with the public. For example, in the progressive 
era of American politics in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the US gov-
ernment responded to uncontrolled logging, mining and hunting on wilderness lands 
by expanding its jurisdiction over the environment. Especially under the presidency of 
Teddy Roosevelt, it created national forests, parks and wildlife sanctuaries, set limits and 
rules for the use of public lands and restricted the hunting of endangered species. It did 
so, however, as much out of a desire to increase industrial efficiency (Hays 1959), regu-
late competition and ensure a steady supply of resources (Modavi 1991) as it did from 
any sense of moral outrage. Similarly, the sudden emergence of toxic waste as a premier 
media issue in the early 1980s led to Congressional efforts in the United States to pass a 
new “Superfund” law that would give the government statutory authority and the fiscal 
mechanisms to undertake clean-​up operations without first having to legally identify the 
responsible parties. This was, Szasz (1994, 65) notes, not simply a matter of lawmakers 
addressing a newly recognised social need, but instead “one of those quintessential ‘time 
to make a new law’ moments so characteristic of the American legislative process”.

Nevertheless, most governments remain wary of running the risk of slowing down the 
drive towards economic expansion or decelerating the treadmill of production (Novek 
and Kampen 1992). Caught in a contradictory position as both promoter of economic 
development and as environmental regulator, governments often engage in a process of 
environmental managerialism (Redclift 1986), in which they attempt to legislate a limited 
degree of protection sufficient to deflect criticism but not enough to derail the engine of 
growth. By enacting environmental policies and procedures that are complex, ambiguous 
and open to exploitation by the forces of capital production and accumulation (Modavi 
1991, 270) the state reaffirms its commitment to strategies for promoting economic 
development.

Other more stridently left-​wing critiques have been even more unsparing in linking the 
dynamics of capitalist development to the rise in environmental destruction. Geographer 
David Harvey (1974) accuses capitalist supremos of deliberately creating resource scar-
cities in order that prices may be kept high. Faber and O’Connor (1993) charge that 
the goal of capital restructuring in the 1980s and 1990s, which includes geographical 
relocation, plant closures and downsizing, was to increase the exploitation of both the 
workers and nature; for example by reducing spending on pollution control equipment. 
Cable and Cable refuse to rule out the possibility of insurrection in the United States if 
the grievances of grassroots environmental groups continue to be ignored by capitalist 
economic institutions (1995, 121). Schnaiberg himself (2002, 33) complains that the cen-
tral tenets of the treadmill have not found their way into the environmental sociological 
literature in any significant way because they are too “radical”. That is, if the treadmill 
is indeed operating as he describes, then it can only be slowed down by a major and 
sustained political mobilisation akin to a revolution, something that would be sharply 
resisted by politicians, government agencies and corporate America.

Subsequently, the “treadmill of production group”7 has addressed the application of 
the treadmill of production to a global context. Ignoring the negative environmental 
impacts that the treadmill has produced in less developed regions, the leaders of Southern 
nations, in concert with the governments and corporations of the North, have sought to 
reproduce industrialisation as experienced by the First World. The primary mechanism 
for achieving this is the transfer of modern Western industrial techniques from North 
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to South (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994, 167). As Redclift (1984) and others have noted, 
this transplant has been largely unsuccessful both in economic and environmental terms. 
Dependency on global markets has made economic development a risky venture for 
many Southern nations especially where these markets can easily be decimated by the 
appearance of new, low-​cost alternatives elsewhere in the world. Furthermore, develop-
ment schemes require an expensive infrastructure of roads, hydroelectric power dams, 
airports, etc., which must be paid for by borrowing heavily from Northern financial 
institutions. Such projects often fail to produce the expected level of economic growth 
while at the same time cause massive ecological damage in the form of flooding, rainforest 
destruction, soil erosion and pollution.

The treadmill of production explanation has the advantage of locating present envir-
onmental problems in the inequities of humanly constructed political and economic 
systems rather than in the abstract conflict of functions preferred by human ecologists. 
This brings it closer to the orbit of mainstream sociological theory than does the more 
idiosyncratic approach advocated by Catton and Dunlap. The concept of the treadmill is 
unique insofar as it is based in sociological reasoning, but, at the same time, features a key 
or penultimate dependent variable –​ environmental destruction –​ that is biophysical. This 
makes it “the single most important sociological concept and theory to have emerged 
within North American environmental sociology”(Buttel 2004, 323).

Schnaiberg complained that his treadmill of production model did not achieve the 
paradigmatic status within environmental sociology that he would have liked. Buttel 
offers several possible reasons for this (Buttel 2004). First, political economy, especially that 
with a neo-​Marxist hue, has been somewhat overshadowed at the end of the millennium 
by other trendy theoretical flavours, notably postmodernism and cultural studies. Second, 
treadmill theory has remained somewhat static, wedded to a manufacturing economy in 
a neoliberal era in which Western economies seem to have shifted towards new infor-
mation technologies, financial services and entertainment. Third, the notion of the tread-
mill is no longer very new or, in spite of what Schnaiberg believes, very controversial. 
As an analysis of industrial and consumer society the model now seems rather obvious, 
something that wasn’t the case 40 years ago. Finally, the treadmill model fails to offer a 
viable green alternative to the capitalist economic system. Gould et al. (2004, 305) talk 
vaguely about an ecological synthesis that “would extend the state’s substantial control 
over ecosystems without regard to issues of profitability and wages/​employment”. Alas, 
the treadmill theorists make no attempt to explain how this might be done in a capitalist 
society or whether a truly green capitalism is possible (Hannigan 2011, 49; Wright 2004).

A hybrid: critical human ecology

Over the last decade there have been various attempts to integrate ecological or socio-​
ecological conditions with a political-​economic analysis. One notable hybrid of this type 
is called “critical human ecology”. Critical human ecology emphasises that societies are 
affected by structural forces which derive from both ecological context and political-​
economic regimes (Longo and York 2020, 102). Especially sensitive are those impacted 
by industrial capitalism. In their original statement on critical human ecology, York and 
Mancus (2009) do not offer much by way of empirical examples, other than a more 
nuanced discussion of Malthus’ argument about population growth and food production. 
Subsequently, Richard York, together with colleagues Brett Clark, and Stefano Longo 
have written extensively on aquaculture and its discontents.
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Two normative theories of modernism and environmental 
improvement

When it comes to the environment, sociologists (and this applies equally well to other 
social scientists) commonly buy into two master narratives. One is the apocalyptic narrative 
wherein declining natural resources, increasing human population and runaway con-
sumption converge resulting in environmental collapse. As the Doomsday Clock indicates 
(see Chapter 1), we are now perched perilously near midnight.

More optimistically, the ecological enlightenment and sustainability narrative detects a steady 
progress towards environmental awareness and improvement. It represents the latest 
chapter in an ongoing narrative of human progress that began with the Enlightenment. 
One broad manifestation of this is the social learning perspective, which is broadly inspired 
by Jurgen Habermas’ notion of “communicative action”. The core assumption here is 
that the environmental education efforts of scientists and social movements, nourished in 
a zone beyond the parameters of industrial society, will eventually begin to pay off and 
spur new ways of thinking and acting. That is, social learning involves a shift from the 
Dominant Social Paradigm (DSP) to the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP), much along 
the lines described by Catton and Dunlap.

Two specific analytic approaches that illustrate this ecological enlightenment and 
sustainability narrative stand out here: Mol and Spaargaren’s ecological modernisation 
(EM) theory and Beck’s reflexive modernisation/​risk society thesis. Both are normatively 
charged, late modernist prescriptions. The two are frequently pitted against one another, 
insofar as the former is intended to transform economy-​ecology contradictions into win-​
win situations, while the latter claims that our efforts to reform industrial society in the 
face of an apocalyptic eco-​societal crisis are Herculean (Blowers 1997; Desfor and Keil 
2004, 62). Yet, both approaches share an important commonality: the expectation that an 
environmental state will eventually emerge, where environmental protection is accepted as 
a basic responsibility (Fisher 2003, 9–​10).

Reflexive modernisation/​risk society thesis

The most influential attempt to update modernism has been Ulrich Beck’s risk society 
thesis. In comparison to EM theory (see below), Beck is openly critical of modernity and 
its attendant risks. Nevertheless, he concludes that modernity ultimately has the capacity 
to solve the problems it produces (Barry 1999, 152).

Beck’s thesis starts with the premise that Western nations have moved from an indus-
trial or class society to a “risk society” in which the risks and hazards produced as part 
of modernisation must be prevented, minimised, dramatised or channelled. Risk is said 
to be much more evenly distributed now than was formerly the case. As Beck mem-
orably phrases it, “hunger is hierarchical, smog is democratic”. Nevertheless, both the 
former “wealth distributing society” and the emergent “risk distributing society” contain 
inequalities.

Risk attached to events such as chemical spills and radiation poisoning are more than 
the unfortunate by-​products of industrialism and capitalism. Rather, they are a testa-
ment to the failure of social institutions, most notably science, to control new technolo-
gies. Such risks transcend both space and time. The 1986 Chernobyl nuclear accident in 
Ukraine is a dramatic illustration of this. Due to the “boomerang effect”, risks that are 
exported abroad such as agricultural herbicides and pesticides, inevitably come back to 
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haunt us. Finally, risks today are said by Beck to be largely invisible to lay people, identi-
fiable only through sophisticated scientific instrumentation.

One important feature of the risk society is the way in which the past monopoly of 
the sciences on rationality has been shattered. Paradoxically, science becomes “more and 
more necessary, but at the same time, less and less sufficient for the socially binding definition 
of truth” (Beck 1992, 156). Beck contrasts the rigid scientific rationality that prevailed for 
most of the twentieth century with a new “social rationality” that is rooted in a critique of 
progress. Under pressure from an increasingly edgy public, new forms of “alternative” and 
“advocacy” science come into being and force an internal critique. This “scientisation of 
protest against science” produces a fresh variety of new public-​oriented scientific experts 
who pioneer new fields of activity and application (e.g. conservation biology). In a similar 
fashion, monopolies on political action are said to be coming apart, thus opening up pol-
itical decision-​making to the process of collective action. One example of this is the entry 
of the Greens into parliamentary politics in Germany in the 1980s.

Finally, the dynamic of reflexive modernisation leads to a greater individualisation. 
Unbound from the strictures of traditional, pre-​modern societies, the new urban citi-
zens of the industrial revolution were expected to reach new levels of creativity and 
self-​actualisation. This did not happen, largely because a new constraint –​ the “culture of 
scientism” –​ invaded every part of our lives from risk construction to sexual behaviour. 
Now there is an opportunity for individuals to once again break free and choose their 
own lifestyles, subcultures, social ties and identities (p. 131). Each of us, Beck believes, is 
obliged to reflect upon our personal experiences and make our own decisions about how 
we wish to live (Irwin 2001, 56). Ironically, just as the individualised private existence 
finally becomes possible, we are confronted with risk conflicts, which by virtue of their 
origin and design resist any individual treatment. Global environmental problems such as 
the greenhouse effect and the thinning of the ozone layer illustrate this. Thus, the reflexive 
scientisation in which scientific decision-​making, especially that related to risk, is opened 
up to social rationality is vital to the reclamation of individual autonomy. Democracy 
should not, he insists, “end at the laboratory door”.

While Beck’s analysis is fresh and powerfully presented, it is not without problems. 
As Lidskog (1993) points out, Beck contradicts himself by arguing that the planet is in 
increasing peril due to an escalation of objectively certifiable global risks and, at the same 
time, insisting that risks are entirely socially constructed and therefore do not exist beyond 
our perception of them. Indeed, if you were to question Beck’s assertion that the scope 
and effect of “real” risk has sharply increased in late modernity, then this would have ser-
ious implications for the efficacy of his entire risk society thesis. Beck’s response to this 
criticism is frustrating. He sees no contradiction between depicting a world in which risk 
is pervasive and possibly apocalyptic while observing that such risks are “particularly open 
to social definition and construction” (1992, 23). Rather, he is preoccupied with pro-
moting a distinctive vision of an ecologically rational or ecologically enlightened society 
(Barry 1999, 153).

Beck has also attracted considerable critical heat for his assertion that class-​based ran-
cour over the distribution of goods has fallen off in favour of new and shifting patterns 
of coalition and division. Increasingly, he ventures, it is not unusual to observe situ-
ations where workers in environmentally polluting industries join together with man-
agement in opposition to “victims” from competing sectors of the economy such as 
fisheries and tourism. Or the reverse can happen. In some cases, alliances may even 
emerge between those once seriously in conflict with one another. In New Mexico and 
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Montana, ranchers and green organisations such as the Sierra Club have put aside their 
historic differences to jointly battle against the common threat of proliferating oil and 
gas wells (Carlton 2005).8 In the Hoback Basin area of Yellowstone Park, this manifested 
itself in an unlikely alliance between “old westerners”, who for centuries had vigorously 
defended extraction industries and the traditional environmental activists who they had 
long opposed (Farrell 2015). This interpretation is flawed in that powerless economic 
actors are frequently compelled to support polluting technologies and policies in order 
to survive. Citing the case of Australian broadacre farmers who have come to accept 
chemical-​dependent styles of agriculture as rational approaches to environmental man-
agement, Lockie (1997) notes that it is possible to be both a victim and a perpetrator at 
one and the same time. That is, the farmer as perpetrator contributes to global pollution 
through engaging in chemical-​intensive farming practices even as the farmer as victim is 
exposed to toxic materials that may be the source of chemically induced illness, ranging 
from headaches to cancer.

Finally, critics of the risk society thesis have accused Beck of being unacceptably vague 
about the details of political and scientific decision-​making in the reflexive phase of 
modernity that he sees as hovering just around the corner. Seippel (2002, 215–​6) implies 
that Beck’s vision of politics in a “civil society” is naïve and utopian. Why should we 
expect the political jockeying and dealing that are characteristic of traditional politics 
to suddenly disappear overnight? Indeed, in blurring the boundaries between conven-
tional politics and civil society, we may even risk opening the latter up to undemocratic 
interests, values or modes of action. Furthermore, Beck overstates the potential for eco-
logical rationality here, ignoring the cultural embeddedness of social interaction. That is 
to say, there is little reason to expect that a society obsessed with celebrities and shopping 
will suddenly change direction and start making choices solely on the basis of new, post-​
materialist values. In short, as enlightening as it may seem, the risk society thesis ultimately 
constitutes a “mythical discourse” (Alexander and Smith 1996).

Ecological modernisation

Cast in the spirit of the Bruntland Report, ecological modernisation, like sustainable 
development, indicates the possibility of overcoming the environmental crisis without 
leaving the path of modernisation. In Huber’s scheme, industrial society develops in three 
phases: (1) the industrial breakthrough; (2) the construction of industrial society; (3) the eco-
logical switchover of the industrial system through the process of “superindustrialisation”. 
What makes this latter phase possible is a new technology, the invention and diffusion of 
microchip technology.

Ecological modernisation rejects the Schumacher-​inspired (1974) “small is beautiful” 
ideology in favour of large-​scale restructuring of production-​consumption cycles to be 
accomplished through the use of new, sophisticated, clean technologies (Spaargaren and 
Mol 1992, 340). Unlike sustainable development, there is no attempt to address problems 
of the less developed countries of the South. Rather, the theory focuses on the economies 
of Western European nations which are to be “ecologised” through the substitution of 
microelectronics, gene technology and other clean production processes for older, “end-​
of-​pipe” technologies associated with the chemical and manufacturing industries. In con-
trast to Schnaiberg’s treadmill of production perspective, capitalist relations of production, 
operating as a treadmill in the ongoing process of economic growth, are treated as largely 
irrelevant (Spaargaren and Mol 1992, 340–​1).
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According to Simonis (1989), the ecological modernisation of industrial society 
contains three main strategic elements: a far-​reaching conversion of the economy to 
harmonise it with ecological principles, a reorientation of environmental policy to the 
“prevention principle” (seeking a better balance between stopping pollution before it 
happens and cleaning it up later on), and an ecological reorientation of environmental 
policy, especially by substituting statistical probability for “prove-​beyond-​a-​doubt” caus-
ality in legal suits against polluters. Unfortunately, little is said about the social and polit-
ical barriers that need to be overcome in trying to implement these strategies, especially 
outside Germany and the Netherlands.

EM thinkers should be commended for staking out a reasoned position between cata-
strophic environmentalists, who preach that nothing less than total de-​industrialisation 
would suffice in saving the earth from an ecological Armageddon, and capital apologists 
who prefer a business-​as-​usual approach (Sutton 2004, 146). Alas, EM is hobbled by an 
unflappable sense of technological optimism.9 All that is needed is to fast-​forward from 
the polluting industrial society of the past to the new super-​industrialised era of the 
future. Yet, the silicon chip revolution, which is the basis of this super-​industrialisation, is 
by no means environmentally neutral as the theory of ecological modernisation suggests 
(Mahon 1985). According to the World Health Organization, exposure to lead, cadmium 
and mercury, all of which are in discarded cell phones, can cause irreversible neurological 
damage, especially in children. Furthermore, it is worth remembering that nuclear power 
was also touted as a clean, safe technology until its more undesirable features became 
known as a result of a series of mishaps, notably the 2011 Fukushima nuclear accident 
in Japan.

As a sociological explanation, the theory of ecological modernisation is as much pre-
scriptive as analytic. Spaargaren and Mol initially said little about the power relations that 
characterise environmental processes, assuming that good sense must automatically tri-
umph. Yet, sustainability, the guiding concept behind ecological modernisation, is as much 
a political-​economic dimension as an ecological one: what can be sustained is only what 
political and social forces in a particular historical alignment define as acceptable (Gould 
et al. 1993, 231).

Mol and Spaargaren have since presented a revisionist version of EM theory. The ini-
tial debates of the early 1980s, they caution, “should be understood as an overreaction 
directed at the dominant schools of thought in environmental sociology and debate in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s” (Spaargaren et al. 2000a, 18–​19). Ecological modernisa-
tion theory, they insist, was originally meant to challenge the notion put forward by both 
neo-​Marxists and others that the modernisation project was in its death throes; that the 
widespread environmental and ecological deterioration of the time was prima facie evi-
dence of this; and that things could be salvaged only by fundamentally reorganising the 
core institutions of modern society.

Today, Mol and Spaargaren claim, these initial debates have become less relevant. 
Capitalism, they say, has evolved in a greener direction. For example, market-​based 
instruments such as tradable pollution credits have displaced previous strategies that 
emphasised heavy-​handed state regulation and enforcement. Furthermore, ecological 
modernisation theorists themselves have incorporated critical comments from the 
earlier debate, reforming and refining their analysis of social change. They now claim 
to present a more nuanced position regarding capitalism, interpreting it neither as an 
essential precondition for, nor as the key obstruction to, stringent and radical environ-
mental reform.
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Mol and Spaargaren place their faith in “responsible capitalism” and the primacy of the 
market. In his empirical research into the Dutch chemical industry, a notorious polluter in 
the past, Mol (1997) finds nothing but good news. Reacting to consumer pressure, Dutch 
chemical companies initiated a spate of green measures, from the introduction of new 
technologies (low organic solvent paints) to new corporate instruments such as annual 
environmental reports, environmental audits and environmental certification systems. 
Together, he says, this represents “a process of radical modernisation” that has undercut 
any misguided 1970s and 1980s style demands for the dismantling of chemical produc-
tion or even a shift to “soft chemistry” (e.g. “natural paints”, which have failed to capture 
more than a one per cent share of the market in European countries). The institutions 
of modernity, Mol concludes, are by no means fading away; no massive movement away 
from a “chemicalised” lifestyle can be identified and the erosion of trust in the scientific 
foundations of the chemical industry that might be inferred from Beck’s risk society thesis 
is more or less absent.

Why do the treadmill analysts differ so broadly from the ecological modernisationists? 
Schnaiberg suggests that it has to do with a difference in sampling approaches. EM theorists 
look at cutting-​edge corporate innovations or “best practice” industries and assume that 
these changes will eventually diffuse widely. Treadmill theorists are sceptical, observing that 
the EM successes heralded by Mol and his colleagues may simply represent a “creaming” 
of a programme of ecological incorporation into production practices (Schnaiberg 2002, 
29). In short, EM theorists are said to be naïve for claiming that greener production 
practices in arenas such as the Dutch chemical industry constitute a powerful third force 
and part of a trajectory towards a future characterised by sustainability. Rather, firms that 
make ecological improvements do so either under direct pressure from state regulation 
or social movement action. Alternatively, these improvements are not real, having been 
achieved only through “creative accounting” or misreporting (p. 29). Whether you regard 
environmental modernisation as visionary or deluded is ultimately a measure of your 
degree of faith in gradualism as against the necessity of more radical solutions.

More recently, proponents of the ecological modernisation perspective have come 
under fire for being sceptics of rigorous empirical analyses of environmental conditions. 
According to York and Dunlap (2019, 285–​6), they “question the validity of using nat-
ural science empirical facts and mathematics to assess socially generated environmental 
problems”. This plays into the cleavage between environmental sceptics and environ-
mental pragmatists (see below).

A major controversy: the realism versus constructivism debate

As Freudenburg (2000:3) observes, “more than any other subject in the discipline in 
environmental sociology, social construction[ism] has found fertile ground as well as fierce 
criticism”. Some analysts place constructionism at the very core of environmental theory. 
The idea that the environment is socially constructed, Lockie (2004, 29) notes, is “per-
haps one of the most fundamental concepts within environmental sociology”. Others 
reject this claim to being a full-​blown, coherent theory as exaggerated, arguing that, at 
best, it should be seen in more modest terms as “a set of concepts and methodological 
conventions’ ”(Buttel et al. 2002, 25). Less diplomatic critics depict the social construc-
tionist as a sort of Darth Vader, perverting the force of sociological understanding and 
ignoring the reality of the environmental crisis. Noted conservation biologist Michael 
Soulé condemns social constructionism as an academic fad whose rhetoric “justifies 
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further degradation of wildlands for the sake of economic development” and whose rela-
tivism “can be just as destructive to nature as bulldozers and chainsaws” (Soulé and Lease 
1995, xv; cited in Smith 1999, 362). In a similar pitch, environmental ethicist Eileen Crist 
(2004, 16) accuses constructionist analyses of nature of foolishly “striving to interpret the 
world at an hour that is pressingly calling for us to change it”.

It is worth spending some time recalling why social constructionism first emerged as a 
way of dealing with environmental matters; what forms it assumed; why it has generated 
so much critical heat; and how it might continue to make a useful contribution.

The case against constructionism

First and foremost, opponents of social constructionism object to what they perceive as 
its neutral stance in the midst of the looming environmental “crisis” (see Chapter 1). As 
a popular saying from the 1960s put it, “If you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of 
the pollution”.10 Social constructionists are routinely pilloried for allegedly denying that 
the earth is under siege from a host of environmental hazards ranging from nuclear power 
leaks to anthropocentric global climate change. Brulle (1998, 138–​9) rues the reluctance 
of constructionists to rank specific environmental issues as more serious and deserving 
of action than others. Failing to do so fundamentally undermines the legitimacy of the 
arguments that environmental problems are real and legitimate and thus deserve our 
attention for their resolution.

Williams (1998) agrees, calling the constructionist position inadequate “because it 
leads to a relativizing perspective where no claim to reality is privileged over any other” 
(p. 478). He recommends that researchers select between competing constructions of 
environmental problems, since the consequences of not so doing are potentially pro-
found. Williams accuses constructionists of lending tacit support to economic and polit-
ical powerful interests by stressing that environmental threats are riddled with “multiple 
and contradictory uncertainties”.11 For example, he cites the actions of the Western Fuels 
Association, a US industry trade group, in reprinting and distributing articles that express 
uncertainty about specific scientific issues related to global warming. This is evidence he 
says, that powerful social interest groups will exploit any weakness created by construc-
tionist expressions of scientific uncertainty. By contrast, a “realist” view asserts that “the 
physical destruction of the environment can be empirically measured and scientifically 
monitored, thus avoiding an extreme form of naïve constructionism” (Picou and Gill 
2000, 145).

Additionally, realists charge that the conflicting uncertainties approach adopted 
by constructionists privileges a contingent of “rogue” scientists over the “responsible” 
majority. For example, it is alleged that there is currently a unanimous scientific consensus 
that the earth is heating up and that this global climate shift is primarily due to humanly 
produced greenhouse gas emissions (Oreskes 2004). The small handful of scientists who 
dissent from this view, it is argued, are not legitimate because they are firmly in the pocket 
of various corporations, state officials and anti-​climate change interest groups who simply 
don’t want to make the costly policy changes that would be required to comply with 
international accords such as the Kyoto Protocol (Buttel et al. 2002, 23). For opponents of 
Kyoto, or the Paris Accord, the vital strategic task is allegedly to keep the public believing 
that there is no consensus about global warming in the scientific community. And here, it 
is said, is where constructionists naively betray the environmental cause by encouraging 
this “fiction”.
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Constructionists reply

Social constructionists call this a grave misrepresentation. Only a “false reductionism”, 
Wynne (2002, 472) says, can construe constructionist accounts as claiming that envir-
onmental risks don’t exist or that natural reality plays no identifiable role in producing 
knowledge about these risks. What constructionists are actually saying is that we need to 
look more closely at the social, political and cultural processes by which certain environ-
mental conditions are defined as unacceptably risky, and therefore, contributory to the 
creation of a perceived state of crisis.

Constructionists insist that bestowing absolute certainty solely on the basis of a scien-
tific head count is perilous. After all, scientific consensus once dictated that the earth was 
flat and that the primary source of disease was “vapours”. Yearley (2010, 214–​15) points 
to the inconsistency of environmentalists, who invoke the power of the majority in the 
case of global warming, but contest official expert scientific advice in other controversial 
areas, notably genetically modified organisms.

Health and environmental threats do not always follow a unidirectional path.

Consider, for example, the so-​called “killer obesity” crisis. In the wake of a high-​
profile article in the Journal of the American Medical Association (9 March 2004) reporting 
that obesity had caused 400,000 deaths in 2000, up 33 per cent from a decade earlier, 
poor eating habits were confirmed as a major preventable killer. A year later, the 
study’s authors, the US Centers for Disease Control, corrected these figures, down-
sizing the number of obesity deaths to 26,000 and revealing that 86,000 moderately 
overweight Americans were actually found to have lived longer than people of normal 
weight (Henninger 2005). By mid-​2005, the pendulum had begun to swing back, 
as indicated by an article in Scientific American entitled “Obesity: An Overblown 
Epidemic?” (Gibbs 2005). Most recently, obesity has again been pilloried, being 
widely cited as increasing the odds of contracting a serious case of COVID-​19 
(Alberca et al. 2020).

This doesn’t mean that we should not worry about the alarming incidence of obesity 
rates, especially among children. Nor should we relax our concerns about the possibility 
of the polar ice caps melting in the foreseeable future. What it does suggest is that it is not 
wise to allow a discussable issue to become an evident crisis, especially where the evidence is 
open to multiple interpretations.

As we saw in the previous chapter, the first generation of environmental sociologists 
uncritically accepted the existence of an environmental crisis brought on by unchecked 
population growth, over-​production and the adoption of dangerous new technologies. 
Thus, Dunlap and Catton’s NEP, that “provided the template for modern environmental 
sociology” (Buttel 2000, 19) is basically an analogue for the ecocentric claims of radical 
ecologists that nature must be placed “at the centre of moral concern, politics and sci-
entific study” (Sutton 2004, 78). Buttel et al. (2002. 22) point out that prior to the late 
1980s, a sizable share of the North American environmental sociology community saw 
its mission as being to bring the ecological sciences and their insights to the attention of 
the larger sociological community. It was dominated by an environmental realism that 
was “driven by the impulse of ‘saving the Earth’, pointing to the ongoing environmental 
destruction and a future global catastrophe” (Lidskog 2001, 120). In this context, con-
structionism is treated as a “spoiler”.
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While not denying the validity of concern over pollution, energy shortages, and run-
away technology, social constructionists insist that the central task ahead for environ-
mental sociologists is not to document these problems but rather to demonstrate that they 
are the products of a dynamic social process of definition, negotiation and legitimation. 
As Yearley (1992, 186) notes, demonstrating that an environmental problem has been 
socially constructed is not to undermine and debunk it, since “both valid and invalid 
social problem claims have to be constructed”. Similarly, as Dryzek points out,

Just because something is socially interpreted does not mean it is unreal. Pollution 
does cause illness, species do become extinct, ecosystems cannot absorb stress indef-
initely, tropical forests are disappearing. But people can make very different things 
of these phenomena and –​ especially –​ their interconnections, providing grist for 
political dispute.

(2005, 12)

In short, social constructionism does not deny the considerable powers of nature. Rather, 
it asserts that the magnitude and manner of this impact is open to human construction.

Constructionists point out that the rank ordering of environmental problem claims 
by social actors does not always correspond to actual need; rather, it reflects the political 
nature of agenda setting. Thus, Yearley concludes:

There are good grounds for believing that the topics that rise to the top of the public’s 
attention are not those where the reality of the problem is most well documented or 
where the real impacts are the greatest, but those where the agents that propel issues 
into the public consciousness have worked the most effectively.

(2002, 276)

Constructionists insist any claim can be evaluated on the basis of hard evidence such as 
statistics or public opinion polls, even if these are in themselves social constructions (Best 
1989, 247). The researcher is encouraged to consider the historical context within which 
the claim has been formulated in order to explain the emergence and assess its validity 
(Rafter 1992). Agnosticism does not mean that we must automatically accord all claims 
equal validity. We might reasonably doubt the widely publicised media claims by the 
Raelians, a flying saucer cult, that they have successfully cloned several humans in their 
laboratory. On the other hand, a warning from prominent public health officials that tens 
of millions of urban residents could become clinically ill during a potential outbreak of 
a global pandemic next winter would carry more authority, even if it isn’t a certainty. As 
Jones (2002, 249) points out, the social constructionist approach “does not have to lead to 
a relativism wherein there are no reasonable grounds to choose between different scien-
tific knowledges or environmental histories”.

Yet, in the end it all depends on who does the choosing and on what basis. Democrats 
in the United States are far more likely to be vaccinated against COVID-​19 than are 
Republicans; the latter are more inclined to seek their “truth” about vaccines from Fox 
News and social media sites that promote conspiracy theories. Most social constructionists 
(or at least the moderate variety) would reasonably reject the claims of anti-​vaxxers, with 
the comment “look to the science”. But, what if the science is uncertain or unsound or 
we simply do not know enough? A decade ago, claims that trees communicate with one 
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another would have seemed bizarre; today there is an increasing body of evidence (see 
Simard 2021) that they do, albeit not as depicted in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings.

Finally, constructionists point out that their approach is more consistent with the 
existing canon of sociological theorising than are more explicitly “ecological” approaches. 
Greider and Garkovitch (1994) argue that the role of the environmental sociolo-
gist should lie not in a quest for some elusive new model that causally links ecosystem 
breakdown with social variables (see Catton 1994) but in a return to classic sociological 
questions of perception and power. In this context, biophysical changes in the environ-
ment are meaningful only insofar as groups affected by these changes come to acknow-
ledge them through a self-​redefinition. For example, in addressing the political conflict 
in the American Northwest over the spotted owl, the key question for the sociological 
analysts should not be the number of owls but the way in which the fluctuating power 
of the different social actors or claims-​makers –​loggers, rural businesses, international 
logging companies, environmentalists –​ shape the definition of the situation (Greider 
and Garkovitch 1994, 21). Greider and Garkovitch treat global environmental change as 
a type of “landscape”. In looking at how landscapes such as this are symbolically created 
and contested, researchers are contributing to the furtherance of a well-​established school 
of thought in sociology and helping to forge a role for the discipline in the debates over 
environmental issues.

Prospects for reconciliation

The constructionist–​realist “war” has recently begun to settle, with proponents and 
opponents alike acknowledging that these sharp exchanges have become repetitive and 
counterproductive. Most environmental sociologists now recognise that some hybrid of 
the two perspectives is to be encouraged (York and Dunlap 2019, 284).

Even so, the debate hasn’t vanished altogether. Dunlap (2010, 16) discerns a broader 
cleavage between constructivist-​oriented scholars committed to “environmental agnos-
ticism” and realist-​oriented scholars practising “environmental pragmatism”, reflecting in 
part the different outlooks of European and North American environmental sociologists. 
One flash point for this conflict has been the study of climate change. European envir-
onmental scholars fault their American colleagues for uncritically accepting the findings 
of climate modellers and other establishment scientists. They argue that scientific evi-
dence needs to be problematised, conceptualised and sometimes deconstructed (York and 
Dunlap 2019, 284). Pragmatists, by contrast believe the scientific evidence for anthropo-
genic (human-​induced) climate change is overwhelming and irrefutable. Interrogating 
this, they say, risks playing into the hands of climate deniers.

In her review of the first edition of Environmental Sociology, Katherine Betts (1997) 
argues that the ecological paradigm, as typified by Catton and Dunlap’s work, can poten-
tially accommodate the sociology of knowledge approach preferred by constructionists. 
On their part, realist scholars must take care not to use the truth claims of these ideas as 
ideologies as a sufficient explanation for their success or failure. Constructionists, on the 
other hand, need to abandon their stance of studied indifference to substantive environ-
mental questions. One way to do this is to acknowledge that agnosticism in one particular 
aspect of their work does not commit them to agnosticism in all aspects of their work. In 
so doing, the environmental sociologist can avoid having to choose between disinterested 
scholarship and committed activism.
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Dunlap, who readily acknowledges a preference for environmental pragmatism versus 
agnosticism, nevertheless, hopes to see greater efforts to merge the strength of the two 
approaches, “with agnostics using their rich analytical tools to delve more deeply into the 
material world and pragmatists paying greater attention to the impact of constructions, 
values, culture and the like” (Dunlap 2010, 28).

Conclusion

As a general rule, new academic specialities develop in tandem with the emergence of 
new movements for change in the wider society. Although there had previously been 
clusters of sociological writing on natural resources, population and economy, environ-
mental sociology as a distinct area of interest did not appear until the 1970s, in response 
to the rising profile of environmentalism and the environmental movement. Classic soci-
ology texts by Durkheim, Marx and Weber were of minimal assistance here. Initially, 
two explanations for the contemporary spike in environmental degradation and destruc-
tion took centre court: the ecological explanation associated with Catton and Dunlap; 
and the political economy explanation, especially Schnaiberg’s theory of the “societal-​
environmental dialectic” and the “treadmill of production”. In its second wave of growth 
as a sociological area of enquiry, environmental sociology concerned itself more with 
issues of environmental improvement and the state. Two “normative” perspectives stand 
out here: Ulrich Beck’s “risk society” thesis and “ecological modernisation” theory, as 
elaborated by Mol and Spaargaren. In the 1980s and 1990s, a major controversy raged in 
environmental sociology between “realism” and “social constructionism”. More recently, 
however, leading figures from both “camps” have softened their stance and worked 
towards forging an accommodation.
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3	� Social construction of environmental 
issues and problems

In his contribution to a text on global environmental politics, Paul Harris states, “The 
reason that climate change has found its way onto the international agenda is primarily 
because its causes and consequences have become so evident and prudentially important” 
(Harris 2011, 114). This flies in the face of the primary orientation of this book. As 
Rice (2013, 239–​40) recognises, “Environmental concern [Hannigan (1995) further 
noted] is not constant but fluctuating, and environmental problems do not necessarily 
become imprinted on individual and societal consciousness due to worsening objective 
conditions”. Rather, their progress varies in direct response to successful claims making and 
contestation by a cast of social actors that includes scientists, industrialists, politicians, civil 
servants, journalists and environmental activists.

In the case of China’s toxic carbon cloud (Box 3.1), hard-​core pollution from coal-​
fired energy plants had been around for quite some time, but only became a national 
emergency when environmentalists, Internet bloggers and the media labelled it as the 
nation’s airpocalypse. This is not to say that an escalating environmental threat should be 
discounted, only that it needs to be acknowledged, legitimated and acted upon.

Davidson et al. (2019) have observed that the threat posed to Alberta’s boreal forests 
by an infestation by the mountain pine beetle “packs a socioeconomic wallop on a par 
with the fire” (i.e. the 2016 Fort McMurray wildfire in northern Alberta, the most dam-
aging in Canadian history). Despite warnings by researchers that an outbreak of disease 
in the province would almost certainly make the forests vulnerable to climate change-​
induced fires, there was little fanfare heralding the likelihood of such an occurrence. The 
researchers suggest that scientific projections1 and reports about the impact of the infest-
ation were not enough to push forest vulnerability towards the top of the public agenda; 
this required a single event –​ the fire –​ that resulted in a flurry of dramatic television 
coverage.

Environmental problems are similar to social problems in general.2 There are, however, 
a few notable differences. While social problems frequently cross over from a medical dis-
course to the arenas of public discourse and action (Rittenhouse 1991, 412), they never-
theless derive much of their rhetorical power from moral rather than factual argument. 
By contrast, environmental problems such as pesticide poisoning or global warming are 
tied more directly to scientific findings and claims (Yearley 1992, 117). This is true even 
in the case of environmental justice claims, which are among the most morally charged 
indictments of corporate and state polluters. Furthermore, although they are traceable to 
human agents, environmental problems have a more imposing physical basis than social 
problems, which are more rooted in personal troubles that becoming converted into 
public issues (Mills 1959).
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Constructing social problems

The constructionist interpretation that I present in this chapter is traceable to a paradigm 
shift that transformed the sociology of social problems in the early 1970s. Nearly half a 
century ago, the sociology of social problems first began to experience a major conflict 
with the appearance of a seminal article by Malcolm Spector and John Kitsuse (1973) 
entitled “Social Problems: A Reformulation”. Here, and in a subsequent book (1977), 
Spector and Kitsuse challenged the structural functional approach to social problems that 
had theretofore dominated the field. Functionalism, as exemplified by the work of Merton 
and Nisbet (1971), assumed the existence of social problems (crime, divorce, mental illness) 
which were the direct products of readily identifiable, distinctive and visible objective 
conditions. Sociologists were regarded as experts who employ scientific methods to locate 
and analyse these moral violations and advise makers on how best to cope. In addition, 
the sociologist’s role was to bring to lay audiences an awareness and understanding of 
worrisome conditions, especially where these were not readily evident (Gusfield 1984, 39).

Spector and Kitsuse argue that social problems are not static conditions but rather 
“sequences of events” that develop on the basis of collective definitions. Accordingly, they 
define social problems as “the activities of groups making assertions of grievances and 
claims to organizations, agencies and institutions about some putative conditions” (1973, 
146). From this point of view, the process of claims-​making is treated as more important 
than the task of assessing whether these claims are truly valid or not. For example, rather 
than document a rising crime rate, the social problems analyst is urged to focus on how 
this problem is generated and sustained by the activities of complaining groups and insti-
tutional responses to them (1973, 158). Since 1973, social constructionism has increasingly 
moved towards the core of social theorising, generating a critical mass of theoretical and 
empirical contributions both within the social problems area and across sociology as 
a whole.

Constructionism as an analytic tool

Best (1989, 250) has noted that constructionism is not only helpful as a theoretical stance 
but it can also be useful as an analytic tool. In this regard, he suggests three primary foci 
for studying social problems from a social constructionist perspective: the claims them-
selves; the claims-​makers; and the claims-​making process.

Nature of claims

As initially conceptualised by Spector and Kitsuse, claims are complaints about social 
conditions which members of a group perceive to be offensive and undesirable. According 
to Best (1989, 250), there are several key questions to be considered when analysing the 
content of a claim: What is being said about the problem? How is the problem being typi-
fied? What is the rhetoric of claims-​making? How are claims presented so as to persuade 
their audiences? Of these, it is the third question that has generated the most interest among 
contemporary social problems analysts. Using the example of the “missing children” i.e. 
runaways, child-​snatched abductions by strangers, Best (1987) analyses the content of 
social problems claims by focusing on the “rhetoric” of claims-​making. Rhetoric involves 
the deliberate use of language in order to persuade. Rhetorical statements contain three 
principal components or categories of statements: grounds, warrants and conclusions.
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Grounds or data furnish the basic facts that shape the ensuing policy-​making discourse. 
There are three main types of grounds statements: definitions, examples and numeric 
estimates. Definitions set the boundaries or domain of the problem and give it an orien-
tation; that is, a guide to how we interpret it. Examples make it easier for public bodies 
to identify with the people affected by the problem, especially where they are as helpless 
victims. Atrocity tales are one especially effective type of example. By estimating the mag-
nitude of the problem, claims-​makers establish its importance, its potential for growth and 
its range (often of epidemic proportions).

Warrants are justifications for demanding that action be taken. These can include 
presenting the victim as blameless or innocent, emphasising links with the historical past 
or linking the claims to basic rights and freedoms. In analysing the professional litera-
ture on “elder abuse”, Baumann (1989) identified six primary warrants: (1) the elderly 
are dependent; (2) the elderly are vulnerable; (3) abuse is life-​threatening; (4) the elderly 
are incompetent; (5) ageing stresses families; (6) elder abuse often indicates other family 
problems. Hannigan (2012, 84–​5) identifies two warrant “bundles” or “packages” that 
have been deployed to make the case for engaging in climate change adaptation and 
disaster risk reduction. In the first warrant package, climate change is framed as a “devel-
opment emergency”, undermining global efforts towards achieving sustainable develop-
ment and poverty eradication. In the second bundle of warrants, which is framed in terms 
of social justice and environmental equity, climate change is depicted as magnifying the 
already uneven global distribution of risk, especially when it comes to poor communities 
situated at low elevations.

Conclusions spell out the action that is needed to alleviate or eradicate a social problem. 
This frequently entails the formulation of new social control policies by existing bureau-
cratic institutions or the creation of new agencies to carry out these policies.

Best further proposes two rhetorical themes or tactics which vary according to the 
nature of the target audience. The rhetoric of rectitude (values or morality require that a 
problem receive attention) is most effective early on in a claims-​making campaign when 
audiences are more polarised, activists are less experienced and the primary demand is 
for a problem to be viewed in a new way. By contrast, the rhetoric of rationality (ratifying a 
claim will earn the audience some type of concrete benefit) works best at the later stages 
of social problems construction when claims-​makers are more sophisticated, the pri-
mary demand is for detailed policy agendas and audiences are more persuadable. Rafter 
(1992, 27) has added another rhetorical tactic to Best’s list: that of archetype formation. 
Archetypes are the templates from which stereotypes are minted and therefore possess con-
siderable persuasive power as part of a claims-​making campaign.

A further set of rhetorical strategies in claims-​making has been proposed by Ibarra 
and Kitsuse (1993) who outline a variety of rhetorical idioms, motifs and claims-​making 
styles.3 Rhetorical idioms are image clusters that endow claims with moral significance. They 
include a “rhetoric of loss” (of innocence, nature, culture, etc.); a “rhetoric of unreason” 
that invokes images of manipulation and conspiracy; a “rhetoric of calamity” (in a world 
full of deteriorating conditions, epidemic proportions are claimed for a few; for example 
COVID-​19 or the greenhouse effect); a “rhetoric of entitlement” (justice and fair play 
demand that the condition, or as Ibarra and Kitsuse term it, the “condition-​category”, 
be redressed); and the “rhetoric of endangerment” (condition-​categories pose intolerable 
risks to one’s health or safety).

Rhetorical motifs are recurrent metaphors and other figures of speech (AIDS as a 
“plague”, the depletion of the ozone layer as a “ticking time bomb”; opioid addiction 
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as a “hidden killer”) that highlight some aspect of a social problem and imbue it with a 
moral significance. Some motifs refer to moral agents, others to practices and still others 
to magnitudes (Ibarra and Kitsuse 1993, 47).

Claims-​making styles refer to the fashioning of a claim so that it is in sync with the 
intended audience (public bodies, bureaucrats, etc.). Examples of claims-​making styles 
include a scientific style, a comic style, a theatrical style, a civic style, a legalistic style and 
a subcultural style. Claims-​makers must match the right style to the right situation and 
audience.

Claims-​makers

In looking at the identity of claims-​makers, Best (1989, 250) advises that we pose a number 
of questions. Are claims-​makers affiliated to specific organisations, social movements, 
professions or interest groups? Do they represent their own interests or those of third 
parties? Are they experienced or novices (as we have seen, this can influence the choice 
of rhetorical tactics)?

Many studies that have been undertaken in the social constructionist mode have pointed 
to the important role played by medical professionals and scientists in constructing social 
problems claims. Others have noted the importance of policy or issue entrepreneurs –​ 
politicians, public interest law firms, civil servants –​ whose careers are dependent upon 
creating new opportunities, programmes and sources of funding.

A major location for social problem construction is civil society, a big tent existing 
outside the governmental and for-​profit sectors. It includes volunteer groups, labour 
unions, NGOs (non-​governmental organisations) and grassroots movements. At the 
COP 26 conference in Glasgow in November 2021, thousands of civil society members 
were credentialled, giving them exposure to the discussions and negotiations on cli-
mate change inside the hall, but many others were excluded. While they possess no 
diplomatic status, some civil society participants act as advisers to governments. Many 
social problems originate and are identified and propelled forward by the grievances of 
members of civil society. For example, the campaign for redress by indigenous residential 
school survivors in Canada has been central to placing that issue at the top of govern-
ment agendas.

Claims-​makers may also reside in the media, especially since the manufacture of news 
depends upon bloggers, journalists, editors and producers constantly finding and framing 
new trends, fashions and issues. An interdisciplinary team of Canadian medical researchers 
found that media reporting on opioid use from 2000 to 2017 shifted the national con-
versation from clinical pain use towards a discussion of criminality, notably the illegal 
drug trade. The researchers report that “The social construction of the opioid epidemic 
polarizes individuals as good or bad with little attention paid to underlying institutional 
interests both in the creation of the problem or the solutions that are proposed” (Webster 
et al. 2020).4

The cast of claims-​makers who combine to promote a social problem can be quite 
diverse. For example, Kitsuse et al. (1984) identify three main categories of claims-​makers 
in the identification of the kikokushijo problem in Japan, i.e. the educational disadvantage 
of Japanese schoolchildren whose parents have taken them abroad as part of a corporate or 
diplomatic posting: officials in prestigious and influential government agencies; informally 
organised groups of diplomatic and corporate wives; and the “meta” –​ a support group of 
young adults who have been victims of the kikokushijo experience.
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It is also important to keep in mind that not all claims-​makers are to be found among 
the grassroots or civil society. For example, it has been suggested that the contemporary 
“obesity crisis” in the United States has been captained by “a relatively small group of 
scientists and doctors, many directly funded by the weight-​loss industry, [who] have 
created an arbitrary and unscientific definition of overweight and obesity” (Oliver 2005; 
cited in Gibbs 2005, 72). In Britain, a new strategy to combat the obesity crisis was 
launched in 2020 by the Department of Health and Social Care alongside a “Better 
Health” campaign led by Public Health England. The impetus for this was the medical 
finding that living with excess weight puts those who contract COVID-​19 at greater risk 
of serious illness or death.

Claims-​making process

Wiener (1981) has depicted the collective definition of social problems as a continually 
ricocheting interaction among three sub-​processes: animating the problem (establishing turf 
rights, developing constituencies, funnelling advice and imparting skills and informa-
tion); legitimating the problem (borrowing expertise and prestige, redefining its scope, e.g. 
from a moral to a legal question, building respectability, maintaining a separate identity); 
and demonstrating the problem (competing for attention, combining for strength, i.e. for-
ging alliances with other claims-​makers, selecting supportive data, convincing opposing 
ideologists, enlarging the bounds of responsibility). These are overlapping rather than 
sequential processes which together result in a public arena being built around a social 
problem.

Hilgartner and Bosk (1988) have identified these arenas of public discourse as the prime 
location for the evaluation of social problem definitions. However, rather than examining 
the stages of problem development, they propose a model which stresses the competition 
among potential social problems for attention, legitimacy and societal resources. Claims-​
makers or “operatives” are said to deliberately adapt their social problem claims to fit 
their target environments; for instance, by packaging their claims in a novel, dramatic and 
succinct form or by framing claims in politically acceptable rhetoric.

Best (1989, 251) poses a number of useful questions about the claims-​making process. 
Whom did the claims-​makers address? Were other claims-​makers presenting rival claims? 
What concerns and interests did the claims-​makers’ audience bring to the issue, and how 
did these come to shape the audience’s responses to the claims? How did the nature of the 
claims or the identity of the claims-​makers affect the audience’s response?

Key tasks /​processes in the social construction of environmental 
problems

Defining environmental problems

In defining environmental problems, bringing them to society’s attention and provoking 
action, claims-​makers must engage in a variety of activities. Some of these are centrally 
concerned with the collective definition of potential problems, others with the collective 
action necessary to ameliorate them (Cracknell 1993, 4). This is not to say that elements of 
definition and action do not interweave constantly. Nevertheless, environmental problems 
do follow a certain temporal order of development as they progress from initial discovery 
to policy implementation.
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In this section of the chapter, I identify three central tasks that characterise the 
construction of environmental problems. In doing so, I draw upon two prior models:5 
Carolyn Wiener’s (1981) three processes through which a public arena is built around 
a social problem, and William Solesbury’s (1976) three tasks which are necessary for 
an environmental issue to originate, develop and grow powerful within the political 
system. In The Politics of Alcoholism, Wiener depicts the collective definition of social 
problems as a continuing ricocheting interaction among three processes: animating, 
legitimising and demonstrating the problem. These are presented as overlapping rather 
than sequential processes; that is, they interact with one another rather than operate 
independently.

Solesbury’s scheme is more concerned with the political fate of environmental 
concerns. He notes the “continuing change in the agenda of environmental issues” that 
may be partly accounted for by changes in the state of the environment itself (Ungar 1992) 
and partly through changing public views as to which issues are important and which 
are not. All environmental issues, he states, must pass three separate tests: commanding 
attention, claiming legitimacy and invoking action. Like Wiener, Solesbury points out 
that these tasks may be pursued simultaneously in no particular order (Cracknell 1993, 5), 
although it would presumably be difficult to invoke policy changes before the problem is 
recognised and legitimised.

In considering the social construction of environmental problems, it is possible to  
identify three key tasks: assembling, presenting and contesting claims (see Table 3.1).

Table 3.1 � Key tasks in constructing environmental problems

Task

Assembling Presenting Contesting

Primary activities discovering the 
problem,

naming the problem,
determining the basis 

of the claim,
establishing 

parameters

commanding 
attention,

legitimating the claim

invoking action,
mobilising support,
defending ownership

Central forum science mass media politics
Predominant layer of 

proof
scientific moral legal

Predominant scientific 
role(s)

trend spotter communicator applied policy analyst

Potential pitfalls lack of clarity,
ambiguity,
conflicting scientific 

evidence

low visibility,
declining novelty

co-​optation,
issue fatigue,
countervailing claims

Strategies for success creating an 
experiential focus,

streamlining, 
knowledge claims,

scientific division of 
labour

linkage to popular 
issues and causes,

use of dramatic verbal 
and visual imagery,

rhetorical tactics and 
strategies

networking,
developing technical 

expertise,
opening policy 

windows

Source: Author
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Assembling environmental claims

The task of assembling environmental claims concerns the initial discovery and elabor-
ation of an incipient problem. At this stage, it is necessary to engage in a variety of specific 
activities: naming the problem, distinguishing it from other similar or more encompassing 
problems, determining the scientific, technical, moral or legal basis of the claim, and 
gauging who is responsible for taking ameliorative action.

Environmental problems frequently originate in the realm of science. One reason for 
this is that ordinary people have neither the expertise nor the resources to find new 
problems. For example, knowledge about the ozone layer is not tied to our everyday 
experience; it is available only through the use of high-​technology probes into the atmos-
phere directly above the polar regions (Yearley 1992, 116). The environmental threat to 
the deep oceans is largely invisible, as only a handful of humans have ever descended to 
the depths in submersibles.

Some problems, however, do relate more closely to our life experiences. Concern 
over toxic wastes frequently begin with local citizens who come to draw a causal link 
between seeping dump sites and a perceived increase in the neighbourhood incidence 
of leukaemia, miscarriages, birth defects and other ailments. This is what occurred in 
Niagara Falls, New York State, where Lois Gibbs and her neighbours were the first to 
associate their health-​related problems with the chemical wastes buried 30 years before 
in the abandoned Love Canal. Those whose jobs or recreational pursuits bring them into 
close contact with nature on a daily basis (farmers, anglers, wildlife officers) may also be 
the initial source of claims because they pick up early environmental warning signals such 
as reproductive problems in livestock or mutations in fish. Acid rain was first launched as 
a contemporary environmental problem when a fisheries inspector in a remote area of 
Sweden telephoned researcher Svante Oden with the observation that there appeared to 
be a link between a rising incidence of fish deaths and an elevation in the acidity of lakes 
and rivers in the area.

Practical knowledge about the environment often originates from the everyday 
experience of villagers, small farmers and others in Southern societies. Sir Albert Howard, 
often regarded as the originator of organic agriculture, derived many of his ideas from 
consulting with peasant cultivators in India whom he called his “professors” (Howard 
1953), a strategy which was considered revolutionary in the context of British colonial 
administration. More recently, grassroots activists in Southern countries have emphasised 
the importance of “ordinary knowledge” (Lindblom and Cohen 1979) that depends more 
on keen observation and common sense than on professional techniques. This ordinary 
knowledge is accumulated within local grassroots networks by breathing air, drinking 
water, tilling soil, harvesting forest produce and fishing rivers, lakes and oceans (Breyman 
1993, 131). In a similar fashion, indigenous (aboriginal) people in Northern societies 
accumulate first-​hand knowledge of the environment that may not be available to non-​
indigenous observers. For example, it has been suggested that biologists estimating the 
effect of mega projects on the ecology of rivers in the Canadian north may overlook 
the existence of a number of fish species simply because they never bother to ask native 
residents who know the land intimately (Richardson et al. 1993, 87).6

A Swedish researcher, Karin Gustafsson (2011), assigns a greater role to local residents in 
the construction of environmental problems than is commonly acknowledged. Too often, 
she says, this process is depicted as if all environmental problems are exclusively global 
problems. Even where locals alert scientists to worrisome environmental conditions, this 
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is soon co-​opted by experts, who seal it within a global sphere. Drawing upon a case study 
of a pine-​devouring moth invasion on the island of Gotland in the Baltic Sea, Gustafsson 
demonstrates how local residents’ narratives played a crucial role in constructing the 
problem. In so doing, they “transform the scientific knowledge in ways that made it pos-
sible to combine it with local knowledge into trustworthy claims” (p. 667).

In a similar fashion, Peuhkuri (2002, 159) observes that we should not assume that 
local lay knowledge is inevitably a counter pole to science in environmental conflicts. 
In contemporary societies, where the media and education penetrate even peripheral 
regions, local knowledge is a mixture of traditional knowledge, knowledge based on the 
local people’s own observations and popularised science.

In researching the origins of environmental claims, it is important for the researcher 
to ask where a claim comes from, who owns or manages it, what economic and political 
interests claims-​makers represent and what type of resources they bring to the claims-​
making process.

In the early US conservation movement, environmental claims were largely traceable 
to an East Coast elite who utilised a network of “old boy” ties to secure funding and 
political action. Enthusiastic amateurs, they dominated the boards of zoos, natural history 
museums and other public institutions from whence they were able to direct campaigns 
to save redwood trees, migratory birds, the American bison and other endangered species 
and habitats (Fox 1981). In a similar fashion, the threat to British birds, wildlife sites 
and other elements of nature was proclaimed in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries by a number of conservation groups with elite membership (Evans 1992; 
Sheail 1976).

By contrast, present-​day environmental claims-​makers are more likely to take the form 
of professional social movements with paid administrative and research staffs, sophisticated 
fundraising programmes and strong, institutionalised links both to legislators and the mass 
media. Some groups even use door-​to-​door canvassers or street corner solicitors who 
are paid an hourly wage or get to keep a percentage of their solicitations. Campaigns 
are planned in advance, often in pseudo-​military fashion. Grassroots participation is not 
encouraged beyond “paper memberships” with control centralised in the hands of a core 
group of full-​time activists.

The process of assembling an environmental claim often involves a rough division of 
labour. While there are notable exceptions, research scientists are normally handicapped by 
a combination of scholarly caution, excessive use of technical jargon and inexperience in 
handling the media. As a result, an important finding may lie fallow for decades until pro-
actively transformed into a claim by entrepreneurial organisations (Greenpeace, Friends 
of the Earth, Sierra Club) or individuals (Paul Ehrlich, Jeremy Rifkin, Bill McKibben). 
Greenpeace’s claims-​making activity does not so much flow out of its ability to construct 
entirely new environmental problems but rather from its genius in selecting, framing 
and elaborating scientific interpretations which might otherwise have gone unnoticed 
or been deliberately glossed over (Hansen 1993, 171). Indeed, the nature of the relation-
ship between the news media and environmental pressure groups such as Greenpeace has 
become sufficiently institutionalised (Anderson 1993, 55) that it would be difficult for an 
emergent problem to penetrate the mass media arena without at least token validation 
from the latter.

In assembling an environmental problem, not all explanations are created equally. 
Claims that hinge on difficult to understand concepts such as “entropy” are far less likely 
to stick than those that have at their nucleus more readily comprehensible constructs; 
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for example extinction or overpopulation. Sometimes, the basic outline of a claim only 
becomes clear in the context of a political, economic or geographic crisis. This was the 
case in 1973 when concerted action by OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries), the oil producers’ cartel, triggered an energy crisis in industrial nations in 
the West. Similarly, the abnormally hot US summer of 1988 gave the problem of global 
warming a visible, experiential focus. The storm surge accompanying Hurricane Sandy in 
October 2012 caused unprecedented destruction along the Jersey Shore and Long Island, 
as well as in Manhattan where it closed the subways. All of a sudden, New York’s vulner-
ability to flooding, and the possible role played by climate change, became major topics 
of conversation.

Presenting environmental claims

In presenting an environmental claim, issue entrepreneurs have a dual mandate: they need 
both to command attention and to legitimate their claim (Solesbury 1976). While not 
unrelated, these constitute two quite separate tasks.

As Hilgartner and Bosk’s (1988) model emphasises, the arenas through which 
social problems become defined and conveyed to the public are highly competitive. 
To command attention, a potential environmental problem must be seen to be novel, 
important and understandable –​ the same values which characterise news selection in 
general (Gans 1979).

One effective way of commanding attention is through the claimants’ use of evoca-
tive verbal and visual imagery. Thus the extreme thinning of the ozone layer became 
much more saleable as an environmental problem when depicted as an expanding “hole”; 
American children’s entertainer Bill Shontz even recorded a hit song entitled Hole in 
the Ozone. Similarly, the effects of acid rain were successfully dramatised when German 
environmentalists began to use the term waldsterben (forest die-​back). Larson et al. (2005) 
have demonstrated the prevalence of militaristic metaphors (attack, destroy, wipe out, 
contain, counteroffensive, full-​scale war) in the media reporting of three contested areas 
of science-​society discourse (invasive species, foot and mouth disease and SARS [Severe 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome]). Visual language can be especially powerful in carrying out 
this task. For example, technical data on the size of seal herds and codfish stocks instantly 
lost relevance when Brian Davies and other activists released photos to the media of baby 
seal pups being clubbed to death on the ice floes of Labrador.

It is not unusual, however, for these visual images to be streamlined so as to underline 
a central image. Mazur and Lee (1993, 711) give several striking examples of this. The 
NASA satellite pictures of the ozone hole over the Antarctic, which became a logo of the 
problem, transformed continuous gradations in real ozone concentration into an ordinal 
scale that is colour-​coded, conveying the erroneous impression that a discrete, identifiable 
hole could actually be located in the atmosphere over the South Pole. In August 1988, a 
New York Times article on rainforest destruction was accompanied by a stunning satellite 
photograph of the burning Amazon created by Alberto Setzer of the Brazilian Institute 
of Space Research. The photograph showed what appeared to be nearly 100,000 fires; 
however, it was really a composite of many separate pictures and included fires in areas of 
secondary forest growth as well as virgin rainforest. Rajão and Vurdubakis (2013) report 
that the use of satellite images to detect “illegal deforestation” in the Amazon escalated in 
the 1980s as a result of growing national and international pressures aggravated by Space 
Shuttle pictures of huge fires consuming the rainforest. Federal rangers were tasked with 
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inspecting forest clearings so as to establish a correspondence with satellite images. In this 
way, a phenomenon that is somewhat fuzzy and ambiguous is transformed into a straight-
forward fact, fixed in time and space.

Environmental issues may be forced into prominence when exemplified by particular 
incidents or events, for example the nuclear accidents at Chernobyl and Three Mile Island, 
the Bhopal chemical disaster, the wreck of the oil tankers Torrey Canyon and Exxon Valdez, 
and the 2018 “Camp Fire” which totally destroyed the Northern California community 
of Paradise. Dramatic events like these are important because they assist political identifi-
cation of the nature of an issue, the situations out of which it arises, the causes and effects, 
the identity of the activities and the groups in the community which are involved with 
the issue (Solesbury 1976, 384–​5).

Staggenborg (1993) has identified six major types of “critical events” that affect social 
movements such as the environmental movement. Large-​scale socioeconomic and polit-
ical events such as wars, depressions and national elections influence the opportunities for 
collective action by altering perceptions of grievances and threats; for example, the 1980 
election of US President Ronald Reagan led to increased memberships in environmental 
groups since it raised the spectre of a free enterprise run rampant in national parks and 
other wilderness settings.7 In similar fashion, nearly all major environmental groups saw 
their donations increase, some significantly, during the Trump presidency (Harder and 
Stevens 2019).

National disasters and epidemics can represent a turning point in the movement, 
highlighting grievances and bringing about movement growth. Similarly, industrial and 
nuclear accidents can be potentially useful to the movement by laying bare policies and 
features of the power structure that are normally hidden; for example the power of the oil 
companies in the Santa Barbara oil spill (Molotch 1970). Critical encounters involve face-​
to-​face interaction between authorities and other movement actors focusing attention 
on movement issues. Strategic initiatives are events created by deliberate actions taken by 
supporters or opponents to advance movement or counter-​movement goals. The staged 
events that are characteristic of Greenpeace campaigns are examples of this, as is the pub-
lication of polemical books such as Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb, Jeremy Rifkin’s 
Beyond Beef and Bill McKibben’s The End of Nature.

Finally, policy outcomes are official responses to collective action by a movement or 
counter-​movement –​ critical junctures at which movements are forced to renegotiate their 
strategies, tactics and goals as a result of changes in the political environment. The deci-
sion by the Roosevelt administration in 1914 to begin construction of the Hetch Hetchy 
Dam in Yosemite National Park in order to provide water for a pipeline to San Francisco 
was such a decision, in that it destroyed any possibility of a further alliance between the 
resource conservationists as represented by Gifford Pinchot and the preservationists led 
by John Muir.

Staggenborg’s discussion is directed primarily towards the issues of social movement 
mobilisation and strategies, but her typology of events is relevant to the presentation of 
environmental claims insofar as environmental organisations often represent the primary 
claims-​makers at this stage of the construction of environmental problems.

Of course, not all critical events are guaranteed to generate a high-​profile problem. 
According to Enloe (1975, 21), an event provokes an environmental issue when it 
(1) stimulates media attention; (2) involves some arm of the government; (3) demands 
governmental decision; (4) is not written off by the public as a freak, one-​time occurrence; 

 

 

 

 

 



Social construction of issues and problems  63

63

and (5) relates to the personal interests of a significant number of citizens. These criteria 
are partly a function of the incident itself but also depend on the successful exploitation 
of the event by environmental promoters.

In presenting environmental claims, movement leaders engage in what Snow et al. 
(1986) refer to as the process of “frame alignment”; i.e. environmental groups tap into 
and manipulate existing public concerns and perceptions in order to broaden their 
appeal. Greenpeace primarily chooses topics and organises campaigns in areas that can 
lend themselves to the widest public resonance (Eyerman and Jamison 1989, 112) while 
avoiding those which are more divisive.

Some analysts have recommended inserting the regulation of marine plastics pollution 
into current UNEP (United Nations Environment Programme) negotiations on the 
protection of biodiversity in the oceans. The advantage for the latter is that the former 
resonates more immediately and widely with the public-​at-​large:

The issue is already at the top of the agenda in many countries, is highly visible and 
clearly observed (at least microplastics pollution) and holds a temporal immediacy 
to the public through the repetition of the “more plastics than fish in the ocean by 
2050” statements.

(Tiller and Nyman 2018, 414)

In a similar fashion, environmental movement opponents attempt to appeal to a wider 
public by linking new technologies or programs to popular issues and causes. Thus the 
biotechnology industry has tried to foster a public image of an incremental and benign 
technology that is useful in promoting economic development (Plein 1991).

Commanding attention is not, however, sufficient to get a new issue on the agenda for 
public debate (Solesbury 1976, 387). Rather, emergent environmental problems must be 
legitimated in multiple arenas –​ the media, government, science and the public.

One way to achieve this legitimacy is through the use of the rhetorical tactics and strat-
egies cited by Best (1987) and Ibarra and Kitsuse (1993). Rather than follow a chrono-
logical order, as Best suggests, environmental rhetoric has become increasingly polarised. 
Ecofeminists, deep ecologists and other purveyors of what Dryzek (2005) calls “green 
radicalism” have tended to adopt a “rhetoric of rectitude” which justifies consideration of 
environmental problems on strictly moral grounds. While acknowledging “the science”, 
Greta Thunberg’s plea to act boldly on combatting climate change pivots on her angry 
rebuke of world leaders (“How Dare You?”) for endangering the future of her generation. 
By contrast, environmental pragmatists, who advocate sundry versions of the sustain-
able development paradigm, tend towards a “rhetoric of rationality”. Green business, for 
example, is based on the premise that environmentalism can be both socially useful and 
profitable.

This cleavage can be illustrated with reference to the loss of tropical rainforests in 
Brazil, Malaysia and Indonesia. Pragmatists argue that the loss of these rainforests is a 
serious problem because it leads to the extinction of rare indigenous insects, plants and 
animals that are invaluable to pharmaceutical companies as sources of new wonder drugs. 
Environmental purists, on the other hand, base their claims on a rhetoric that stresses 
the inherent spiritual value of these endangered habitats. In the same way, biodiversity 
concerns and biological prospecting clash when contemplating the future of the deep 
oceans.
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Environmental claims can also be legitimated when their sponsors are acknowledged 
as authoritative sources of information. Hansen (1993) has demonstrated that Greenpeace 
has achieved this kind of sustained success as a claims-​maker in a number of ways: by acting 
as a conduit for the dissemination of new scientific developments between the research 
community and the media; by becoming a “shorthand signifier” for everything environ-
mental ( environmental caring, green lifestyles, environmentally conscious attitudes), and 
by producing knowledge and information which can be used strategically in public arena 
debates (Eyerman and Jamison 1989).

It is sometimes possible to pinpoint an event which constitutes the turning point for 
an environmental problem and when it breaks through into the zone of legitimacy. With 
regard to global warming, this occurred at US Senate hearings in 1988 when Dr James 
Hansen made the claim that he was 99 per cent sure that the warming of the 1980s was 
not due to chance but rather to global warming. In the case of ozone depletion, the key 
event was a 1988 NASA/​NOAA report providing hard evidence for the first time impli-
cating CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons) in ozone layer depletion. With pulp mill dioxins, it 
was the 1987 release of the “5 Mill Study” showing that traces of this toxic chemical 
had been detected in various household paper products and the subsequent front-​page 
story in the New York Times that launched this problem in the United States, and, later, 
in Canada (Harrison and Hoberg 1991). It’s a fair guess that the toxic smog that settled 
on Beijing in January, 2013 could signal an “environmental turning point” in China 
(Box 3.1).

Box 3.1: “Airpocalypse”

In early January 2013, a vast cloud of heavy air pollution descended over China’s 
capital city, Beijing, lingering there for most of the month, and again in February. 
Labelled by internet users as airpocalypse or airmageddon, the toxic invader “was 
worthy of its namesake” (Kalman 2013). Airline flights were cancelled, roads closed 
and the hospitals filled up with children suffering from respiratory problems. 
Thousands of Chinese and expatriate business executives fled the city. Tourism in 
February plummeted 37 per cent over the same month in 2012 (Watt 2013). The 
concentration of carbon particles reached a level 30–​40 times higher than that 
deemed safe by the World Health Organization (WHO). Experts’ best guess was 
that a sudden cold snap had triggered a spike in energy production at the region’s 
200 coal-​fired plants (“The East is Grey” 2013), followed by a temperature inver-
sion that trapped emissions under a blanket of warm air. Some researchers linked 
the event to the shrinkage of Artic sea ice, raising the spectre of similar haze events 
occurring over the decade to come including during the 2022 Beijing Winter 
Olympics (McGrath 2017).

Following the “airpocalypse”, residents of Beijing and surrounding regions –​ the 
pollution cloud stretched 1,100 miles south –​ took to Weibo, China’s version of 
Twitter, demanding that the government take action (Berg 2013). Microblogs logged 
2.5 million posts on “smog” in the month of January (“The East is Grey” 2013). In 
stark contrast to previous episodes, when urban pollution was rarely acknowledged, 
let alone reported (Lim 2013), the emergency received headline treatment on local 
and national media outlets. In an unprecedented step, the national government 
began releasing hourly pollution readings for 74 Chinese cities. It was, The Economist 
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observed, “an environmental turning point” comparable to the Cuyahoga river in 
Cleveland, Ohio catching fire in 1969, or the outbreak of deadly mercury poisoning 
traceable to a spill at a plastics factory around Minamata Bay in Japan in the 1970s 
(“The East is Grey” 2013, 18).

Scientific findings and testimony by themselves are not always sufficient to push an 
environmental problem past the break point of legitimacy. In the case of global warming, 
Dr Hansen’s earlier Senate testimony in 1986, where he predicted that significant global 
warming might be felt within five to 15 years, did not attract comparable coverage or 
concern. This only occurred two years later when there had been a significant shift in 
media practices and public attention (Ungar 1992, 492). Similarly, Molina and Rowland’s 
1974 publication in the journal Nature of their theory that CFCs were destroying the 
ozone layer at first only brought limited coverage in the California press. It was only later 
on, when the issue became linked to claims that other gases from aerosol cans, notably 
vinyl chloride, were linked to skin cancer, that their data were given wide attention and 
media legitimacy (Mazur and Lee 1993, 686).

Contesting environmental claims

Even if an emergent environmental claim manages to transcend the threshold of legit-
imacy, this does not automatically ensure that an ameliorative action will be taken. As 
Gould et al. (1993, 229) have noted, one can interpret environmental protection history 
from the position that environmental movements have been far more successful in getting 
listed on the broad political agenda than in getting their policies within this agenda, espe-
cially where these policies might require the reallocation of resources away from large-​
scale capital interests and state bureaucratic actors.

Solesbury (1976, 392–​5) has cited a number of factors that can contribute to an 
issue being lost at the point of decision or action. Major external constraints such as the 
onset of a national economic crisis may lead to a problem being postponed and then 
altogether abandoned. A problem may be transformed into a less threatening political 
issue. Opponents within government bureaucracies may use a number of tactics –​ post-
poning discussion, referring an item back for further research or amendment –​ which 
ensure that a problem will not immediately be acted upon.
Sharman and Perkins (2017) have introduced the term “post-​decisional logics of inaction” 
to describe the rationales that are utilised to insulate the status quo in the face of climate 
change policies that have been democratically enacted. New Zealand and the United 
Kingdom were early movers in climate policy adoption but both nations were subject to 
what the authors call “implementation failures”. In the former case, an economic logic 
was pushed by business lobbyists in which climate change legislation was said to threaten 
the “national economic interest”. In the latter case, climate change policies were derailed 
by sceptical voices in the UK newspapers who distrusted science as the basis of policy-​
making. The experience of these two nations, Sharman and Perkins observe: “resonates with 
Downs (1972) issue-​attention cycle, specifically the change between alarmed discovery 
and euphoric problem-​solving enthusiasm, with commitment dwindling as the costs of 
realising significant projects became apparent” (Sharman and Perkins 2017, 24).Invoking 
action on an environmental claim requires an ongoing contestation by claims-​makers 
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seeking to effect legal and political change. While scientific support and media attention 
continue to constitute an important part of the claim package, the problem is principally 
contested within the arena of politics. Contesting an environmental problem within the 
political policy stream is a fine art, given the cross pressures which legislators face.

Environmental entrepreneurs must skilfully guide their proposals through a log jam of 
vested and often conflicting political interest groups, each of which is capable of stalling 
or sinking the proposals. As Walker has noted,

Public [environmental] policies seldom result from a rational process in which 
problems are precisely identified and then carefully matched with optimal solutions. 
Most policies emerge haltingly and piecemeal from a complicated series of bargains 
and compromises that reflect the biases, goals and enhancement needs of established 
agencies, professional communities and ambitious political entrepreneurs.

(1981, 90)

Kingdon (1984) observes that policy proposals that survive in this political jungle usually 
satisfy several basic criteria.

First, legislators must be convinced that a proposal is technically feasible; that is, if 
enacted, the idea will work. This may not prove to be the case in hindsight; for example 
the Endangered Species Act in the United States has worked out much less perfectly in 
its implementation than on paper. Nevertheless, a proposal must at least initially appear to 
be scientifically sound and politically administrable.

Second, a proposal that survives in the political community must be compatible with 
the values of policy-​makers. Since most bureaucrats and politicians do not hold ecocen-
tric views, solutions which reflect the “New Ecological Paradigm” are not likely to get 
very far unless there is a generally perceived crisis. Instead, environmental solutions that, 
on the surface, appear to be neutral stand a better chance of being accepted than those 
that seem ideologically tinged. Furthermore, problems that are framed in utilitarian terms 
often go further than those that aren’t. This means that arguments made with financial 
expediency in mind –​ figures and statistics translated into “bottom-​line” dollars (pounds/​
euros/​yen) –​ are more likely to resonate than those that are presented solely on the basis 
of moral justifications (Hunt et al. 1994, 200–​1).

Environmental policy is by no means a perfectly predictable and consistent enter-
prise. For example, Milton (1991) has suggested that the British government rou-
tinely adopts a contradictory approach to the environment. On domestic pollution 
issues it adopts a rigid, hierarchical position that retards change. This was evident in 
the British response to the acid rain problem and, more recently, in the support for 
fracking (see Chapter 9). By contrast, on international environmental problems such as 
global warming, the UK has adopted a more entrepreneurial approach. On wildlife and 
conservation issues an approach that constitutes a mixture of the hierarchical and the 
entrepreneurial is favoured. Sometimes, an issue will rise in the policy agenda for totally 
unexpected reasons. This occurred with the greenhouse effect which initially achieved 
the stamp of seriousness not in terms of a long-​range threat to the world climate but in 
relation to what was basically a side issue: the environmental implications of the large-​
scale deployment of the supersonic transport airplane (SST) in the early 1970s (Hart 
and Victor 1993, 663–​4).

In short, successfully contesting an environmental claim in the political arena requires 
a unique blend of knowledge, timing and luck. This process is often event-​driven with a 

 

 

 

 

 



Social construction of issues and problems  67

67

disaster such as the Three Mile Island nuclear accident opening up “political windows” 
(Kingdon 1984, 213) that would otherwise remain closed. This is not to say that agenda-​
setting and legislative action are totally random but the process is highly contingent upon 
a number of internal and external factors, many of which are not linked to the obvious 
merits of the case.

At the same time, there may also be a contest for ownership of an environmental 
problem. This can be particularly rancorous where one of the contesting parties is drawn 
from the ranks of those directly victimised by a problem. There are many examples of 
this in the social problems field ranging from “deviance liberation movements” such as 
the American prostitutes’ rights campaign (Jenness 1993; Weitzer 1991) to victims’ rights 
groups; for example those formed by breast cancer patients. This is less common with 
environmental problems, which generally have a more diffused impact. One significant 
example, however, is the dispute over the issue of who owns “biodiversity” both as a 
resource and as an environmental problem (see Chapter 8). This struggle pits a coalition 
of small farmers, ecological activists and others in Southern countries against the con-
servation establishment: biologists, bureaucrats from non-​governmental organisations and 
government ministries dealing with trade and environmental issues.

Hawkins (1993) has identified three ideal-​type paradigms that occupy the increas-
ingly contested discourse over global environmental futures. The prevailing “global man-
agerialist paradigm” advocates the detection and solution of problems in the globalised 
commons by an existing configuration of nation states and international organisations 
buttressed by scientific experts and professional environmentalists within international 
NGOs. This approach downplays local perceptions and definitions of problems, and on 
occasion may even blame poor people in Southern nations for causing environmental 
degradation. The “redistributive development paradigm” recognises the need for greater 
equity in matters pertaining to development and the environment. It proposes that such 
inequities can be redressed through a number of innovative measures such as the Green 
Fund within the World Bank or debt-​for-​nature swaps. The “new international sustain-
ability order paradigm” calls for a fundamental restructuring of the world order such that 
poorer nations claim a more direct voice in establishing a balance between economic and 
social sustainability.

Hawkins depicts the construction of international environmentalism as reflecting an 
ongoing struggle among supporters of these three paradigms. The dispute over the own-
ership of biodiversity is one manifestation of this; the conflict over global climate change 
is another. Even the language used in defining this contested ground is itself socially 
constructed. For example, countries of the North have adopted a globalised language to 
describe the situation in Southern nations in which “our” environmental problems (cli-
mate change, ozone depletion) are caused by “their” development problems (forest loss, 
overpopulation), a situation which is solvable only by embracing “sustainable develop-
ment” strategies (Redclift and Woodgate 1994, 64–​5). At present, the first two paradigms 
still predominate but the new international sustainability order paradigm appears to be 
making some significant inroads.

It is important to recognise that this three-​stage model of environmental issue con-
struction needs to be adjusted so as to take into account national contexts and conditions. 
Martens (2006) has correctly pointed out that in China the state remains more or less dom-
inant in all of the arenas in which environmental frames are negotiated and legitimised. For 
example, the Chinese media are largely state owned and closely monitored. Accordingly, 
journalists remain careful not to take serious political risks and the frames that enter the 
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public debate through media publications remain heavily influenced by official state pol-
icies.8 In the United States, every attempt to ratify the 1982 United Nations Convention 
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) has failed due to opposition from Republicans in the 
Senate where treaties must be approved by a two-​thirds vote.

Audiences for environmental claims

In addition to the skill of claims-​makers and the severity of the underlying condition 
itself, the success of a putative environmental claim may also be tied to the magnitude of 
audiences that are mobilised around that claim. That is, a groundswell of audience support 
not only marks the rising of a problem but it can also constitute a valuable resource in the 
effort to capture political attention.

For sociologists, the problem is how to reliably gauge the size and influence of 
audiences. As Ungar (1994, 298) has pointed out, the potential for environmental claims-​
makers to use public opinion as a resource is paradoxically both enhanced and limited 
by present polling procedures. That is, public polling today rarely maps support for 
contested positions, opting instead for broad measures of environmental concern such as 
the New Environmental Paradigm Scale developed by Riley Dunlap and his colleagues. 
This produces such a vague barometer of public opinion that virtually any group on the 
pro-​environmental side can claim to represent it but, at the same time, it makes it dif-
ficult to gauge specific reactions to specific issues. Alternatively, one can look to other 
indicators of public support –​ recycling behaviour, green consumerism, participation 
in environmental events and mobilisations –​ but these too are imperfect measures of 
opinion.

Nevertheless, the tide of public opinion can sweep a claim upwards on to the policy 
agenda, sometimes in a dramatic fashion. In the “Alar” controversy in the United States, 
public fears about toxins translated into a short-​run consumer boycott of apples, even 
though the risk-​supporting data were later found to be less reliable than was originally 
thought. Similarly, public concern about “Mad Cow Disease” in Britain was sufficiently 
grave for governments to act in a precautionary manner not always so evident in the 
case of other potential risks. Of course, not all environmental claims succeed in raising 
the red flag for concerned audiences. Some claims are perceived as being too extreme, 
too misanthropic or too complex. Others run up against powerful counter-​claims. Some 
fail because the requisite preventive or mitigative response mandates too great a lifestyle 
sacrifice.

In considering why some environmental claims capture the public eye and others do 
not, it may be helpful to look to the field of advertising research. In a large-​scale com-
parative study in the 1990s which examined the attitudes of 30,000 consumers in 21 
countries, the New York advertising agency Young & Rubicon came up with a marketing 
model, the “Brand Asset Valuator”, which isolates four key factors that predict how well a 
specific product will do in the marketplace: uniqueness, relevance, stature and familiarity 
(Scotland 1994).

In the case of environmental claims, uniqueness or distinctiveness refers to the extent 
to which the public perceives a problem as separate from others of a similar nature. For 
example, acid rain claims-​makers were successful in distinguishing this condition from the 
more inclusive category of air pollution. Rhetorical strategies are important here in cre-
ating distinctive labels for emerging problems as well as devising symbolic codes that can 
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be attached to a claim in order to confer a distinctive identity. In some instances, however, 
two campaigns can buttress each other on a specific issue. Thus, vegetarians and climate 
change campaigners both oppose cattle ranching in the Amazon rainforest, for different 
reasons.

Relevance refers to the degree to which a particular environmental problem matters to 
the ordinary citizen. This is not always easy to demonstrate, even when the problem is 
occurring in people’s own backyards. It is especially difficult where global environmental 
problems have their origins far away in distant parts of the world. Thus, extended drought 
conditions in the poor African nations are of little relevance in the southwestern United 
States, yet regional water shortages which require that local citizens stop watering their 
lawns and filling their swimming pools are quite meaningful.

Stature denotes how highly a consumer thinks and feels about a particular brand. In 
the case of the environment, this refers to the attitudes of the public towards the place or 
people or species under threat. It is no accident that the wildlife protection movement 
first mobilised in the nineteenth century over the danger posed to our much-​loved 
songbirds by hunters and by the millinery trade. Similarly, national parks and monuments –​ 
Yellowstone Park in the United States, the Lake District in Britain, the Great Barrier Reef 
in Australia –​ have considerable symbolic stature which comes into play if these places 
are imperilled. By contrast, low-​income African American and Hispanic communities in 
the US South that face serious threats from toxic polluters have long been accorded low 
stature, especially by middle-​class audiences.

Finally, familiarity refers to how well known a particular problem is to an audience. The 
media play an especially important role here in educating us about environments, species 
or places that may have been beyond our realm of personal experience. For example, 
in 1992 it was announced that scientists in Central Vietnam had discovered the sao la, 
a goat-​like mammal previously unknown to the outside world. Almost overnight, the 
sao la became a media superstar as a result of a media frenzy whipped up by scientists, 
environmentalists and the press.9 Celebrated on the pages of National Geographic and 
People magazines, it became the “zoological equivalent of finding a new planet” (Shenon 
1994). In some cases, environmental activists may undertake collective action in order 
to familiarise audiences with a claim. Thus, the clear-​cutting practices in the old-​growth 
forests in British Columbia, Canada, became widely known in Europe and America, in 
part because of the extensive media coverage of protests by environmental activists on the 
logging roads and on the steps of the provincial legislature. Rather than enhancing the 
stature of a claim, however, familiarity may ultimately produce issue fatigue on the part 
of the general public, especially if new developments are not forthcoming. This is the case 
even if a problem is both distinctive and relevant. Indeed, audiences have an inherent sense 
of fair play that dictates that activities such as unrelenting “polluter bashing” are unaccept-
able, even if the criticism is well deserved.

Successful environmental claims, then, must possess elements of vitality and stature that 
ensure that they will not perish in a sea of disinterest or irrelevance.

Necessary factors for the successful construction of an 
environmental problem

It is possible to identify six factors that are necessary for the successful construction of an 
environmental problem. These are detailed in Box 3.2.
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Box 3.2:  Necessary Factors for the Successful Construction of an 
Environmental Problem

	• Scientific authority for and validation of claims
	• Existence of “popularisers” who can bridge environmentalism and science
	• Media attention in which the problem is “framed” as novel and important
	• Dramatisation of the problem in symbolic and visual terms
	• Economic incentives for taking positive action
	• Recruitment of an institutional sponsor who can ensure both legitimacy and 

continuity

First, an environmental problem must have scientific authority for and validation of 
its claims. Science may well be an “unreliable friend” to the environmental movement as 
Yearley (1992) has suggested, but nevertheless it is virtually impossible for an environ-
mental condition to be successfully transformed into a problem without a confirming 
body of data which comes from the physical or life sciences. This is especially so with the 
newer global environmental problems, whose very existence hinges on a novel scientific 
construction (see the discussion of biodiversity loss in Chapter 8). Even protest groups 
who vigorously oppose mainstream science instinctively recognise this. Thus, Mike 
Yeadon, chief scientific officer at the pharmaceutical company Pfizer until 2011, emerged 
as a key figure in the antivax movement where he has become a hero and inspiration to 
conspiracy theorists (Parker 2021).

Second, it is crucial to have one or more scientific “popularisers” who can transform 
what would otherwise remain a fascinating but esoteric piece of research into a proactive 
environmental claim. In some cases (Edward Wilson, Paul Ehrlich, Barry Commoner), 
the popularisers may themselves be employed as scientists; in others (e.g. Bill McKibben, 
Jonathan Porritt, Jeremy Rifkin) they are activist authors whose knowledge of science 
comes second hand. Whatever their background, these popularisers assume the role of 
entrepreneurs, reframing and packaging claims so that they appeal to editors, journalists, 
political leaders and other opinion-​makers. Not to be overlooked are media personal-
ities who are trusted by the public and who regularly advocate for environmental causes. 
Television weather presenters, for example Laura Tobin of ITV’s Good Morning Britain, are 
one example. Another is Bill Nye, the “Science Guy”, whose educational television show 
for children became iconic in the United States. In recent years, Nye has become an out-
spoken “foe” of climate change.

Third, a prospective environmental problem must receive media attention in which 
the relevant claim is framed as both real and important. This has been the case for most 
contemporary problems: climate change, ozone depletion, biodiversity loss, rainforest 
destruction. By contrast, other significant environmental problems fail to make the 
public agenda because they are not considered especially newsworthy. For example, in 
many Canadian cities lack of treatment of urban sewage is endemic but this has received 
scant coverage compared to other pollution problems. As the executive director of the 
Sierra Legal Defense Fund once pointed out, a volume of sewage equivalent to 32 oil 
tankers the size of the Exxon Valdez is dumped each day into local rivers or bays, yet 
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it is done out of the sight of the public with virtually no attention from the media 
(Westell 1994).

Fourth, a potential environmental problem must be dramatised in highly symbolic 
and visual terms. Ozone depletion was not a candidate for widespread public concern 
until the decline in concentration was graphically depicted as a hole over the Antarctic. 
The wanton practices of the major forestry companies only became a matter for inter-
national outrage when Greenpeace and other environmental groups began to exhibit 
dramatic photographs of the “clear-​cuts” on Vancouver Island while labelling the area 
the “Brazil of the North”. Images such as this provide a kind of cognitive short cut, 
compressing a complex argument into one that is easily comprehensible and ethically 
stimulating.

Fifth, there must be visible economic incentives for taking action on an environ-
mental problem. For example, the case for acting boldly to stop biodiversity loss was 
levered on the argument that the tropical rainforests contained an untapped wealth of 
pharmaceuticals that would disappear forever if nothing were to be done. At the same 
time, environmental claims that carry positive, economic incentives for one group may 
also involve costs for others, thus provoking sharp opposition.

Finally, for a prospective environmental problem to be fully and successfully 
contested, there should be an institutional sponsor who can ensure both legitimacy 
and continuity. This is especially important once a problem has made the policy agenda 
and legislation is sought. Internationally, this can be seen in the important role played 
by agencies and associated with the United Nations. Thus, the earthquake engineers 
who launched the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR) in 
1990 were not having much luck getting the word out until they decided to approach 
the UN General Assembly to request that the Decade be operated under its auspices 
(Hannigan 2012, 65).

Conclusion

Environmental concerns do normally not attract public notice and secure solutions 
because they are instantly and universally perceived as being serious and troublesome. 
Rather, they must be identified, researched, promoted and argued in the form of “claims”. 
The task of “constructing” an environmental problem is carried out by a formidable 
cast of “claims-​makers”: scientists and medical professionals, social movement activists, 
journalists, policy entrepreneurs and victims. This usually happens in three stages. In the 
first stage, assembling, the problem is discovered, named and documented, most often 
within the forum of science. In the second stage, presenting, the problem is the key task. 
This requires commanding attention and legitimating the claim, most notably in the 
mass media. In the third stage, contesting, the key activities required are invoking action, 
mobilising support and defending ownership. This occurs mostly within the forum of 
politics. Not all environmental problems, of course, are solvable through legislative action, 
but it is difficult to secure effective environmental change while bypassing the legal and 
political systems. In successfully constructing an environmental problem, we can look 
to six necessary factors: scientific authority for and validation of claims, existence of 
“popularisers” especially in science, media attention, dramatisation in symbolic and visual 
language, the creation of economic incentives for acting on a claim, and recruitment of an 
institutional sponsor who can ensure both legitimacy and continuity.
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4	� Environmental discourse

In recent decades, discourse analysis has emerged as an increasingly influential method 
for analysing the production, reception and strategic deployment of environmental texts, 
images and ideas. Although closely identified with social constructionism, nonetheless, 
discourse analysis has been practised with good results by subscribers to other “schools” 
of environmental theory and research, most notably, critical theorists, political ecologists 
and international policy analysts.

Susan Sontag, the famed essayist and literary critic, once quipped that discourse 
has such a prominent place in our culture simply because “one cannot think without 
metaphors” (Sontag 1991, 91; cited in Davidson and Gismondi 2011, 22). Metaphors, 
of course, constitute only one of the components of discourse. Nevertheless, they act as 
a kind of powerful narrative shorthand in depicting and simplifying complex environ-
mental phenomena. Carolan (2006) illustrates this by studying the use of metaphorical 
terms in three environmental science journals (Society & Natural Resources, Conservation 
Biology, Ecology). Metaphors such as alien species, habitat disturbance, ecosystem recovery 
and even climate change, he found, contribute to a naturalising discourse wherein strong 
beliefs are embedded about what nature should look like in its pristine state, devoid of 
interference from humans. Carolan refers to the increasing presence of “value creep”, 
which he says is what happens “when values become increasingly embedded within 
environmental terms that are presented as objective, value-​free, and scientific” (Carolan 
2006, 923).

By way of definition, discourse is an interrelated set of storylines which interprets the 
world around us and which becomes deeply embedded in societal institutions, agendas 
and knowledge claims. These storylines have a triple mission: to create meaning and val-
idate action, to mobilise action, and to define alternatives (Gelcich et al. 2005, 379). As 
Nyberg et al. (2020, 177) alert us, while frames are socially constructed and negotiated, 
they cannot be pulled out of thin air. To win over others, they need to be meaningful and 
anchored in time.

Discourse is the most general category of linguistic production and subsumes a number 
of other tactics and devices including narrative (the writing and telling of stories) and 
rhetoric. Some rhetoricians have drawn the ire of critical realists by insisting that we 
can only conceive of nature and the environment through the discursive language that 
we have developed to talk about the natural world. However, a more temperate view is 
that the environment as it exists in the public policy sphere is the product of discourse 
about nature established by scientific disciplines such as biology and ecology, government 
agencies, bestselling books such as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), and the messages 
disseminated by environment activists (Herndl and Brown 1996, 3).

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003193777-4


Environmental discourse  77

77

Some analysts have been criticised for overstating the importance of discourse in 
environmental politics and policy-​making. For example, Hajer (1995, 6) insists that 
interests are constituted primarily through discourse, thereby excluding other institu-
tional practices and institutions. Environmental politics is especially vulnerable to dis-
cursive manipulation (Hajer and Versteeg 2005). Hajer (2009) further introduces the 
concept of discourse coalitions, by which he means “the ensemble of particular storylines, 
the actors that employ them, and the practices through which the discourse involved 
exert their power”. Schirrmeister (2014) applies the concept of discourse coalitions 
to the analysis of fracking (shale oil drilling) in Germany (see Chapter 9), demon-
strating that they powerfully influence political debates and energy regulation. One 
might even say that national states largely maintain their legitimacy not by establishing 
sound environmental policies, but rather by invoking carefully crafted discourse that 
resonates with the mainstream public (Davidson and Gismondi 2011, 26; Davidson and 
MacKendrick 2004).

Lidskog (2001) takes issue with this, arguing that discourses are by no means the only 
determinant of social life. The discursive dimension, he points out, is “only one of many 
that are relevant to sociological analysis” and, therefore, it is problematic to claim discourse 
analysis, as useful as it can be, effectively constitutes a “general approach to environmental 
sociology” (p. 124).

Studying environmental discourse

Within environmental studies, discourse has been visualised in a variety of ways, ran-
ging from a “storyline” that provides a signpost for action within institutional practices 
(Hajer 1995); to a social movement “frame” that enables the practices of environmental 
movement organisations (Brulle 2000); to an environmental “rhetoric” constructed 
around words, images, concepts and practices (Myerson and Rydin 1996).

One comprehensive attempt to organise the analysis of environmental discourse comes 
from Herndl and Brown (1996). Their rhetorical model for environmental discourse takes 
the shape of three circles, each of which is located at the tip of a triangle. At the top of 
the triangle is what they call regulatory discourse –​ disseminated by powerful institutions 
that make decisions and set environmental policy. Nature here is treated as a resource. At 
bottom right of the triangle is the scientific discourse where nature is regarded as an object of 
knowledge constructed via the scientific method. Policy-​makers routinely ground their 
decisions here, relying in particular on technical data and expert testimony. Finally, dir-
ectly opposite this on the bottom left is poetic discourse that is based on narratives of nature 
that emphasise its beauty, spirituality and emotional power. Nature writing is one example 
of this. Herndl and Brown stress that these three powerful environmental discourses are 
not mutually exclusive or pure, however, and often end up being mixed together. In such 
cases, what we best look for are “dominant tendencies” (p. 12).

Another effort directed at the classification of environmental discourses is Brulle’s (2000) 
typology of discursive frames adopted by the US environmental movement. Drawing on 
the environmental philosophy literature and on his detailed reading of the history of 
American environmentalism, Brulle came up with nine distinct discourses: manifest des-
tiny (exploitation and development of natural resources gives the environment value that 
it otherwise lacks); wildlife management (the scientific management of ecosystems can 
ensure stable populations of wildlife remain available for leisure pursuits such as sport 
hunting); conservation (natural resources should be technically managed from a utilitarian 
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perspective); preservation (wilderness and wildlife must be protected from human incur-
sion because they have inherent spiritual and aesthetic value); reform environmentalism 
(ecosystems must be protected for human health reasons); deep ecology (the diversity of 
life on Earth must be maintained because it has intrinsic value); environmental justice 
(ecological problems reflect and are the product of fundamental social inequalities); eco-
feminism (ecosystem abuse mirrors male domination and insensitivity to nature’s rhythms); 
and ecotheology (humans have an obligation to preserve and protect nature since it is 
divinely created). Brulle argues that this multiplicity of discourses has resulted in the frag-
mentation of the American environmental movement, preventing it from speaking with 
a single, unified voice to a wide national audience. Adherents of each discursive frame 
talk past each other “in a process of mutual incomprehension and suspicion” (p. 273). As 
does Schnaiberg and his entourage (see Chapter 2), Brulle concludes that there can be 
no meaningful environmental action without real structural change. This is unlikely to 
occur as long as discourses about the environment continue to block or mask the social 
origins of ecological degradation and proclaim a coherent vision of the common envir-
onmental good.

A third work that explicitly utilises the typological method is John Dryzek’s (2005) 
book The Politics of the Earth: Environmental Discourses. Here, Dryzek identifies four main 
discourses: survivalism, environmental problem solving, sustainability and green radic-
alism. He organises these along two dimensions: prosaic vs. imaginative and reformist vs. 
radical. Prosaic dimensions are those that require action but do not point to a new kind 
of society, while imaginative departures from the long-​dominant discourse of industri-
alism seek to dissolve old dilemmas and refine the relationship between the economic 
and the environmental. Each of these can be either reformist (adjusting the status quo) 
or radical (requiring wholesale transformation of the political-​economic structure). 
According to this typology, problem solving is prosaic/​reformist; survivalism is prosaic/​
radical; sustainability is imaginative/​reformist; and green radicalism is imaginative/​radical. 
Each of these four types is, in turn, subdivided. Problem solving, for example, comes in 
three forms: administrative rationalism, democratic pragmatism and economic rationalism, 
while sustainability has two flavours: sustainable development and ecological modernisa-
tion. For the most part, this typological exercise is helpful, although at an empirical level 
it requires some discriminating judgement calls on the part of the analyst as to what is 
imaginative and radical and what isn’t.

There are many other books and articles, of course, that discuss environmental 
discourses but do not propose typologies. Two of the best known of these deal with spe-
cific policy discourses: Maarten Hajer’s (1995) detailed analysis of the social construction 
of an ecological modernisation discourse on acid rain in Britain and the Netherlands in 
the 1980s and 1990s, and Karen Litfin’s (1994) account of changing international dis-
course about global ozone layer depletion in the 1980s. Killingsworth and Palmer’s (1992) 
article on “apocalyptic” environmental discourse spans the period from the publication of 
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in the 1960s up to more recent debates over global warming 
and climate change.

More recently, Craig Calhoun (2004) has identified a discourse of “complex emergen-
cies”. A discourse of emergencies, Calhoun tells us, is central to international affairs and  
now is the primary term for referring to a range of catastrophes, conflicts, and settings for  
human suffering. As such, it serves to organise a cluster of gradually developing, predict-
able and enduring events and interactions into a “crisis” that is sudden, unpredictable and  
short-​term. This constitutes, Calhoun says, “a discursive formation that shapes both our  
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awareness of the world and decisions about possible interventions into social problems”  
(p. 376).

In this chapter I offer up my own typology (Table 4.1). As with Brulle’s nine dis-
cursive frames, the three environmental discourses presented here (Arcadian, Ecological, 
Environmental Justice) follow a rough chronological order, as each first rose to promin-
ence at a different stage in the history of the environmental movement. In common with 
Herndl and Brown’s model, a distinguishing characteristic is the predominant “motive” or 
“justification” for the environmental action.1

I begin with an account of the emergence in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century of Arcadian discourse, which, in Herndl and Brown’s terms, would be described 
as “poetic discourse”. In contrast to the other two, Arcadian discourse peaked before 
the advent of the modern environmental movement. Even so, the nature protection 
movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries acted as “the advance 
guard of environmentalism” (Killingsworth and Palmer 1992, 43, note #4) and thus sig-
nificantly shaped contemporary perceptions and views.

A typology of environmentalist discourse

Arcadian discourse

Writing in the “Common Ground” column of the British newspaper, The Guardian, 
Robert Macfarlane (2005) offers a thoughtful elegy for the wilder landscapes of the 
British Isles. Every day, he observes, millions of people find themselves deepened and dig-
nified by their encounters with these landscapes. Macfarlane knows this because he has 
come upon testimonies in the form of graffiti, memorabilia and even poems tacked up on 
walls. While distancing himself from those who regard wild landscapes as “a site for the 
exercise of middle-​class nature sentiment”, nevertheless he urges his readers to rediscover 
the tradition of nature writing that slipped from view a half-​century ago. This is vital 
because such landscapes are rapidly disappearing in what novelist John Fowles has called 
the era of “the plastic garden, the steel city, the chemical countryside”. In lamenting the 

Table 4.1 � Typology of key environmental discourses in the twentieth century

Discourse

Arcadian Ecosystem Justice

Rationale for defence 
of environment

Nature has priceless 
aesthetic and 
spiritual value

Human interference in 
biotic communities 
upsets the balance of 
nature

All citizens have a basic 
right to live and 
work in a healthy 
environment

Iconic books My First Summer in 
the Sierra

Silent Spring
A Sand County Almanac

Dumping in Dixie

Primary nesting place Back to Nature 
movement

Biological science Black churches

Key alliance/​fusion Preservationists and 
conservationists

Ecology and ethics Civil rights and 
grassroots 
environmentalism

Source: Author
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near abolition of remoteness and celebrating its pleasures, Macfarlane is evoking what has 
come to be called “Arcadian discourse”.

Van Koppen (1998, 74–​5) assigns three defining features to Arcadian discourse: externality, 
iconisation, and complementarity. Externality means that Arcadian nature is constructed 
as something separate from human society, or at least removed from everyday life in the 
city. Iconisation suggests that the image of nature in the Arcadian tradition is modelled on 
stereotyped visual images that become embedded in cultural memory. In earlier cen-
turies these were to be found in Dutch and English landscape painting, but today they 
are associated more with photos of primordial wilderness settings such as the Amazon 
rainforest. Finally, the Arcadian tradition is best understood within the context of its com-
plementarity. That is, it stands in counterpoint to the urban industrial society and to the 
social and all of the environmental ills attached to it.

In Landscape and Memory, Simon Schama (1996) notes that there have always been 
two kinds of Arcadia: one infused by lightness and bucolic leisure, the other darker and a 
place of “primitive panic” (p. 517). While it is tempting to see these two landscapes of the 
urban imagination aligned against one another, Schama maintains that over the course of 
human history they have, in fact been mutually sustaining (p. 525). Much the same point 
has been made by the environmental historian William Cronon (1996) who describes the 
pivotal concept of the “wilderness” as having its origins in two broad sources: the “doc-
trine of the sublime” as conveyed in the work of nineteenth century Romantic artists 
and writers such as Woodsworth, Emerson and Thoreau; and the more recent notion of 
the “frontier” as proclaimed by the American historian Frederick Jackson Turner. The 
convergence of these two discursive elements accelerated and coalesced in the “Back to 
Nature” movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, thereby “clothing 
the wilderness in a coat of moral values and cultural symbols that has lasted right up to 
the present day” (Hannigan 2002, 315).

Wilderness as a discursive invention: the “Back to Nature” movement in early    
twentieth-​century America

As Europe and America became increasingly urbanised at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, views towards nature began to undergo a major transformation. In particular, the 
concept of “wild nature” as a threat to human settlement that had long predominated 
gave way to a new, intensely romantic depiction in which the wilderness experience was 
celebrated.

The traditional image of nature and its inhabitants as frightening is reflected in much 
of our past and present mythical literature. For example, wolves play a central role in 
classic fairy tales such as Little Red Riding Hood and Peter and the Wolf and more recently, 
in the Disney film version of Beauty and the Beast, making the woods seem a dangerous 
place for children to wander alone. Similarly, readers are advised to keep out of the forest 
at night to avoid spectres such as the Headless Horseman in The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. 
The contemporary equivalent of this is the Hollywood horror film (Cabin Fever, Cabin 
in the Woods, Resident Evil 2) wherein a group of teenage party animals heads for an 
isolated cabin, only to meet a gruesome death delivered by the resident homicidal maniac, 
pack of zombies, or supernatural forces. Civilisation is depicted here as the conversion 
of untamed natural landscapes into a more refined pastoral setting. Note, for example, 
Tolkien’s contrast in Lord of the Rings between the gentle, civilised, rolling vistas of the 
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hobbit settlements and the wilder, darker world of the forest and mountains inhabited by 
walking trees, orcs and other threatening creatures.

This unfavourable attitude towards untamed nature was especially heightened during 
the settlement of the American frontier:

Wild country was the enemy. The pioneer saw as his mission the destruction of the 
wilderness. Protecting it for its scenic and recreational value was the last thing fron-
tiersmen desired. The problem was too much raw nature rather than too little. Wild 
land had to be battled as a physical obstacle to confront and even to survive. The 
country had to be “cleared” of trees. Indians had to be “removed”; wild animals had 
to be exterminated. Natural pride arose from transforming wilderness into civiliza-
tion, not preserving it for public enjoyment.

(Nash 1977, 15–​16)

By the last part of the nineteenth century, however, a revised view of unmodified nature 
had emerged. Rather than a threat, wilderness was now seen as a precious resource. This 
view was especially strong in the United States where the frontier was on the verge 
of “closing”. In the Eastern portions of the country, natural landscapes were rapidly 
disappearing as urban growth proceeded. Urban expansion, in turn, seemed to produce 
a surfeit of noise, pollution, overcrowding and social problems. In this context, unspoiled 
natural settings took on a special meaning; that is, the stress of city living created a rising 
tide of nostalgia among the urban middle classes for the joys of country life and outdoor 
living,

Schmitt (1990) studied the Back to Nature movement that flourished in the United 
States from the turn of the century to shortly after World War One. This movement or 
“wilderness cult” (Nash 1967) encompassed a wide range of activities including summer 
camps, wilderness novels, country clubs, wildlife photography, dude ranches, landscaped 
public parks and the Boy Scouts. While it was not the only factor, this nature-​loving sen-
timent played a significant role in the creation of the natural parks system. In the process, 
wild nature was transformed from a nuisance to a sacred value. As Charles Adams wrote 
in the Naturalist’s Guide to the Americas (1926), “the wilderness, like the forests, was once a 
great hindrance to our civilisation; now, it must be maintained at great expense because 
society cannot do without it” (Schmitt 1990, 174).

It is quite clear from Schmitt’s and other accounts that this Back to Nature movement 
and the “Arcadian myth” that it promulgated was socially constructed. While its supporters 
had mixed motives, they generally shared a belief that a return to nature represented a 
more wholesome set of values from those to be found in the increasingly unhealthy 
and corrupt environment of the city. Claims about the virtue of nature were made in 
each of the major institutions of the day. Leading American educators such as G. Stanley 
Hall, Francis Parker and Clifton Hodge actively encouraged nature study in the schools 
as a means of counteracting urban vices and building character. Religious educators, 
convinced that Americans could best find Christian values out of doors, promoted a form 
of pastoral Christianity in a number of ways: nature sermons, outdoor church camps, 
sponsorship of Scout troops, and so on. Nature journalists published a steady stream of 
nature lore, essays, outdoor pictures and literary tales, for example Jack London’s Call of the 
Wild, celebrating the lure of wild nature. The case for wilderness preservation was taken 
on by a clutch of new conservation organisations such as the Sierra Club (1892) and the 
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Wilderness Society (1935). This preservationist sentiment was especially strong among 
bird-​watchers and ornithologists who participated in a series of crusades for over 50 years 
in both Britain and the United States to protect wild birds from hunters, poachers, feather 
merchants and other enemies (Doughty 1975).

The Back to Nature movement gained a number of prominent political and insti-
tutional sponsors. None was more important than Theodore (Teddy) Roosevelt who, 
as Governor of New York and then as President, became a staunch advocate of wildlife 
preservation. Another key supporter was David Starr Jordan, the first president of Stanford 
University, whose voice in support of nature study gave the movement credibility and 
prestige (Lutts 1990, 28). A number of important figures in the movement were based 
in public institutions: the American Museum of Natural History, the Smithsonian, the 
Carnegie Institution and the New York Zoological Society to which they were able to 
bring considerable resources –​ money, publicity, prestige –​ to their preservationist and 
other activities on behalf of nature.

It was from these institutions also that many of the key popularisers of nature pro-
tection originated. For example, the movement to save the redwoods contained several 
leading scientific popularisers of the day: New York lawyer and author Madison Grant;2 
Edward E. Ayer, head of the Chicago Museum of Indian History; Gilbert Grosvenor, 
founder of the National Geographic Society; and Fairfield Osborn a key figure in the 
growth of the New York Museum of Natural History (Schrepfer 1983, 41). Perhaps the 
highest profile populariser (next to Teddy Roosevelt) was William T. Hornaday, for many 
years director of the New York Zoological Society (Bronx Zoo) who was a major force 
in lobbying Congress to tighten hunting regulations. Hornaday, a tireless self-​promoter, 
wrote several widely distributed volumes on wildlife preservation as well as numerous 
articles in the New York Times and other popular publications. John Muir, the founder of 
the Sierra Club, was a charismatic promoter of wilderness protection who waged the 
country’s first nationwide environmental publicity campaign during the Hetch Hetchy 
controversy.

Popularisers such as Hornaday and Muir, as well as other claims-​makers within the 
broad Back to Nature movement, were highly successful in garnering media attention. 
In this age of magazines, nature study essays and outdoor adventures were frequently 
featured in Outlook, The Atlantic Monthly, Forest and Stream, Saturday Review, National 
Geographic and other popular periodicals. In addition, various campaigns initiated their 
own publications, some of which developed a large readership. For example, the bird 
preservation movement spawned Bird Lore, the Audubon Magazine and other similar 
periodicals. Boy’s Life, a monthly picture magazine that capitalised on the growing popu-
larity of scouting, sold a cumulative total of 41 million issues from 1916 to 1937 (Schmitt 
1990, 111). One environmental campaign, the crusade to save Niagara Falls (1906–​1910) 
was waged primarily in the pages of American popular magazines, notably the Ladies 
Home Journal; it resulted in over 6,500 letters written in support of the preservation of the 
Falls (Cylke 1993, 22).

The Back to Nature movement drew upon a deep wellspring of existing cultural 
sentiments and in turn created a number of readily identifiable symbols and icons: the 
horse, Black Beauty,3 the California redwood trees, the Grand Canyon, Old Faithful 
geyser in Yellowstone National Park, and even Smokey the Bear. Some of these were 
real, others fictional creations. Nonetheless, as Schmitt (1990, 175) notes, “those who 
dealt in symbols and myths found the wilderness a major force in shaping American 
character”.
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Arcadian discourse has continued to thrive in the twenty-​first century. A familiar 
genre of advertisement depicts urban friends heading out for a wilderness adventure in a 
sports utility vehicle. As Guster (2004) describes it, “Speeding through deserts and jungles, 
fording raging rivers, and even scaling the heights of Mt. Everest, the SUV is routinely 
depicted in the most spectacular and remote natural locations”. Echoing Van Koppen’s 
concept of complementarity, each episode of the long-​running reality television series 
in the UK, Escape to the Country, has the presenter showcasing three properties for sale 
in a bucolic rural setting to a couple contemplating fleeing the city to escape escalating 
crowding and traffic congestion. Some even stipulate that they require several acres of land 
to stable horses or raise llamas.

Ecosystem discourse

A second major discourse that has powerfully shaped how we regard nature and the envir-
onment is that centring on the notions of “ecology” and the “ecosystem”. Referring to 
Herndl and Brown’s (1996) terminology, we could say that the dominant tendency here 
is “scientific discourse”, although, as we will see, in the 1970s this fused with a normative 
strain within the emerging environmental movement.

Ecology has a long history prior to its ascendancy as the cornerstone of the con-
temporary environmental movement. Worster (1977, xiv) observes that while the term 
ecology did not appear until the latter part of the nineteenth century, and it took almost 
another hundred years for it to become a household word, the idea of ecology is much 
older than the name. Ernest Haeckel, the leading German disciple of Darwin, is generally 
credited with officially coining the term in 1866 under the name oecologie, by which he 
meant “the science of relations between organisms and their environments”. As was the 
case with many leading scientists of the day (including Darwin) Haeckel was inspired by 
the writing of Humboldt (see Chapter 2).

The full development of plant ecology owed more, however, to plant geographers, 
most notably the Danish scholar Eugenius Warming who published his classic work 
Plantsomfund (The Oecology of Plants) in 1895. Warming’s central thesis was that plants 
and animals in natural settings such as a heath or a hardwood forest form one linked and 
interwoven community in which change at one point will bring in its wake far-​reaching 
changes at other points (Worster 1977, 199). This is, of course, a central message in the 
contemporary ecological outlook.

By the 1920s biological ecology was prospering. Two of the major figures in its 
development were Frederic Clements and Arthur Tansley who developed a distinct-
ively twentieth-​century branch of biology called “dynamic plant ecology” or “ecosystem 
ecology”. Clements, a Nebraska scientist who spent most of his career as a research asso-
ciate at the Carnegie Institution of Washington, is best known for his study of ecological 
succession. He visualised the process of succession as going from an embryonic ecological 
community to a more or less permanent “climax community” that was in equilibrium 
with its physical environment. Once formed, it was difficult for potential plant invaders to 
compete successfully with established species within this climax community. However, a 
number of external environmental factors –​ forest fires, logging, erosion –​ might damage 
or destroy the climax and force succession to begin again (Hagen 1992, 27).

Tansley, a British plant ecologist, is generally credited with coining the term “eco-
system” in the mid-​1930s.4 He strongly opposed Clements’ use of the word “community” 
to describe the relationship of plants and animals within a certain locale, maintaining that 
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it was misleading because it wrongly suggested the existence of a social order (Worster 
1977, 301). Instead, he came up with the concept of the ecosystem, which he described 
in terms of an exchange of energy and nutrients within a natural system. Catton calls the 
ecosystem the most central and incisive concept in the foundation of modem ecology, 
especially in Tansley’s original understanding of the term, which was meant to “unify” our 
perceptions of nature’s units (1994, 81).

McIntosh (1985) has depicted the views of Clements, Tansley and other scientific 
ecologists of this era as being somewhat ambivalent with regard to human society. On 
the one hand, there was an acknowledgement that ecology had much to contribute to 
the understanding of human affairs. Clements (1905, 16) observed that sociology is “the 
ecology of a particular species of animal and has, in consequence, a similar close asso-
ciation with plant ecology”. Tansley (1939) anticipated the establishment of a world-
wide ecosystem “deriving from interdependence” and stated that human communities 
“can only be intelligently studied in their proper environmental setting”. While it is 
probably an exaggeration to state that ecology is the scientific arm of the conservation 
movement (McIntosh 1985, 297–​9), nevertheless, many ecologists have individually 
been active in conservation causes. Tansley himself contributed towards the campaign 
to establish nature reserves and later (1949) served as the first chair of the British 
Nature Conservancy. In the 1940s, he led efforts (mostly unfulfilled) among ecologists 
to establish research linkages with the four British forestry societies on the grounds 
that post-​war plans for giant new forest plantations would cause soil fertility to suffer 
as well as introducing an alien feature into the aesthetics of the countryside (Bocking 
1993, 92–​3).

Yet, at the same time, ecologists and their societies were somewhat nervous of becoming 
too involved in political or social issues, fearing that their scientific credibility would be 
damaged. Both the British and American ecological societies were reluctant to engage in 
overt advocacy of particular positions or in political lobbying (McIntosh 1985, 308). Any 
synthesis of animal and plant ecology with human ecology was discouraged by the failure 
of the Chicago School of Sociology in the 1920s and 1930s to adequately conceptualise 
the field.5

By the early 1970s, however, ecology had become the theoretical cornerstone of the 
new and rapidly diffusing concern with the environment. Ecologists increasingly began 
to step outside their role as scientists to become major contributors to the environ-
mental debate. A number of new terms were added to the English language: ecopolitics, 
ecocatastrophe, ecoawareness (Worster 1977, 341). A British magazine, The Ecologist, became 
a centre of gravity for left-​leaning environmentalists under the guidance of Edward 
Goldsmith.

There are several key factors that explain the centrality of ecosystem ecology in the rise 
of environmentalism in the 1970s.

First, the language and logic of ecology was linked to rising concerns about radioactive 
fallout, pesticide poisoning, overpopulation, urban smog and the like to produce what 
appeared to be an inclusive scientific theory of environmental problems. Rubin (1994) 
has argued that the instrumental force in effecting this transformation was a small group of 
influential writers and thinkers –​ Rachel Carson, Barry Commoner, Paul Ehrlich, Garrett 
Hardin –​ who functioned as scientific popularisers. Carson, in her book Silent Spring 
(1962), brought the concepts of ecology, food chains, the “web of life” and the “balance of 
nature” into the popular vocabulary for the first time. Using ecology as the explanatory 
linchpin, she simplified a variety of problematic relationships into one “environmental 
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crisis” (Rubin 1994, 45). Commoner (1971) systematised Carson’s observations with his 
four laws of ecology: “everything is connected to everything else”; “everything must go 
somewhere”; “nature knows best”; “there is no such thing as a free lunch”. These laws 
may have over-​simplified ecosystem ecology but they had enormous rhetorical power. 
Similarly, Hardin’s (1978) metaphor of the “tragedy of the commons” found a broad audi-
ence both within the academic world and outside.

Second, the fusion of ecology and ethics first achieved in Aldo Leopold’s “land ethic” 
featured prominently. The land ethic was first proclaimed in his book A Sand County 
Almanac, published posthumously in 1949. It extended ethical rights to the natural world, 
which he regarded as a community rather than a commodity. In the 1950s, Leopold’s 
work had a small but committed following in conservation circles but only became 
widely known after it was reprinted in 1968. Whereas the ecosystem had previously been 
largely a theoretical construct, albeit a dynamic one, now it was inculcated with moral 
significance. Human interference in biotic communities not only had particular effects, 
for example forcing a new round of succession as Clements had suggested, but it was also 
defined as the wrong thing to do. This insight became especially significant with the rise 
of “deep ecology” in the 1980s.

Finally, as Macdonald (1991, 89) has observed, by co-​opting scientific ecology the 
environmental movement added considerably to its strength for two reasons. First, despite 
the fact that ecosystem ecology was considered to be a somewhat “soft” discipline within 
the natural sciences, it nevertheless allowed environmentalists to claim the authority of 
science for their campaigns. Second, because of its holistic perspective, ecology attracted 
a variety of “seekers” such as devotees of expanded consciousness, Zen, and organic food 
who might otherwise have had little interest in green causes. Combined with scientific 
ecologists, these newcomers created a potent political mix. In recent years, this alliance 
has been at best an uneasy one but in the early 1970s it brought the idea of an “ecological 
threat” into the pervasive currents of alternative popular culture where journalists con-
stantly troll in their search for the emergence of new trends.

Ecology, then, was transformed from a scientific model for understanding plant and 
animal communities to a kind of “organisational weapon”6 which could be used to sys-
tematise, expand and morally reinvigorate the environmental. In the process, it acquired 
a new texture: more political, more universal and more subversive (Sears 1964; Shepard 
1969). While some scientific ecologists reacted negatively to this reconstitution of the 
concept, others supported it, arguing that the “environmental crisis” demanded a new 
sense of social activism on the part of biological researchers. The latter became influential 
claims-​makers, presenting a politicised vision in which the boundaries between nature 
and society were deliberately blurred.

Kinchy and Kleinman (2003) have identified the existence of two competing discur-
sive tendencies within contemporary scientific ecology –​ purity and utility. On the one 
hand, it is argued that ecology is a value-​free, objective science with legitimate claim to 
expertise. At the same, time many academic ecologists have explicitly aimed to demon-
strate the discipline’s usefulness in the policy-​making arena. The Ecological Society of 
America (ESA), the primary professional scientific society for ecologists in the United 
States, attempted to deal with these pressures by undertaking various programmes and 
initiatives designed to reap the benefits of public engagement while asserting the value 
neutrality of the discipline. For example, in 1979, having concluded the credibility of 
ecology was being sullied by non-​experts claiming to be ecologists, the ESA established a 
voluntary certification programme designed to enable ecologists to participate in public 
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debates over environmental issues while protecting the autonomy and unique expertise 
of ecology as a whole (pp. 882–​3).

Most recently, the meaning of ecology has once again undergone yet another recon-
struction. Grassroots activists such as those found in the Chipko Movement in India and 
the Greenbelt Movement in Kenya have proposed a new alternative ecological perspec-
tive in which insight into ecosystem interrelationships is achieved by means of folk know-
ledge rather than scientific observation. Indigenous wisdom of this type is embedded in 
practices that preserve the environment in the long run. Alas, local ecological knowledge 
has been suppressed by the juggernaut of global economic development, which forces the 
poor off their ancestral lands and deprives them of the opportunities to follow sustainable 
practices (Clapp and Dauvergne 2005, 109).

This alternative knowledge system provides citizens’ movements with the tools for the 
reconstructing science. In this context, ecology becomes part mythology, part popular 
science; a rallying point for opposition to the kind of environmental diplomacy that 
predominated at the Rio and Paris Conferences. As such, it represents a fresh social inter-
pretation of a 130-​year-​old concept even if it is one that might be unrecognisable to 
Haeckel, Warming and other pioneers of scientific ecology.

Environmental justice discourse

In the 1980s, a new discourse emerged in the United States that differed dramatic-
ally from prevailing ones in its interpretation of environmental problems and priorities. 
Environmental justice (EJ) has become increasingly used as part of the language of envir-
onmental campaigning, as a description of a field of academic research, as a policy prin-
ciple and as a name given to a political movement (Walker 2012, 1).7 EJ thought, Dorceta 
Taylor (2000, 508, 566) observes, has “altered the nature of environmental discourse and 
poses a challenge to the hegemony of the NEP”.

Environmental justice lays out a set of claims concerning toxic contamination in terms of 
the “civil rights” of those affected rather than in terms of the “rights of nature” (Nash 1989). 
Capek (1993) identifies four major components of this environmental justice frame: the 
right to obtain information about one’s situation; the right to a serious hearing when con-
tamination claims are raised; the right to compensation from those who have polluted a 
particular neighbourhood; and the right of democratic participation in deciding the future 
of the contaminated community. Each of these components represents a specific claim that 
has been rhetorically formatted in the language of “entitlement” (Ibarra and Kitsuse 1993).

Whereas the concept of ecology was utilised in the 1970s to join together rising 
concerns about toxic pollution with an ethical concern for nature, environmentalism in 
the 1980s and 1990s underwent another transformation in which the central discourse is 
environmental justice. This shift occurred primarily at the grassroots level both domestically 
and in the Southern hemisphere. While some key figures in this movement wanted to 
throw off the environmental label entirely,8 others framed their claims to justice and equity 
within the context of an environmental movement. Environmental justice activists have 
not totally abandoned the legacy of the previous two decades: Commoner’s industrial-​
ecological critique, for instance, has been one theoretical referent for this alternative 
explanation of the roots of the environmental crisis. At the same time, concerns about 
resource conservation, wilderness preservation and pollution abatement are downplayed 
in favour of issues such as the uneven distribution of resources and development and the 
safety of minority workers.
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In the introduction to a special issue of the journal Qualitative Sociology on the topic of 
social equity and environmental activism, Alan Schnaiberg (1993, 203) laments the failure 
of environmental sociology to consider social inequality. As early as 1973, Schnaiberg 
claims, he was writing about the political necessity of incorporating elements of social 
justice into any proposal for environmental action but this message fell on deaf ears. This 
may reflect shortcomings in the field, as Schnaiberg suggests, but it is also a reflection of 
what was going on within the environmental movement itself.

In both the United States and Britain, the mainstream environmental movement was 
(and to some extent continues to be) dominated by a relatively narrow set of concerns; 
for example rural planning, landscape protection and wildlife preservation. These are said 
to reflect the white, middle-​class membership of the main environmental organisations.

In the United States a number of health-​related environmental inequities were exposed 
during the 1960s and 1970s but they rarely made it into the larger movement agenda. 
Gottlieb (1993) highlights the differential treatment given to three issues during this 
period: pesticide poisoning; the toxicity of lead; and uranium hazards.

For migrant farm workers in California the explosion of pesticide use through the 
1950s and 1960s created a number of health-​related problems. In its successful campaigns 
for farm workers’ rights during these years, the United Farm Workers (UFW) under the 
leadership of the charismatic Cesar Chavez aggressively initiated legal suits to obtain 
information about the chemical ingredients in sprays, as well as campaigning to ban spe-
cific pesticides including DDT and to have pesticide-​related health and safety language 
incorporated into UFW-​grower contracts.9 Aside from some limited assistance from 
the Environmental Defense Fund, the mainstream environmental movement generally 
avoided the question of human exposure to pesticides, focusing primarily on the impact 
of pesticides on wildlife, as indeed did Rachel Carson.

During the 1960s, childhood exposure to lead paint became a significant local issue 
in a number of inner-​city communities in the United States. By 1970, Gottlieb (1993, 
247) notes, dozens of inner-​city-​based community groups and coalitions were organising 
to address lead paint issues, primarily in East Coast cities such as Rochester, Washington, 
New York and Baltimore. Aided by New Left-​inspired groups such as the Medical 
Committee for Human Rights, the lead paint movement achieved significant visibility 
both locally and nationally. At this point, however, the emphasis shifted to lead levels in the 
air, especially as a result of the emission of leaded petrol (gas). Mainstream environmental 
groups such as the Natural Resources Defense Council and the Environmental Defense 
Fund that had previously avoided involvement in this issue put a priority on reforming 
the Clean Air Act, eventually forcing a ban on the sale of leaded petrol. The lead paint 
issue did not re-​emerge until the late 1980s and by then the primary claims-​makers were 
from alternative environmental groups within the social justice movement.

Starting in the 1950s, uranium poisoning began to affect thousands of transient 
prospectors, mine and mill workers, and residents of communities living downwind of 
the uranium mines. This “radioactive colonization” (Churchill and LaDuke 1985) was 
concentrated among aboriginal American workers in New Mexico and Arizona. For 
example, a 1979 spill of radioactive tailings into the Rio Puerto in Northern New Mexico 
contaminated significant stretches of Navajo Indian lands. As Gottlieb (1993, 251) observes, 
the Rio Puerto spill occurred just weeks after the Three Mile Island accident, yet it 
received limited attention from policy-​makers and mainstream environmentalists. Indeed, 
during the 1950s and 1960s conservation groups ignored uranium issues altogether 
because they were perceived as occurring far from the scenic wilderness sites celebrated 
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as part of an Arcadian discourse. During the following decade, environmental groups were 
primarily concerned with nuclear power as an alternative energy choice, although the 
anti-​nuclear movement had begun to organise. Only in the 1990s did some groups accord 
the toxic threat to Indian lands a higher priority.

In each of these three cases, mainstream environmental groups focused on separate 
though oftentimes parallel concerns defining them in “environmental” rather than “social 
justice” terms (Gottlieb 1993, 253). In constructionist language, they established “owner-
ship” of the problems on behalf of a primarily upper-​middle-​class or elite Anglo constitu-
ency. On a more general level, they focused mainly on regulation or containment rather 
than seeking to subvert the social order in order to bring about a form of social recon-
struction which would benefit “have not” constituencies (Hofrichter 1993, 7).

In what proved to be somewhat of an anomaly, the Conservation Foundation, an 
organisation whose brief focused largely on research and education, convened a con-
ference in Woodstock, Illinois, in November 1972, to explore the themes of race, social 
justice and environmental quality. At this gathering, urban planner Peter Marcuse, son 
of the famed social philosopher Herbert Marcuse, presciently warned participants that 
divorcing equity and social justice concerns from the environmental agenda threatened to 
create a permanent rupture (Gottlieb 1993, 253). It would be another decade-​and-​a-​half, 
however, until this rupture started to reach the public eye and the environmental justice 
discourse started to attract attention.

Emergence and growth

In the United States, the environmental justice movement did not emerge until the early 
1980s. As Bullard (1990, 35) notes, this newfound activism “did not materialize out of 
thin air nor was it an overnight phenomenon”. Rather, it was the result of a growing hos-
tility by urban blacks to the siting of toxic landfills, garbage incinerators and the like in 
neighbourhoods or communities with predominantly minority populations. In the 1970s 
this discontent was confined largely to the local context but within the decade it spread 
to a wider theatre as the struggle for environmental equity was presented as a fight against 
environmental racism.10

There are several key milestones in the emergence and growth of the environmental 
justice/​racism movement during this period.

In 1987, the Commission for Racial Justice of the United Church of Christ (UCC) 
released an influential report, Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States, which documented 
and quantified the prevalence of environmental racism. The Commission undertook this 
research in response to civil rights protests in Warren County, North Carolina where 
the state was attempting to dump soil contaminated with toxic PCBs (polychlorinated 
biphenyls). The UCC report firmly established the “grounds” for the claim of environ-
mental racism by setting out the magnitude of the problem in numerical terms. Among 
its findings was the revelation that three out of five black Americans live in communities 
with uncontrolled toxic waste sites. Furthermore, blacks were heavily over-​represented in 
those metropolitan areas with the greatest number of such sites: Memphis, Tennessee; St 
Louis, Missouri; Houston, Texas; Cleveland, Ohio; and Chicago, Illinois, with over a hun-
dred each. Hispanics, Asian Americans and native peoples were similarly over-​represented 
in high-​risk communities. This confirmed a study conducted four years earlier by the 
US General Accounting Office that reported that three of the four largest commercial 
landfills in the South were located in communities of colour.11
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Also crucial in establishing the dimensions of environmental racism was the research of 
sociologist Robert Bullard. In 1979, Bullard, who taught at the predominantly black Texas 
Southern University in Houston, was invited by his wife, a lawyer, to conduct a study on 
the spatial location of all of the municipal landfills in that city in order to provide data for 
a class action lawsuit that she was arguing. Bullard confirmed that toxic waste facilities, 
not only in Houston but elsewhere in America, are most likely to be found in African 
American and Hispanic urban communities. In a series of journal articles beginning in 
1983 (many co-​authored with Beverly Wright) and in his book, Dumping in Dixie, Bullard 
documented these environmental disparities and the mobilisation of the environmental 
equity movement. Even more than was the case for the UCC report, Bullard’s work 
established the “warrants” for this problem, arguing that action was justified in order to 
reclaim for minorities “the basic right of all Americans –​ the right to live and work in a 
healthy environment” (1990, 43). Bullard subsequently become a key leadership figure as 
indicated in 1992, when he was chosen by the Clinton administration to participate in the 
Presidential transition process as a representative of the environmental justice movement 
(Miller 1993, 132).

In January 1990, Bunyan Bryant and Paul Mohai,12 professors in the School of 
Natural Resources at the University of Michigan, organised the University of Michigan 
Conference on Race and the Incidence of Environmental Hazards with papers from 
12 scholar-​activists. Among the follow-​up strategy of the Michigan Conference were a 
series of meetings in Washington with key government officials including William Reilly, 
Administrator of the EPA, and Congressman John Lewis (Bryant and Mohai 1992). One 
of the important outcomes of these meetings was Reilly’s decision to create an internal 
EPA working group to investigate the evidence and draft a set of proposals to address 
environmental inequalities (Mohai 2008, 24).

Third, under the sponsorship13 of the Commission for Racial Justice, the First National 
People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit was held in October 1991 in 
Washington, DC. At this gathering, three strands of environmental equity were identi-
fied (Lee 1992): procedural equity (governing rules, regulations and evaluation criteria to 
be applied uniformly), geographic equity (some neighbourhoods, communities and regions 
are disproportionately burdened by hazardous waste) and social equity (race, class and 
other cultural factors must be recognised in environmental decision-​making). Delegates 
to the Summit ratified a document, Principles of Environmental Justice, which sets out the 
ideological framework of the emerging environmental justice movement. Taylor (2000, 
537–​42) sorts these principles into six thematic components that deal with ecological 
principles; justice and environmental rights; autonomy/​self-​determination; corporate-​
community relations; policy, politics and economic processes; and social movement 
building. While grounded in the ecocentric principles espoused by the pioneers of the 
environmental movement (John Muir, George Marsh, Aldo Leopold), the Principles also 
argue that people have a right to clean air, land, water and food and the right to work 
in a clean and safe environment. The document affirms the rights of people of colour to 
determine their own political, economic and cultural futures. It strongly opposes military 
occupation and exploitation of their land and calls for their participation as equal partners 
in the policy arena. To ensure environmental justice, the Principles call for strong social 
movement building, both nationally and internationally. Gottlieb (1993, 269) credits the 
Summit with advancing the environmental justice movement past a “critical threshold in 
definition” both by ratifying a common set of principles and by identifying a new kind of 
environmental politics of inclusion.
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Roberts et al. (2018, 231) identify two core questions that drive the literature and 
policy of environmental justice. First, are economic differences or race more powerful 
in explaining a household’s likely exposure to toxic contamination? Second, “which 
comes first?” –​ did polluting industries move into people of colour and working-​class 
neighbourhoods, or did poorer people move to where the land was cheapest (and 
polluted)? The two questions are linked insofar as historical and ongoing institutional 
discrimination dictate that poor black residents in America continue to be denied entry 
to neighbourhoods in the better part of town. Addressing the “chicken and egg” question, 
researchers initially found existing longitudinal studies “inconclusive and contradictory” 
(Mohai and Soha 2015), but newer, more sophisticated “distance-​based” methods have 
indicated that hazardous waste facilities tend to be located in areas that are already dis-
proportionately poor and populated by a growing number of people of colour (Roberts 
et al. 2018, 239).

Organisationally, the movement has been held together in a number of decentralised, 
loosely linked networks of umbrella groups, newsletters and conferences (Higgins 1993, 
292) rather than the top-​down, professionalised configuration typical of mainstream 
environmentalism. This has its roots in the formation in the early 1980s of several nation-
ally based “anti-​toxics” groups –​ the Citizens’ Clearinghouse for Hazardous Wastes and 
the National Toxics Campaign. In the mid-​1990s, the emphasis shifted somewhat from 
national to regional grassroots networks, as epitomised by the Southwest Network for 
Environmental and Economic Justice.

While the social construction of discourse and strategic framing were crucial in com-
municating the environmental justice message to supporters, these were not by themselves 
sufficient, Taylor (2000, 563–​4) notes, to mobilise a strong base of supporters. Instead, the 
EJM embraced several key recruitment strategies. Rather than try to build movement 
networks from scratch, organisers tapped into lines of pre-​existing social relationships 
and networks, drawing from networks of people with past histories of social and political 
connections. In particular, they targeted people with strong institutional ties to churches, 
labour unions, universities, community organisations, federal agencies, legal institutions, 
grant givers and mainstream environmental organisations. Having observed the growth 
throughout the decade of the 1990s of Federal Government offices, programmes and 
initiatives devoted to pursuing environmental equity, the latter (mainstream envir-
onmental groups) finally started collaborating with communities of colour and EJOs, 
“slowly diversifying their staff and memberships, covering environmental justice issues in 
their magazines, launching environmental justice programs, and undertaking a variety of 
environmental justice initiatives” (Taylor 2000, 559). Pellow (2000) gives a good example 
of this changing relationship. During the 1970s and 1980s, many environmentalists in 
the Chicago area endorsed the growing waste-​to-​energy incinerator industry as a way of 
converting trash into a useful form. By the 1990s, however, they reversed their support for 
incineration, in large part, because they observed activists in communities of colour and 
working-​class neighbourhoods engaged in struggles to resist industry’s efforts to site these 
facilities near their homes.

One mainstream environmental group that has signed on to the environmental justice 
agenda is the Sierra Club. In 1993, the Sierra Club adopted its first environmental justice 
policy, stating that “to achieve our mission of environmental protection and a sustain-
able future for the planet, we must attain social justice and human rights at home and 
around the globe” (“Joining Together for Justice” 2004). Since then, the Club has under-
taken a number of initiatives: providing organisational assistance to over 250 low-​income 
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neighbourhoods and communities in the US; hiring full-​time environmental justice 
organisers in Detroit, Washington, DC, the Southwest and central Appalachia; awarding 
grants to help local groups to put together and lead “toxic tours”, creating community 
gardens and undertaking public education programmes about the environmental damage 
caused by factory farms in the South; helping block or shut down polluting mines, 
incinerators and sewage treatment plants; and collaborating with Amnesty International 
to defend activists under threat from the state for speaking out on environmental issues.

In the early 1990s, the environmental justice movement expanded its charter to incorp-
orate the exploitation of people in Southern countries. Much of the interaction between 
grassroots activists from the United States and their counterparts in the South has taken 
place in the context of the United Nations; for example at the Rio Summit and its pre-
paratory meetings. Environmental justice activists from the US also participated in a 1992 
meeting hosted by the Third World Network in Malaysia that focused on toxic waste. 
These networking activities with Third World activists have moved environmental justice 
leaders back on the path to a renewed ecological awareness. Vernice Miller, a co-​founder 
of the group West Harlem Environmental Action, described environmental justice as “a 
global movement that seeks to preserve and protect global ecosystems” (1993, 134).

Note, however, that tensions have arisen since the early 1990s between US-​based envir-
onmental justice activists and their compatriots in the global South. David Pellow (2007) 
notes the relative absence of American EJ groups in transnational environmental justice 
coalitions. Partly, he attributes this to their insistence on working mainly through networks 
of people of colour, while resisting joining forces with allies of different ethnicities, races 
and nationalities around the world. By contrast, activists in the global South “have made 
the pragmatic decision to join forces with allies across borders to increase their leverage at 
home and elevate the visibility of their struggles beyond their domestic national spheres” 
(Pellow 2007, 234). On their part, EJ activists in other nations have not always been 
eager to link up with American groups. In South Africa, for example, activists have stra-
tegically not wanted to be seen to be simply following a US-​based discourse and model 
of campaigning, insofar as the United States is regarded as being deeply implicated in 
patterns of economic and environmental exploitation around the world, and in the causes 
of global-​scale problems such as climate change (Kalan and Peck 2005; Walker 2012, 36).

Anand (2004, 15) has drawn a parallel between the themes of the American environ-
mental justice movement and international environmental politics between North and 
South. In particular, he identifies inequities in the international arena relating to both pro-
cedural and distributive justice that are similar to the national politics of environmental 
justice in the United States. Just as the environmental justice movement in the United 
States represents a backlash against the failure of government to address gross inequities 
in exposure to toxic dumps and other health hazards, there has been “tremendous oppos-
ition to many international global agreements and efforts because they do not adequately 
reflect the interests of countries of the South” (p. 15). The Biodiversity Convention is a 
leading example of this (see Chapter 8). Furthermore, the power imbalances inherent 
in the global economic system lead to situations where lower-​income residents in the 
nations of the South are differentially impacted environmentally. Not only is this a case 
of differential exposure to industrial effluents and other pollutants, but it has also meant 
inequities in access to basic natural resources such as fuel and drinking water.

As in Herndl and Brown’s (1996) rhetorical model of environmental discourse, the 
three environmental discourses discussed above should not be treated as being either 
static or mutually exclusive. Rather, they engage one another in dialectical fashion. For 
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example, in Southern nations, environmental activists have successfully merged elements 
of the ecosystem and social justice discourses. Creating “new imaginaries” helps energise 
local struggles and draw in a more diverse set of allies by “giving the demands of subor-
dinate groups a new claim to universality” (Evans 1992, 8–​9). Over time, Dryzek (2005, 
20) tells us, environmental discourses “develop, crystallize, bifurcate and dissolve”. And, 
sometimes, they return in a different wrapping.

Accordingly, Arcadian discourse, whose zenith in America passed nearly a century ago, 
has re-​emerged in recent decades in the form of a romantic and spiritual celebration of 
the Amazon rainforest. Thus, Slater (2002, 101) describes current images and accounts of 
the Amazon such as those that are used to attract eco-​tourists as having a “dual nature”. 
That is, they intertwine “virgin” and “virago” –​ traditional narratives of a “lush, dark, 
exciting jungle” that is harsh and untamed, and contemporary narratives of a fragile rain-
forest composing an intricate web of flora and fauna. This latter image, in turn, connects 
with ecological discourse that portrays the rainforest as “both a storehouse of valuable 
commodities and a key to global environmental health” (p. 138). A final discursive layer 
imbues this exotic, biotic paradise with an extra layer of moral urgency by drawing on a 
justice frame to publicise the plight of rubber tappers (notably Chico Mendes who was 
murdered in 1989), Indian tribes (Kayapó, Yanomani, Machiguenga) and other indigenous 
forest dwellers that face displacement and decimation at the hands of ranchers, miners and 
other agents of development.

Discourse, power relations and political ecology

It is difficult to talk about discourse without bringing in a discussion of power. Mostly, this 
is due to the influence of the French social theorist Michel Foucault (1979, 1980) who 
transformed our theoretical understanding of power, as well as putting discourse analysis 
on the academic agenda. Most analytic perspectives in the humanities and social sciences 
that employ the concept of discourse “have Foucauldian elements in terms of viewing 
discourses as something that defines what is meaningful and how it exercises power” 
(Gelcich et al. 2005, 379).

Foucault dismissed the previously paradigmatic notion that power necessarily resides 
permanently in institutions, notably the state. Rather, he conceptualised power as being 
embedded in social relationships. As such, it is not just a weapon wielded by the ruling 
class but a fundamental feature of everyday human interaction. As Hindness (1996, 
100) phrases it, power is manifested “in the instruments, techniques and procedures that 
may be brought to bear on the actions of others”. This can range from the power of a 
president or prime minister to control the agenda of a national news conference, to the 
power of one partner in a marriage to control the choices of television programmes made 
by their spouse.

Power may be everywhere but relationships of power are rarely symmetrical and wholly 
democratic. Here, Foucault makes an important distinction between power and domin-
ation. The latter refers to asymmetrical relationships of power in which the subordinated 
party has a negligible chance of exercising their will. Whereas power relationships are 
often unstable and reversible, domination means that these relationships are less fluid and 
less open to negotiation.

In the case of interpersonal power relations, one individual may hold power over 
another due to superior physical strength, attractiveness to others, rhetorical abilities, 
higher income or social status, or a more extensive network of political contacts (Scott 
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2001, 135). Where power is structured around formal institutions such as the state and 
the corporation, other means are required. In such cases, Foucault believed that power is 
exercised not so much through naked force and physical coercion as through the ability to 
shape the process of socialisation. This is much more effective because it reduces resistance 
while internalising consent. It is at this point that discourse becomes important.

Discourse provides institutions with a powerful means of incorporating individuals 
into relations of domination. Foucault regarded this as central to a process of social control 
that he labelled “discipline”. Increasingly, he observed, this occurs under the supervision 
of “experts” who are empowered through their stranglehold on scientific and technical 
forms of discourse (Scott 2001, 92). While Foucault was primarily concerned with the 
exercise of discipline within total institutions such as prisons and psychiatric hospitals, his 
insights about the close relationship between discipline and expertise can just as easily be 
extended to the domains of science and environmental risk determination.

In the ongoing cultural contest in which discourse is shaped, some players possess more 
resources than others. In their cross-​national study of talk about abortion, Ferree et al. 
(2002) coin the concept of a “discursive opportunity structure”, which they define as the 
“complex playing field [that] provides advantages and disadvantages in an uneven way to 
the various contestants in framing contests” (p. 62). Here, they are drawing on the social 
movements literature, combining the framing approach of Snow and Benford with the 
political opportunity perspective of Charles Tilly and others. Ferree and her colleagues are 
especially interested in the power exercised by large institutions like the mass media, the 
judiciary, the churches, the political parties and social movement organisations and how 
this shapes the process of producing (shaping) abortion discourse (Monteiro 2005, 160).

In the environmental sphere, legitimacy is a key resource. This is not assessed solely by 
the competition for economic resources (Dowling and Pfeffer 1975, 124), but culturally 
through the use of discursive tools. Consider, for example, the long-​standing conflict over 
forest preservation and conservation in the old-​growth rainforests of British Columbia 
between environmentalists and logging companies. Cormier and Tindall (2005) have 
shown that the former effectively utilised “wood frames”, key words and images such 
as that of the endangered giant spruce tree, to legitimise their campaign in the media 
domestically and abroad. By so doing, they provided moral ammunition for international 
actions such as consumer boycotts against pulp and paper companies. Conversely, resource 
companies can use discursive practices to legitimate their activities. Thus, Davidson and 
Gismondi (2011, 170) argue that it was ideology, not economics that ensured the devel-
opment of the Alberta Tar Sands (Box 4.1).

Box 4.1:  Legitimating the Tar Sands

The Alberta Tar Sands (in the resources sector it is known as the Alberta Oil Sands) 
is a mega project that became the focus of a bitter North American energy con-
flict, insofar as it is the production point of the oil that would have flowed through 
the controversial Keystone XL pipeline.14 In Challenging Legitimacy at the Precipice 
of Energy Calamity, Debbie Davidson and Mike Gismondi (2011) discuss tar sands 
development and politics with a view to explaining how public investment and 
support was secured for decades of investment, research and marketing. What they 
discovered is that authors of the project framed it to the provincial government 
and to the public within the tent of three well-​accepted narratives: a westernised 
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worldview of frontier individualism, a utilitarian view of ecosystems, and confi-
dence in the continued progress. In so doing, they recognise that what matters 
most to legitimacy is not what supportive conditions are present, but rather that 
evidence of contradictions is notably absent (2011, 172). Freudenburg and Alario 
(2007) describe this as diversionary reframing.

Control over discourse production also carries with it the power to “delimit both the 
actors that can legitimately engage in politics and the issues that are subject to debate” 
(Davidson and Frickel 2004, 478). This is nicely illustrated by a case study by Carolan and 
Bell (2004) of a dioxin controversy that flared in 2000–​01 in the small Mid-​western city 
of Ames, Iowa.

The conflict began with a report commissioned by the North American Commission 
for Environmental Cooperation from the internationally known scientist/​environmen-
talist Barry Commoner and colleagues at the Center for the Biology of Natural Systems 
in New York. In his report, Commoner attributed accumulations of dioxin, a toxic chem-
ical, in the Inuit community of Nunavut in the Canadian Arctic, to “drift” from a handful 
of major polluters in the United States. One of those cited was the waste incinerator 
attached to the municipal power plant in Ames. AQLN, a local activist group that had 
previously had some success in turning a local quarry into a park and water supply reser-
voir, organised a campaign of opposition. Commoner himself was brought to Iowa State 
University to deliver a lecture on “Globalization and the Environment”. In response, the 
city commissioned Robert Brown, an Iowa State engineering professor, to conduct a 
study as to whether the power plant should be tested. Citing scientific inadequacies in 
the Commoner report (lack of data directly connecting incinerator emissions with Arctic 
dioxin build-​up; apparently incorrect information on plant use and construction), Brown 
recommended against in-​plant testing.

Citing Foucault’s observation that social relations are also relations of power, Carolan 
and Bell (2004, 287) stress that the city government and the university engineers effect-
ively controlled the public debate. AQLN’s “threat to public health” frame never effect-
ively competed with an official “the Ames power plant is safe and a source of community 
pride” frame. Other than Commoner, the activists’ voices were rarely heard in the local 
press. As relative newcomers to the city, AQLN members were not well integrated 
into local community networks. By contrast, “those with access to the dominant social 
networks also have an avenue through which to express their opinions and have these 
options heard, all of which has bearing on how others perceive them as speaking the 
truth” (ibid.).

Discourse and political ecology

Discourse and discursive clashes play a central role in recent scholarship that follows the 
terrain of what has been called the new political ecology. This takes the form of locality-​
based studies of people interacting with their environments (Goldman and Schurman 
2000, 568). Contemporary political ecology, Evans (2002, 8) explains, “arose out of a dis-
satisfaction with traditional versions of ecological arguments, which tended to ignore the 
dilemmas of people whose livelihood depended on the continued exploitation of natural 
resources”.
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Researchers following a political ecology approach have focused on environmental 
struggles related to North-​South relations. In this context, the term “South” is used 
not only in a geographic sense to refer to Asia, Africa and Latin America, but also to 
reflect “the common experiences of people in these countries as a result of historically 
determined social and economic conditions resulting from their colonial and imperial 
past” (Anand 2004, 1).

Escobar (1996) has argued persuasively that capitalist development today is routinely 
sheathed in seemingly beneficial discourses such as sustainable development and biological 
conservation. This is easy to do because their meaning is, at the very least, ambiguous. The 
underlying purpose here, however, is always to “capitalise nature”.

Goldman and Schurman (2000, 570) identify two ways in which political ecology 
scholars have usefully employed discourse analysis: (1) as a method of understanding 
alternative discourses on nature, the environment and environmental degradation and 
how these clash with dominant discourses imposed by the state, Northern environmental 
movements, and transnational NGOs and (2) as a means of exploring and exposing the 
power relations embodied in national and global conservation agendas (see Chapter 8).

As we have seen, formulating and communicating ecological discourse is not restricted 
to those in power, although the latter have the upper hand in making their discourses 
dominant. There is a growing literature in the social sciences that discusses alternative 
discourses on nature and the environment that flow from the grassroots. These discourses 
are rarely unopposed, however, since they inevitably challenge the state and other claimants 
to local land and natural resources.

Paul Ciccantell (1999) makes the important point that the discursive struggle in a 
socially remote extractive periphery like the Brazilian Amazon is usually a matter of 
powerful external actors imposing their definitions over the objections of indigenous 
groups. He illustrates this with a case study of the Tucuruí dam, built on the Tocantis 
River in the eastern Amazon in the 1980s as a joint venture between a Japanese private 
and government consortium and the Brazilian government. The Tucuruí dam effectively 
cut off all river transport, forced the relocation of 20,000–​30,000 people, and transformed 
local ecosystems thereby causing threats to human health (e.g. malaria), local climatic 
changes, and a change in plant and animal species.

In this and other similar cases, three principal meanings formulated by the Brazilian 
military government in the 1960s and 1970s prevailed: the region’s rivers were an obstacle 
to road-​building and colonisation efforts; the rivers were a source of hydroelectric power 
for the raw materials processing industries and growing regional population centres; 
and waterways were access routes for oceangoing ships to export raw materials at low 
cost. Ciccantell stresses that a “pluralist” model of social construction such as that which 
prevails in the United States and Europe in which competing groups seek to define issues 
in terms that support their interests does not normally operate here. Rather, the discursive 
process is dominated by regional and national economic and political elites that are able 
to impose their definitions, even in the face of organised public opposition (1999, p. 296).

Another important depiction of these discursive struggles can be found in Nancy 
Peluso’s reporting of her research in the 1990s in Java and in the western interior of 
Borneo both of which are part of Indonesia.

In an earlier study, Peluso (1992) focused on the struggle over the teak forests of Java. 
The Indonesian state tried to assert resource control over both the forest and its indi-
genous inhabitants by applying the modern legal constructs of “property rights” and 
“criminality” (those who violated the former). In response, the forest dwellers developed 
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“a counter-​discourse on what is a fair, legal and legitimate use of the forest’ ”(Goldman 
and Schurman 2000, 569).

In her later research, conducted in the province of West Kalimanata, Peluso (2003) 
concentrates on strategies used by local people to counter official government mapping 
exercises that are justified on the grounds that they are an ongoing part of territorial 
resource management. As part of their efforts to mount “counterclaims or reclaims to 
contested or appropriated resources” (p. 232), villagers engage in countermapping. This is a 
technique by which traditional land and resource claims, many of which go back to a time 
before the Dutch colonised Indonesia, are expressed in a contemporary format. Using 
locally drawn “sketch maps” that reflect local custom or practice, the “mappers” –​ local 
activists sometimes assisted by international consultants –​ develop high-​tech maps that are 
used to make claims to government and large international NGOs.

Peluso argues that this may be practically sound, but it contributes to the emergence 
of a new “hybridized discourse” in which “common rights in long-​living trees, held 
communally by multiple generations of heirs, are slowly being replaced with a notion 
that property rights in land supersede or dominate all forms of property in trees and 
other territorial resources” (p. 233). In engaging in countermapping NGOs and others 
are utilising “state tools” and buying into state discourses of “territorialization”. They 
are also opening the door to several undesirable possibilities. Once rights to resources 
are mapped or documented, the state gains a certain power over these resources and the 
people claiming them, becoming both “a recognized arbiter and mediator of both access 
and rights”. Furthermore, the conditions are established for increased community con-
flict, especially in regions that will likely see increased migration and intermarriage in the 
future.

A second way that discursive struggles may arise in the countries of the South is 
in response to attempts by national and international NGOs (INGOs) to impose their 
agendas and viewpoints on indigenous peoples. In particular, this is manifested in the ten-
dency of INGOs to selectively take fragments of localised knowledge and translate these 
into the “global” discourse of science (Dumoulin 2003, 593–​4). This has been very much 
the case with the issue of biodiversity loss (see Chapter 8) where, until relatively recently, 
environmentalists from abroad were committed to establishing biosphere reserves and 
other protected areas, usually at the expense of local people.

Using Mexico as an example, Dumoulin (2003) demonstrates how national and 
international ENGOS (environmental non-​governmental organisations) have success-
fully framed the protection of “indigenous” knowledge within the framework of a new, 
global-​oriented approach to nature conservation. In particular, an epistemic community 
(see Chapter 6) composed of ethnobiological experts with similar academic backgrounds 
and common values (enhancement of cultural and biological diversity for the future of 
humankind) have effectively exerted their influence in international arenas of power. 
They have done so by creating a cognitive framework, disseminating information and 
lobbying politically. The key group here is the International Society of Ethnobiology 
(ISE) in concert with the leaders of the Amazon Alliance, the Forest People Programme, 
the World Rainforest Movement and Cultural Survival. Under the direction of its founder, 
Darrell Posey, the ISE was particularly successful at securing positive media coverage and 
in ensuring that the issue of biodiversity-​related indigenous knowledge is on the inter-
national environmental agenda (Dewar 1995).

Environmental NGOs are not always the most faithful translators of indigenous 
conceptions into Western discourses. As Roué (2003) points out, they are often no closer 
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to the socio-​cosmic view of indigenous peoples than were the resource development 
forces that preceded them. At best, they “enable marginal populations, deprived of pol-
itical power to acquire some at least, and to enter into communication with the centre 
and the dominant society” (p. 620). This is complicated further by the fact that ENGOs, 
by their very nature, are concerned not so much with the people to whom they relate as 
with the natural environment they inhabit, which is often perceived as wild and in need 
of protection (p. 621). On occasion, this can lead to misunderstanding and conflict.

This has been especially evident in the difficult and complex history of indigenous-​
environmental relations in Australia, described as “black and green” (see Box 4.2).

Box 4.2:  Black and Green

In Australia, the protest-​based environmental movement has been marked by “green 
black relations”. This refers to the often-​difficult intersections between Aboriginal 
people and environmental activists. Pickerell (2018) refers to “the multiple com-
peting political narratives of different indigenous activists and environmental 
organisations around notions of environment and economy”.

Aboriginals have shared environmentalists’ opposition to fossil fuel projects, not-
ably those related to fracking. This reflects the vulnerability of Aboriginal people 
in the tropical low-​lying areas of northern Australia to catastrophic heat waves, 
bushfires, floods and cyclones (Vincent and Neale 2016, 4). Nonetheless, the two 
groups have not always seen eye-​to-​eye.

Pickerell (2018) describes the history of indigenous-​environmentalist relations 
in Australia as “difficult” and “strained”. One of the problems here is that both 
sides are not nearly as uniform and united as is commonly depicted in the media. 
Environmentalists are split between prominent conservation organisations such 
as the Australian Wildlife Conservancy that establish protective sanctuaries by 
purchasing land and rely on large philanthropic donations; and smaller activist 
campaigns that are more sensitive to how indigenous people fit into the environ-
ment. On their part, indigenous communities have multiple leaderships who are not 
always in agreement. For example, some leaders favour oil and gas development on 
traditional Aboriginal land in return for compensation, others have been prepared 
to go to court to challenge this.

Based on her fieldwork in 2005 and 2011 in northern Australia, Jenny Pickerell 
identifies four competing political narratives: indigenous advocates for economic 
development, environmental groups’ vision of “saving” the environment, indi-
genous visions of a sustainable future, and environmental groups’ negotiations and 
multi-​scalar conversations. The fourth narrative involves collaboration aimed at 
developing alternative economic models that would enable careful environmental 
management alongside sustainable economic futures.

Globally, one particular point of difference between environmentalists and indigenous 
groups has been over the image of local people as noble “defenders of nature” employing 
their ancestral wisdom to protect non-​renewable resources. As we saw in the case of black 
and green relations in Australia, this is only true to a certain extent. Some traditional 
inhabitants, for example the Kayapó of the Amazon, are in fact quite entrepreneurial 
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and are willing to sell their gold and timber for the right price (Dewar 1995; Slater 
2002, Conklin and Graham 1995). As Slater (2002, 150) has noted, indigenous people 
in rainforest areas have proven most adept at borrowing vocabularies of human rights 
and environmental protection for their own ends. So too have tribal leaders in parts of 
Canada. In response, some disenchanted conservationists have concluded that sustainable 
development is impossible and that rainforests can only be protected through excluding 
all humans, including local people who dwell there. This has sparked a renewal of conser-
vation programmes wherein tracts of land with relatively untouched natural ecosystems 
are purchased with public donations and fenced off as “nature reserves” in order to keep 
them “pure”.

The lesson here, I think, is not that rainforest dwellers or other local populations in the 
South are necessarily frauds. Neither should it be concluded that the threats posed to the 
environment by mining, forestry, road-​building, corporate agriculture and urban sprawl 
are to be discounted. Rather, it should tell us that discourses that frame the situation 
in simplistic terms as a conflict between “conservation” and “exploitation” with local 
inhabitants assuming the role of “environmental defenders” are best treated with caution.

Conclusion

One especially influential type of social construction is discourse, the linguistic produc-
tion of narratives, storylines and rhetoric. As we saw in earlier chapters, much of the 
sociological writing on the environment is divided on the basis of whether it follows 
an “apocalyptic” narrative or a narrative of “ecological improvement and sustainability”. 
In this chapter, I offer up a typology of environmental discourses that broadly follows 
the history of environmentalism, especially in America. In act one, during the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century, environmentalism (or conservation as it was then 
known) was energised by an “Arcadian” discourse which holds that nature has spiritual 
value and a priceless aesthetic. When it reappeared at mid-​century, environmentalism was 
now directed by an “ecosystem” discourse that fused scientific ecology with the holistic 
beliefs of the counterculture movement. The key rationale here for environmental action 
was that human interference in biotic communities upsets the balance of nature. More 
recently, environmentalism has taken a turn towards a “justice” discourse. This combines 
civil rights warrants with grassroots environmentalism, arguing that every citizen has a 
basic right to live and work in a healthy environment. I conclude the chapter by directing 
the discussion to the importance of considering discourse and power relations jointly, 
especially in studying the “political ecology” of resource conflicts in Southern nations.
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5	� Media and environmental 
communication

In moving environmental problems from conditions to issues to policy concerns, media 
visibility is crucial. Without media coverage the odds are low that an erstwhile problem 
will either enter into the arena of public discourse or become part of the political process. 
For example, it is unlikely that many of the lay public would have become aware of “mad 
cow disease” or the purported dangers of genetically modified (GM) foods if it were not 
for media reportage (Lupton 2004, 187). Indeed, most of us depend on the media to help 
make sense of the bewildering daily deluge of information about environmental risks, 
technologies and initiatives.

While the traditional news media are important here (and are the focus of this chapter), 
there is also an extensive array of other media sources, from documentary television shows 
on nature and the environment to motion pictures, to internet web sites and social media 
(Hannigan 2020). For example, in 2005 MTV in the United States broadcast Trippin, a 
conservation series directed at teenagers. Co-​produced by film actress Cameron Diaz, 
the series presents endangered animals in their natural habitats. Episodes include Diaz in 
Tanzania and Nepal, gangsta-​rapper DMX in the Yellowstone outback, and professional 
surfer Kelly Slater on the Costa Rican coral reefs (Martel 2005).

While it met with a decidedly polarised reaction, the controversial “Cow Girl” bill-
board campaign launched by the activist group MAdGe (Mothers Against Genetic 
Engineering in Food and the Environment) instantly secured widespread public attention 
to the debate over the social and cultural ethics of genetic engineering in New Zealand 
(Box 5.1).

Box 5.1: “Cow Girl”

On 1 October 2003, billboards started appearing across New Zealand’s two lar-
gest cities, Auckland and Wellington, depicting a naked, genetically engineered 
woman kneeling on all fours with her four breasts hooked up to a dairy milking 
machine and the red letters “GE” branded on her buttocks. MAdGE (Mothers 
Against Genetic Engineering in Food and the Environment), a protest organisation 
founded by former pop music icon Alannah Currie Madge, claimed responsibility. 
In an accompanying press release (“Why Not Just Genetically Engineer Women for 
Milk?” 2013), Currie Madge explained what the billboard symbolically represented:

New Zealanders are allowing a handful of corporate scientists and ill-​informed 
politicians to make decisions on the ethics of GE. Our largest science company, 
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AgResearch, is currently putting human genes into cows in the hope of cre-
ating new designer milks. The ethics of such experiments have not ever been 
discussed by the wider public. How far will we allow them to go? Where is the 
line in the sand? Do we as human beings have the right to blur the bound-
aries between species, especially when we do not know what the long-​term 
consequences may be. As an experiment, it transgresses the fundamental integ-
rity of both woman and cow.

In their case study of protesting mothers and GM cows, Bloomfield and Doolin 
(2013) conclude that the Cow Girl billboard campaign was certainly successful 
in terms of grabbing the media spotlight and energising supporters –​ the 
advertisements reportedly swelled onsite visits to MAdGE’s website from 500 to 
7,000 a day (Bloomfield and Doolin 2013, 515). But, by flouting conventional 
mores regarding the public representation of motherhood and the female body, and 
by violating the accepted boundaries between humans and animals, the billboard 
risked cancelling the intended message about the ethical dangers of genetic engin-
eering. Indeed, the campaign uncorked an unexpected backlash, generating criti-
cism from Reality Check, another anti-​GM group, and triggering a ruling by the 
Advertising Standards Complaint Board that the billboard had breached prevailing 
community standards.

Indeed, the news media’s role as an agent of environmental education and agenda 
setting is both important and complex. As Schoenfeld et al. (1979) have demonstrated, 
the daily press in the United States was initially slow in grasping the basic substance and 
style of environmentalism, leaving it to issue entrepreneurs in colleges and universities, 
government and public interest groups to mobilise concern outside of the media net. In 
local environmental conflicts, media claims are often viewed sceptically, refracted as they 
are through the prism of residents’ own practical everyday experiences and knowledge 
(Burgess and Harrison 1993). Rather than actively sparking a response to environmental 
problems, the media often seem to be a millstone weighing down public discussion of 
environmental topics in a technical-​bureaucratic discourse that excludes interest groups 
and non-​official claims-​makers (Corbett 1993, 82).

In this chapter I will assess the news media’s conflicting role in socially constructing 
environmental issues and problems. Of particular concern is the extent to which the 
portrait of the environment presented by mainstream journalists represents (or not) a 
critique of the paradigm of technological progress as opposed to simply an extension of 
the existing corpus of disaster stories. First, however, it is necessary to briefly outline the 
general process through which the media manufacture news and endow issues and events 
with symbolic meaning.

Manufacturing news

For many years, mass communication researchers largely took for granted the existence 
of “objective” facts and events that could be verified, exclusive of whether or not they 
were actually covered by the media. Thus, floods and hurricanes, political victories and 
resignations, medical miracles, and foreign wars were all thought to have a certifiable 
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existence of their own beyond the newsroom. Reporters, editors, producers and other 
“newsworkers” might, on occasion, distort or selectively omit certain happenings but this 
did not mean that they were not real (Fishman 1980, 13).

In the 1970s, this approach gave way to a very different model, in which events 
become news only when transformed by the “newswork” process and not because of 
their objective characteristics (Altheide 1976, 173). News is conceptualised here as a 
“constructed reality” in which journalists define and redefine social meanings as part of 
their everyday working routine (Tuchman 1978). Newsmaking, in turn, is treated as a col-
laborative process in which journalists and their sources negotiate stories.

Organisational routines and constraints

While the construction of news may be influenced by cultural or political factors, it is 
generally seen as the result of inescapable organisational routines within the newsroom 
itself. Schlesinger (1978) observes that rather than being a form of “recurring accident”, 
news is the product of a fixed system of work whose goal is to impose a sense of order 
and predictability upon the chaos of multiple, often unrelated, events and issues. In his 
observational study of BBC news, he found that the backbone of each day’s newscasts 
was a routine agenda of predictable stories: labour negotiations, parliamentary business, 
activities of the Royal Family, sport scores, etc. In a similar fashion, Fishman (1980) 
observed that, rather than dig for information, reporters at a California daily newspaper 
opted instead for a diet of routine news derived from a mix of scheduled events (press 
conferences, courtroom trials) and pre-​formulated accounts of events (arrest records, 
press releases); these items were crucial in helping them to meet deadlines and story 
quotas.

In addition to mandating that news be planned, time also acts as a constraint upon the 
final product itself. This has the effect of rendering news reports “incomprehensible rather 
than comprehensive” (Clarke 1981, 43). In particular, action clips that fit more easily 
into existing formats, especially television news, are favoured over longer, more nuanced 
stories that deal with underlying causes and conditions.

By consistently failing to ask the question “why” the news process “contributes to 
decontextualising or removing an event from the context in which it occurs in order to 
recontextualise it within a news format” (Altheide 1976, 179). This tendency is further 
encouraged by the use of news angles –​ frameworks around which a particular content 
is moulded in order to tell a story. The use of news angles is pervasive in journalism and 
plays a significant role in determining not only the “spin” put on a story but also whether 
a story is suitable in the first place for broadcasting or publication.

Media constructionists have also noted the importance of news sources in shaping 
story content. Reporters usually stick to a short-​list of trusted source contacts who, on the 
basis of past experience, can be counted on to be both articulate and reliable. Indeed, it 
is not unknown for source contact lists to be passed down from one reporter to the next. 
Trusted sources come from various walks of life but they are usually people who function 
in official roles: politicians, the heads of government agencies, scientists and other experts. 
Even where the media solicit comment from opponents of the status quo, news sources 
are invariably drawn from the executive of major social movement organisations such as 
Greenpeace, the Sierra Club and Friends of the Earth.

In their classic study of the 1969 oil spill in Santa Barbara, California, Molotch and 
Lester (1975) found that powerful figures and organisations with routine access to the 
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media (the president, federal officials, oil company representatives) were far more likely 
to function as news sources than were conservationists and local officials. These sources 
exercise considerable social and political power by providing a pre-​packaged, self-​serving, 
socially constructed interpretation of a given set of events or circumstances –​ an inter-
pretation that is readily adopted by journalists who rarely have the time or the specialised 
knowledge needed to flesh out their own news angle (Smith 1992, 28).

Media discourse

In recent years, media constructionists have looked beyond the social organisation of the 
newsroom and focused on the process by which journalists and other cultural entrepreneurs 
develop and crystallise meaning in public discourse (Gamson and Modigliani 1989, 
2). This approach takes as its central concern the decoding of media texts –​ the visual 
imagery, sound and language produced in the social construction of news and forms of 
public communication (Gamson et al. 1992, 381).

The key element here is that of media frames, a concept adapted by several media 
sociologists in the late 1970s and early 1980s (Gitlin 1980; Tuchman 1978) from Erving 
Goffman’s work on small group interaction. Frames, like news angles, are organising 
devices that help both the journalist and the public make sense of issues and events and 
thereby inject them with meaning. In short, they furnish an answer to the question “What 
is it that’s going on here?” (Benford 1993, 678). When expressed over time, frames are 
known as storylines (Gamson and Wolfsfeld 1993, 118).

Even when the details of an event are not disputed, the event can be framed in a 
number of different ways. For example, the 1993 murder of Liverpool toddler James 
Bulger by two 10-​year-​old boys was variously framed by the press as a new low in the 
continuing economic and moral decline of England, the turning point in the cam-
paign against “video nasties” (one boy’s father had reportedly rented the movie Child’s 
Play 3 just before the crime), a cautionary tale for harried parents with youngsters 
in tow, and an example of the linkage between school truancy and juvenile crime. 
Both claims-​makers and their opponents routinely compete to promote their favoured 
frames to journalists as well as to potential supporters. At the same time, newsworkers 
forge their own frames largely for reasons of efficiency and story suitability. Gamson 
and Wolfsfeld (1993) depict the interaction between movements and the media as 
a subtle “contest over meaning” in which activists attempt to “sell” their preferred 
images, arguments and storylines to journalists and editors who, more often than 
not, prefer to maintain and reproduce the dominant mainstream frames and cultural 
codes. In the Nicaraguan conflict of the 1980s, for example, peace activists attempted 
to counter the official frame that the American-​sponsored Contras were waging a 
struggle against Communist expansion by promoting a “human costs of war are too 
high frame” (Ryan 1991).

Finally, as Gamson et al. (1992, 384) point out, it is wrong to assume that news con-
sumers (readers, audiences) passively accept media frames as they are; they too may decode 
media images in different ways utilising varying frameworks of interpretation (Corner 
and Richardson 1993).

Media discourse, therefore, takes the form of a “symbolic contest” in which com-
peting sponsors of different frames measure their success by gauging how well their 
preferred meanings and interpretations are doing in various media arenas (Gamson et al. 
1992, 385).
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The process of framing is comparable to the rhetoric of claims-​making in social 
problem construction (see Chapter 3). Gamson and Modigliani (1989, 3–​4) distinguish 
five framing devices: metaphors, exemplars (i.e. historical examples from which lessons are 
drawn), catchphrases, depictions and visual images; and three reasoning devices: roots (a 
causal analysis), consequences (i.e. a particular type of effect) and appeals to principle (a 
set of moral claims) which function as a kind of symbolic shorthand in telegraphing the 
core meaning of a frame.

Furthermore, they introduce the concept of media packages. Media packages help to 
organise these framing devices in cases of complex policy issues such as the use of nuclear 
power. In analysing television news coverage, newsmagazine accounts, editorial cartoons 
and syndicated opinion columns on nuclear power from 1945 to the present day, Gamson 
and Modigliani isolate seven different interpretive packages: progress; energy independ-
ence; the devil’s bargain; runaway; public accountability; not cost-​effective; and soft paths. 
As the titles suggest, each package is represented by a metaphor, catchphrase or other 
symbolic device (1989, 3).

Mass media and environmental coverage

As Schoenfeld et al. (1979, 42–​3) have demonstrated, prior to 1969, the daily press in 
the United States had considerable difficulty recognising environmentalism as a topic 
separate from that of conservation. Conservation was a reasonably well-​understood and 
respectable concern, having been around since the 1880s. It had a known constituency, 
its own legislative acts and administrative bureaus and even its own universally recognised 
symbol –​ Smokey the Bear. By contrast, the central tenet of environmentalism, i.e. that 
everything is connected to everything else, seemed difficult to grasp in journalistic terms. 
Similarly, in Britain, the preservation of the countryside, the national heritage and rare 
species of fauna and flora were all widely accepted as legitimate activities which cut across 
class lines, but few journalists readily connected them with air pollution, oil spills and 
other contemporary environmental problems.

During the late 1960s and early 1970s, media coverage of the environment rose dra-
matically and, for the first time, environmental issues were seen by journalists in both 
Britain and America as a major category of news (Lacey and Longman 1993; Parlour 
and Schatzow 1978). Newsworkers began to perceive individual difficulties such as traffic 
problems or pollution incidents as part of a more general problem of the environment 
(Brookes et al. 1976; Lowe and Morrison 1984).

There are several key events that may be cited in order to explain this upswing 
in media awareness and understanding of environmentalists’ claims. Schoenfeld et al. 
(1979, 43), citing Roth (1978) argue that the most effective environmental message 
of the century was totally inadvertent: the 1969 view from the moon of a fragile, 
finite “Spaceship Earth”.1 This provided a powerful metaphor with which to frame 
the environmental message. Psychologists have coined the phrase “overview effect” to 
denote the cognitive transformation that frequently occurs in astronauts who come 
to see the world in more ecological and holistic terms during a space flight (see Box 
5.2). Also important was Earth Day 1970, which acted as a news “peg” for a variety of 
otherwise disparate news stories on environmentally related subjects, earning exten-
sive coverage both nationally and in many local American communities (Morrison 
et al. 1972).
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Box 5.2:  Captain Kirk and the “Overview Effect”

On 13 October 2021, William Shatner, the actor best known for his role as James 
Kirk, the Captain of the Enterprise in the iconic Star Trek television series, rode into 
suborbital space and back again. At 90 years old, Shatner became the oldest human 
to exit the Earth’s orbit. Upon his return, Shatner embraced billionaire Jeff Bezos, 
owner of Blue Origin, the company which sponsored the trip, and spoke with great 
wonder and emotion to the assembled press of the world:

What I would love to do is to communicate as much as possible the jeopardy, 
the moment you see how vulnerable. The vulnerability of everything, it’s so 
small. This air which is keeping us alive is thinner than your skin. It’s a sliver. It’s 
immeasurably small when you think in terms of the universe.

Shatner’s words echo what has been called the overview effect, a psychological effect 
reported by those who have seen earth from space (Gohd 2021). Originally coined 
by Frank White, the overview effect describes the cognitive shift in awareness 
experienced by astronauts when they gaze down on our planet from a unique 
vantage point. These space travellers report that it provokes a change from identi-
fying with parts of the earth to identifying with all of it (White 2021).

Astronauts who experience the overview effect seem to develop an enhanced 
ecological worldview. One psychologist conducted 14 semi-​structured interviews 
with astronauts who had ventured into space. She found evidence that the over-
view effect has the ability to markedly influence post-​spaceflight attitudes and 
behaviours, resulting in a new level of environmental awareness (Voski 2020). When 
the space traveller is William Shatner, this enhanced view is expressed in full sight 
of the global media.

After 1970, media coverage of the environment began to fall off (Parlour and Schatzow 
1978), although it recovered briefly during the energy crisis of 1973–​4. When stories did 
appear they were most likely to be event-​related and problem-​specific. In their examin-
ation of article headlines in the Canadian Newspaper Index, Einsiedel and Coughlan (1993, 
140) observed that environmental items were located under a series of disparate and 
seemingly unconnected problem categories: air pollution; water pollution; waste man-
agement; and wildlife conservation. Similarly, Hansen (1993, xvi) notes the tendency 
of the media to define the environment “largely in terms of anything nuclear (nuclear 
power, nuclear radiation, nuclear waste, nuclear weapons), in terms of pollution and in 
terms of conservation/​protection of endangered species”. Rarely were the global aspects 
of environmental problems highlighted during this period. Even more unusual was the 
appearance of stories on environmental problems in countries of the South.

This pattern appears to have changed somewhat by the 1980s and 1990s. Einsiedel and 
Coughlan note that towards the end of 1983 new descriptor terms began to appear in 
Canadian newspaper headlines; for example “global catastrophe”, “environmental order” 
and “environmental ethics”. In contrast to the conservation focus, stories were vested 
with a more global character, encompassing attributes that included “holism and inter-
dependence and the finiteness of resources” (1993, 141). They also note an increasing 
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urgency and seriousness in the coverage of environmental issues by the Canadian press as 
indicated by the appearance of a collection of “war and dominance” metaphors: survival, 
defeat, battles, crusades. Topic headings were found to be more specific, covering such 
areas as “eco-​tourism’, “environmental law” and “eco-​feminism”. In a similar fashion, 
Howenstine (1987) detected a transformation in environmental reporting in major US 
periodicals from 1970 to 1982 towards a greater complexity of coverage. In addition, he 
found a shift across time to relatively fewer articles on the degradation and protection of 
the natural environment and more on and economic and development issues.2

However, perception that coverage is deepening may have been overly optimistic. Lacey 
and Longman (1993) note the rise of a “show business and commercial” approach to envir-
onmental issues in the British media during the 1980s and argue that the improvements 
in environmental reporting are only evident if a narrow definition of environmental 
issues is utilised. In particular, an artificial separation is created between the environ-
ment and development issues in line with a predominant editorial and political bias. For 
example, coverage of famine in East Africa has been big on shock tactics but short on 
political insight, especially in the case drought in the Sudan, a country whose political 
regime is considered unacceptable by Western policy brokers. Furthermore, the reporting 
of such stories is cyclical and usually in step with their ascendancy on the political agenda 
(Anderson 1993b, 55).

In recent decades, the “golden age” of environmental reporting has dimmed (Saunders 
et al. 2018). Increased demand for environmental stories paired with decreasing resources 
have put the brakes on investigative reporting. Tied to their desks, environmental journalists 
increasingly rely on secondary sources such as public relations firms and news agencies, 
and engage in “pack journalism”. Davies (2009) calls this “churnalism”.

Production of environmental news

To a large extent, media coverage of environmental issues is shaped by the same produc-
tion constraints that govern newswork in general. Earlier in this chapter, we discussed 
some of the most significant of these: limited production periods; story lengths; and 
limited sources. Clarke (1992) has grouped these production constraints into two general 
categories: short-​term logistical and technological constraints, and long-​term and occu-
pational constraints that are embedded in the news process itself.

Short-​term pressures of time have dictated that environmental issues and problems 
be framed by journalists within an event orientation. As Dunwoody and Griffin (1993, 
47) point out, this event orientation limits journalistic frames in two ways: it allows news 
sources to control the establishment of story frames; and it absolves journalists from 
attending to the bigger environmental picture. Three major types of environmental events 
can be identified: milestones (Earth Day, the COP 26 climate conference); catastrophes 
(oil spills, nuclear accidents, toxic fires); and legal/​administrative happenings (parliamen-
tary hearings, trials, release of environmental white papers).

The twin lures of celebrity and milestone events first came into full view at the 1992 
Earth Summit at Rio de Janeiro in Brazil. Those attending included not only more than 
a hundred heads of state, including US President George Bush, British Prime Minister 
John Major, German Chancellor Helmut Kohl and Cuban President Fidel Castro, but 
also an estimated 12,000 representatives from NGOs. Among the celebrities from the 
world of politics and entertainment were California governor Jerry Brown, actors 
Jeremy Irons and Jane Fonda, and American media mogul Ted Turner. Even before the 
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official summit began, a fundamental conflict arose between the wealthy nations of the 
North and the poorer countries of the South over a wide spectrum of issues. Finally, 
the summit was accompanied by an array of what Time magazine called “sideshows 
galore” (Dorfman 1992): a fantasy ballet, Forest of the Amazon; an indigenous people’s 
conference; and a concert for the Life of Planet Earth. The symbolism of the occasion 
was typified by the giant Tree of Life in Rio on which were hung leaf postcards from 
children worldwide.

Thirteen years later, the 2005 summit of G8 leaders in Gleneagles, Scotland, was more 
or less appropriated by rock stars Bob Geldof and Bono and converted into a media 
opportunity to publicise their campaign to eradicate African debt and end global poverty. 
As a lead-​up, ten “Live 8” concerts were staged across four continents watched by two 
billion people worldwide. At the meeting itself, Geldof and Bono were accorded quasi-​
diplomatic status, meeting one-​on-​one with world leaders, even as the usual assortment of 
protesters, including environmentalists, were held back behind the barricades. By the time 
media interest shifted dramatically to the terrorist bombings in London, African poverty 
had received an unprecedented week in the media limelight.

Catastrophes are the bread and butter of environmental news coverage. They fre-
quently involve injury and loss of life or the possibility of such. There are sometimes acts 
of tremendous courage or self-​sacrifice. Human interest stories abound: the stubborn but 
proud homeowner who sits on the roof and refuses to evacuate as the floodwaters rise; 
the baby who is found alive after three days in the rubble of an earthquake-​devastated 
neighbourhood.

According to Wilkins and Patterson (1990, 19), this event-​centred reporting is charac-
teristic not only of quick onset disasters such as tornadoes, hurricanes and blizzards but 
also of slow-​onset environmental hazards: ozone depletion, acid rain and so on. In order 
to fit these latter phenomena into the news agenda, journalists are required to picture 
them as the recent outcome of an event rather than the inevitable outcome of a series of 
political and societal decisions.

While event-​centred coverage has the advantage of raising public awareness of other-
wise ignored environmental topics, it also has a negative side. By focusing on discrete 
events rather than on the contexts in which they occur, the media tend to give news 
consumers the impression that individuals or errant corporations rather than institutional 
politics and social developments are responsible for these events (Smith 1992; Wilkins 
and Patterson 1990). This is especially applicable for environmental catastrophes. For 
example, in the case of the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, the media framed the story in 
terms of Captain Joseph Hazelwood’s alleged alcohol problems rather than deal with 
other potentially important news angles such as the recent history of cutbacks in mari-
time safety standards administered by the coastguard, or the oil industry’s lack of capability 
in cleaning up large oil spills in settings such as Prince William Sound (Smith 1992). 
Cottle (1993, 122) has described this as the tendency of an item to remain “entrapped 
within the narrow confines of its news format”, unable to allow any background explan-
ation or any input from outside, non-​official voices.

Furthermore, stories about hazards favour monocausal frames rather than frames 
involving long and complex causal networks. Thus Spencer and Triche (1994) found 
that increases in toxic pollution in the drinking-​water supply of New Orleans during 
the summer of 1988 were almost exclusively attributed to a simple natural phenom-
enon –​ a drop in water levels in the Mississippi River due to drought conditions –​ rather 
than to a combination of low water levels and a long-​standing problem with discharges 
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from chemical plants upriver from the city. They speculate that this monocausal framing 
occurred because newspaper personnel were reluctant to implicate several powerful insti-
tutional actors –​ the US Army Corps of Engineers, the state bureaucracy, the chemical 
industry –​ as contributors to this hazard event.

Cottle’s comments further suggest a second feature of the news process that shapes 
the nature of coverage: a public access that is largely restricted to official news sources. 
Since few reporters themselves feel qualified to sort out the often conflicting scientific, 
technical and political claims involved in an environmental problem, they either avoid 
substantive issues altogether (Nelkin 1987) or turn to informed sources who can offer a 
credible and easily summarised précis of what is happening.3

While these “primary definers” are depicted as coming exclusively from a hierarchy 
of social and political elites, Cottle (1993, 12) argues that this is not necessarily the case 
for environmental stories. Analysing a sample of British television programmes from 1991 
to 1992, he found that various diverse elements (i.e. scientists, diplomats, local officials 
and politicians, environmental pressure groups, individual citizens) collectively constituted 
the primary definers.4 At the same time, Cottle indicates that this was by no means “a 
situation of open and equal access” since environmental news clearly depends on a 
number of well-​organised interests, some from the dominant elite, some from opposing 
groups. Several agenda-​building studies from the same era concluded that environmental 
journalists in the United States prefer information from sources who, they perceive, have 
no obvious self-​serving economic purpose (Curtin and Rhodenbaugh 2001). Business 
and industry sources were rarely cited here as representing reporters’ first source of infor-
mation (Dumanoski 1994), nor named as being a very credible source (Fico et al. 2000).

However, Anderson (1993a) has questioned whether it is possible to deduce patterns 
of source dependence from content analysis alone. Supplementing content analysis with 
interviews, she found that ease of access varies over time. For example, during the late 
1980s, Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth had good access to the national media in 
Britain, but they subsequently experienced some difficulty as the threat to the environ-
ment gave way to other issues such as the economic recession.

At various points in its recent history, environmental news coverage has also suffered 
because it does not fit easily into the structure of routine news production. Metropolitan 
daily newspapers tend to be partially organised according to fixed “beats” –​ city hall, 
industrial (labour) relations, crime, sports, etc. Schoenfeld (1980, 458) cites one reporter 
as describing the classic environmental story as a “business-​medical-​scientific-​economic-​
political-​social-​pollution story”. This being so, editors and producers often don’t know 
what to do with stories about the environment. It should be noted, however, that this 
may have a positive aspect, insomuch as individual environmental reporters are some-
times given considerably more leeway than their colleagues working on other journalistic 
beats because environmental issues are so often difficult for non-​specialists to understand 
(Fletcher and Stahlbrand 1992, 183).

Smaller newspapers and broadcast newsrooms are less likely to use beats, opting instead 
for a general assignment system (Friedman 1984, 4). This, however, creates another set of 
difficulties. General assignment reporters, despite their optimism that they can quickly 
acquire adequate knowledge about subjects in which they have no background or 
training, are rarely capable of sophisticated reporting such as that demanded by many 
environmental stories.5

Based on his comprehensive analysis of news coverage of three environmental 
catastrophes –​ the 1988 Yellowstone Park forest fires, the Exxon Valdez oil spill and the 
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Loma Prieta “World Series” earthquake in 1989 –​ Conrad Smith, himself a former pho-
tographer and film editor, identifies three major difficulties experienced by such general 
reporters: (1) they did not conceptualise these major catastrophes as anything more than 
large-​scale versions of warehouse fires or train derailments; (2) they did not have the 
structural freedom to go beyond the obvious stories; (3) they did not know how to find 
experts and evaluate their relative scientific qualifications (1992, 190).

When environmentalism first took off as a news story in 1969–​70, many daily 
newspapers set up an environmental beat.6 Reporters were recruited from allied beats –​ 
nature, outdoor recreation, science –​ or from the general assignment pool. While the 
volume of environmental coverage rose, the quality did not always keep pace. In par-
ticular, these rookie environmental reporters seemed to experience difficulty with both 
the substance and style of environmentalism (Schoenfeld et al. 1979). When the environ-
ment faded as an issue after 1970, many of these beats were shut down (Friedman 1983), 
although some of them were later re-​commissioned (Hansen 1991).

A final short-​term constraint on environmental reporting is the role and influence 
of news editors. With one eye always fixed on circulation or audience figures, editors 
tend to favour stories that feature controversy and conflict. As a result, thoughtfulness 
often gives way to sensationalism. In addition, editors are more likely to be sensitive to 
external pressures from corporate advertisers and other powerful supporters of the status 
quo. Reporters know this, and on occasion modify or deliberately overlook significant 
stories that involve environmental wrongdoing (Friedman 1983). This evidently occurred 
in the late 1970s in Houston, Texas, where local newspaper reporters were not willing to 
go against the predominant “boomtown” mentality and report the problems surrounding 
a nuclear power plant and a nuclear treatment facility (Hochberg 1980).

Longer-​term constraints on environmental journalism relate to historically evolved 
journalistic priorities, notably the requirements for news “balance” and “objectivity”. 
These dual pillars of objective journalism first arose during the nineteenth century as part 
of the sweeping intellectual movement towards scientific detachment and the culture-​
wide separation of fact from value (Gitlin 1980, 268). Despite periodic lapses, newsworkers 
today still view objectivity and balance as the cornerstones of their profession.7

For environmental reporting, objectivity and balance mean that reporters often attempt 
to distance themselves and their readers from the environmentalist struggle to effect a shift 
in public consciousness, taking refuge instead in the objectivism of science (Killingsworth 
and Palmer 1992, 149). Journalists see themselves as a neutral and ironic voice, willing 
to be won over only if the scientific evidence concerning acid rain, global warming, 
biotechnology, etc. is sufficiently powerful and unambiguous. The major shortcoming 
of this approach is that few environmental reporters are sufficiently well informed to 
be able to effectively evaluate the “scientific standing” (Friedman 1983, 25) of the evi-
dence. Alternatively, reporters may turn to the traditional “equal time” technique whereby 
both environmentalist claims-​makers and their opponents are quoted with no attempt to 
resolve who is correct. In this case it becomes difficult for environmentalists to convince 
the public that an emerging “issue” is in fact a “problem”. The risk is that conspiracy the-
ories will be put on an equal footing with science-​based stories.

Boykoff and Boykoff (2007) have argued that the journalistic norm of balance has been 
misapplied to reporting on anthropogenic climate change. Their case study of television 
segments and newspaper articles about global warming and climate change between 1988 
and 2004 revealed that over a 15-​year period a majority (52.7%) of prestige-​press articles 
“featured balanced accounts that gave ‘roughly equal attention’ to the views that humans 
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were contributing to global warming and that [which claimed] that exclusively natural 
fluctuations could explain the earth’s temperature increase” (Boykoff and Boykoff 2007). 
This is misleading, they point out, because the group of scientists supporting the latter 
position is composed of around a dozen dissenting researchers. Balance is bias, they say.

Boyne (2003, 35) has identified a tension between the media’s dual imperative of 
analysing risk and creating an appetite for its images. All too often, it is the latter that 
predominates. Journalists, editors and producers abandon the sceptical stance described 
above and embrace the role of a “campaigner”. In such instances, the media actually come 
to lead the public agenda. On occasion, this can lead to considerable harm, especially 
where the scientific evidence is inflated or misconstrued. This is what appears to have 
happened in the case of cell phone “scares” in Britain in the 1990s.

The ideal of objectivity also means that journalists rarely express the content of envir-
onmental stories in overtly political terms, opting instead for news frames that emphasise 
conservation, civic responsibility and consumerism. Lowe and Morrison (1984, 80) even 
go so far as to contend that a major attraction of environmental issues for the media is 
that they can be depicted in non-​partisan terms, allowing journalists to subversively foster 
environmental protest at the same time as appearing to maintain a politically balanced 
stance.

Cottle (1993, 128) echoes Habermas in noting how the media debase the public 
sphere, refracting the environment through a journalistic prism that reduces politically 
charged stories such as global warming to the more immediate and mundane domestic 
and leisure concerns of ordinary consumers; for example whether a beach holiday is likely 
this summer.

Constructing “winning” environmental accounts in the media

As Stallings (1990, 88) has noted, some media accounts of environmental problems drop 
by the wayside while other “winning accounts” persist and ultimately succeed in gaining 
acceptance. Indeed, the media contribute to this by fostering an image of either growth 
or decay for a particular problem (Downs 1972).

McComas and Shanahan (1999) have interrogated this notion of “attention cycles”. The 
researchers content-​analysed stories in the New York Times and Washington Post from 1980 
to 1995 about global warming. McComas and Shanahan found that narratives about this 
environmental issue passed through five stages: a pre-​problem stage, a period of alarmed 
discovery, public realisation of significant progress, gradual decline of intense public 
interest and a post-​problem phase. Narratives about the implied danger and consequences 
of global warming were more prominent on the upswing of newspaper attention, whereas 
those dwelling on controversy among scientists received greater attention in the later 
stages (Dispensa and Brulle 2003, 93). Claims-​makers thus need to learn how to keep 
environmental stories fresh and compelling.

In charting the ascent and tenure of environmental problems on the media agenda, it 
is possible to identify five key factors.

First, in order to gain prominence, a potential problem must be cast in terms which 
“resonate” with existing and widely held cultural concepts (Kunst and Witlox 1993, 4). 
This is why the frame alignment process is so crucial. Despite decades of exposure to 
environmental discourse, the actual awareness and salience of most environmental issues 
remains “pitifully low” (Cantrill 1992, 37). In particular, most citizens, especially in North 
America, continue to place their faith in science and technology and to believe that 
economic growth is generally desirable. Thus, packaging an issue in the form of direct 
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criticism of the Dominant Social Paradigm would not appear to be an effective commu-
nication strategy for environmental claims-​makers. Instead, it makes more sense to situate 
environmental messages in frames that have wider recognition and support in the target 
population: health and safety, bureaucratic bungling, good citizenship and so on.

Second, a potential environmental problem must be articulated through the agendas 
of established authority fora (Hansen 1991, 451), notably politics and science. If it does not 
receive this legitimation, a problem will likely stagnate outside the media arena. This was 
the case in Britain where various “green” issues (acid rain, ozone damage) lay relatively 
fallow until invigorated by a speech from Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher to the Royal 
Society in September 1988, in which she adopted an environmental rhetoric for the first 
time.8 The Thatcher speech conferred a new degree of political legitimacy on the envir-
onment and the environmental movement and this subsequently diffused throughout 
many other arenas with the assistance of the mass media (Cracknell 1993).

Third, environmental problems that conform to the model of a publicly staged social 
drama are more likely to engage the attention of the media than those that do not. As 
Palmlund (1992, 199) suggests, the societal evaluation of risk takes the form of a dramatic 
contest coloured by emotions and containing both blaming games and games of celebra-
tion. In this contest there are readily identifiable heroes, villains, victims and even a chorus. 
Love Canal was the perfect media story by this yardstick with the timid housewife turned 
activist Lois Gibbs as the heroine, neighbourhood children with their increasing health 
problems as the primary victims, and Hooker Chemical as the odious polluter.

Some environmental organisations, notably Greenpeace, have been very successful in 
staging morality plays in front of the global media with themselves as intrepid idealists and 
a changing cast of characters –​ whalers, seal hunters, French sailors, nuclear operators –​ as 
the villains. By contrast, problems that lack this fairy-​tale quality, for example the seepage 
of indoor radon gas into Canadian and American homes, are more difficult although not 
impossible to sell to the media.

Fourth, an environmental problem must be able to be related to the present rather than 
the distant future in order to capture media attention. Dianne Dumanoski, an environ-
mental reporter for the Boston Globe, notes that some of the more immediate environ-
mental problems such as oil spills interest editors more “because they can understand that. 
… There’s dirty stuff on the rocks; it’s not computer models and these guys at MIT talking 
about something in the future’ ”(Stocking and Leonard 1990, 41).

Global warming appeared to be a faraway problem until the abnormally hot summer 
of 1988 when a series of tangible environmental disasters –​ droughts, floods, forest 
fires, polluted beaches –​ dominated the news. These contributed significantly to Time 
magazine’s editorial decision to feature the endangered earth in its “Planet of the Year” 
issue of 2 January 1989 (McManus 1989).

Finally, an environmental problem should have an action agenda attached to it either at 
the international (global conventions, treaties, programmes) or the local community (tree-​
planting, recycling) level. Environmental conditions that are less amenable to action are 
not as likely to appeal to reporters and editors unless, as was the case with the Ethiopian 
famine, a moral panic can be created around the consequences provoking a flurry of 
humanitarian relief efforts. Furthermore, rather than advocating some long-​term action 
plan with results which may not be noticed for decades, environmental claims-​makers 
should be able to offer the media some tangible results in the here and now: for example 
shutting down an incinerator, cleaning up a polluted harbour, rescuing a beached whale. 
Unfortunately, as Solesbury (1976, 395) has noted, complex environmental problems with 
multiple dimensions are the most difficult to process because they can easily become 
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bogged down in scientific disputes and interdepartmental rivalries. In such cases the 
media will tire of a problem, relegating it to a journalistic limbo where it is considered 
neither finally retired nor sufficiently topical to be of current public interest.

Mass-​mediated environmental discourse

From a topic with no distinct identity of its own, the environment has progressed to the 
point where it is now an established part of everyday journalism. While there has been a 
broad upsurge in coverage, there’s no single overarching environmental discourse. Instead, 
the media are the site of multiple outlooks and approaches, some of which are in direct 
conflict with the others (see Brulle 2000).

On one level, environmental communication is primarily an objectivist scientific dis-
course. As noted earlier in this chapter, journalists normally view themselves as impartial 
judges open to conversion only if the scientific proof is seen to be convincing. Scientific 
claims are reported at face value with relatively little attention given to their constructed 
nature, nor to their unknowns and uncertainties (Stocking and Holstein 1993, 202). 
Journalists have little patience with the thrusts and parries of scientific debate: either a 
danger exists or it doesn’t.

At the same time, the media routinely lapse into a human interest discourse which 
“carries the journalist out of the field of natural science and into the action oriented fields 
of social movements and politics” (Killingsworth and Palmer 1992, 135). Here, the burden 
of proof is less exacting. The essence of an environmental problem is more likely to be 
presented in a single dramatic image: a drum of toxic material, a discarded syringe on the 
beach, a head of foam on the surface of a trickling stream. Scientific scepticism is replaced 
by “common sense”. The emphasis is less on the nature of the conditions that underlie the 
problem and more on the imputed consequences for people’s lives. The narrative is more 
dramatic, even mythological.

Take for example a wire service story from the mid-​1990s (Lawson 1994) on public 
hearings into a request by a joint Canadian-​American venture to convert an unused oil 
pipeline running through rural Ontario (Canada) to a natural gas conveyance. Rather 
than examine the technical, economic and environmental feasibility of the project, the 
reporter chose to emphasise the participation as an intervenor of Jean Lewington, the 
widow of an area farmer who had spent 30 years successfully fighting a previous pipeline 
extension, thereby changing the way utility companies must deal with farmers and their 
land. This was accented by a photograph of Mrs Lewington standing in front of her barn 
with a headline that read “Farm Widow Re-​fights Old Pipeline Foe”.9

Third, the media, especially the business press, have increasingly adopted a discourse 
that presents the environment as an economic opportunity. The key message here is that 
environmental adversity can be turned into profit through human ingenuity and industry. 
Much of this type of coverage is product-​oriented, touting a wide variety of “green” 
products from the energy-​saving house to nuts harvested by indigenous peoples in the 
rainforests of Brazil. The predominant message is that the entrepreneurial spirit need not 
be incompatible with ecological values; rather, the two are mutually reinforcing. This 
optimistic view of the environment has been amplified in the massive body of stories on 
the promise and prospects for “sustainable development”.

Fourth, the media situate the environment as the locus for rancorous conflict. While 
this environment as conflict package sometimes deals with the wider clash of cosmol-
ogies between environmentalists and their opponents, it is more likely to depict these 
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disputes in the same manner as journalists routinely portray industrial relations disputes. 
That is to say, protesters are implicitly blamed for the disruption of normal commerce, 
the rationale for their actions is compressed into short sound bites and the background 
to the conflict is downplayed. The leaders of environmental protest actions are often 
presented as “hippies” and “violent ecoteurs armed and ready for monkey wrenching” 
(Capuzza 1992, 12).10

While their demands for action not words on climate change have been echoed by 
members of the Royal Family including Princes Charles and William, and even reputedly 
Queen Elizabeth, the radical direct action group Extinction Rebellion and its offshoot 
Insulate Britain have been regularly denounced by the British media as a threat to public 
safety for blocking highways. In one high-​profile incident in September 2021, a spokes-
person for Insulate Britain stormed off ITV’s Good Morning Britain after being accused 
of hypocrisy for urging the public to do more to tackle climate change while reportedly 
not insulating his own home. Media clips such as this confirm the public’s unease with 
radical environmental protesters. One notable exception to the usual negative media 
coverage accorded environmental dissent is the treatment of youthful protesters against 
a road-​building scheme on the A30 motorway (highway) in Devon, England, in 1997 
(see Box 5.3).

Box 5.3: “Swampy”

The 1997 protests against road-​building in Devon put an unusually positive spin 
on grassroots environmental protest in the UK countryside. In fact, a most unlikely 
hero known only as “Swampy” arose from this protest. Swampy was the last of five 
protesters to emerge after camping for a week in a maze of tunnels underneath the 
road. Among other things, Swampy wrote a column in the Sunday Mirror for nine 
weeks; appeared on a popular TV news quiz comedy show; and was the inspir-
ation for a character in the long-​running television soap opera Coronation Street. As 
Paterson (2000, 151) notes, Swampy “became a byword for environmental direct 
action and youth disaffection from formal politics”. Paterson argues that the media 
de-​activated the more radical elements in the campaign by normalising Swampy and 
his fellow protesters (“Muppet Dave”, “Animal Magic”). For example, the Daily 
Express dressed Swampy in designer Armani suits for a photo shoot; and the Daily 
Mail profiled Animal Magic as a talented and articulate 16-​year-​old adolescent who 
even blushed when asked about her boyfriends. While this may have had the effect 
of making opposition to the road-​building programme seem acceptably idealistic 
and legitimate (as against coverage of previous protest actions of this type elsewhere 
in the UK that were depicted as violent and extreme), at the same time it obscured 
“the connections between road building and broader social and political questions 
and thus deep opposition of the road protesters to modern forms of organization 
and power” (Paterson 2000, 158).

An environmental conflict story may shoot to the top of the news agenda if a well-​
known celebrity arrives on the scene. For example, the 1990s protest against clear-​cutting 
the old-​growth forest on Clayoquot Sound, Vancouver Island, which has been described 
as the “war in the woods” that set the stage for today’s battles over oil and gas pipelines 
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(“Environmentalists Mark Milestone” 2013) was elevated in news value when Robert 
Kennedy Junior arrived to “inspect the damage”. Three decades later, more than 100 
celebrities including musicians Bryan Adams and Neil Young and actresses Jane Fonda and 
Emma Thompson signed a letter to British Columbia Premier John Horgan demanding 
that the old-​growth forest in Fairy Creek be preserved from clear-​cutting (Brend 2021). 
Rancorous environmental conflicts are supercharged with symbolic content with both 
protesters and their opponents likely to use the framing and reasoning devices identified 
by Gamson and Modigliani (1989).

One consequence is the spillover of this media discourse into real life ideological 
battles between environmentalists and their opponents. Thus, Dunk (1994) observed that 
the forest workers in north-​western Ontario tend to regard environmentalists as outsiders 
from “down south” or from “big cities”, in large part because they uncritically accept the 
dominant normative structure of the popular media’s representation of environmental 
issues as a confrontation between middle-​class, urban-​based environmental radicals and 
local citizens fighting to keep their jobs.

Fifth, the media situate the environment within an apocalyptic narrative (see 
Chapter 1). Employing a series of medical metaphors, our planet is depicted as facing 
a debilitating, perhaps terminal, illness. Overpopulation, loss of biodiversity, rainforest 
destruction, ozone depletion and global warming are all linked causally to this impending 
ecological crisis. Despite the caution expressed in scientific media discourse, journalists 
give considerable news space to the popularised accounts of global threats formulated by 
Paul Ehrlich (overpopulation, biodiversity loss), Steven Schneider (global warming) and 
Norman Myers (tropical deforestation) and other prophets of doom. Thus Time maga-
zine subtitled its 1989 special issue cover story on the greenhouse effect with the caption, 
“Greenhouse gases could create a climatic calamity” (Killingsworth and Palmer 1992, 
158). Greta Thunberg, the Swedish teen activist and media star, holds little hope that a 
climate catastrophe will be avoided unless the current trajectory is halted, “It should be 
obvious that we cannot solve a crisis with the same methods that got us into it in the first 
place” (Adam et al. 2021).

Finally, the environment is scrutinised through the lens of institutional decision-​
making. Rather than attributing it a unique status, the environment is treated as just 
another policy area alongside health care, education and social services. The focus here 
is on regulatory agencies and processes, impending legislation, political personalities and 
international fora (United Nations, European Community). Too often this leads to an 
ingrown policy debate between political and scientific elites (Wilkins and Patterson 1990, 
21) in which the public is only an incidental bystander.

At any one time, various media packages as well as a plethora of individual news frames 
may compete for dominance. A single environmental event may have multiple shifting 
frames as it develops. For example, Daley and O’Neill (1991) trace the odyssey of the 
Exxon Valdez oil spill from a disaster narrative (the public as helpless victims, a catastrophe 
outside human control) through a crime narrative (the captain was culpable) to an envir-
onmental narrative (environmentalists contested the statements and practices of industry 
and government officials). At the same time, attempts to frame a story may fail. In the 
Exxon Valdez case, a competing subsistence narrative (the oil spill posed a threat to native 
Alaskans’ way of life) was all but ignored, appearing only in an indigenous publication, the 
Tundra Times. Journalists are thus faced with choosing from an assortment of narratives, 
languages and viewpoints at the same time as adhering to the formats and structures 
imposed by standard journalistic practice.

 

 

 

 

 



Media and environmental communication  119

119

Climate change and the media

Over the past three decades, a significant portion of environmental reporting has addressed 
climate change issues. The topic received little notice until the late 1980s. When it did 
finally appear on the media radar, it was initially framed as a scientific issue, highlighting 
in particular reports and testimonials from prominent researchers such as James Hansen 
and Steven Schneider. After 1988, climate change was increasingly politicised in the 
media and greater attention was paid to its social and political implications (Saunders 
et al. 2018).

According to Maxwell Boykoff, there are three sets of factors that contribute in concert 
to the volume of press coverage of anthropogenic climate change: ecological/​meteoro-
logical, political and scientific. The first of these focuses on dramatic geophysical events 
such as floods, hurricanes, wild fires and droughts. Political stories feature statements and 
actions by political leaders that move the needle in the climate change debate. Scientific 
reporting is concentrated around official reports such as that released every few years by 
the IPCC (International Panel on Climate Change).

Boykoff (2007) analysed climate change coverage in eight major newspapers in the 
United Kingdom and the United States from 2003 to 2006. While there was a steady 
rise in coverage up to the end of the study period –​ it quadrupled in British newspapers 
and increased approximately two and a half times in the United States –​ there were 
peaks and valleys. In the UK, the two largest increases in coverage took place in June–​
July 2005 and September–​November 2006. In the first instance, the Group of 8 (G8) 
Summit in Gleneagles Scotland provoked heavy coverage, notably of a joint statement 
by 11 leading international science bodies in advance of the Summit stating that most of 
the warming in recent decades could be attributed to human activities. In September–​
November, the UK release of the Al Gore film, An Inconvenient Truth, was a key factor, 
as was the much-​publicised donation of three billion dollars by Virgin entrepreneur 
Richard Branson to renewable energy initiatives and biofuel research. In the United 
States, the largest increase was in November 2006 and was associated with Arnold “The 
Governator” Schwarzenegger’s approval of a California bill to cap industrial greenhouse-​
gas emissions.

As might be expected. the media in America polarises along political lines in its 
reporting on climate change. A recent study by Esparcia and Gómez (2021) analysed 189 
news items broadcast/​published by Fox News, Breitbart, CNN and the New York Times 
during COP 25, the 2019 United Nations Climate Change Conference. The researchers 
found that media with a Republican political tendency, notably Breitbart, were the only 
ones that broadcast climate change denial news. Media with a Democratic Party slant 
(CNN, New York Times) were more likely to run stories that critically examined the fossil 
fuel industry. Esparcia and Gómez conclude, “The media are political actors that partici-
pate in this process of public discussion, issuing speeches to combat or deny the climate 
emergency”.

Conclusion

What should be evident from the discussion in this chapter is the considerable extent to 
which environmental news is socially constructed. In large measure this is a reflection of 
the rhythms and constraints inherent in the practice of journalism itself. In addition, it 
reflects the multiple competing claims that newsworkers must routinely sort out in the 
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course of putting together a story. This central difficulty in reporting has been summed 
up by Stocking and Leonard in this way:

The environmental story is one of the most complicated and pressing stories of our 
time. It involves abstract and probabilistic science, labyrinthine laws, grandstanding 
politicians, speculative economics and the complex interplay of individuals and soci-
eties. Most agree it concerns the very future of life as we know it on the planet. 
Perhaps more than most stories it needs careful, longer-​than-​bite sized reporting and 
analysis now.

(1990, 42)

Whether this depth of coverage is realistically possible is an open question that depends 
on several factors.

First, editors and producers, the newsworkers (and gatekeepers) who effectively set 
everyday line-​ups and assignments must see environmentalism as more than a transient 
phenomenon which loses its lustre once it ceases to register strongly in public opinion 
polls and government agendas. This is less likely to be the case in regions of the country 
where environmental conflict is endemic because of a natural-​resource-​based economy. 
Ironically, the one section of the media where environmental coverage has become 
institutionalised is in the financial pages where “green business” and “alternative energy” 
are seen as having increased relevance.

Second, environmental issues must be perceived as occupying a distinctive story niche 
rather than simply overlapping a multitude of existing subject areas –​ politics, business, 
agriculture, science and technology. Without a distinctive image, environmental coverage 
is destined to always remain event-​driven and conflict-​oriented. At the same time, envir-
onmental problems are by their very nature intricately tied in to economic and political 
structures and policies, making it difficult and sometimes even inadvisable to consider 
them separately; for example this is the case with many “sustainable development” stories. 
It is thus difficult to balance the need for a distinct environmental specialty beat with the 
need for a depth of coverage that may reside in other areas of journalistic expertise.

Finally, some way must be found to combine “muck-​raking” or “exposure journalism” 
with the longer-​term goals of environmental education and policy reform. Investigative 
reports in the press or on television programmes such as Panorama, 60 Minutes, Frontline, 
The Fifth Estate may temporarily shock audiences but they do not necessarily result in 
either a deeper understanding of an issue or in effective regulatory action. Indeed, some-
times there can be a response quite different from that desired by activist claims-​makers. 
Fletcher and Stahlbrand (1992, 195) cite what occurred in the early twentieth century 
when Upton Sinclair wrote a widely noticed exposure of the exploitation of immigrant 
workers in the large meat-​packing plants of Chicago in his book The Jungle (1906):

His dramatic example of a man falling into a machine and being minced with the 
meat led not to a better protection for workers but rather to meat inspection laws, a 
reform the meat packers wanted to help them compete in European export markets.

In a similar fashion, a segment on 60 Minutes concerning a community activist’s fight 
against an incinerator which, she charged, was emitting toxic pollutants evidently resulted 
in a number of positive business enquiries from other American municipal governments 
to the waste management company which operated the facility. There must, then, be some 
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blend of story elements that succeeds in raising an alarm in the public arena and then situ-
ating this concern within a clearly defined set of goals for environmental reform.

Further reading
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Washington, DC: Island Press, 2006.

John Hannigan, “Media and the Environmental Movement in a Digital Age”, in K. Legun, J.C. 
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Volume 1. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020.
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6	� Science, knowledge and environmental 
problems

It is rare indeed to find an environmental problem that does not have its origins in a 
body of scientific research. Acid rain, loss of biodiversity, global warming, ozone deple-
tion, desertification and dioxin poisoning are all examples of problems which first began 
with a set of scientific observations. Ultimately, it is the scientific underpinnings of these 
environmental problems which lift them above most other social problems that are more 
dependent on morally based claims (Yearley 1992, 117). Science, Lidskog and Sundqvist 
(2018) insist, “is crucial for gaining knowledge of environmental problems, bringing those 
problems to the awareness of the public, and developing organisational and individual 
strategies to handle them”.

Furthermore, scientific researchers act as gatekeepers, screening potential claims for 
credibility. In 1988, when the British ecological organisation, Ark, mounted a publicity 
campaign in which they alleged that melting ice caps due to global warming would raise 
sea levels five metres in 60 years, thereby covering much of Britain with water, more sober 
scientific estimates of less than a metre rise quickly discredited the Ark initiative (Pearce 
1991, 288–​9).

Yet paradoxically, science itself is frequently the target of environmental claims. One 
notable example of this is the contemporary debate over genetic engineering and its 
potentially harmful effects in the environment. In these cases, claims-​makers explicitly 
reject the technical rationality of science in favour of an alternative cultural rationality 
that appeals to “folk wisdom, peer groups and traditions” (Krimsky and Plough 1988, 
107). Science is pilloried for interfering with the natural order rather than praised for 
lending its authority to a claim. The lay-​ person’s distrust of science and its users, Peuhkuri 
(2002, 159) suggests, may stem from past experiences where expert groups have appeared 
to be supporting powerful, trans-​local interests at the expense of the local identity and 
way of life.

Science as a claims-​making activity

The profile of science presented so far would seem to suggest that scientific findings 
reflect the physical reality of the natural world in a relatively straightforward manner. 
Science would therefore appear to be a search for truth in which the goal is to obtain 
a clear reflection of nature, as free as possible from any social and subjective influences 
that might distort the “facts”. Yet to the contrary, the assembly of scientific knowledge is 
highly dependent on a process of claims-​making. In this regard, Aronson (1984) identi-
fied two types of knowledge claims made by scientists: cognitive claims and interpretive 
claims.
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Cognitive claims aim to convert experimental observations, hypotheses and theories into 
publicly accredited factual knowledge. Blakeslee (1994) describes this conversion process 
as one in which scientists must adeptly stake novel claims while at the same time fitting 
them into an established research tradition. She gives as an example the process of cogni-
tive claims-​making in the physics journal, Physical Review Letters, in which contributors’ 
letters announcing innovations have come to resemble journalistic accounts of scientific 
findings complete with an arsenal of rhetorical strategies.

Interpretive claims, on the other hand, are designed to establish the broader implications 
of the research findings for a non-​specialist audience. Interpretive claims implicitly ask lay 
audiences to certify the social utility of the research, and the content of the claim supplies 
the reason they should do so. For example, in the case of global warming, the cognitive 
claim is that gases from cars, power plants and factories are creating a greenhouse effect 
that will boost the temperature significantly over the next 75 years or so. The interpretive 
claim here is that this heating trend is potentially dangerous because, among other things, 
it will cause havoc with the existing geography of the earth, flooding some low-​lying 
areas such as the Netherlands and New Orleans and bringing drought to fertile agricul-
tural regions such as the American Midwest.

Not only do scientists make knowledge claims, but, they also routinely construct 
“ignorance claims” (Smithson 1989). This means that researchers highlight “gaps” in avail-
able scientific knowledge in order to make a case for further research funding or, con-
versely, to retard further policy action on the grounds that not enough hard data exist to 
justify regulation or legislative activity (Stocking and Holstein 1993).

Aronson (1984) outlines three types of interpretive claims which scientists make: tech-
nical, cultural and social problems.

Technical interpretive claims-​making occurs when researchers act as scientific advisers to 
industry and government. This often involves the evaluation of risks posed by controver-
sial technologies (nuclear power, genetic engineering), suspected toxic pollutants (dioxin, 
mercury) and global hazards (ozone depletion, global warming). While in theory scientific 
advisers are restricted to a narrow technical assessment role, in reality they incorporate 
their own political agendas and knowledge claims into their own interpretations and 
recommendations.

Salter (1988) uses the term “mandated science” to refer to the science which is used for 
the purposes of formulating public policy including studies commissioned by government 
officials and regulators to aid in their decision-​making. Despite an official face of neu-
trality flowing from scientific expertise, members of expert panels regularly make moral 
and political claims and choices. These choices are fashioned as much by policy consid-
erations as by scientific norms. For example, a scientific advisory committee dealing with 
pesticide safety may be equally aware that banning a chemical compound will negatively 
affect a $500 million industry, while recommending its use could have serious health 
effects that will only become evident ten years later. This knowledge, Salter observes, 
affects the committee’s recommendations as much as does their technical data, thereby 
imbuing their activities with a strong interpretive flavour.

Cultural interpretive claims attempt to develop ideological support both for expenditures 
on scientific research and for the autonomy of science. The media through which the 
claims are presented are public speeches, articles in popular scientific magazines (New 
Scientist, Scientific American) and on the op-​ed pages of influential newspapers (New York 
Times, Washington Post, The Times (London)), testimony before parliamentary enquiries 
and participation in government –​ industry committees and panels. In some cases, the 
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receipt of an international scientific prize allows the researcher a unique platform from 
which to address broader social and political concerns. This is what occurred in Canada 
when John Polanyi won a Nobel Prize in chemistry and took advantage of the out-
pouring of public attention to address a raft of issues from government underfunding 
of universities to nuclear disarmament and peace. In other cases, the threat of a public 
review of scientific work can mobilise scientists towards making cultural interpretive 
claims. For example, Krimsky (1979) has demonstrated that the threat of external inter-
vention and control into recombinant DNA molecule research in the 1970s turned 
American scientists into surprisingly effective lobbyists for scientific autonomy and the 
freedom of self-​regulation.

Social problem interpretive claims assert the existence of a social problem for which a 
particular scientific specialty is uniquely equipped to solve. Aronson identified three 
conditions under which scientists are likely to make such claims.

The first is when a new discipline has no foothold in the academic world and there-
fore must appeal to external constituencies to obtain funding and political support for 
its work. To a degree, this has been the case for environmental science, which has been 
routinely criticised by many mainstream scientists for doing research that is defensive or 
of low quality (Rycroft 1991).

The second condition is when enterprising scientists, ever in search of new publicly 
derived research funds, attempt to show that their existing research work contributes to 
the solution of a recognised social problem or that it will successfully solve a previously 
unrecognised problem. This was characteristic of cancer research in the 1970s and AIDS 
research in the 1980s.

A third condition under which social problems claims-​making is likely to occur is 
when scientists are confronted by social movements which seek to restrict or contain their 
research. In this situation, scientists are compelled to assemble and promote their own set 
of interpretive claims to either justify why a problem exists and their research should con-
tinue or why their research should not be construed as constituting a problem.

Aronson argues that there is a tendency for the first two forms of interpretive claims, 
technical and cultural, to eventually be transformed or subsumed by the social problem 
form because what is basically at stake is the social utility of science. That is, researchers 
realise that it is better strategy to proactively make a case for the social benefits of their 
work rather than wait and subsequently have to justify it in an atmosphere of scepticism 
and budget slashing.

Scientific uncertainty and the construction of environmental 
problems

What particularly opens the door to the creation and contestation of environmental 
problems is the inability of science to give absolute proof –​ unequivocal evidence of safety. 
Instead, scientists are reduced to offering estimates of probability that often vary widely 
from one to another. This lack of certainty allows claims-​makers both within and outside 
science to assert that the situation is alarming, that the risk is too high and that society 
should do something about it.

Furthermore, mainstream science and green activists differ fundamentally as to when 
human intervention is necessary to protect the environment. This difference in perspec-
tive is nicely illustrated in a debate that took place in the early 1990s in the pages of the 
British science magazine, New Scientist.
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Here, Brian Wynne and Sue Mayer argue that the decision whether to take official  
action on environmental risks should be governed by a precautionary principle. This states  
that if there is reason to suspect that a particular substance or practice is endangering the  
environment then action should be taken even if the evidence is not ironclad. The rationale  
behind this view is that it will be too late to respond effectively if we wait for a final scien-
tific resolution years down the road. Where the environment is at risk, there is, they argue,  
“no clear cut boundary between science and policy” (Wynne and Mayer 1993, 33).

Since it emerged at the First International Conference on Protection of the North Sea 
in 1984, the precautionary principle has been enormously influential, especially in Europe. 
British sociologist Adam Burgess (2003, 105), who views the concept as problematic, 
nonetheless acknowledges that it “forms the basis for much domestic and international 
policy making” and, in its harder form, “represents a frontal challenge to the experimental 
method that has been so central not only to science, but to modern society in gen-
eral”. Theofanis Christoforou (2003, 205–​6), a legal adviser to the European Commission, 
observes that in the EC, the precautionary principle has the status of “nothing less than 
a mandatory treaty principle”. If properly applied, he says, it “can be deployed to ensure 
that the societal values and democratic policy choices on health and environmental pro-
tection are fulfilled”.

Figure 6.1 � Global warming fact or fiction debate
Source: Saturday Evening Post 264(3), September/​October, 1992
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Alex Milne, a consulting chemist who spent 34 years working in the paint industry, 
presents the contrary position. Milne rejects the precautionary principle, which he labels 
as one of the central doctrines of “green science”, as entirely the wrong approach. It is 
worse, he claims, than the legal principle in Alice in Wonderland, where the pattern was 
“sentence first, verdict afterward”; here it is “verdict first, trial afterward and no need for 
evidence” (1993, 37). The precautionary principle, he complains, has nothing to do with 
science: it is entirely an administrative and political matter.

A large measure of the disagreement here revolves around how science should be done. 
In traditional science, a reductionist principle predominates. This means that researchers 
break down a problem into the smallest number of constituent parts and look at each part 
separately, controlling as much variation as possible. If you want to look at the effect of 
a toxic chemical on the breeding pattern of fish, you isolate the fish in an experimental 
setting, vary the levels of the chemical and record the birth results. By contrast, a car-
dinal principle of green science is the necessity of looking at the world holistically. Since 
everything is connected to everything else, it does not make sense to disassemble an eco-
logical web experimentally. For example, immunity is a complex system that is linked to 
a variety of factors from genetics to environmental pollution to socio-​psychological stress. 
Causation may be indirect or multiple, making it all but invisible to the reductionist per-
spective of traditional “good science” (Wynne and Mayer 1993, 34).

In policy terms, good science manifests itself in the form of an assimilative approach 
which purports to define scientifically the capacity of an ecosystem to assimilate pollutants 
without harm and then licensing industrial discharges within these “proven” safe limits. 
What this ignores, environmentalists maintain, is the possibility of a chemical interaction 
among the polluting chemicals that creates a potential for end effects not anticipated by 
the assimilative model.

In evaluating the use, neglect and possible misuse of a precautionary approach to 
14 detailed cases of occupational, public and environmental hazards, Harremoës et al. 
(2002,187) conclude that a central lesson is that there will always be inevitable surprises 
or unpredicted effects, no matter how sophisticated knowledge is. For example, in the 
case of stratospheric ozone depletion, chemicals that were relatively inert under “normal” 
conditions turned out to behave very differently under conditions that were not considered 
in the risk appraisal. A key element in a precautionary approach, then, is to acknow-
ledge the possibility of surprise. Pragmatically, this requires greater care and deliberation in 
decision-​making. The editors also recommend “a broadening of appraisals to include more 
scientific disciplines, more types of information and knowledge, and more constituencies”.

Carolan (2007) depicts the precautionary principle as a short-​sighted strategy for use in 
threat assessment. The difficulty here, he says, goes all the way back to its definition, which 
is “vague and difficult” and “difficult to translate into practical action”. In the face of an 
open and ambiguous definition,

it becomes left to interested parties (regulators, industry representatives, environ-
mental advocacy organizations and the like) to work out the operational details. What 
guarantee is there then that powerful actors will not shape those operational details to 
benefit their interests while excluding the interests of the less powerful?

(Carolan 2007, 7)

As Salter (1988) has observed, quite different sets of criteria are applied depending on the 
context in which research evidence is evaluated. Conventional science possesses a deeply 
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ingrained capacity to handle ambiguity; indeed, most journal articles routinely end with 
the caveat “further research is needed”. By contrast, the burden of proof is stricter when 
scientists appear before regulatory hearings or in the courtroom. Here, legal concepts such 
as “reasonable doubt” are prominent –​ anathema to scientists who are socialised to always 
couch their conclusions in conditional terms. In this regard, Yearley (1992, 142) points 
out that scientific expertise depends on elements of judgement and craft skill, informal 
aspects of science that can be highlighted in a legal or regulatory hearing to make sci-
entific evidence appear like mere opinion. This tendency is even further exaggerated 
when environmental groups communicate using a moral discourse in a setting where the 
conventions of a scientific, legal or regulatory discourse predominate. The precautionary 
principle is a good example of an environmental principle that operates on a different 
plane of certainty than do societal control institutions.1

The crucial dilemma, then, is that social problem interpretive claims which rest on 
sound scientific evidence are generally more “robust” than those claims only supported 
by opinion (Yearley 1992, 76) but there is a fundamental disagreement between 
environmentalists, scientists, regulators and legalists over what constitutes sound scientific 
evidence.

Blowers (1993) observes that scientific evidence is problematic as a basis for envir-
onmental policy-​making in five ways. First, there is the problem of cause and effect 
that we have been discussing; this makes it difficult to establish responsibility for the 
externalities produced by polluting activities. Second, there is the problem of forecasting 
impacts; for example the uncertainty about the incidence, distribution, timing and effects 
of global warming. Third, uncertainty over the consequences of present actions and the 
risks imposed on future generations may lead to a paralysis of policy or to a tendency 
to discount the future risks of present action. Sometimes, in fact, another future-​focused 
scenario –​ the crushing burden of a spiralling national debt –​ may discourage taking bold 
ameliorative or prophylactic steps in the here and now. Fourth, the frequent absence or 
sparseness of environmental data not only makes it more difficult to provide sound sci-
entific judgements but it opens the door to manipulation by vested interests who claim 
that environmentalists have exaggerated the danger. Finally, the fragile interpretations of 
environmental science can easily run aground on the shoals of politics where conflicts 
between interests dominate. This is especially the case where one is dealing with broad 
speculative ideas such as the Gaia hypothesis2 rather than narrower, more empirically 
captured linkages.

Some environmental commentators have argued that science has fallen into a trap 
by relying on mathematical modelling, particularly large complex computer models 
rather than observation data to make major speculations about the future. Kellow (2007, 
177) calls this virtual environmental science “dangerous for both the conduct of science 
and for the use of science as the basis of public policy-​making”. Examples include 
the Limits to Growth study (see Chapter 1); estimates of species extinction in con-
servation biology (see Chapter 8); and climate modelling which relies on historical 
reconstructions.

Identifying environmental problems as scientific issues

Seldom does an environmental problem pop up overnight with no past legacy of scien-
tific observation and debate. Rather than grow along a linear path, the process by which 
environmental problems are identified and evolve as scientific issues is characterised by 
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the creation of a pool of knowledge that expands serendipitously in unexpected directions 
(Kowalok 1993). Individual pieces of data in this pool may be generated through projects 
that employ the reductionist methods of traditional science, but in the end it is a flash of 
holistic insight that leads to final understanding.

Despite appearances to the contrary, the basic outline of many environmental problems 
has been around for a long time. For example, the theory that greenhouse warming is 
caused by human-​generated emissions of carbon dioxide has been known for more than 
a century, but the greenhouse effect was not considered a priority problem until the 
1980s (Cline 1992, 13–​14). Similarly, the term “acid rain” together with many of its fun-
damental principles was first introduced by chemist Robert Angus Smith in 1872 but did 
not emerge as a full-​blown scientific problem until the 1970s.

What then propels an environmental problem of long-​standing into a current scientific 
claim of critical proportions?

First, the real or perceived magnitude of the condition may suddenly rise to “crisis” 
proportions. For example, species extinctions have been occurring at a modest rate since 
1600 as human settlements have spread across the globe.3 Recently, however, environment 
movement organisations have alleged that we are seriously tipping the balance between 
the appearance of new species and the extinction of existing ones (Tolba and El-​Kholy 
1992). At the same time, the loss of old-​growth forests and plant and animal species 
captures the attention and concern of conservation biologists and other scientific claims-​
makers precisely because these natural resources are said to be down to their last 20, ten 
or one per cent, making preservation appear more crucial.

Second, new methodologies, research instruments or data banks may allow scientists 
to come to conclusions that were impossible earlier on. For example, data provided by 
the European Air Chemistry Network starting in the 1950s allowed Swedish researcher 
Svante Oden to advance his pioneering theories about acid rain, while James Lovelock’s 
comparisons of the concentrations of fluorocarbons in the lower atmosphere with 
annual amounts of industrial production opened the door to chemists Mario Molina 
and Sherwood Rowland to document the key link between CFC products and ozone 
destruction (Kowalok 1993).

Third, the holistic character of global ecosystems means that rising scientific and public 
interest in one environmental problem readily generates interest in another interrelated 
problem. Thus scientific concern over tropical deforestation has spread well beyond the 
boundaries of silviculture (a branch of forestry dealing with the development and care of 
forests) due in large part to the key role which the loss of tropical forests plays in what are 
presently the two highest profile global environmental problems: global warming and the 
loss of biological diversity. Mazur and Lee (1993) illustrate this in schematic fashion, dem-
onstrating how the rise of public concern over the problem of the global environment is 
actually a weaving together of several strands of concern over specific problems, each of 
which has arisen at a different point in time. This synergy is not, of course, always readily 
apparent and scientific entrepreneurs may need to explicitly establish the relevance of one 
issue for another.

Fourth, the establishment of official research programmes, centres and networks may 
create a hothouse in which research into an environmental problem may be successfully 
nurtured, even if this is not the original intention. For example, the decision in December 
1979 by the Council of the European Community to establish a multiannual research 
programme in the field of climatology was taken in part because of concern about what 
was essentially a regional problem –​ the 1976 drought which affected some African and 
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European areas. Once in place, this programme became both the focus of research on the 
physico-​chemical processes related to the increasing concentrations of greenhouse gases 
in the atmosphere and a source from which scientific findings and terms such as “green-
house effect” and “climate change” circulated outwards into EC policy-​making circles 
(Liberatore 1992).

In all of this, the identification and characterisation of threats is highly dependent upon 
a network of international scientific conferences and collaboration (Kowalok 1993, 36–​7). 
Not only does this permit researchers to learn new methodological techniques or to find 
the missing pieces in their own puzzles but it helps build their confidence that they are 
not alone, an especially important shot of morale boosting when a theory seems radically 
new and controversial. This was very much the case with the research on the acid rain 
problem where Canadian and American researchers did not fully appreciate the global 
relevance of their own findings until they came face to face with similar findings from 
Scandinavia as presented by Svante Oden on his 1971 lecture tour of North America 
(Cowling 1982).

Coming out: communicating new environmental problems to 
the world

The transition from cognitive to interpretive scientific claim is comparable to a “coming 
out” in which the ingénue makes a public representation of identity. At some point, the 
circulation of information around an essentially closed scientific loop is interrupted and 
the urgency and salience of a problem is shared with the outside world.

One common way of doing this is to convene a public forum at which a mixture 
of scientists, environmentalists and administrators jointly address the various dimensions 
of the problem in the full glare of the media spotlight. Alternatively, a claim may be 
articulated at a congressional or parliamentary hearing where media coverage is usually 
assured. For example, the 1981 US Congressional testimony by Peter Raven and Edward 
Wilson was important in establishing the economic utility of preserving endangered 
species of insects such as the butterfly or the honeybee, particularly for the development 
of new crops, pharmaceuticals and renewable energy sources (Kellert 1986). Similarly, 
the ozone depletion issue in Britain was not launched until parliamentary hearings were 
held in early 1988; strong representations were made in both Houses of Parliament to the 
effect that the United Kingdom must became a world leader in the drive to protect the 
ozone layer (Benedick 1991). A third channel for the dissemination of newly constructed 
scientific environmental problems is a scholarly conference at which reporters from 
major newspapers are present looking for “blockbuster” theories. This is what occurred in 
September 1974, when the New York Times picked up on a delivered paper dealing with 
the threat of CFCs to the ozone layer; the Times article “signaled the beginning of public 
concern over CFCs and their use in aerosol cans and refrigerators” (Kowalok 1993, 19).

In other cases, however, this process is short-​circuited when scientific entrepreneurs 
go directly to the media. Svante Oden, the Swedish soil scientist who first proclaimed the 
theory of acid rain, published an account in the Stockholm newspaper Dagens Nyheter a 
year before he published in a scientific journal and five years before the issue arose at the 
1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment. Similarly, in Germany, biochemist 
Bernhard Ulrich’s hypothesis that huge tracts of German forests would be dead within 
five years due to damage from acid rain was presented as established fact in an article in 
Der Spiegel, a mass circulation periodical, provoking widespread national alarm.
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How effective one channel is compared to another depends on a number of factors. If 
there is no consensus among scientists themselves and strident opposition from industry, a 
more individual approach may work best. Despite periodic attempts to raise the issue, the 
problem of pesticide poisoning in the United States was being suppressed until Rachel 
Carson published her indictment in Silent Spring.4 Subsequently, a number of scientists 
came forward in her defence. The problem was legitimated when, in May 1963, a special 
panel of the President’s Scientific Advisory Committee released a report that was critical 
of the pesticide industry. On the other hand, jumping the gun before scientific consensus 
has been established may succeed in capturing media and public attention but at the risk 
of bringing peer censure by fellow scientists. This occurred in 1988 when James Hansen, 
director of the NASA Institute for Space Studies, testified before a Senate that heat waves 
such as that which was being experienced at the time were directly attributable to the 
greenhouse effect. This norm within science against premature revelation has no doubt 
been strengthened as a result of the “hoax” over cold fusion in which the researchers 
announced their findings at a press conference in Utah prior to subjecting them to peer 
review.

Science and environmental policy-​making

In order for a scientific issue to become policy it must be translated into something 
that is “treatable”. As a result, at the policy formulation stage the contribution of natural 
scientists usually diminishes while the role of socioeconomic and technical experts grows. 
For example, Liberatore (1992) found that while natural science findings still played an 
important role in the international debate on global warming in the early 1990s, it was 
the input of economists, policy analysts and energy technology experts that was crucial in 
shaping the nature of the European Community response.

Political scientists have captured this relationship between science and policy-​making 
by employing two concepts: epistemic communities and policy windows.

Epistemic communities

Haas (1992) has described the contribution of epistemic communities as critical in achieving 
international cooperative agreements on environmental issues. Epistemic communi-
ties are “transnationally organised networks of knowledge based communities”; that 
is, internationally linked groups of specialists who offer technical advice to political 
decision-​makers.

What gives them a key role in a process usually closed to non-​politicians is the uncer-
tain nature of environmental problems. Political leaders may be highly skilled in nego-
tiating trade pacts or treaties but they feel at a distinct disadvantage in dealing with 
planet-​threatening conditions relating to atmospheric shifts or chemical overloads. Under 
such circumstances, information is at a premium as a strategic resource, and politicians, in 
order to reduce such uncertainty, “may be expected to look for individuals who are able 
to provide authoritative advice on whom to pin the blame for a policy failure or as a stop-​
gap measure to appease public clamour for action” (Haas 1992, 42).

Epistemic communities, Haas contends, are not only bound together by a technical 
expertise but they also share a number of causal and principled beliefs. In the case of envir-
onmental issues, these communities of knowledge were initially composed of ecologists 
who share a belief in the need for a holistic analysis –​ a view which carries over to the 
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policy advice that they give. For example, this was characteristic of an epistemic commu-
nity of ecologists and marine scientists who spearheaded intergovernmental efforts in the 
1980s to control pollution in the Mediterranean Sea (Haas 1990).

An epistemic community has the capacity to be influential both in defining the 
dimensions of a problem and in identifying likely solutions. Thus, Haas demonstrates 
how a transnational epistemic community of atmospheric scientists succeeded in influ-
encing the negotiations that led to the Montreal Protocol on the protection of the ozone 
layer in 1987 by “bounding discussions on the broad array of substances to be covered 
and the rapidity of regulations” (Haas 1992, 49). Once the epistemic community has laid 
out the basic parameters of the settlement, it is up to the political leaders to decide what 
compromises have to be made in order to obtain agreement.

One especially influential conduit through which an epistemic community can shape 
the policy process is the international scientific assessment panel. Citing the examples 
of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, the Global Biodiversity Assessment and 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), Mooney (2003, 49) identi-
fies five features that give these fora high credibility: (1) these panels carefully evaluate 
peer-​reviewed literature, (2) they usually provide some measure of the certainty of the 
conclusions they draw, (3) the participants are balanced in expertise, region and gender, 
(4) the results of the assessment undergo rigorous review at many levels, and (5) the final 
document puts the technical findings into terms that are relevant to policy.

These assessment panels, however, are not necessarily fully representative of all 
researchers or of the full spectrum of scientific claims pertaining to a particular controversy. 
For example, the IPCC, whose considerable importance is that it provides the scientific 
consensus and legitimacy that underpins the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement, is 
said by some to disproportionately favour the views of the climate-​modelling commu-
nity found in a handful of large research laboratories often associated with meteorological 
offices.

Not only do these modellers differ from other researchers working on the global cli-
mate change issue, but also they vary internally as well. In his ethnographic study of the 
epistemic lifestyles –​ the strategies and assumptions they use to build and validate models 
of the climate –​ Simon Shackley (2001) demonstrates that there is considerable variation 
in the modelling styles and therefore in the kinds of knowledge claims associated with 
differing national and laboratory cultures (Miller and Edwards 2001, 20). These results 
show that scientific certainty cannot be divorced from epistemic lifestyle, but, instead, 
must be “negotiated”. The existence of epistemic lifestyles, Shackley concludes, suggests 
one important source of diversity in the practice of climate science and indicates that 
agreement on the role of human-​induced global warming may be somewhat less uniform 
than is often assumed.

While acknowledging that climate change was originally presented and developed 
exclusively by modellers, Lidskog and Sundqvist (2018) observe,

Since then other disciplines have been involved and a more complex problem has 
been constructed in which the problem definition has broadened to concern not 
only an atmospheric problem but also numerous other aspects such as ecosystems, 
social vulnerability and economic incentives.

Not all political analysts agree with the elevation of Haas’ scientific coalitions to a 
central point in the environmental decision-​making process. Haas’ model is said to break 
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down in the degree of autonomous power accorded to the epistemic community. That 
is, scientific coalitions can use their resources to highlight a problem but they must enlist 
political leaders from their individual nations to have a real impact on treaty negotiations. 
These leaders may find it advantageous to engage in international problem solving but 
ultimately they are guided by domestic political considerations (Susskind 1994, 74–​5).

Individual governments depend on the technical expertise built up by environmental 
movement organisations such as Friends of the Earth, Greenpeace and Pollution Probe. In 
recent years, these groups have devoted considerable resources to building up their own 
in-​house research capabilities, hiring scores of bright, young, idealistic Ph.D.s fresh out of 
graduate school. In addition, conservation and environmental organisations typically have 
scientific advisory committees and call upon the voluntary support of university scientists 
and civil servants who are scientists (Yearley 1992, 126). As a result, there is a synergy 
between organisations and official policy-​makers who find the knowledge and informa-
tion produced by Greenpeace and others to be of considerable value in staking out their 
position in public arena debates over environmental issues (Eyerman and Jamison 1989; 
Lowe and Goyder 1983).

While epistemic communities may be international in scope, the centre of gravity 
for scientific claims-​making on specific issues tends to reside in a specific nation. For 
example, it was US scientific leadership that propelled the ozone depletion problem into 
global prominence, while Swedish (and Norwegian) research on acid rain was vital in 
elevating that issue to problem status. In the former case, a critical infrastructure clearly 
existed as the result of the space programme and the pre-​eminence it gave to the United 
States in researching the stratospheric sciences. This was particularly located in two gov-
ernment agencies –​ NASA (National Aeronautics and Space Administration) and NOAA 
(National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration) –​ as well as in the graduate facul-
ties of major American universities (California, Harvard, Michigan). When researchers at 
these institutions voiced concern about events in the stratosphere, the site of the ozone 
problem, the media and the general public as well as political leaders tended to pay 
attention (Benedick 1991). In the case of acid rain, the forests and lakes were seen as a vital 
component of the Swedish economy and therefore were accorded high research priority. 
When the transnational origins of acid precipitation became obvious in the research data 
reported by Oden and others, the Swedish government did not hesitate to aggressively 
present these findings at the 1972 Stockholm Conference.

Policy windows

Another political science model that can be used to link science and policy-​making is 
Kingdon’s “garbage can” model (Kingdon 1984). Adapted from a model of organisa-
tional choice developed by James March and his colleagues, this proposes the operation 
of three major process streams in government agenda setting: (1) problem recognition, 
(2) the formation and refining of policy proposals and (3) politics. These three streams 
usually develop and operate largely independently of one another. However, at crit-
ical times the three streams may come together or “couple”. Kingdon describes this as 
the opening of a policy window and attributes the main responsibility for this action to 
“policy entrepreneurs” within the political system. Individual entrepreneurs do not open 
the window but they take advantage of the opportunity once it has occurred. At key 
junctures, then, solutions become joined to problems and both are joined to favourable 
political forces.

 

 

 

 

 



Science, knowledge, environmental problems  137

137

Hart and Victor (1993) have employed Kingdon’s model to explore the role of scien-
tific elites in influencing American policy on climate change for the years 1957–​74. In 
their interpretation, science, policy and politics evolve in separate unconnected streams 
creating both solutions in search of problems and political problems in search of solutions. 
Scientific elites, assuming the entrepreneurial role, identify policy windows and seize 
advantage of them.

This is what occurred in the United States in the 1970s. For the better part of 20 years, 
two interesting scientific discourses relating to the climate had been meandering along, 
attracting some support but unable to really get moving in terms of either funding 
or public recognition. These were the “carbon cycle discourse” which addressed the 
question of whether and why atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide (CO2) were 
increasing; and the “atmospheric modeling discourse” which asked what would happen 
to the climate if higher concentrations of CO2 were reached. The former discourse was 
coordinated by an oceanographer, Roger Revelle, whereas John von Neumann, the father 
of scientific computing, promoted the latter.

In the early 1970s, the rise of the American environmental movement created a policy 
window that these elite scientists successfully exploited in order to mobilise financial 
and political support and raise public awareness. Hart and Victor (1993, 661) describe 
this as a synergistic relationship in which scientific findings such as those relating to the 
greenhouse effect “catalyzed the rebirth of environmentalism” while at the same time 
environmentalism “acted as a midwife for new scientific agendas –​ legitimating them 
and providing constituencies for their results”. Especially influential in linking the two 
research streams was Carroll Wilson, an MIT management professor, who was the guiding 
spirit behind the publication in 1970 of a report, entitled Study of Critical Environmental 
Problems, which was explicitly interdisciplinary and environmentalist in tone.

Hart and Victor (1993, 668) emphasise that very little new scientific information about 
the prospects of global warming was produced between the late 1960s and the early 
1970s. Rather, what was different was that the two lines of research were brought together 
in a new, redefined, scientific agenda that was then successfully sold to political decision-​
makers and to the news media as a global environmental “pollution” problem. As we 
discussed in Chapter 3, this presentation will be enhanced if a simple, visual metaphor is 
utilised. The “hole in the ozone layer” is one example of this. Another, more controver-
sial one is the “hockey stick” graph (Box 6.1) which has been used to make the case that 
temperatures are spiking upwards since the beginning of the twentieth century and this 
is evidence that human activity in the industrial era is causing dangerous global warming.

Box 6.1: “Hockey Stick” Graph: The Most Controversial Chart 
in Science

In making the case that human activity in the industrial era is primarily respon-
sible for global warming, one very powerful promotional tool has been a graphic 
nicknamed the “hockey stick”. It has been called “the most controversial chart in 
science” (Mooney 2013). Like the “hole” in the ozone layer, this commands public 
attention by presenting a visual image that is easy to identify and recall. The graph 
is a reconstruction of temperatures over the past millennium, assembled from data 
from tree rings, corals and other markers. For most of this period, there are evi-
dently only relatively small fluctuations in temperature (the stick shaft). Then, at the 
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beginning of the twentieth century, there was a sharp upward movement (the blade 
of the stick).

First published in a 2001 report by the United Nations Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the hockey stick graph has been replicated 
in presentations and brochures used by hundreds of environmentalists, scientists 
and policy-​makers (Regalado 2005, A1). The Canadian government, for example, 
promoted the hockey stick on its website, sent it to schools across the country and 
cited it in pamphlets mailed out to all Canadians (McIntyre 2005, FP 19).

While the majority of the international scientific community continues to 
endorse the IPCC Report, there are pockets of dissent. Some question whether 
the hockey stick graph significantly underestimates temperature fluctuations prior 
to the twentieth century, most notably in the years around AD 1000, and again 
between 1400 and 1600. Others maintain that the IPCC authors erred in relying 
heavily on US bristlecone pine records, misinterpreting a hockey stick configur-
ation as a temperature signal, rather than as evidence of a different biophysical trend.

In reply, climate specialists who support the Report’s conclusions point to a host 
of other indicators that the planet is warming up, from receding glaciers in Alaska 
to Mount Kilimanjaro, stripped of its snow-​cap for the first time in 11,000 years 
(Lovell 2005). Stung by the criticism. Mann and his colleagues reconstructed nor-
thern hemisphere temperatures back further in time. A 2006 report from the US 
National Academy of Sciences mostly supported the original hockey stick assertions, 
although greater variability was noted compared to the 1999 data (Le Page 2007).

Scientific roles in environmental problem solving

As Skodvin (2000, 139) observes, scientific findings rarely speak for themselves; rather, 
the skill and power of individual knowledge brokers in bringing scientific findings to the 
attention of policy-​makers is crucial. In the case of the Montreal Protocol on the protec-
tion of the ozone layer, brokers played a critical role in reducing scientific uncertainty by 
shifting the debate from a focus on ozone depletion to that of atmospheric concentrations 
(Litfin 1994). Knowledge brokers frequently come from within the scientific community 
itself.

Susskind (1994) has proposed five primary “roles” which are played by scientific 
advisers in the environmental policy-​making process: trend spotters, theory builders, 
theory testers, science communicators and applied policy analysts. These roles frequently 
overlap but each has its own tasks and agendas.

Trend spotters are scientists who are the first to detect changes in ecological patterns 
and to correctly understand their significance. Occasionally, the trend spotter may be a 
lone scientist who observes some important pattern in the micro-​ecology of the pond 
or marsh and is able to extrapolate this on to the larger environmental canvas. More 
common, however, are trend spotters who are part of a scientific team that is engaged in 
gathering and analysing longitudinal data such as that assembled from the LANDSAT 
satellite or from the European Air Chemistry Network.

Theory builders try to explain the causes for the changes that the trend spotters iden-
tify. They are inclined to engage in model building, both to fit explanations to past 
circumstances and to predict future effects.
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Theory testers critically scrutinise the models suggested by theory builders. Using pilot 
tests or controlled experiments, they attempt to ascertain whether the hypotheses and 
propositions generated by the model can be empirically proven.

Science communicators attempt to translate difficult-​to-​decipher data into terms that the 
public at large can understand. They are key players in the “coming out” process that 
was discussed in an earlier section of this chapter. Some communicators such as Edward 
Wilson are eminent scientists who feel a strong moral responsibility to bring the fruits of 
their research to the public. Others, for example the Canadian geneticist and broadcaster 
David Suzuki, are researchers who have made a conscious decision to spend their life 
popularising science and carrying the ecological message to a wider audience.

Applied policy analysts act as consultants to political decision-​makers, converting scien-
tific findings into policy recommendations. They play a prominent role in the formulation 
of environmental treaties because they take what is often abstract scientific information 
and recast it in terms that are amenable to legislation or to international agreements.

Each of the five types of scientists may contribute throughout the environmental 
problem-​solving process but there is a considerable degree of specialisation; that is, trend 
spotters and theory testers are usually more prominent during the fact-​finding stages 
while science communicators and policy analysts play key roles during the negotiation/​
bargaining period (Susskind 1994, 77). In terms of the three key tasks in constructing 
environmental problems discussed in Chapter 3, trend spotters and theory testers can be 
said to characterise the “assembling” process, communicators in “presenting” an issue and 
applied policy analysts in “contesting” an environmental claim.

Regulatory science and the environment

One important arena in which environmental science interacts with politics is in the 
regulatory process. The “regulatory science” that is found here differs from conventional 
research science in a number of ways (Jasanoff 1990). First, it is done at the margins 
of existing knowledge where fixed guidelines for evaluation may often be unavailable. 
Second, it usually involves a greater degree of knowledge synthesis than does research 
science, which puts a greater emphasis on the originality of findings. Third, science-​based 
regulation requires a hefty dose of prediction, especially with regards to risk creation.

Jasanoff (1990, 230) argues that a negotiated and constructed model of scientific know-
ledge “closely captures the realities of regulatory science”. Rather than encouraging an 
adversarial process, regulatory agencies seek scientific input into their decisions as a means 
of legitimation. This often takes the form of an ongoing scientific advisory committee. 
Jasanoff reviews a number of cases in which such advisory boards played key roles in 
decision-​making at the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in the United States. In 
the case of air pollution, the relationship between the EPA and the Clean Air Scientific 
Advisory Committee (CASAC) was initially rocky but, after extensive negotiation, was 
transformed into a fundamentally sympathetic orientation. Similarly, despite problems 
during the Reagan era, the EPA’s agency-​wide Scientific Advisory Board (SAB) was 
able to maintain a respected and autonomous position, in large part because it focused 
on issues pertaining to scientific assessment while leaving rule-​making activities to the 
agency proper.

In this negotiated model of science, Jasanoff contends, there can be no “perfect, object-
ively verifiable truth”, only a “serviceable truth” which balances scientific acceptability 
with the public interest. In this context, scientific reality is clearly socially constructed so 
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as to conform to a societal mean. However, in circumstances where sharply conflicting 
constructions of science land at the feet of a scientific advisory committee, reconciliation 
can often be most difficult. This is what has occurred in various regulatory controversies 
involving agricultural pesticides where scientific evidence has been especially difficult 
to establish while public concern has been high. In these situations, the debate over the 
precautionary principle, which we surveyed earlier in this chapter, rears its head, with sci-
entific advisers opting for the traditional reductionist position while agency staff are more 
sensitive to the public pressure to act sooner rather than later. Where this occurs, the risk 
debate can easily shift to the arenas of the media and politics where it will continue under 
a different set of ground rules from those encountered in the regulatory setting (Jasanoff 
1990, 151).

Conclusion

In an ideal world, scientists operate at a safe distance from the slippery world of polit-
ical wheeling and dealing depicted so effectively in the acclaimed television drama series 
House of Cards. The assigned role of the researcher is to report findings that can be counted 
on to be factual and reliable, leaving it up to elected politicians and their civil servants to 
embed these in policies and legislation. The power and authority of science derives not 
only from its monopoly over knowledge production but also from its reputation as an 
honest reporter, telling it like it is no matter what political outcome might ensue.

This unblemished view of science and politics has never prospered particularly well 
in the real world. A major reason for this is that individual scientists become passionately 
committed to a course of action and feel compelled to promote and defend it in the pol-
itical arena.

One of the first writers to bring this into the open was the British scientist and nov-
elist C.P. Snow. In a series of lectures on government and citizenship delivered at Harvard 
University, Snow (2013[1961]) Snow told the story of a bitter rivalry between two leading 
British scientists during World War Two that pivoted on the question of how to best defeat 
Hitler’s Germany. Sir Henry Tizard, a chemist from Imperial College, advocated investing 
in the new science of radar in order to win the air war. Frederick Lindemann (Lord 
Cherwell), a physicist from the University of Oxford, recommended the massive bombing 
of working-​class homes to break the German spirit. In the lead-​up to, and first year of 
the war, Tizard’s policy recommendations found favour with the ruling Labour govern-
ment. When the Conservatives assumed power, Lindemann became personal adviser to 
Prime Minister Winston Churchill and his strategy won out. Snow makes the point that 
vital decisions about the air war were made in secret and with little regard to truth or the 
prevailing scientific consensus.

In similar fashion, environmental science has in recent years become highly politicised, 
especially when it comes to the issue of global climate change. Pielke (2004) observes that 
scientists are increasingly equating particular scientific findings with certain political and 
ideological perspectives. This presents a potential threat to the institutions of science and 
democracy. Pielke especially frowns on a linear perspective wherein scientists adhere to a 
“get-​the-​facts-​then-​act” model. This linear model “may simply mask normative disputes 
in the language of science, to the possible detriment of both science and policy” (2004, 
409). He much prefers an approach whereby scientists offer up a range of alternatives to 
policy-​makers and leave it up to them to decide. Science, he says, “never compels just one 
political outcome” (2004, 406).
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7	� Risk construction

To an ageing population concerned about preventing heart disease, salmon has proven 
to be a tasty remedy, especially in summer when it can be grilled to perfection on the 
barbeque. Thanks to the worldwide growth of aquaculture, consumers can obtain farmed 
salmon year-​round at relatively low prices. Eating “oily” fish such as salmon twice a week, 
the American Heart Association tells us, confers the health benefits of Omega 3 fatty acids 
that can reduce the risk of sudden cardiac death following a heart attack.

Suddenly, in January, 2004, all bets seemed to be off when the respected journal Science 
published an article warning that farmed salmon contains alarmingly high levels of cancer-​
causing toxins, ten times more than in wild salmon. Risk analysis indicates, the authors 
warned, that “consumption of farmed Atlantic salmon may pose health risks that detract 
from the beneficial effects of fish consumption” (Hites et al. 2004, 226).

As it happens, the Science piece was not the first research to come up with results of this 
type. Three years before, BBC News broadcast a programme, “Warnings from the Wild, 
The Price of Salmon”, that reported the results of a pilot project conducted under the 
auspices of the David Suzuki Foundation, that found farmed salmon had a higher level of 
PCBs and two other toxics than did wild salmon. Then, in July 2003, the Environmental 
Working Group (EWG) in Washington released a report entitled “PCBs in Farmed 
Salmon: Factory Methods, Unnatural Results”. The EWG bought salmon from local gro-
cery stores in the United States. When the samples were analysed in the lab, it was found 
that seven of ten fish were seriously contaminated with PCBs, raising concerns about 
cancer and foetal brain development. Based on their data analysis, the EWG concluded 
that 800,000 American adults ingest enough PCBs from farmed salmon to exceed the 
allowable lifetime cancer risk 100 times over.

Other health agencies and researchers hopped on the defensive. The US Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) advised that the levels of pollutants found in salmon are too 
low for serious concern and urged Americans not to let the new research frighten them 
into a diet change. Eric Rimm, a specialist on nutrition and chronic disease at the Harvard 
School of Public Health, told the Associated Press that the Science article “will likely over-​
alarm people in this country” (Burnett and Jackson 2004). It was pointed out that the 
study tested salmon raw with the skin on –​ removing it and grilling the fish removed a 
significant amount of PCBs, dioxins and other pollutants. One university toxicologist, an 
industry consultant, went so far as to venture that “in my view, the study says we should 
be eating more farmed salmon” (Stokstad 2004, 154).

Despite this counteroffensive, salmon as a healthy meal choice had temporarily lost its 
lustre. Some consumers began to avoid salmon altogether. Others insisted on wild salmon, 
a questionable strategy since many stores and restaurants routinely sell farm-​raised salmon 
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as “wild” (Burros 2005). At a restaurant dinner with sociology colleagues shortly after 
publication of the Science article, none of those present would even consider ordering the 
salmon, citing recent research that stated that this was “risky”.

To a large extent, this episode is characteristic of how individuals in contemporary 
society engage in the processes of risk perception and assessment. Typically, we hear a brief 
item on the radio or see it in a newspaper or on the internet, it comes from a seemingly 
reputable scientific source and it taps into an existing well of concern about our health 
or the safety of our family. This is true not only for food and lifestyle choices but also for 
risks related to technology and the natural environment.

Few of us have the time to systematically evaluate these risks, so we make snap decisions 
based on the inclusion in media reports of hot button phrases such as “cancer causing”. 
Consider for example a 2012 Associated Press item with the tag line “Samsonite pulls 
luggage from Hong Kong stores”. Evidently, the local consumer council in Hong Kong 
reported finding high levels of chemical compounds linked to cancer in the handles of the 
“Tokyo Chic” line of Samsonite luggage. While insisting that the bags are completely safe, 
the company nevertheless recalled the product. In this case, there was no firm evidence to 
suggest that travellers risked falling victim to a cancer traceable to suitcase handles, only 
that the handles were manufactured with compounds classified in the laboratory as being 
carcinogenic.

Until recently, the published literature on risk almost uniformly reflected the belief 
that risks be “objectively” determined, that this determination was exclusively the prov-
ince of engineers, scientists and other experts and that any failure on the part of ordinary 
citizens to fully accept this was considered irrational. Risk assessment was thus conceived 
of as a technical activity where results were to be formulated in terms of “probabilities”. 
There was even an emerging category of specialists –​ what Dietz and Rycroft (1987) have 
termed the “risk professionals” –​ who make it their business to work out new methods 
of risk analysis.

Risk and culture

The first notable challenge to this position came from an eminent British social anthro-
pologist, Mary Douglas, and an American political scientist, Aaron Wildavsky (both 
now deceased), who published a provocative book in 1982 entitled Risk and Culture: An 
Essay on the Selection of Technological and Environmental Dangers. Risk and Culture asks 
two simple but fundamental questions. Why do people emphasise certain risks while 
ignoring others? And, more specifically, why have so many people in our society singled 
out pollution as a source of concern? The answers, Douglas and Wildavsky insist, are 
embedded in culture.

In their view, social relations are organised into three major patterns: the individualist, 
the hierarchical and the egalitarian. Individualist arrangements are based on the laws of 
the marketplace, while hierarchical relations are epitomised by government bureaucra-
cies. Egalitarian groups are aligned in a “border zone” on the margins of power at the 
political-​economic centre of society where the other two modes of social organisation 
are normally located.

Egalitarian groups have a cosmology or worldview that is more or less equivalent to 
the “New Ecological Paradigm” discussed by Catton and Dunlap. Unbridled economic 
growth is frowned upon, the authority of science is questioned, and our boundless faith 
in technology is declared unwise.
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Douglas and Wildavsky’s central thesis is that the perception of risk varies consider-
ably across these three forms of social organisation. Market individualists are primarily 
concerned with the upswing/​downturn of the stock market, hierarchists with threats to 
domestic law and order or the international balance of power and egalitarians with the 
state of the environment. This leads them to conclude that the selection of risks for public 
attention is based less on the depth of scientific evidence or on the likelihood of danger 
but rather according to whose voice predominates in the evaluation and processing of 
information about hazardous issues.

In this view, the public perception of risk and its acceptable levels are “collective 
constructs” (Douglas and Wildavsky 1982, 186). No one definition of risk is inherently 
correct; all are biased since competing claims, each arising from different cultures, “confer 
different meanings on situations, events, objects, and especially relationships” (Dake 1992, 
27). Here, they are making the important point that competing definitions of what is risky 
are ultimately moral judgements about the proper way to organise society (Kroll-​Smith 
et al. 1997, 8).

Unfortunately, at this point, Douglas and Wildavsky’s cultural theory of risk slips off 
the rails onto spongier ground. Environmental egalitarians, they suggest, are the secular 
equivalents of religious sects such as the Anabaptists, the Hutterites and the Amish. 
Obsessed with doctrinal purity and the need for unquestioned internal loyalty, sectarians 
are seen as having to create an image of threatening evil on a cosmic scale. It is therefore 
necessary and “functional” for environmental sectarians such as those found in Friends of 
the Earth to constantly identify new risks from nuclear winter to global warming. Each 
new crisis is chosen, they maintain, “out of the necessity of maintaining cohesion by 
validating both the sect’s distrust of the center and its apocalyptic expectations” (Rubin 
1994, 236). This explains why they turn their back on local causes in favour of global 
issues so vast in scale as to warrant a sense of general doom. Pollution and other risks are 
wielded by these sectarian challengers as a way of holding their membership together 
and for attacking the establishment groups of the centre, which they oppose (Covello and 
Johnson 1987, x).

Risk and Culture has provoked much interest and a torrent of criticism. Much of 
the latter focused on the authors’ claim that environmentalists mobilise for solidary 
rather than for purposive reasons. Rather than view environmentalism as part of 
a moral response to a very real societal crisis, they treat risks as merely bogymen 
which serve the same purpose as certain food prohibitions among tribal peoples. 
Environmentalists, therefore, are not regarded as rational actors but rather as “true 
believers” open to manipulation by ecological prophets such as David Brower and 
Edward Abbey.

Karl Dake, a member of the Douglas–​Wildavsky research circle, has insisted that this 
criticism is overstated and that the cultural school of risk never meant to imply that 
perceived dangers are simply manufactured: “People do die; plant and animal species are 
lost forever, Rather, the point is that world views provide powerful cultural lenses, magni-
fying one danger, obscuring another threat, selecting others for minimal attention or even 
disregard” (Dake, 1992, 33). Douglas and Wildavsky are less accommodating, however, 
insisting that knowledge about risk and the environment is “not so much like a building 
eventually to be finished but more like an airport always under construction” (1982, 192). 
It is fruitless, they claim, for the social analyst to try to assess whether the risk under dis-
cussion is real or not; what matters is that the debate keeps going “with new definitions 
and solutions”. Rubin (1994, 238–​9) totally rejects this relativism, arguing that public 
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policy considerations require that we know definitively whether risks such as those arising 
from global warming or ozone depletion are merely foils for the apocalyptic needs of 
sectarian organisations or genuine threats which must be dealt with. While Rubin’s point 
is well taken, the ambiguity of many contemporary risks makes it difficult to achieve the 
certainty that he would like to see. Even if we reject Douglas and Wildavsky’s absolute 
relativism, nevertheless, the by now widely accepted argument that they make about the 
subjective and imprecise nature of scientific findings militates against the infallibility of 
expert opinion. As a society, we still have to make social judgements about the magnitude 
of risk, although scientific evidence can be one helpful source of information in making 
these decisions.

Wilkinson (2001) has highlighted the similarities and differences between Mary 
Douglas and Ulrich Beck, whose “risk society” thesis we examined in Chapter 2. Between 
them, he observes, “they have provided the most detailed theoretical explanations for the 
social development of a new culture and politics of risk” (p. 1). Both theorists have chosen 
to address risk on a societal scale. Both point to the cultural relativity of risk perception 
and use the arguments of social constructionism. Neither is tempted to empirically inves-
tigate the prevalence of risk or the nature of risk perception. However, they differ as to 
the “reality” of the risks we face. As we have seen, Beck embraces an apocalyptic vision 
of the future that is assured unless we engage in a new process of collaboration and social 
learning. By contrast, Douglas “would cast doubt on the credibility of such an alarmist 
scenario and prefers to entrust herself to the professional opinion of government experts” 
(ibid.).

Sociological perspectives on risk

Sociologists of risk generally adopt a more moderate position than that of Douglas and 
Wildavsky, insisting that while risk is certainly a sociocultural construct, it cannot be 
confined to perceptions and social constructions alone. Rather, technical risk analyses are 
an integral part of the social processing of risk (Renn 1992).

Dietz et al. (2002) observed, in preparatory work, that the main currents in the soci-
ology of risk have followed three separate but complementary directions which are bound 
together by an underlying emphasis on the social context in which individual and insti-
tutional decisions about risks are made.

First, sociologists have been concerned with the question of how perceptions of risk 
differ across populations facing different life chances and whether the framing of choices 
stems primarily from power differences among social actors. Thus, Heimer (1988) points 
out that the residents of Love Canal saw the risks from chemical dumps differently from 
executives of the Hooker Chemical Company and from bureaucrats in the state gov-
ernment and various state agencies which deal with public health and the environment. 
Similarly, workers and bosses see environmental health risks in the workplace in a different 
light. To a certain extent, this issue overlaps the social distribution of risk, although the 
emphasis here is on how social location affects the perception of risk rather than on how 
it alters the likelihood of being exposed to hazardous conditions.

Second, sociologists of risk have proposed a model that reconceptualises the problem 
of risk perception by taking into account the social context in which human perceptions 
are formed. That is, individual perception is powerfully affected by a panoply of primary 
influences (friends, family, co-​workers) and secondary influences (public figures, mass 
media) which function as filters in the diffusion of information in the community. This is 
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captured in the concept of “personal influence” that was central in the mass communica-
tion research of the 1950s and 1960s (see Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955).

Third, risks, especially those of technological origin, have been cast as components of 
complex organisational systems. This is exemplified in Perrow’s (1984) analysis of “normal 
accidents” in which an estimated probability of failure is built right into the design of 
technologies with high catastrophic potential. Once implemented, however, such systems 
severely limit any further human ability to manipulate risks since the source of the risk is 
now located within the organisation itself (Clarke and Short 1993).

Renn (1992) further divides the sociological approaches along two dimensions:    
(1)  individualistic versus structural, and (2) objective versus constructionist. The first 
dimension asks whether the approach in question maintains that the risk can be explained 
by individual intentions or by organisational arrangements. Objectivist concepts imply that 
risks and their manifestations are real, observable events while constructionist concepts 
claim that they are social artifacts fabricated by social groups or institutions. According to 
this taxonomy, the first two currents of risk research identified by Dietz and his colleagues 
tend to be individualist/​constructionist while the third is structural/​objective. Notable 
by its absence is a “social constructionist” perspective that Renn describes as an approach 
that “treats risk as social constructs that are determined by structural forces on society” 
(1992, 71).

Social definition of risk

Hilgartner (1992) has argued that the constructionist perspective must begin by exam-
ining the conceptual structure of social definitions of risk, Such definitions, he maintains, 
include three major conceptual elements: an object deemed to pose the risk; a putative 
(alleged) harm; and a linkage alleging some causal relationship between the object and 
the harm.

To assume that objects are simply waiting in the world to be perceived or defined as 
risky is “fundamentally unsociological” (Hilgartner 1992, 41). Rather, an initial phase of 
risk construction consists of isolating and targeting the objects(s) that constitute(s) the 
primary source of a risk.

In the late 1980s, the lakeside Toronto neighbourhood in which my family and 
I resided was designated by the municipal public works department to receive a pair 
of “sewage detention tanks”, one to be installed in Kew Gardens, a multi-​use commu-
nity park, the other on the beach adjacent to the boardwalk. The problem, we were 
told, was effluent from the city’s storm sewer system that flowed into Lake Ontario and 
made it too polluted with faecal coliform bacteria to allow swimming. According to 
studies conducted by an engineering firm engaged by the city, there were two primary 
sources from which the faecal coliform pollution originated: human faeces contained in 
combined sewer overflow and animal excrement which had been swept along with rain-
water into the storm sewers.1

Our residents’ association, which first learned of the project when one member came 
across the publication of a statutory notice buried in the pages of a local daily newspaper, 
at first expressed concern on the grounds of the disruption which construction would 
bring to the park and the beach, both of which are heavily used. However, in the course 
of researching the proposal and meeting with other residents, we began to realise that, in 
fact, the source of the risk probably did not reside primarily in the storm-​water but in 
effluent which was being dumped into the lake from the main sewage treatment plant 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Risk construction  149

149

located just to the west of our neighbourhood. We learned that, due to insufficient cap-
acity, operators at this plant routinely opened the sea-​wall gates just before it began to 
rain and released untreated or partially treated sewage into the lake at levels 10,000 times 
that at which the beaches were declared unsafe for swimming and closed. On one day out 
of three the lake currents reversed direction, sending this effluent towards our beaches. 
Immediately after a public meeting one night, a retired operator at the drinking-​water fil-
tration plant located at the eastern fringe of the neighbourhood told me that he routinely 
used to receive a telephone call from his equivalent at the sewage treatment plant advising 
that in advance of rain they were opening the gates and that he should raise the chlorine 
levels –​ a tip-​off that the coliform pollution was migrating along the near shore area in a 
kind of bathtub ring pattern. We did not know it at the time but a somewhat similar situ-
ation was occurring regularly in Sydney, Australia, where the ageing sewage system which 
pumps sewage out to sea was designed to overflow into storm sewers during periods of 
heavy rainfall so as not to clog up already overloaded treatment tanks (Perry 1994, WS-​4).

What happened here was that residents opposed to the sewage detention tanks 
developed an alternative definition of the “risk object”. At public meetings, at City 
Hall and at a special hearing before an Environmental Assessment Advisory Committee 
appointed by the Provincial Minister of the Environment to consider whether to grant 
our request for a “bump up” (i.e. from a routine class environmental assessment to a more 
formal and rigorous individual environmental assessment), we actively contested the offi-
cial designation of the object deemed to be risky and presented our claim (unsuccessfully) 
that the main sewage treatment plant was the villain instead.

The second element in the social definition of risk involves the process of defining 
harm. Once again, this is not as obvious as it may seem. For example, forest fires are com-
monly thought to wreak a path of destruction but ecologists contend that in nature they 
serve a useful function in woodland renewal. Offshore oil-​drilling platforms are assumed 
to pollute the waters surrounding them but marine biologists have found that they also 
spawn a whole new micro-​ecology at their base. Some environmentalists in the United 
States have campaigned to reduce allowable levels of the trace mineral selenium which 
can be added to animal rations on the basis that it leaves toxic residues, but representatives 
of the feed industry maintain that selenium additives are a boon to the environment 
because they reduce the amount of feed consumed thus saving on energy.

In each of these cases, the very definition of what harm ensues from a particular 
object or action is contested, sparking a variety of claims and counter-​claims, despite the 
fact that there is mutual agreement as to the risk object (forest fires, offshore oil drilling, 
selenium as a feed additive). Risk claims may frequently conflict on ideational grounds. 
Thus, a river diversion project which provides irrigation water for local farmers (a human 
benefit) may result in the destruction of a fragile ecosystem of fish, birds, insects, etc.    
(a biological harm). Similarly, road salt, deemed so vital in order to cope with the harsh 
winter in parts of Canada and the northern United States, has been labelled by scientists 
as harmful to the ecology of the lakes, rivers and streams where it is eventually deposited. 
Conversely, initiatives that are declared to be of ecological benefit may result in problems 
for human constituencies. For example, the protection of wolves is advocated by wild-
life preservationists but keenly opposed by ranchers who fear the loss of livestock crucial 
to their economic survival. With consensus impossible, the central basis of contestation 
becomes the presence or absence of harm generated by a risk object.

A third component of the social construction of risk consists of the linkages alleging 
some form of causation between the risk object and the potential harm. Hilgartner (1992, 
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42) observes that constructing these linkages is always problematic because a risk can 
be attributed to multiple objects. Indeed, the “laws” of ecology encourage this since all 
things are regarded as being interdependent. This is further complicated by the fact that 
the full extent of the risk may not be known until many years later. For example, a report 
in the mid-​1990s by a Minnesota radio station suggested that a 1953 US Army test, in 
which clouds of zinc cadmium sulphide, a suspected carcinogen, were sprayed aerially 
over Minneapolis dozens of times may have caused an unusual number of stillbirths and 
miscarriages; these problems have shown up particularly often in former students of a 
public elementary school which was one of the spray sites 40 years before (“Minneapolis 
Called Toxic Test Site” 1994). The effects may sometimes be more immediate but it takes 
years for claims-​makers to assemble them into a publicly acknowledged form. This has 
been the case with a raft of health-​related ailments among military veterans of the Gulf 
War. Even though symptoms began soon after their return, it took some time for public 
reports of a “Gulf War Syndrome” to penetrate the mainstream media and to be framed in 
terms of toxic environmental agents in the war zone (Leeds 1994).

Much of the discourse over the construction of risk takes place on this terrain. The 
situation is further complicated by the existence of multiple conflicting proofs: legal, sci-
entific, moral.

The burden of legal proof is most onerous, since it cannot leave any room for reason-
able doubt. The caveats that are standard in scientific studies (e.g. “the data are suggestive 
but require further research”) do not stand up in court. Nor usually do anecdotal or clin-
ical evidence.2 As environmentalists have discovered, judges are often loath to break any 
new ground by acting to prevent a problem before it happens. As Freudenburg (1997, 
34–​5) points out, the capability of the courts to deal with technological risks and disasters 
is especially limited by “the need to establish clear and unambiguous liability, even in the 
presence of evidence that will remain at best probabilistic”.

Scientific proof is easier to come by, but nevertheless is a slave to statistical levels of sig-
nificance. It is also notoriously fickle, its authority intact only until the next disconfirming 
study appears. The scientific layer of proof can be subdivided into two: a standard drawn 
from pure science in which action is not recommended until correlations weigh in at the 
95 per cent confidence level, and a standard utilised by the medical disciplines in which 
action may be taken before significance is reached if the evidence points towards a serious 
health problem.

Collingridge and Reeve (1986) demonstrate the clash between these two versions 
of scientific evidence in the debate over the health effects on children of lead from 
vehicle exhausts. In the United States, it haunted the conflict between the EPA, which 
supported the removal of leaded petrol (gasoline) on the basis of broad differences in 
blood lead levels among urban and suburban populations, and the Ethyl Corporation, a 
major manufacturer of lead additives, which argued that the link between blood and air 
levels remained statistically unproven. In the UK, difficulties arose in early 1980s between 
the government-​sponsored “Lawther Report” which rejected all laboratory animal and 
biochemical studies as irrelevant to understanding the medical effects of lead on humans 
and the report entitled Lead or Health by the environmental group, the Conservation 
Society, which argued the contrary. Moral proofs are most easily manufactured but are 
heavily dependent upon the mobilisation of public opinion in order to make an impact.

The use of moral proofs allows the formation of attitudes or opinions about a risk 
issue even if the scientific or legal layers of proof indicate a degree of uncertainty or 
ambiguity. For example, animal rightists have never been able to conclusively prove that 
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animals “suffer” so they have adopted the alternative strategy of trying to demonstrate 
ethically that this must be the case, drawing in particular on the work of the philosopher 
Peter Singer. Similarly, the scientific case against the biological engineering of plants and 
animals is still inconclusive (no genetically altered fruits have thus far performed like the 
protagonist in the Roald Dahl story, James and the Giant Peach) but the moral case against 
interfering with nature is more impressive. Such moralisation, however, tends to polarise 
positions on risk policies, making compromises more difficult (Renn 1992, 192).

Unlike the legal and the scientific, the most effective moral proofs are often those 
that follow a simple line of reasoning. Consider the nature of the argument presented by 
“Kapox” –​ labelled by the South American press as the “Tarzan of the Amazon”. Kapox, 
who engaged in long-​distance swims through the Amazon region to publicise the state 
of pollution of the river and the destruction of the surrounding rainforest, did not base 
his appeal on a sophisticated reasoning about the need to protect biodiversity. Rather, he 
preached a simple, obvious, moral message: as the largest river in the world concentrating 
a fifth of the planet’s fresh water, the Amazon deserves “respect” (Suzuki 1994).

Arenas of risk construction

As powerful as Kapox’s appeal may be, it is unlikely to directly influence collective risk 
decisions or policies. Instead, social definitions of environmental risk must be followed 
up by political actions designed to mitigate or control the risk that has been identified. 
Building on the work of Hilgartner and Bosk (1988), Renn (1992) argues that political 
debates about risk issues are invariably conducted within the framework of social arenas.

The term social arenas is a metaphor to describe the political setting in which actors 
direct their claims to decision-​makers in hopes of influencing the policy process. Renn 
conceives of several different (theatre) “stages” sharing this arena: legislative, administra-
tive, judicial, scientific and mass media. While both traditional and unorthodox action 
strategies are permitted, these arenas are nevertheless regulated by an established reper-
toire of norms. For example, illegal direct action such as that advocated by Earth First, 
the American renegade environmental group, violates this protocol. So too for the tactics 
practised by the group Extinction Rebellion (see Chapter 1). The code is, in fact, a 
combination of formal and informal rules usually monitored and coordinated by some 
type of enforcement or regulatory agency such as the EPA in the United States and the 
Department of the Environment (D.o.E.) in Britain.

The concept of the social arena combines elements from the organisation–​environment 
perspective in the field of complex organisations, Goffman’s dramaturgical model of 
social relations and the symbolic models of politics as developed by Murray Edelman 
(1964, 1977) cemented together by a social constructionist compound. As formulated 
by Renn, it also stresses the mobilisation of social and political resources as discussed 
by the McCarthy–​Zald school within the resource mobilisation perspective on social 
movements. Renn seems unaware of the parallels but the social arena concepts that he 
uses also echo some basic research on international environmental diplomacy, notably 
Haas’ (1990, 1992) seminal concept of “epistemic communities”.

While some elements of risk construction may occur in the public domain beyond 
their parameters, the most important action takes place in arenas that are populated by 
communities of specialised professionals: scientists, engineers, lawyers, medical doctors, 
corporate managers, political operatives (Hilgartner 1992, 52). Such technical experts are 
the chief constructors of risk, setting an agenda that often includes direct public input 
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only during the latter stages of consideration. Hilgartner and Bosk (1988) note that these 
“communities of operatives” often function in a symbiotic fashion, the operatives in each 
arena feeding the activities of operatives in the others. Environmental operatives (envir-
onmental groups, industry lobbyists and public relations personnel, political champions, 
environmental lawyers, journalists and bureaucrats) are notable examples of this; by virtue 
of their activities they both generate work for one another and raise the prominence of 
the environment as a source of social problems.

Within the social arena of risk, the process of defining what is acceptable and what is not 
is often rooted in negotiations among several or multiple organisations seeking to struc-
ture relations among themselves. Clarke (1988) illustrates this in his analysis of an office 
building fire in Binghampton, New York, which left a legacy of toxic chemical contamin-
ation. In this case, three governmental agencies –​ the state health department, the county 
health department and the state maintenance organisation –​ collectively vied for suzerainty 
in determining how risky the situation was thought to be. In such cases, Clarke argues, 
the institutional assessment of risk is a claims-​making activity in which corporations and 
agencies both compete and negotiate to set a definition of acceptable risk.

From a theatrical vantage point, social arenas of risk are populated by sundry groups 
of actors. Palmlund (1992) proposes the existence of six “generic roles” in the societal 
evaluation of risk, each of which carries its own dramatic label: risk bearers, risk bearers’ 
advocates, risk generators, risk researchers, risk arbiters and risk informers.

Risk bearers are victims who bear the direct costs of living and working in hazardous 
settings. In the past, those who are impacted most have rarely asserted themselves and have 
therefore remained on the margins of risk arenas. More recently, however, as can be seen 
in the rise of the environmental justice movement, risk bearers have become empowered 
and must increasingly be regarded as notable players. Risk bearers’ advocates ascend the 
public stage to fight for the rights of victims. Examples include consumer organisations 
such as those once headed by Ralph Nader and Jeremy Rifkin, health organisations, labour 
unions and congressional/​parliamentary champions. They are depicted as protagonists or 
heroes. Risk generators –​ utilities, forestry companies, multinational chemical/​pharmaceut-
ical companies, etc. –​ are labelled as antagonists or villains since they are said by advocates 
to be the primary source of the risk. Risk researchers, notably scientists in universities, gov-
ernment laboratories and publicly funded agencies are portrayed as “helpers” attempting 
to gather evidence on why, how and under what circumstances an object or activity is 
risk-​laden, who is exposed to the risk and when the risk may be regarded as “acceptable”. 
On occasion, however, risk researchers have become identified with risk generators, par-
ticularly if their findings support the latter’s position. Risk arbiters (mediators, the courts, 
Congress/​Parliament, regulatory agencies) ideally stand off-​stage seeking to determine in 
a seemingly neutral fashion the extent to which risk should be accepted or how it should 
be limited or prevented and what compensation should be given to those who have 
suffered harm from a situation judged to be hazardous. In reality, risk arbiters are rarely as 
neutral as they should be; instead, they frequently tend to side with risk generators. Finally, 
risk informers, primarily the mass media, take the role of a chorus or messengers, placing 
issues on the public agenda and scrutinising the action.

Renn (1992) suggests a hybrid of several of these roles: the issue amplifiers who observe 
actions on stage, communicate with the principal actors, interpret their findings and 
report them to the audience. Environmental popularisers such as Paul Ehrlich, Barry 
Commoner, Bill McKibben, Jeremy Rifkin and Jonathan Porritt are prime examples 
of this.
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Hilgartner and Bosk (1988) depict the interaction among different arenas of public dis-
course as characterised by several key features. First, these multiple arenas are connected 
by a complex set of linkages, both social and organisational. As a result, activities in each 
arena thoroughly propagate throughout the others. Second, one finds a huge number of 
“feedback loops” that either amplify or dampen the attention given to problems in public 
arenas. Consequently, you find a relatively small number of successful social problems that 
occupy much of the space in most of the arenas at the same time. This synergistic pattern 
is typical of policy-​making on matters relating to risk and the environment.

In their study of 228 Washington-​based “risk professionals”, Dietz and Rycroft (1987) 
found a policy community with a dense network of communication which stretched across 
environmental groups, think tanks, universities, law and consulting firms, corporations 
and trade associations, the EPA and other executive agencies. Environmental organisations 
were especially active in outreach activities including contacts with corporations and 
trade associations with whom 85 per cent of respondents communicated in a typical 
month. Similarly, the personnel flows across organisations, another component of the 
exchange network, were substantive, although working for an environmental group led to 
a low probability of finding employment with one of the other groups.

Dietz and Rycroft depict the environmental risk policy as a hybrid in the sense that 
it has a strong base in science but, at the same time, is driven by the ideological conflict 
between environmentalists and corporate and governmental participants. This creates a 
measure of volatility insomuch as science is the cornerstone of the system yet many key 
decisions are resolvable only in political terms. Nevertheless, the picture that emerges 
from this survey study is one of a policy community that is permeable but nevertheless 
closely linked and oriented towards a shared discourse on issues relating to environmental 
risk. Among other things, this means that any approach to risk that attempts to privilege 
sociocultural facts over material ones will probably be considered off target and therefore 
inappropriate for inclusion on the shared agenda of risk professionals (Dietz and Rycroft 
1987, 114).

Power and the social construction of environmental risk

Freudenburg and Pastor (1992) have observed that the social constructionist approach to 
risk is well positioned to discuss risk construction in the context of power. In a similar 
fashion, Clarke and Short (1993) note that constructionist arguments –​ in contrast to 
those anchored in psychology and economics –​ tend to focus on how power works in 
framing terms of debate about risk.

Both sets of authors share the belief that this relationship is especially important 
because official viewpoints, with their significantly greater access to the mass media, 
strongly suggest that public fears regarding technical risks are clearly irrational; that is, 
claims about public irrationality are in themselves ways of framing risk issues. By implica-
tion, policy formulations that originate with the community of risk professionals (see the 
previous section) are presented as rational, objective assessments of what is considered safe 
and what is not. If this view is accepted, then the central task is said to be educating the 
public to realise that they are over-​reacting and that the risks attached to nuclear power, 
herbicides, bioengineered organisms, etc., are not really the hazards that they appear to be. 
In order to allay public fears, risk analysts develop quantitative measures through which to 
compare the risks inherent in different policy choices and their relative costs and benefits 
(Nelkin 1989, 99).
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This is not to imply that the people are always right and the knowledge of the experts 
invariably “brittle” (Wynne 1992). Rather, a social constructionist perspective would 
argue that each represents a competing frame but the dominant rationality that comes 
from the risk establishment is superimposed over the popular frame due to a power dif-
ferential. Thus, Wynne (1992, 286) demonstrates in the case of a public controversy over 
the herbicide 2,4,5-​T in the United Kingdom that the first-​hand empirical knowledge 
of farm and forestry workers was directly relevant to an objective risk analysis. However, 
scientists flatly refused to consider this knowledge as legitimate, thereby denigrating and 
threatening the social identity of the local citizens.

Nowhere is this differential more evident than at public information meetings or 
hearings that are routinely stage-​managed by risk generators and arbiters. At the public 
meetings concerning the building of the sewage detention tanks described earlier in 
this chapter, members of the public works department, local politicians (who strongly 
supported the project) and representatives of the private engineering firm who had 
recommended the building of the tanks all sat together on the elevated stage of the audi-
torium whose perimeters were adorned with charts, blown-​up photographs and other 
“props”. We citizens were restricted to a single question with no follow-​up. Those who 
queried the suitability of the project were alternately bullied and patronised. One official, 
an engineer, tried to humiliate a member of our group by asking her what material her 
lingerie was made of, presumably to discredit her environmental credentials by linking 
her to synthetics. On contentious issues the presenters did not hesitate to introduce a 
ream of previously unseen statistical evidence that we had no way of confirming or 
denying without days or weeks of further research.

Richardson et al. (1993) observed many of the same structural elements in the conduct 
of a set of environmental public hearings in 1984 on the proposed building of a bleached 
kraft pulp mill in northern Alberta, Canada.3 The members of the Alpac Environmental 
Impact Assessment Review Board who were conducting the hearing sat at a table facing 
the public on a stage. At one or several tables to the direct right of the Board were the 
representatives of Alberta-​Pacific Forest Industries (Alpac), the company that sought to 
build the mill, their technical experts and their lawyer. Numerous Alpac consultants were 
scattered throughout the proceedings. Presenters were required to speak into microphones 
through which their words were recorded.

Kamenstein (1988) argues that embodied in the public presentation of scientific infor-
mation at meetings concerning the health and safety aspects of toxic waste dumps is a 
rhetoric of containment which restricts discussion, avoids tough questions and pursues its own 
agenda. Drawing on three years of observation meetings held to inform residents of Pitman, 
New Jersey, about the steps which were being taken to clean up the Lipari landfill, the site 
of one of the worst dumps in the United States, Kamenstein concludes that residents were 
not so much informed or persuaded as controlled and defeated (see Box 7.1).

Box 7.1: “Toxic Talk”

According to Kamenstein (1988), the primary tool that scientific experts associated 
with the EPA and the Centers for Disease Control use to stifle citizen initiatives is 
toxic talk –​ talk that stifles discussion and smothers public concern. The rhetoric of 
containment has multiple elements.
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First, as was the case with the detention tank meetings in Toronto, residents of 
Pitman, New Jersey, were bombarded with technical information. At one meeting, 
EPA officials distributed documents totalling 44 pages. Those in attendance were 
expected to assimilate an array of data, charts, graphs, tables and a slide show in rapid 
succession. At the same time, the facts that residents wanted were never available, 
and no explanation or interpretation was given as to the information that the con-
sultant scientists presented.

The physical setting of the meeting room was also very similar to that experienced 
by those attending the detention tank sessions. At the front of the room was a large 
dais raised about two feet, a long table and nine large, high-​backed chairs on which 
the scientists sat, creating a physical and psychological distance from the audience. 
Various dramatic props, for example an enlarged photograph of an air-​monitoring 
vehicle that looked like a recreational camper, were employed as rhetorical devices 
to pacify the residents and enhance the power of those in charge of the meeting.

The factual presentation style used by EPA officials and scientists was abstract, 
impersonal and technical, thus creating an impression of professional neutrality. It 
was the activist residents who became angry and confrontational, allowing officials 
to dismiss them as “emotional”. Questions that dealt with the geology and hydrology 
of the area, future tests and plans for the clean-​up were addressed but those which 
dealt with health risks were avoided or deflected. Officials and scientists used lan-
guage in their presentations that was technical, ambiguous and intellectual, making 
it impossible for any meaningful dialogue to develop between experts and residents 
over the nature and magnitude of the risks faced by the community of Pitman.

Toxic talk techniques such as this are strategically successful if ethically reprehen-
sible. They allow scientific experts and government officials to direct the discussion, 
set the risk agenda and discourage future citizen participation. Popular concerns and 
risk frames are subordinated to those that are preferred by the powerful in society. 
As Kamenstein (1988, 10) notes, these kinds of exclusionary devices permit agencies 
such as the EPA to legally fulfil their mandate to hold public meetings while at 
the same time leaving residents feeling that they are fighting a losing battle just to 
be heard.

That is not to say that members of the public never attempt to assert themselves in 
settings such as these. For example, in the Alberta case, some participants fought to wrest 
control from regulators over the scope of the review, the venues and over definitions of 
legitimacy, as well as attempting to subvert the dominant discourse that was imposed by 
the pro-​development forces (Richardson et al. 1993, 47). However, the constraints of the 
hearing process normally make effective citizen participation difficult, especially since 
the situation is structured so as to prevent public argument and reinforce the power of 
institutions.

Institutional risk analysts and regulators also exercise power on a broader plane, 
Structurally, they control the official risk agenda, acting as gatekeepers who are well 
placed to determine which issues are included or excluded from public discourse. For 
example, in the 1980s, imbued with the deregulatory climate within the Reagan admin-
istration (supported by senior EPA managers), Congress fatally slashed the budget of the 
Office of Noise Abatement and Control (ONAC) thereby also dooming most state and 
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local noise abatement programmes (Shapiro 1993). Despite the continued risk posed by 
noise pollution to human health and environmental aesthetics, the issue stalled for lack 
of government action. In such circumstances, the risk itself does not diminish (in the case 
of noise pollution it in fact increased) but the risk establishment is able to manipulate its 
progress on the action agenda.

Freudenburg and Pastor (1992, 403) note that the social constructionist approach to 
technological risks would do well to look at other variables that sociologists have previ-
ously found to be associated with power. Thus, gender may be significant here, insomuch 
as the scientific experts and bureaucratic officials who practise the rhetoric of containment 
are usually men while local citizen groups are disproportionately composed of women, 
many of whom lack power and authority in public life. Similarly, members of racial and 
ethnic minorities are routinely dismissed and discredited by the risk establishment, an 
experience that has led to the blossoming of the environmental justice movement. The 
relationship between power, inequality and the social construction is equally evident in 
communities that have been marginalised by positions of economic, geographic or social 
isolation (Blowers et al.,1991).

Risk construction in cross-​national perspective

Finally, risk construction varies cross-​nationally according to a number of different 
factors: the organisation of political and administrative structures, historical traditions 
and cultural beliefs. Within the field of risk analysis, a classic comparative study is Sheila 
Jasanoff ’s (1986) report entitled Risk Management and Political Culture. Drawing on case 
studies of national programmes for controlling carcinogens in several European countries, 
Canada and the United States, she concludes that cultural factors strongly influence goals 
and priorities in risk management. In Germany, the favoured approach has been to dele-
gate resolution of all risk-​related issues to technical experts. Jasanoff does not discuss it but 
even where a risk subject is strongly contested, technical rationality is applied in the form 
of a “technology assessment” that includes representatives from government, industry and 
social movements (see Bora and Dobert 1992). In Britain and Canada, risks are examined 
through a mixed scientific and administrative process but scientific uncertainties are not 
always publicly broadcast. By contrast, in the United States risk determination has a much 
more public face surfacing in a wide variety of administrative and scientific fora. While 
this can produce greater analytical rigour and more democratic and informed public par-
ticipation, it can also lead to more polarisation and conflict and thus to political stalemate.

Using the comparative method suggested by Jasanoff, Harrison and Hoberg (1994) 
compared government regulation in Canada and the United States of seven controversial 
substances suspected of causing cancer in humans: the pesticides alar and alachlor, urea-​
formaldehyde foam insulation, radon gas, dioxin, saccharin and asbestos. Each country’s 
approach was weighed according to five criteria for effectiveness: stringency, and time-
liness of the regulatory decision; balancing of risks and benefits by decision-​makers; 
opportunities for public participation; and the interpretation of science in regulatory 
decision-​making.

As had Jasanoff, the researchers found that there were two contrasting regulatory styles. 
In each case:

there was more open conflict over risks in the United States than Canada, with 
interest groups, the media, legislators and the courts playing a much more important 
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role south of the border. The regulatory process in Canada tended to be closed, 
informal, and consensual, in comparison with the open, legalistic, and adversarial style 
of the US.

(Harrison and Hoberg 1994, 168)

Both styles are said to have risks and benefits. The Canadian system is more conducive 
to scientific caution and formal democratic control but it lacks accountability, making it 
easier for political decisions to be cloaked in scientific arguments. The American system 
is more open but also more conflictual and vulnerable to interest group pressures and, as 
a result, less dependent upon scientific expertise.

This comparative research provides further evidence that risk determination and 
assessment are socially constructed. National political structures and styles can be seen 
to have as much to do with deciding which environmental conditions will be judged to 
be risky and actionable as the nature of the scientific claim itself. Consequently, funda-
mentally sound environmental claims may be deflected or stalled, either due to collusion 
between regulators and scientists or because of political pressure from interest groups, 
either within or opposed to the environmentalist perspective.

Conclusion

In the social sciences, two conflicting ways of looking at risk have clashed. On the one 
hand, you have an engineering-​style approach that treats risks as “objectively” deter-
minable, if only you have the right instruments and information. By contrast, a “socio-
logical” perspective on risk insists that risk is as much about the social as the physical. 
That is, perceptions of risk differ by class, gender, race, ethnicity ideology and past 
experience. Whether an object or situation is judged to be “risky” differs depending 
on whether you apply legal, scientific or moral proofs. In the literature on risk, an 
important concept is that of the “social arena”, which refers to the political setting in 
which claims about risk are made and contested. The social constructionist approach is 
especially valuable here because it focuses on how power works in framing the terms 
of debate about risk.
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8	� Biodiversity loss
The successful “career” of a global environmental 
problem

In October 2021, 195 countries met (mostly virtually) to apply the finishing touches 
to a new accord designed to safeguard plants, animals and ecosystems across the 
globe.1 COP 15 in Kunming, China was compared by some observers to COP 26, 
the high-​profile global climate change conference which was being held simultan-
eously in Glasgow, Scotland.2 Elisabeth Maruma Mremu, executive secretary of the 
UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), suggested that “the fact that the two 
COPS (Convention of the Parties) are taking place pretty much back-​to-​back gives us 
that excellent opportunity to show how issues of biodiversity and climate change are 
inseparable” (Taylor 2021).

This is not the first time that the two issues have been linked. Along with global 
warming, the conservation of biodiversity was one of the two major issues at the June 
1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio 
de Janeiro. It was called the “hottest” environmental topic of 1993 (Mannion 1993) with a 
burgeoning academic and popular literature devoted to exploring its parameters. Six years 
later, Valiverronen (1999, 404) characterised biodiversity loss as “the latest ‘big’ environ-
mental issue, comparable to acid rain, ozone depletion and climate change”. Yet 20 years 
before, the term biodiversity was unknown and it was not to be found in any compen-
dium of threats to the environment. The skyrocketing career of biological diversity loss 
is a good illustration of how a “transnational epistemic community” (see Chapter 6) can 
assemble, present and successfully contest a global environmental problem.

As a concept, biodiversity is multi-​layered with various levels of meaning (Udall 1991, 
82). Officially, it has been defined as “the variability among living organisms from all 
sources, including inter alia, terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the eco-
logical complexes of which they are part” (Tolba and El-​Kholy 1992). More simply, it 
is an umbrella term for nature’s variety –​ ecosystems, species and genes (Environmental 
Conservation 1993, 277).

Scientists have never been in total agreement on the fundamental nature and signifi-
cance of biodiversity and biodiversity loss. Lorimer (2006, 540) argues that our view of 
biodiversity has been skewed by an “objective understanding” as outlined at the 1992 Earth 
Summit according to which “biodiversity is constituted by a set of objects and processes 
revealed to us by an all-​seeing, disembodied natural science”. Guyer and Richards (1996) 
find the concept of biodiversity to be “an odd one”, insofar as it is “a bit like an iceberg –​ 
most of it is hidden from view, and (like the underwater portion of an iceberg) indefinite 
in shape and extent”.

In 2017, a sharp controversy arose among biologists over the value of biodiversity. 
The conflict was ignited by a commentary in the Washington Post titled “We don’t need 
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to save endangered species. Extinction is a part of evolution”. The piece was written by 
Alexander Pyron, an evolutionary biologist. Pyron argued that preserving biodiversity on 
the Earth assuages our guilt in killing off plants and animals, but in the larger evolutionary 
context it makes no difference, and carries no moral significance. The engine of extinc-
tion, he argues, is the mechanism by which natural selection prunes the poorly adapted.

Pyron’s editorial set off a firestorm of criticism from his scientific colleagues. Among 
the most outspoken of his critics was Carl Safina, an ecologist and bestselling author. 
Writing in the online publication Yale Environment 360, Safina thundered that the revi-
sionist thinking among biologists represented by Pyron “shows a lack of understanding of 
evolution and an ignorance of the natural world” (Safina 2018). Extinction, he counters, 
is not evolution’s driver, survival amidst competition is. Shaken by the outpouring of 
outrage from his fellow conservation biologists, Pyron (2017) issued what amounts to an 
apology for his Washington Post piece, but the scientific debate over the importance which 
should be accorded to extinction and species protection continues unabated.

Biodiversity is generally acknowledged to exist at three distinct levels: ecosystem diver-
sity, species diversity and genetic diversity.

Ecosystem diversity refers to the variety of habitats that host living organisms in a par-
ticular geographic region. This variety is said to be shrinking in the face of accelerating 
economic development. Udall (1991, 83) uses the metaphor of a ripe pumpkin that has 
been hollowed out to describe the damage to our ecosystems which has been inflicted 
by trapping, ploughing, logging, damming, poisoning and other forms of human intru-
sion. With the rapid pace of development, land ecosystems are described as increasingly 
taking the form of “habitat islands”; for example a patch of tropical forest surrounded by 
croplands (Franck and Brownstone 1992, 37).

Species diversity refers to the variety of species that are found in an ecosystem. While 
there have been notable episodes of species extinction in the past, the scale of loss today 
is judged to be unprecedented in the history of humankind (Lovejoy 1986, 16). Much of 
this is attributable to loss of ecosystem diversity; as a broad general rule, reducing the size 
of a habitat by 90 per cent will reduce the number of species that can be supported in the 
long run by 50 per cent (Tolba and El-​Kholy 1992, 186).

Genetic diversity refers to the range of genetic information coded in the DNA of a 
single population species. Biologists value genetic diversity because it is seen as the basis 
for permitting organisms to adapt to environmental change. For example, in agricul-
ture, wild strains of plants are valued because they often contain genes that are vital in 
fighting off pests or disease, unlike domesticated monocultures which are much more 
vulnerable. In the animal world, inbreeding among a population stranded by habitat 
loss or commercial exploitation leads to an inability to survive in the long term; for 
example this is the situation of the grizzly bears in Yellowstone Park in the American 
West (Udall 1991, 82).

When all three levels are viewed together, biodiversity loss appears to be a newly 
minted environmental problem. However, as Barton (1992, 773) has observed, there have 
long been a variety of treaties governing individual elements such as the international 
trade in endangered species, regional conservation and the conservation of particular 
species. For example, the Migratory Birds Convention, signed in 1917 by the United 
States and Canada, was a key piece of legislation in the campaign during the first part of 
this century to save North American birds. And, in 1911, six years earlier, a major inter-
national agreement, the Convention for the Protection and Preservation of Fur Seals, had 
been signed.
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Contextual factors

There are three major developments that set the stage for the rise of biodiversity loss as a 
major environmental problem in the 1980s and 1990s.

First, the growing economic importance of biotechnology meant that a greater finan-
cial value was increasingly being placed on genetic resources, a value that was recognised 
through intellectual property rights (Barton 1992, 773). Of special importance here was 
a landmark decision by the US Supreme Court (Diamond v. Chakrabarty) that allowed 
for the first time the patenting of a genetically engineered microbe, in this case an 
oil-​eating bacterium developed by a General Electric research scientist named Ananda 
Chakrabarty. Also of significance was the passage a decade earlier of the US Plant Variety 
Protection Act (PVPA) that set up a patent-​like system to govern the seed industry under 
the auspices of the US Department of Agriculture rather than under the more rigorous 
requirements of the US Patent Office. These events were significant for two interrelated 
reasons.

By raising the monetary stakes involved in the development of genetic resources, a 
conflict was fanned between the developed nations who wished to ensure open access to 
plant and animal genes and the less developed nations in which the bulk of these genetic 
materials were to be actually found. The latter began to see the genetic prospecting of 
the multinational pharmaceutical and chemical companies headquartered in Northern 
nations as a form of “plundering” for which compensation should be paid.

At the same time, genetic diversity also became an international development issue due 
to the entry of several well-​known rural activists (Cary Fowler, Pat Roy Mooney) to the 
debate over plant patenting. Fowler, a farmer from North Carolina, had worked with food 
activists Frances Moore Lappé and Joe Collins on the national bestselling book, Food First, 
an indictment of the world food system. Fowler became a one-​person lobby opposing 
changes to the seed patent laws. In the 1979 debate over a proposal to amend the PVPA 
so as to add six “soup vegetables” theretofore excluded from the act, Fowler

turned his mailing list loose on Congress, went to the Press, wrote articles about the 
issue, and traveled around the country alerting other groups to the “seed patenting” 
issue. Fowler rallied scientists and church interests and wrote to the Secretary of 
Agriculture, Bob Bergland, urging him to consider the impact of rising seed costs on 
small farmers.

(Doyle 1985, 67–​8)

Mooney, a Canadian from the province of Manitoba, helped to internationalise the seed 
issue both by his participation in a network of activist scholars working on development 
issues and through his widely circulated paperback book, Seeds of the Earth, published 
in 1979 for the Canadian Council for International Cooperation and the International 
Coalition for Development Action.

Second, the emergence of conservation biology in the late 1970s as an academic 
specialty provided a nesting spot for research on biodiversity. Conservation biology is 
an applied science that studies biodiversity and the dynamics of extinction. It differs 
from other natural resource fields such as wildlife management, fisheries and forestry 
by accenting ecology over economics (Grumbine 1992, 29). The role of the conser-
vation biologist is to provide “the intellectual and technological tools that will antici-
pate, prevent, minimize and/​or repair ecological damage” (Soulé and Kohm 1989, 1). 
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Conservation biology is thus a “crisis discipline” that draws its content and method from 
a broad range of fields within and outside of the biological sciences.3

Conservation biology was formally recognised as a discipline in 1985 with the creation 
of the Society for Conservation Biology (SCB). Within three years, the membership of 
the Society had swollen to nearly 2,000 members (Tangley 1988, 444). SCB is signifi-
cant because it has provided a central forum for the communication of knowledge about 
conservation and biological diversity, especially through its journal, Conservation Biology.

Another critical node in the development of the discipline was the establishment in 
1984 by Paul Ehrlich of the Center for Conservation Biology (CCB) in the Department 
of Biological Sciences at Stanford University in California. The Center’s main activities 
are basic and applied research, education and the application of conservation biology 
principles to genetic resources, species, populations, habitats and ecosystems. CCB 
consults not only within the United States but also internationally, especially in Latin 
America (Franck and Brownstone 1992, 66) providing yet another link between research 
on biological diversity and the international development scene.

By the late 1980s, conservation biology had begun to develop rapidly at institutions 
of higher learning. A pioneering textbook, Conservation Biology: Science of Scarcity and 
Diversity, had been adopted by classes at 37 US colleges and universities as well as over-
seas (Tangley 1988, 444). In 1985, the first conservation biology course was taught at the 
University of California at Berkeley with an emphasis on the biological foundations for 
conservation (Millar and Ford 1988, 456). While research funding was still modest, partly 
because of a perception that conservation biology was a “soft” discipline, advocates of bio-
logical diversity as an environmental problem nevertheless had an increasingly powerful 
academic medium for spreading their message and for building a constituency.4

Third, a legal and organisational infrastructure was being assembled in the 1970s within 
the United Nations and other NGOs dealing with various elements of the biodiversity 
loss problem.5

In 1971, the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance Especially as 
Waterfowl Habitat was agreed upon with the dual purpose of designating environmen-
tally sensitive areas for migratory waterfowl and facilitating trans-​border cooperation 
among countries situated along their travel routes. This agreement was staffed by a secre-
tariat provided by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).

The Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural 
Heritage (held in Paris in 1972), prepared under UNESCO (United Nations Economic, 
Social and Cultural Organization) supervision, established exceptional World Cultural 
Sites such as Serengeti National Park in Tanzania, the Queensland Rainforests in Australia 
and Great Smokies National Park in the United States, some of which rated quite highly 
in biological diversity. The agreement established a world heritage fund to assist nations 
that might have difficulty in paying for the protection of these unique sites. It was signed 
by 150 countries. However, this treaty is extremely limited in scope and has had minimal 
success both in slowing the rate of species loss on a global scale and in assuring the pro-
tection of designated sites (Spray and McGlothlin 2003b, 154).

In 1973, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna 
and Flora (CITES) was proclaimed in Washington with a Secretariat staffed by the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) located in Lausanne, Switzerland. This con-
vention established lists of endangered species for which international trade is to be 
controlled via permit systems. CITES was limited, however, insofar as it was directed 
at individual species rather than the habitats in which they resided. Furthermore, it is 
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primarily a trade agreement that does not guarantee protective status or conservation 
programmes within the states in which vulnerable species reside (Spray and McGlothlin 
2003b, 155). Finally, the monitoring and enforcement of CITES has been marred by a 
series of “exceptions”, for example the “tourist souvenir exception” (allows rare specimens 
to be imported as personal or household effects) and the “trans-​shipment exception” 
(permits specimens passing through a third country to avoid regulations of the conven-
tion). These exceptions have been used to smuggle protected species under the pretence 
that the exceptions apply (Louka 2002, 116–​17).

Finally, the Convention on Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS), 
also known as the Bonn Convention, provides a framework for international cooperation 
among states that host animals whose travels regularly take them across national bound-
aries. A central aim of this convention is to coordinate research, management and con-
servation resources such as habitat protection and hunting regulation affecting migratory 
species.

These international legal agreements have been supplemented by a number of regional 
measures, for example, conventions on the conservation of nature, natural resources, wild-
life and natural habitats pertaining to the South Pacific (1976), Africa (1968) and Europe 
(1976), and by the designation of Biosphere Reserves under a UNESCO programme. 
Taken as a whole, such measures are not only useful in their own right as a means of 
fostering, if not enforcing, useful cooperation among nations in conserving biological 
diversity, but they also put into place a global system upon which more far-​reaching 
and stringent international legislation to conserve biological diversity could be mod-
elled. Furthermore, they established epistemic networks of research, communication and 
coordination that were vital in moving biodiversity along to its status today as a major 
environmental problem.

Assembling the claim

In contrast to those global environmental problems that involve damage by pollutants 
to the atmosphere (or stratosphere) –​ global warming, ozone depletion, acid rain –​ the 
threatened loss of biological diversity has been less dependent on the discovery of an 
alteration in nature; for example the ozone “hole” over the Antarctic or “forest die-​back” 
in the Black Forest. Rather, it has developed in the context of a steady outpouring of 
studies that have cumulatively raised the alarm.

Taken as a whole, these studies have often lacked precision, with the result that the 
projected number of extinctions that might be expected has varied not only widely 
but wildly (Brown 1986, 448). Estimates have frequently been made in terms of rates, 
a device that both implies a greater accuracy than is possible given current knowledge, 
leading to some questionable figures. Most notably, the “one extinction per minute” 
rate used by some authors is equivalent to 525,600 extinctions per year, an unlikely 
or impossible total about ten times the number usually cited (Lovejoy 1986, 14). At 
the lower end, USAID (United States Agency for International Development) claimed 
that 1, 000 species per year are becoming extinct.6 One explanation for the wide dis-
parity here is the data source. High estimates of extinction such as that contained in 
Greenpeace advertisements (50,000–​100,000 species becoming extinct every year) are 
based on mathematical models. By contrast, low estimates –​ IUCN-​WCU puts this at 
one bird and mammal species per year –​ represent observed rates (Budiansky 1995, 165; 
Kellow 2007, 18–​19).
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Furthermore, the enormity of the problem has meant that reliable information is 
difficult, if not impossible, to assemble. So little is actually known about how species 
interact in ecosystems, about how they depend upon each other and about how they 
recover from episodes of disturbance that “actions required now to avoid future disasters 
must be undertaken without sufficient knowledge to make considered choices” (Norton 
1986, 11). Even researchers who fervently believe that the rapid extinction of species is 
underway and human social processes are responsible admit that accurately measuring 
biodiversity loss is a challenge. Thus, sociologists Jordan Besek and Richard York observe 
that unlike carbon emissions or resource consumption “the state of biodiversity is difficult 
to conceptualize, let alone measure as a one-​dimensional quality” (2019, 241).

Most current methodologies for the assessment of biodiversity use either of two 
methods: the measurement of species and the identification of genetic diversity. The 
former is inadequate insofar as it is not always the appropriate unit of measurement (use 
of phyla and families may be more accurate); it is not necessarily the best way of locating 
diverse ecosystems; and it doesn’t provide for changes in species and habitats over time. 
Identification of genetic diversity is even more difficult, insofar as it is expensive, requires 
trained personnel capable of using sophisticated laboratory techniques, and produces 
difficult-​to-​interpret results (Louka 2002, 124).

The most current measurement tool is the Biodiversity Intactness Index (BII) devised 
by biologists at the Natural History Museum in the UK. This index estimates how much 
of an area’s natural biodiversity remains. If the Biodiversity Intactness Index is 90 per 
cent or more, the area has enough biodiversity to be a resilient and functioning eco-
system. If the BII is 30 per cent or less, the area’s biodiversity has been depleted to such an 
extent that it is below the most generous boundary of what is needed for a functioning 
ecosystem.

Finally, some scientists have questioned whether existing efforts to quantify biodiver-
sity loss rates are flawed because they incorrectly assume that extinctions are “random”. 
Thus, Raffaelli (2004) has argued that in the real world most extinction events are non-​
random, that is, some species are more likely to go extinct than others. Such non-​random 
extinctions may have greater consequences for species loss than those predicted on the 
basis of studies in which extinctions are assumed to occur randomly (p. 1142).

In the face of this scientific uncertainty, those who have promoted biodiversity as an 
environmental problem have fallen back on the “precautionary principle” (see Chapter 6) 
which recommends that the wisest course is simply to avoid actions that needlessly reduce 
biological diversity (Tolba and El-​Kholy 1992, 197).

How, then, were conservation biologists and other claims-​makers able to elevate bio-
diversity loss to the status of a notable environmental problem, given a relative lack of 
authoritative research data on the subject? Conservation biologist Stuart Pimm observes 
that biodiversity “hit several things simultaneously; it’s easy to popularize, it captures 
people’s imagination, and [despite measurement issues] it’s scientifically credible” 
(Fieseler 2021).

Socio-​biologist Edward Wilson (1986, v) believes that the rising interest during the 
1980s among scientists and portions of the public in matters related to biodiversity and 
international conservation can be ascribed to two more or less independent developments.

The first was the convergence of data from three different areas of research –​ forest-
ation, species extinction and tropical biology –​ such that global biodiversity problems 
were brought into sharper focus and thought to warrant broader public exposure. This 
critical mass of data was not sufficient to build an airtight case for immediate worldwide 
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action but it did raise the profile of biodiversity to a level sufficient to provoke a stream of 
academic conferences, political hearings and public fora.

The largest of these was the National Forum on BioDiversity held in Washington, 
DC on 21–​24 September 1986 under the auspices of the National Academy of Sciences 
and the Smithsonian Institution. This forum featured 60 leading biologists, economists, 
agronomists, philosophers and international development experts. The lectures and panels 
were regularly attended by 14,000 people, and the final evening’s panel was teleconferenced 
to an estimated audience of 10,000 at over a hundred universities and colleges in the 
United States and Canada. It was at this conference, Wilson (1986, vi) recalls, that the term 
“biodiversity” was first introduced by the organiser Dr Walter G. Rosen, a programme 
officer from the Commission on Life Sciences, National Research Council/​National 
Academy of Sciences. It is also worth noting that in spite of Wilson’s protests that the 
term biodiversity was too “catchy” and “lacks dignity”, Rosen and the other Academy 
staff members persisted on the grounds that the term is simpler and more distinctive than 
biotic diversity or biological diversity, and therefore the public would remember it more 
easily (Wilson 1994, 359).

The second development was the growing awareness of the close link between the 
conservation of biodiversity and economic development, especially in Southern nations. 
This elevated biodiversity loss from a scientific environmental problem to a wider status 
as a socio-​political problem. In the industrial nations of the North, destruction of tropical 
rainforests and other Southern habitats was decried on the basis that it threatened a vast 
untapped reservoir of species that could potentially prove useful in providing new foods, 
medical treatments and other products. At the same time, in the countries of the South, 
biodiversity loss was feared for its impact on local farmers and others whose livelihoods 
depend on the maintenance of traditional ecosystems. In time, these two objectives were 
to come into direct conflict, but initially they acted in concert so as to reframe biodiver-
sity loss as a “development” problem of considerable importance. According to USAID, 
the net economic benefits of biodiversity in 2005 were estimated to total at least US3 
trillion per year, or 11 per cent of the annual world economic output.7 This integration 
of conservation and development found a significant funding source in the US Agency 
for International Development (USAID), which expanded into the area in the 1980s by 
mandate from Congress. In addition to sponsoring individual projects and conferences 
in lower income countries, USAID administers a sizeable peer-​reviewed research grant 
programme. The centrepiece of the latter is the Conservation of Biological Diversity pro-
ject. This has two main components: cooperative funding of National Science Foundation 
(NSF) grants for research that contributes to the conservation of biodiversity in developing 
countries, and core funding for the Biodiversity Support Program, a consortium formed 
by the World Wildlife Fund, The Nature Conservancy and the World Resources Institute. 
USAID projects have been carried out in Latin America, the Caribbean, Africa and North 
Africa as well as Europe and Asia (Alpert 1993, 630). By the early 1990s, the agency was 
investing about US$100 million a year in biodiversity programmes around the world 
(Angier 1994).

The assembly of biodiversity loss as an environmental problem benefited greatly from 
the participation of several well-​known scientific news entrepreneurs or champions who 
were extremely active in promoting it both within and beyond the parameters of science.

The Ehrlichs, Paul and Anne, had already achieved a measure of fame (as well as 
notoriety) in the late 1960s and early 1970s for their campaign to make overpopula-
tion the centrepiece of the environmental crisis. Subsequently, the two biologists turned 
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their attention to the problem of biodiversity loss. In 1986, they founded the Center for 
Conservation Biology at Stanford University with Paul Ehrlich as president (see above). 
In 1981, the Ehrlichs published Extinction, one of several high-​profile books that appeared 
on the topic of endangered species and biodiversity around this time. Here they infused 
the biodiversity problem with a moral dimension using the “Noah Principle” to claim 
that the foremost argument for the preservation of all non-​human species is the religious 
belief “that our fellow passengers on Spaceship Earth … have a right to exist”.

A second major champion of the conservation of biodiversity was (he passed away in 
2021) celebrated Harvard entomologist E.O. (Edward) Wilson.8 Widely known as one of 
the founders of the field of sociobiology, Wilson was also a 1978 Pulitzer Prize-​winning 
author whose bestselling book, The Diversity of Life, was carried as a selection by book 
clubs across the United States and Canada. In his autobiography, Wilson reports he was 
“tipped into active engagement by the example of my friend, Peter Raven”, who had 
been writing, lecturing and debating the issue of mass extinction since the late 1970s. 
Among his contributions, Wilson edited a key collection of articles arising out of the 
1986 National Forum under the title Biodiversity (1986); this became one of the best-
selling books in the history of the National Academy Press (Wilson 1994, 358).

Other key figures in assembling the problem of biodiversity loss were Peter Raven, 
director of the Missouri Botanical Garden, Norman Myers, a well-​known international 
conservationist who published the book The Sinking Ark in 1979, and Michael Soulé, 
founder and populariser of the discipline of conservation biology.
Long-​time friends who had similar interests, moved in the same circles and often did 
fieldwork in the same areas (Mazur and Lee 1993, 703), Ehrlich (Paul), Raven and 
Wilson were involved in many of the same endeavours to promote biodiversity loss 
as a global environmental problem; Ehrlich and Raven organised and chaired panels 
at the 1986 forum in Washington. In 1989, Raven and Wilson gave expert testimony 
before the US Senate Subcommittee on Environmental Pollution. Wilson and Ehrlich 
were contributors to the special biodiversity issue of Science in August 1991, and all 
three scientists were founding members of the Club of Earth, an activist group formed 
to bring scientific attention more quickly to important but neglected environmental 
problems (Brown 1986). Mazur and Lee observe of this trio: “Their research product-
ivity, their eminence and their social and institutional contacts gave them strong voices 
within the scientific establishment and good access to Federal and private sources of 
funding, which supported both their scientific and policy efforts” (1993, 703). Wilson 
(1994, 357–​8) refers to a “loose confederation of senior biologists that I jokingly call the 
‘rainforest mafia’ ” whose members besides Raven, and himself included Jared Diamond, 
who a decade later went on to become the bestselling author of several influential books 
on societal collapse (see Chapter 1), Thomas Eisner, Daniel Janzen,9 Thomas Lovejoy and 
Norman Myers. All of these scientists were instrumental in advancing claims about the 
importance of biodiversity loss.

Presenting the claim

In presenting biodiversity as an environmental claim and keeping it on the public agenda, 
proponents face three formidable problems (McNeely 1992, 25).

First, unlike some other environmental problems such as toxic dumps or oil spills at sea, 
there is no easily identifiable opponent against which public opinion can be galvanised. 
Instead, the root causes of biodiversity loss are found in basic economic, demographic 
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and political trends including the relentless human demand for commodities from the 
tropics, runaway population growth and the escalating debt burdens of Southern nations 
(McNeely et al. 1990b).

Second, the loss of biodiversity has no immediate impact on human lifestyles in the 
First World nations where the resources that could be applied to acting upon the problem 
are concentrated. Indeed, with the exception of a small number of “charismatic mega-
fauna” –​ whales, gorillas, whooping cranes, bald eagles –​ most threatened organisms con-
sist of creatures such as fungi, insects and bacteria that most people would not hesitate 
to step on (Mann and Plummer 1992, 49). This problem is even more exaggerated at the 
system level where, as Noss (1990) has sardonically observed, “you can’t hug a ‘biogeo-
chemical’ cycle”. As Mazur and Lee note,

The plights of these [charismatic] animals became salient through popular books, 
television documentaries such as those produced by the National Geographic Society, 
and news coverage of a few effective spokespersons including Jacques Cousteau, 
Brigitte Bardot, Roger Tory Peterson and Jane Goodall, who usually specialized in a 
single type of animal.

(1993, 701)

Third, the collective benefits of taking action are notably imprecise. At best, conservationists 
can speculate that somewhere in the vanishing rainforest lies the cure for cancer or AIDS 
but there are no ironclad guarantees. By contrast, the costs of implementation are more 
apparent and onerous especially on the domestic front in developed nations. As a result, 
public attention often begins to lag when the visible costs seem to outweigh the imme-
diate benefits. Public support can be further eroded by high-​profile controversies such as 
that which occurred in the United States in the late 1980s and early 1990s over the fate 
of the Northern spotted owl.10

Claims-​makers have addressed these difficulties by adopting a “rhetoric of loss” (Ibarra and 
Kitsuse 1993). Public statements by conservation biologists and other policy entrepreneurs 
stress that we are “at a crossroads in the history of human civilization” (McNeely et al. 
1990b, 40). Failure to act decisively is equated with turning down the road to chaos or 
driving a business into liquidation. Many of these metaphors are borrowed from the rhet-
oric of another environmental problem –​ overpopulation. Once again, we are depicted 
as rapidly approaching the “limits of growth”, thereby running the risk of surpassing the 
“carrying capacity” of the planet. Lester Brown (see Chapter 1) uses the rhetorical motif of 
a “race” to describe how the momentum inherent in population growth with its attendant 
problems for biodiversity is pushing us rapidly towards a catastrophic finish line (1986).

The rhetoric of “catastrophe” was further enhanced through linking it to the fate of the 
dinosaurs.11 In 1980, two eminent scientists from the University of California at Berkeley, 
Nobel prize-​winning physicist Luis Alvarez and his geologist son Walter, proposed that 
the dinosaurs had perished as the result of climate changes brought about by an asteroid 
which had crashed on Earth 65 million years ago. Few scientific theories have attracted 
more public interest as quickly as did this controversial claim, a fact not lost on biodiver-
sity activists who often used the dinosaurs as a point of comparison (Mazur and Lee 
1993, 703). Similarly, a television advertisement sponsored by the Humane Society of 
Canada in the mid-​1990s, proclaimed: “it is the greatest extinction rate since the end of 
the dinosaurs”.
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A subsidiary idiom here is that of “entitlement”. Thus both Raven, in his testimony 
before the 1981 Congressional committee, and the IUCN, in the introduction to World 
Conservation Strategy, reiterate a memorable slogan to the effect that “we have not inherited 
the Earth from our parents, we have borrowed it from our children” (see Box 8.1).

Box 8.1: A sample of rhetorical statements on biodiversity loss by 
prominent environmentalists/​scientist

“We have not inherited the Earth from our parents, we have borrowed it from our 
children”.

Peter Raven in Congressional testimony (see Kellert 1986) and    
IUCN World Conservation Strategy, Introduction (1980)

“We are in a race. Maybe we should call it a contest”.
Brown (1986)

“We’re treating the world as a business in the process of liquidation”.
Peter Raven, cited in Gooderham (1994)

“The future well being of human civilization and that of many of the 10 million other 
species that share this planet hangs in the balance”.

McNeely et al. (1990b)

“In the last twenty-​five years or so, the disparity between the rate of loss and the rate of 
replacement [of species and populations] has become alarming; in the next twenty-​five 
years, unless something is done, it promises to become catastrophic for humanity”.

Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1981)

“Elimination of lots of lousy little species regularly causes big consequences for humans, just 
as does randomly knocking out many of the lousy little rivets holding together an airplane”.

Diamond (2005)

Running parallel to this “doomsday” rhetoric (see Chapter 1) is a second type of claims 
language that stresses the positive economic benefits of preserving diverse habitats. Using 
warrants that are loaded with financial figures, proponents favour a “rhetoric of ration-
ality” (Best 1987). For example, Walter Reid, a vice-​president of the World Resources 
Institute, wrote this about the “economic realities of biodiversity”:

Currently some 25 per cent of US prescriptions are filled with drugs whose active 
ingredients are extracted or derived from plants. Sales of these plant-​based drugs 
amounted to $4.5 billion in 1980 and an estimated $15.5 billion in 1990. … In Europe, 
Japan, Australia, Canada and the United States, the market value for prescriptions and 
over-​the-​counter drugs based on plants was estimated to be $43 billion in 1985.

(Reid et al. 1993, 49)
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Significantly, this rhetoric uses the language of frontier development, for example refer-
ring to “bioprospecting” (Eisner 1989–​90; Reid et al.1993) or “biotic exploration” (Eisner 
and Beiring 1994). It is suggested that somewhere in the “biotic wilderness” scientists will 
find an equivalent of Madagascar’s rosy periwinkle with its famous cancer-​fighting prop-
erties (Eldredge 1992–​3, 92).

This depiction of tropical rainforests as the cradle of tomorrow’s pharmaceutical medi-
cine spilled over into the arena of popular culture. In the 1992 American motion picture 
Medicine Man, Sean Connery plays a maverick who discovers a miracle cure for cancer 
among the canopies of the South American rainforest, only to have his research site 
flattened by the bulldozers of a road-​building crew. In Day of Reckoning, a 1994 action 
movie with a “new age” flavour, an adventurer hunts for a rare plant with medicinal powers 
in the rainforests of Burma. As W.H. Hudson’s romantic novel Green Mansions illustrated 
over a century ago, the human threat to the diversity of life in tropical ecosystems can 
make a compelling drama, with strong moral and spiritual overtones.

Contesting the claim

While individual countries undertook unilaterally to protect endangered species and 
habitats, it became obvious at least half-​a-​century ago that concerted global action on 
biodiversity loss required some type of coordinated multilateral agreement. In fact, an 
International Convention on Biological Diversity was first proposed in 1974 and active 
planning for such an accord began in earnest in 1983 (Tolba and El-​Kholy 1992). This 
process culminated in 1992 with the preparation of a Global Biodiversity Strategy under 
the auspices of three agencies: the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the 
World Conservation Union (IUCN) and the World Resources Institute (WRI). In order 
to carry out the recommendations of this strategy, a Convention on Biological Diversity 
was introduced at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
(UNCED) in Rio in June, 1992. By all accounts, this convention was conceived in a 
medium of considerable controversy, especially with regard to the question of access to 
genetic resources in Southern hemisphere nations.

At the core of the treaty can be found a basic tension between two conflicting 
commitments. On the one hand, the proposers wished to provide a mechanism whereby 
the international conservationist community could directly intervene in situations where 
sensitive environmental areas with diverse biological resources were threatened, notably in 
the tropical rainforests of Brazil. On the other hand, target nations were not eager to lose 
their national autonomy and give up the right to make their own decisions, particularly 
with regard to development projects. As compensation for allowing outsiders to infringe 
their traditional national sovereignty, less-​developed nations wanted something in return, 
specifically, financial resources and the transfer of technology from the industrial nations 
of the North.

Furthermore, the Southern nations wanted to use the occasion to tighten up access to 
their genetic resources that theretofore had been more or less free to all comers. According 
to Article 15 of the Convention, nations were to have sovereign rights over their genetic 
resources and grant access only on mutually agreed terms and with “prior informed con-
sent”. Other provisions attempted to deal with some of the more potentially exploitative 
aspects relating to the appropriation of genetic resources by multinational biotechnology 
companies. Increasingly, these firms have begun to prospect tropical habitats for unusual 
species of plants and animals, to “borrow” key genetic material, bioengineer and patent 
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it and then license the improved product back to the country of origin at a hefty profit. 
Accordingly, the South argued for access to the results and benefits of biotechnologies 
developed in connection with those genetic materials that have been exported, specific-
ally in the form of continuing royalties and technology sharing.

Even at the pre-​summit stage, a number of these points were contested. For example, an 
earlier draft of the convention had called for two global lists –​ a Global List for Biological 
Diversity and a Global List of Species Threatened with Extinction on [a]‌ Global Level –​ 
that would have spelled out in priority fashion the commitments that were required of 
signatories to the treaty. However, during the final negotiations at Nairobi, Kenya, leading 
up to the Rio Summit, these references to global lists were removed, a measure that was 
strongly contested by many delegates including the leader of the French delegation who 
refused to sign the final act. Similarly, a provision that would have furnished free “scien-
tific access” to genetic resources in biologically diverse nations was dropped from the final 
convention (Barton 1992).

At the summit itself, the United States incurred the wrath of other participants by 
refusing to sign the Biodiversity Convention, even though 153 other countries did so and 
the Secretary of the Environment himself was in favour. This appeared to be the result 
of considerable pressure on President Bush from American biotechnology trade associ-
ations, which objected to the provisions that would have meant that US firms must pay 
continuing royalties and share new patents and technological secrets with nations whose 
biological resources are the source of new products (Susskind 1994, 182).

The Biodiversity Convention was challenged by a third party who wasn’t present 
at either the negotiations or at the Summit. This was a coalition, of farmers, ecological 
activists and others from Southern nations who felt that local people had been excluded 
from the formulation of the treaty, especially the provisions relating to intellectual 
property rights. Their absence has subsequently been noted annually in the Report of 
the Global Biodiversity Forum “Background” section with the statement: “However, the 
process prior to and following the development of the CBD [Convention on Biological 
Diversity] did not in general allow for the full participation of all those interested and 
affected”.

The best-​known spokesperson for this movement is the Indian eco-​activist Vandana 
Shiva. Shiva and her movement have attempted to wrest “ownership” of the problem of 
biodiversity loss from conservation biologists, non-​governmental global environmental 
organisations and government negotiators who they accuse of assuming a mantle of lead-
ership that is not theirs to wear. In particular, they object to the exclusion of the original 
donors of genetic resources –​ grassroots farmers –​ from the exchange of resources and 
knowledge that the Convention governs. The basic problem, Shiva states, is that “those 
‘selling’ prospecting rights never had the rights to biodiversity in the first place and those 
whose rights are being sold and alienated through the transaction have not been consulted 
or given a chance to participate” (1993, 559). Shiva observes that even in the case of the 
1991 agreement between Merck Pharmaceuticals and INBIQ, the National Biodiversity 
Institute of Costa Rica, a much-​heralded and publicised example of how it is possible for 
multinational corporations to compensate Southern nations for their genetic resources, 
the people living in or near the national parks in Costa Rica were not consulted, nor 
were they guaranteed any economic benefits. Rather, the agreement was forged between 
Merck and a conservation group formed at the initiative of a leading American conser-
vation biologist Dan Janzen, who, it will be recalled, was a member of Wilson’s “rainforest 
mafia” (Shiva 1993, 559).
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Opponents of “commercialised conservation” (Shiva 1990, 44) have proposed the 
formulation of an alternative form of intellectual property, the Samuhik Cyan Sanad or 
Collective Intellectual Property Rights (CIPRs). These collective patents invest the right 
to benefit commercially from traditional knowledge in the community that developed 
it. Furthermore, it is demanded that multinational companies seeking to utilise Southern 
hemisphere genetic resources be compelled to deal through the village organisations who 
would hold title to these CIPRs. Failure to do so, it is claimed, would constitute “intel-
lectual piracy” (Shiva and Holla-​Bhar 1993, 227).

Shiva’s challenge did not go unnoticed. At the 7th Session of the Global Diversity 
Forum, held in Harare, Zimbabwe in June, 1997, the official “Statement’ prepared by 
Forum participants included the following paragraph:

Participants recommended that CITES mechanisms be developed to incorporate 
local and traditional knowledge and local participation in decision-​making at all 
levels including in the national scientific bodies and international forums. National 
governments should be encouraged to involve local communities in the development 
and implementation of CBD and CITES strategies. All parties should be encouraged 
to include assessments of potential impacts on local communities when proposing 
changes to existing Conventions. Improvements are needed in the national and inter-
national processes for carrying out the goals of the Conventions to reflect the rights 
and aspirations of local communities.

(Global Biodiversity Forum 1997).

Most recently, international biodiversity discourse has shifted towards the reconciliation 
of conservation and poverty reduction through development, two goals that have often 
been depicted in the past as being at odds with one another and driven by different moral 
agendas. Thus, the IUCN’s director general now describes protected areas as “islands of 
biodiversity in an ocean of sustainable development” (cited in Adams et al. 2004, 1146). 
And, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), adopted at the 2000 UN Millennium 
Summit, links environmental sustainability with poverty eradication, education, gender 
equality, reduced child mortality, environmental sustainability, and the creation of a global 
partnership for development. Conservation and the sustainable use of biodiversity are 
becoming increasingly perceived as critical to the full achievement of the MDG goals 
(Timmer and Juma 2005, 27).

One high-​profile programme that has attempted to convert this rhetoric into achiev-
able gains is the Equator Initiative, launched in 2002. The initiative is a partnership among 
local grassroots groups in countries along the equatorial belt, the United Nations and the 
UN’s global development network. Its centrepiece is the Equator Prize, awarded to local 
community partnerships that work simultaneously towards sustainable income gener-
ation and environmental conservation. Some past prize recipients include the Green Life 
Association of Amazonia (AVIVE) in Brazil which focuses on the sustainable extraction 
and marketing of medicinal and aromatic plant species; the Genetic Resource, Energy, 
Ecology and Nutrition (GREEN) Foundation in India, which works through a network 
of women’s farming groups called “sanghas” to improve food security by conserving indi-
genous seeds and establishing community seed banks and home gardens; and the Suledo 
Forest Community in Tanzania that harnesses local knowledge of the forests to regulate 
poaching and promote sustainable silviculture (Timmer and Juma 2005).
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In the most recent year the prize was awarded, (2021) winners included:

locally-​led cooperatives marketing sustainably harvested fruits and organically grown 
crops as an alternative to logging and poaching in forest reserves; an Indigenous 
group fighting to protect their ancestral territory from oil exploitation; a local organ-
isation protecting critical wetland ecosystems, helping mitigate climate change while 
safeguarding water sources for hundreds of communities; and a grassroots advocacy 
group promoting a transition to organic agriculture based on traditional practices, 
leading to a government commitment to organic-​only food production country-​
wide within a decade.

(United Nations Development Programme 2021)

Despite the promise of such prize-​winning projects, the dual goals of biodiversity loss 
and poverty eradication are not always compatible. Projects that seek to integrate con-
servation and development have tended to be “overambitious and underachieving” and 
lasting positive outcomes remain “elusive” (Adams et al. 2004, 1147). For example, eco-
tourism ventures, one popular type of project undertaken by Equator Prize winners, are 
risky insomuch as they are vulnerable to international tourist fads; create pressure to build 
hotels and leisure facilities that negatively impact the resource base on which the com-
munity depends; and may fail when other local communities choose ecotourism as their 
source of alternative livelihood, thereby saturating the market. (Timmer and Juma 2005 
1–​2). Other projects falter when they are hijacked by local elites as a way of solidifying 
their interests. As Timmer and Juma (2005, 35) note,

ignoring differences in values, perspective and power within a community and [the] 
differential access that community members have to layers of political decision-​
makers leads to inaccurate assumptions about the ease by which collective decisions 
at the local level can be made.

A decade ago, a schism tore the fabric of biodiversity conservation. In January 
2009, Friends of the Earth International (FOEI) withdrew their membership in the 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature, citing concern with the corporate 
partnership between Shell, the multinational energy company, and IUCN. MacDonald 
(2010, 514) reports that this is “but one example of a growing ideological and material 
divide between large international conservation organizations and smaller groups that 
orient themselves around ‘the grassroots’ ”.

In MacDonald’s account, major changes surfaced around 2000, when conservation 
organisations began to seriously engage with the private sector. To a certain extent this 
shift is tactical, insofar as the leadership believes that a partnership with business can open 
up opportunities to influence corporate behaviour. Some political ecologists have coined 
the term “Nature™ Inc.” to shorthand the intrusion of market forces into environmental 
policy and biodiversity conservation (Arsel and Büscher 2012).

Furthermore, the development of “business and biodiversity” initiatives has been 
influenced by political and fiscal considerations. During the 1980s, national governments, 
in many cases under pressure from multilateral financial institutions such as the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund, reduced their investment in long-​term bio-
diversity protection, especially in the Global South. This created a promising new political 
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opportunity for large conservation organisations. Through the 1980s and 1990s these 
agencies rapidly expanded in size and budget and “engaged in a ‘mission shift’ moving 
from a focus on knowledge production and policy consultation to fund raising and pro-
ject implementation” (MacDonald 2010, 520). To finance this expansion, conservation 
organisations increasingly turned to corporate donations12 and to “market-​based incentive 
projects” such as trophy hunting, bioprospecting and ecotourism. Increasingly, this new 
phenomenon of globalised neoliberal conservation is coming into conflict with ways of 
understanding natural resource management and biodiversity that revolve around local 
needs and identity (see Box 8.2).

Box 8.2:  Peace Parks in Southern Africa

One increasingly popular way of protecting African biodiversity while pro-
moting regional cooperation and development is the International Peace Park 
or Transfrontier Conservation Area (TFCA). Established and managed by two or 
more countries, at the start of the millennium there were over 200 of these world-
wide, many of which are located in Southern Africa (Büscher 2010, 35). One of 
the most complex of these is the Maloti-​Drakensberg Transfrontier Conservation 
and Development Project (MDTP), a World Bank/​Global Environment Facility-​
funded initiative situated between South Africa and the tiny neighbouring nation 
of Lesotho.

The Dutch social scientist, Bram Büscher conducted ethnographic research on 
MDTP between 2005 and 2007. He found a sharp conceptual disparity between the 
partners in the intervention. The Project Coordination Unit (implementing agency; 
PCU) in South Africa favoured bioregional conservation planning (BCP). Deriving 
mostly from the natural sciences, this approach emphasises technical expertise in 
the protection of biological diversity. The value for people is indirect and long term, 
deriving from a more constructive balance between human needs and the con-
servation of biodiversity (Büscher 2010, 38). The Lesotho PCU approach is more 
local in scope emphasising community development among small commercial 
farmers and village residents. Deriving chiefly from the social sciences, it puts pri-
macy on people. Resource conservation is ideally about the economic or use value 
it brings to local people (Büscher 2010, 38). Broadly, the South African approach 
hinged more towards “globalism”, while the Lesotho approach could be termed 
“Africanist” (Büscher and Whande 2007).

On the ground, the two PCUs clashed sharply and often, competing for legit-
imacy and acceptance within the wider conservation and development market-
place. The Lesotho PCU often felt like a junior partner. The South African PCU 
challenged their data as “anecdotal” and placed minimal importance on the efforts 
of the Lesotho PCU to get as many local stakeholders as they could to buy into the 
project. A year into the MDTP, interpersonal relations between staff members on 
both sides of the project had become so strained that two external mediators were 
brought in. When an external evaluation ranked the South African PCU higher 
than its Lesotho partner, a diplomatic crisis ensued.

Büscher concludes that international peace parks, promoted as a “win-​win” solu-
tion that promotes international cooperation and regional development “happens 
not only in spite of troubling contradictions and problems, but indeed because of 
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them” (Büscher 2013). In fact, they have become part of the “politics of neoliberal 
conservation”. MDTP, for example, was conceived in part as an incentive for over-
seas visitors to the FIFA 2010 World Cup to travel further afield than the urban 
areas of Cape Town, Durban, Johannesburg and Pretoria. Conservation and develop-
ment interventions can therefore be regarded as “highly politicized constructions” 
(Büscher 2010, 48).

Conclusion

The rapid ascent of biodiversity loss in the international arena is rather surprising. While 
extensive, research on biodiversity largely navigates uncharted waters. Of the 1.4 million 
species known around the time that the Convention on Biological Diversity was adopted 
(this has since risen to approximately 1.75 million [Spray and McGlothlin 2003a, xvi]), 
only five per cent can be considered “well known” and the relationships between many 
of them are a mystery (Gooderham 1994, A-​12). The theory that underlies ecosystem 
diversity is based primarily on small-​scale studies of ponds projected on the larger screen 
of nature. The benefits of acting boldly are not precisely documented. The costs are con-
siderable, not only financially, but also in behavioural terms. If large-​scale biodiversity 
protection is to be implemented, the number and range of people affected and the extent 
of change required are considerable (Balch and Press 2003, 124–​5). The ownership of the 
problem is disputed with multiple claimants.

Yet despite these drawbacks, biodiversity became a major environmental theme in the 
1990s. There are several factors that account for this.

First, it is not purely an environmental problem but is simultaneously an economic and 
political question. For national states, especially in the South, it can be both a source of for-
eign exchange and a window through which First World biotechnology can be accessed. 
For entrepreneurs, biodiversity can be transformed into a valuable resource that can gen-
erate a tidy profit. Even more significantly, for the corporate sector, business and biodiver-
sity initiatives contribute to a broader strategy of preventing framework conventions such 
as the Convention on Biological Diversity from imposing tough regulatory limits on their 
access to “nature as capital” (MacDonald 2010, 525).

Second, biodiversity loss constitutes a socially constructed environmental problem that 
has brought together two well-​established organisational sectors: the international devel-
opment establishment and the global conservation network. Nested in a web of NGOs, 
notably those that connected to the United Nations, it has an institutional momentum 
extending beyond that which is able to be generated by single environmental movement 
organisations such as Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth which have more of an “out-
sider” status.

Third, the biodiversity problem has not been constructed from scratch but has flowed 
out of the already long-​standing problem of endangered species. The two problems are 
to a large extent symbiotic and synergistic. Biological diversity gives species endanger-
ment and extinction a theoretical grounding that it previously lacked. The example of 
endangered species provides biological diversity with a specific focus and an emotional 
resonance that the more general issue often lacks. Furthermore, the preservation of diver-
sity furnishes a rationale for action in rancorous environmental disputes such as those that 
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have raged in recent decades over Great Whale River and the Clayoquot Forest in the 
Canadian North and West (Suzuki 1994).

Finally, the location of biological diversity at the centre of the discipline of conservation 
biology means that it has been buffered against the “issue attention cycle” (Downs 1972) 
that affects a great many other environmental issues. Furthermore “the biodiversity debate 
has not been embroiled in the kind of scientific disputes that have occurred in debates on 
acid rain, the depletion of the ozone layer and climate change” (Valiverronen 1999, 407). 
Conservation biology provides biodiversity loss with a centre of gravity around which 
it can revolve, rotating out into the realm of international diplomacy and conflict but 
stabilised by the continual pull of research within this specialty area.
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9	� Fear of fracking

In May 2013, the Association of German Breweries voiced its grave concern to the 
federal cabinet that drilling for shale gas using the method of hydraulic fracturing or 
fracking could violate the 500-​year-​old Bavarian purity law by endangering the water 
that more than half Germany’s breweries currently take from private wells (Nicola 
2013). Drawn up in 1516 at the initiative of Duke Wilhelm IV, the Reinheitsgebot 
(Bavarian Purity Law) is the longest-​standing, non-​religious, food safety regulation in 
the world today. A minor element of a more extensive document designed to control 
prices, the Law stipulated that only three ingredients, barley, hops and water may be 
used in brewing beer.1

Fracking is widely touted as the key to an energy revolution that would render con-
ventional methods of extracting fossil fuels much less strategically important. Soaring 
domestic production of shale gas (and oil) have sent American energy imports plummeting, 
finally allowing the nation to pay some attention to fighting climate change (Reguly 
2013). The Economist estimated that shale gas could contribute nearly half of America’s gas 
supplies by 2035, up from a third at present. If this could be replicated worldwide, fracking 
would play an important role in providing energy to such nations as Australia, China 
and South Africa (Economist, 2012).2 Shale-​gas basins have also been identified in France, 
Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, Romania, Russia, Spain and the Ukraine. According 
to the US Energy Information Administration, production of shale gas in the United 
States in 2019 totalled 25.5 trillion cubic feet, while proven reserves were 353.0 trillion 
cubic feet. In China, shale formations hold even more, an estimated 1,275 trillion cubic 
feet of gas, 12 times larger than that nation’s conventional fields (Carroll and Polson 2012). 
More than half of non-​US shale gas resources are concentrated in five countries –​ China, 
Argentina, Algeria, Canada and Mexico (“‘Shale Oil and Shale Gas Resources Globally 
Abundant” 2013).

Shale gas (and oil) drilling is anything but benign. Among the dangers attributed to 
fracking are: the toxic contamination of drinking water, chronic illness, the poisoning of 
agricultural land, disastrous explosions, and even the triggering of minor earthquakes. 
At a 2012 medical conference on hydraulic fracturing, delegates recommended that the 
United States should declare a moratorium on fracking until the health effects are better 
understood (“U.S. Doctors Call for Moratorium” 2012).

Until recently, conflict over fracking has played out almost exclusively in town halls, 
high school auditoriums and courthouses across rural America. A New York Times profile 
of Cooperstown, a town in upstate New York best known as the home of baseball’s Hall 
of Fame, depicts this local debate over horizontal drilling as “close and nasty”, pitting 
neighbour against neighbour. In his acclaimed community ethnography of local conflicts 
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over fracking in the countryside around Williamsport, New York, Up to Heaven and Down 
to Hell, sociologist Colin Jerolmack (2021) explores the tensions that arise between indi-
vidual and collective interests. Whether or not to extract shale gas, a decision that vitally 
affects the well-​being of the community, “is largely a private choice that millions of 
people make without the public’s consent”.

Times have been tough in many of these regions, especially in the wake of the mort-
gage crisis that devastated the US economy over the past two decades. Applebome (2011) 
cites the relentless growth of “pastoral poverty” as a factor contributing to the willingness 
of people to surrender drilling rights on their land in return for cash payments and royal-
ties. Property owners are initially visited in their homes by “landmen”, representatives of 
oil and gas companies who attempt to convince them to sign leases. Many have done so, 
either individually or as part of a landowner’s coalition.

As is the case with prior community conflicts, notably over the construction of 
Walmart and other big box stores, opponents were initially drawn disproportionately from 
the ranks of retirees and second-​home owners from the big city. Later on, once serious 
environmental health problems begin occurring, the opposition spreads to “accidental 
activists” (Wilber 2012; Chapter 5), homeowners who signed leases with the energy firm 
but had come to experience bitter disillusionment.

Although thousands converged on the statehouse in Columbus, Ohio, in June 2012, 
there have been no national-​scale marches and mass demonstrations in Washington similar 
to those witnessed in relation to the Keystone XL pipeline. Nevertheless, once word of 
what was going on filtered out, national environmental groups with full-​time staff and 
significant budgets, notably, the Natural Resources Defense Council, Earthjustice, Clean 
Water Action, and Earthworks, eventually took up the fight (Wilber 2012, 181).

In the United Kingdom, fracking is in its infancy compared to the United States. 
The only company that has done any substantial experimental drilling is Cuadrilla 
Resources, whose shares are partially owned by Centrica, parent company to British Gas 
(“Fracking: Energy Futures” 2013). However, with a report from the British Geological 
Survey suggesting unexpectedly large deposits of shale gas, the issue has suddenly been 
put into play politically. This was escalated further by the “Battle for Balcombe”, an anti-​
fracking protest in a wealthy village a train ride south of London that attracted a clutch 
of celebrities (Marina Pepper, Bianca Jagger) and turned into an eco-​cause célèbre in the 
global media (Waldie 2013).

From 2010 through 2015, the UK Parliament conducted four official enquiries, three 
by House of Commons committees and one by a committee of the House of Lords, to 
determine the prospects, policy implications and risks of fracking (Nyberg et al. 2020, 
179). The response of the Prime Minister (David Cameron) and the Government was to 
ramp up its support for shale gas drilling.

Unlike in the United States, where support for shale gas extraction tends to follow 
party lines, the divide in the UK is more complex. The ruling Conservative Party has been 
divided between a pro-​growth wing and an environmental wing. The former enthusias-
tically embraces fracking, seeing it as the key to an energy security and industrial expan-
sion. Its influence is evidenced in former Prime Minister David Cameron’s widely quoted 
comment, “Britain must be at the heart of the shale gas revolution”, and his decision to 
allow generous tax breaks for shale gas producers.

The latter faction has serious qualms, because it fears that fracking would industrialise 
the countryside and make it difficult to justify subsidies for renewable energy projects. To 
further complicate the political kaleidoscope, there are Tory Members of Parliament from 
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rural constituencies who tend to be hostile to renewable energy projects such as wind 
farms, and are scarcely more inclined to “warm up to the development of a shale gas field 
in their backyards” (“Fracking: Energy Futures” 2013). This is especially the case for the 
“stockbroker belt”, the rolling countryside in Surrey and Sussex south of London where 
an estimated 700 million barrels of recoverable shale oil have been forecast. The advent 
of drilling “near the green lawns of mansions in the Wessex and Weald basins” may widen 
the nation’s shale-​energy debate, which initially focused on gas in northwest England 
(Bakhsh 2013).

In Canada, shale gas development is burgeoning in the Western provinces: Alberta, 
British Columbia, Saskatchewan. In the East, it is considered more controversial and div-
isive. Shale-​gas-​rich Quebec has slapped a moratorium on fracking, while Nova Scotia 
and New Brunswick are hamstrung by public backlashes, which has made exploiting 
relatively low reserves politically unappealing (Hussain 2012). There is considerable 
legal variation from province to province over ownership of drilling rights. In Alberta, 
homeowners do not have any legal claim to sub-​surface mineral rights, while in Ontario 
they do. As a nation whose economy rises and falls in concert with the fossil fuels industry, 
national political support for fracking might be expected. However, this is not entirely 
the case, insofar as increasing production of shale energy means reduced demand for 
Canadian gas and oil, from both conventional and unconventional (notably the Alberta 
Tar Sands) sources.

In Australia and New Zealand, the issue of fracking tends to follow the contours 
of established environmental politics. In Western Australia, the Liberal Party actively 
encourages horizontal drilling, the Labor Party is committed to environmental 
assessment and regulation, and the Greens have called for a moratorium. Anti-​fracking 
groups such as “No Fracking Way” and the Lock the Gate Alliance have forged a coali-
tion with climate change activists such as 350 Australia, the Australian Youth Climate 
Coalition (AYCC) and the Global Climate Initiative. This had led to a much greater 
emphasis on shale/​coal fracking as contributors to global warming than is the case in 
North America.

South Africa is thought to have the fifth-​largest natural gas reserves in the world, not-
ably in the Karoo, a semi-​desert, ecologically sensitive region of the Eastern Cape. Unlike 
in the United States, underground rights belong to the government rather than individual 
residents. This means “farmers have little financial incentive to welcome fracking or turn 
against their neighbors who oppose it” (Flanagan 2012). In early 2012, the national gov-
ernment imposed a moratorium on hydraulic fracturing, but lifted it 18 months later. 
Opposition to fracking in the region has been led by the grassroots Karoo Action Group 
(TKAG). Its founder, Jonathan Deal, won a 2013 Goldman Prize, sometimes known as the 
Nobel Prize for the environment (Box 9.1).

Box 9.1:  Fracking Warriors

Although he had no prior training in grassroots organising, Jonathan Deal became 
the leading opponent of plans by Royal Dutch Shell to drill for shale gas in the 
Karoo, a desert-​like rural area in South Africa renowned for its natural beauty. Deal 
is a writer, photographer and nature lover who wrote a book, Timeless Karoo, in 
2007. Upon reading an article in the local newspaper about Shell’s plans to apply 
for exploratory drilling permits, he started a Facebook group to educate the public 
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about the risks of fracking. This morphed into “Treasure the Karoo Action Group” 
(TKAG). As TKAG’s chair he led a team of scientists, legal experts and volunteers in 
preparing a comprehensive 100-​page report to President Jacob Zuma that called for 
a moratorium on fracking. The group also lodged a complaint with the Advertising 
Standards Authority of South Africa about Shell’s public relations campaign; the 
regulator found Shell guilty of four counts of false advertising for its claim that 
hydraulic fracturing had never caused any water contamination. In 2013, Jonathan 
Deal was awarded the Goldman Environmental Prize (Africa) honouring grassroots 
environmentalism. That same year, he was chosen as the subject of a documentary to 
be shown on the Emmy-​winning PBS series The New Environmentalists, described 
as profiling “ordinary people who effect extraordinary change” and narrated by 
Robert Redford.

Another dedicated “fracking warrior” is Sandra Steingraber, a biologist, poet and 
cancer survivor who has written a trio of books in a personal style about indus-
trial pollution, health and the environment: Living Downstream: An Ecologist Looks at 
Cancer and the Environment (1997); Having Faith: An Ecologist’s Journey to Motherhood 
(2011); Raising Elijah: Protecting Our Children in an Age of Environmental Crisis (2011). 
In recent years, Steingraber has become a front-​line campaigner against fracking in 
the Finger Lakes district of upstate New York. While this has put her on Bill Moyers’ 
public affairs television programme, it also landed her in jail in Elmira, NY, for 
blocking the driveway of Inergy Midstream, an energy and storage transportation 
company that plans to pump highly pressurised gas from the fracking fields atop the 
Marcellus Shale into old salt caverns along and under Seneca Lake which provides 
drinking water for 100,000 area residents.

Sources: Butigan (2013); Flanagan (2012); BBC News Africa (2013); “Jonathan Deal 
Warns Against Fracking” (2013)

A short history of fracking

If anyone could be said to be synonymous with fracking, it is Halliburton Company, a 
global oil well services corporation with operations in more than 80 countries. In 2021, 
Halliburton posted revenues of US$15.3 billion. Halliburton didn’t invent hydraulic frac-
turing. That distinction is generally accorded to Floyd Faris, an employee of Stanolind 
Oil and Gas Corporation, part of Standard Oil of Indiana, which was granted a patent for 
hydraulic fracturing in 1946. Three years later, Halliburton secured an exclusive licence 
to Faris’s process and conducted the first commercial fracturing treatments in Oklahoma 
and Texas.

The basic method of hydraulic fracturing is relatively straightforward. Highly 
pressurised, chemically treated water and sand are injected deep underground thousands 
of metres down a vertical shaft at high pressure in order to crack open tightly packed rock 
formations, thereby releasing gas deposits previously locked into the shale beds. This is 
preferable to drilling a conventional well, insofar as the latter would only tap into a small 
area right around the well. However, drilling vertically yields only limited amounts of 
gas. Shale formations typically extend hundreds of kilometres across but are less than 100 
metres thick, “hardly worth sending a vertical well into” (Ehrenberg 2012).
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In the 1970s, energy companies partnered with the US government to develop 
new techniques to reach natural oil and gas deposits in underground rock formations 
(Giles 2012). Progress was painfully slow. In a catastrophic event in 1982 labelled “Black 
Sunday”, Exxon cancelled a massive shale oil3 project in northwestern Colorado, and 
soon after, the Reagan administration deemed shale oil production unfeasible and can-
celled its federal synthetic oil programme (Tolmé 2010). At the same time, the easy-​to-​
capture, shallow reserves of natural gas were exhausted, leading many in the industry 
to declare that the resource in the confines of the continental United States was dead 
(Zager 2010).

Two developments in the 1990s changed all of this.
First, George Mitchell, a wealthy American petroleum engineer and oil baron, 

discovered a way to extract methane gas from shale at a manageable cost. It took Mitchell 
and his engineers a decade to figure out how to exploit the Barnett shale formation in 
North Texas near Fort Worth, transforming it into one of the most prolific natural gas 
fields in the country (Bogan 2009). Mitchell’s technique is called directional or hori-
zontal fracturing. As the name suggests, it requires that wildcatters change the direction 
of the drill bit travelling downward in the well, executing a 90-​degree turn (this is called 
“kicking off”) and moving it horizontally though the shale formation. Millions of gallons 
of water and fracking fluid, together with fine sand, are then pumped into the well at high 
pressure, fracturing the shale all along its area. The fractures in the shale are kept open long 
enough by the sand to allow the gas to flow out and flow up to the surface. Mitchell’s 
fracking technique rejuvenated a dying industry and led to “something as sizeable as a 
gold rush” (Zager 2010).

There is just one catch –​ horizontal fracking may be polluting our drinking water. 
This can happen in two ways. Deep underground, the blasts that liberate gas from the 
shale formations may also create unexpected pathways for gas or liquid to travel between 
deep shale and shallow groundwater (Mooney 2011). Above ground, the chemically laden 
“flowback water” that comes back up after wells have been fractured is usually stored in 
open-​air pits. When these pits are improperly lined or overflow in heavy rains, the toxic 
soup from hydraulic fracturing escapes into the watershed. Indeed, major river basins such 
as the Susquehanna and Delaware appear to have been contaminated because of inad-
equate handling of flowback water (Mooney 2011).

With this potential environmental hazard hovering, energy companies needed a legal 
shield. Enter once again the Halliburton Company in the person of Dick Cheney, who 
had served as Halliburton’s CEO after he was Defense Secretary under George Bush. At 
Cheney’s request –​ he had subsequently become Vice President of the United States –​ 
a two-​paragraph clause known as the “Halliburton Loophole” ’ was inserted into the 
Safe Drinking Water Act. Among other things, this did away with lengthy environmental 
review on Bureau of Land Management properties and shielded energy companies from 
having to reveal the chemical content of fracking fluids.

Constructing fracking as an environmental problem

Assembling the claim

As I noted in Chapter 3, in the initial, “assembly” stage of issue construction, a central task 
is to name the problem, diagnose its origins and symptoms, and distinguish it from other 
similar or more encompassing problems. At first glance, fracking appears to be merely the 
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latest chapter in the “enduring conflict” (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994) between the tread-
mill of production and the natural environment.

However, there are several aspects of fracking that give it a distinctive discursive DNA 
as compared to other methods of oil and gas extraction. The word itself is onomato-
poeic, meaning that it makes a noise that imitates the action or sound that it represents. 
Other examples of this are the words bash, crackle and smash. Carol Gray, shop assistant 
in Malton, a North Yorkshire agricultural community found to be located over a size-
able shale gas deposit, told a reporter for The Independent, “I have heard of fracking. It 
sticks in your mind because it’s such a horrible word” (Brown 2013). Commenting on a 
nationwide survey conducted by the Pew Research Center measuring support/​oppos-
ition for fracking, Republican pollster David Hill (2013) suggests that most respondents 
probably could not explain what fracking actually is. Rather, they respond to verbal cues. 
For example, they “revulse at the ugly ‘f-​ing’ sound of the term for hydraulic fracturing”.

One compelling visual image has come to define the perils of fracking. As he trav-
elled around eastern Pennsylvania, documentary filmmaker Josh Fox kept hearing stories 
about flammable gas rushing out of taps in people’s homes. One family’s water well even 
exploded on Christmas Day. In December 2007, a house in Bainbridge Township in 
northeast Ohio exploded when, investigators determined, natural gas from a well 1,000 
feet away migrated into the home due to the pressurising of the well’s surface casing 
(Bachman 2011). Upon reaching the Western Slope in Colorado, Fox found a home-
owner who was even willing to demonstrate this on camera –​ the fellow just barely 
escaped incineration when he lit a match, held it up to the tap in his kitchen sink, and 
abruptly leapt back to avoid the wall of fire. This flames-​in the-​faucet trope has recurred 
elsewhere. Jeff Goodell, who wrote a long article on fracking for Rolling Stone magazine, 
interviewed Sherry Varson, an Oklahoma dairy farmer who leased mineral rights beneath 
her farm to Chesapeake Energy Corp. in 2007. Goodell (2012) writes:

“I discovered I could light my water on fire”, she [Vargson] says. “And I still can”. And 
to demonstrate, she walks over to the faucet in her kitchen, lights a match and turns 
on the faucet. Whoosh! A flame shoots out like a blowtorch.

On the website of ProPublica, which describes itself as pursuing “journalism in the public 
interest”, you can even watch a snappy music video entitled The Fracking Song (My Water’s 
On Fire Tonight). This summons up memories of a notorious and iconic event in the 
1960s when the Cuyahoga River in Cleveland, Ohio, became so polluted with industrial 
waste that it actually caught fire.

Finally, there is the spectre of shale gas extraction terrorising the countryside clad as an 
agent of seismic activity. Scientific support for this has varied. In 2012, a report by the US 
Geological Survey concluded, a remarkable increase in earthquakes in the United States 
since 2001 is “almost certainly” the result of fracking (“Fracking for Oil” 2012). According 
to John Filson, chief of earthquake studies at the Survey, dumping fracking fluid left over 
from the drilling process deep underground lubricates ancient faults, leading to a build-​
up in pressure (“Fracking did Not Cause East Coast Quake, Doubts Linger” 2012). On 
the other hand, an analysis released by the US National Research Council in that same 
year concluded that fracking is not a key risk factor for quakes strong enough to be felt 
by people (National Post 2012).

Seismic activity linked to fracking has had a higher profile in some European nations. 
Concurrent studies commissioned by both British Geological Survey and Cuadrilla 
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Resources found that two small earthquakes that struck near Blackpool along the coast 
in northwest England were caused by the presence of water in rocks surrounding a shale 
gas deposit, although the two reports differ on the possibility of this happening again 
(Marshall 2011). It turns out the Survey’s prediction was correct; as recently as 26 August 
2019 there were four tremors near Blackpool, the strongest registering 2.9 on the Richter 
scale. Probably the strongest link between shale gas drilling and earthquakes is in the 
Dutch city of Groningen along the North Sea, where earthquakes were averaging one a 
week (Waterfield 2013).

Currently, the public does not seem to view seismic activity as the most important risk 
related to fracking (water contamination and health issues dominate). In response to an 
open-​ended question regarding the most important environmental risk associated with 
hydraulic fracturing, less than two percent of respondents in a 2012 telephone survey 
conducted by the University of Michigan cited earthquakes (Brown et al. 2013, 12). 
Nevertheless, the idea of horizontal drilling generating earthquake activity is potentially 
powerful, insofar as it is vivid and visual, and evokes catastrophic images that are more 
difficult to imagine in relation to ground water contamination.

Unlike many other incipient environmental problems, claims about the dangers of 
fracking have not been constructed primarily within the realm of science. Amy Mall, 
a senior policy analyst with the Natural Resources Defense Council describes fracking 
as “a big experiment without any actual solid scientific parameters guiding the experi-
ment” (Mooney 2011, 85). Science News staff writer Rachel Ehrenberg agrees with this 
assessment, noting, “Despite all this activity, not much of the fracking debate has brought 
scientific evidence into the field” (Ehrenberg 2012). Writing in the Scientific American, 
Chris Mooney (2011), author of bestselling book, The Republican War on Science, observes, 
“The scientists and regulators now trying to answer this complex question have arrived 
a little late. We could have used their research before fracking became a big controversy”.

Nadia Stenzer, an organiser for Earthworks, a Washington DC-​based environmental 
group, calls fracking “a case of technology moving ahead of the science” (Giles 2012). 
This presupposes that those industry researchers who have contributed directly to the 
development of these advanced techniques of hydraulic fracturing do not generally see 
them as problematic, whereas less compromised scientists in university and environmental 
agencies are prone to take a more critical view. Writing in the leading scientific journal, 
Nature, Robert Howarth and Anthony Ingraffea observe: “Because shale-​gas develop-
ment is so new, scientific information on the environmental costs is scarce. Only this year 
have studies begun to appear in peer-​reviewed journals, and these give reason for pause” 
(Howarth et al. 2011).

Nor did the national ENGOs (environmental non-​governmental organisations) in the 
United States rush to position themselves in the vanguard of those opposing hydraulic 
fracturing. Some leading environmental groups initially welcomed fracking, in large 
part because they believed that it would sound the death knell for “dirty coal”. Fred 
Krupp, head of the Environmental Defense Fund, evidently called the shale gas boom 
“a potential game changer –​ a cleaner energy source that could replace coal and oil for 
a few decades, until the cost of wind and solar power dropped enough to put fossil fuels 
out of business” (Goodell 2012). In an exclusive investigative report, TIME magazine 
reported that the Sierra Club, the largest and oldest environmental organisation in the 
United States, had accepted over $25 million in donations between 2007 and 2010 from 
the gas industry, mostly from Aubrey McClendon, CEO of Chesapeake Energy, one of    
the biggest frackers in the world. In 2009, Carl Pope, executive director and CEO of the 
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Sierra Club, accompanied McClendon on trips around the country aggressively pro-
moting the benefits of natural gas over coal (Walsh 2012).

Eventually, it occurred to the environmental establishment in the United States that a 
fracking boom is more likely to discourage the development of alternative, green energy 
technologies such as solar panels and wind turbines, rather than pave the way to their 
replacing carbon-​based fuels. While generally responding positively to President Obama’s 
June 2013 Climate Action Plan, the Sierra Club criticised his positive stance towards 
fracking. “When it comes to natural gas, the president is taking the wrong path”, Deb 
Nordone, the head of the Club’s “Beyond Natural Gas” (re-​branded from “Beyond Coal”) 
campaign wrote in a blog post (Begos 2013).

With scientists and the environmental movement effectively perched on the side-​lines, 
claims about the dangers of hydraulic fracturing started in hundreds of local communities 
where drilling for methane has been happening for a decade with alarming consequences 
and minimal national awareness.

Presenting the claim

If there is a single identifiable source responsible for elevating fracking to a broad level 
of public awareness and concern, it is the Academy-​Award-​nominated documentary film 
Gasland, written and directed by Josh Fox. This is sometimes called the “Gasland effect” 
(“The Economist 2012, 8). Variety, the entertainment industry bible, calls Gasland “one of 
the most effective and expressive environmental films of recent years”. Fox says the idea 
for Gasland began when he received a letter in the mail from a national energy com-
pany offering him nearly US$100,000 in return for leasing drilling rights on 19.5 acres 
of land that he and his family own in a wooded area along a tributary of the Delaware 
River. Unable to find out very much about the topic online, Fox set out to explore the 
proliferation of new wells along the Marcellus Shale in his home state of Pennsylvania. 
Encountering scores of people with horror stories about polluted drinking water, ill 
health, and even an exploding well, he embarked on a cross-​country odyssey, including a 
stop in Dish, Texas (Box 9.2).

Gasland hasn’t earned much money in commercial movie theatres –​ its Worldwide Box 
Office in 2010, the year it opened, was just under $340,000, most of which came from 
international rather than domestic box office receipts. However, it has diffused widely 
through other media channels. I first learned about fracking whilst returning by air from 
the UK to Toronto, where Gasland was on offer through Air Canada’s in-​flight enter-
tainment system. Matthews and Hansen (2018) observe “Outside the mainstream media 
and its reactions, the release of Gasland stimulated an increase in the number of internet 
searches for the issue, greater social media chatter, and numbers of other YouTube videos”.

The film won a special jury prize at the Sundance film festival and, subsequently, an 
Oscar nomination for best documentary film. Josh Fox has been interviewed on numerous 
newscasts and current affairs television shows, notably on ABC and on PBS. Initial con-
cern about fracking in South Africa was fuelled by a showing of Gasland in Cape Town 
by the environmental group Earthlife Africa (Flanagan 2012).

In May 2012, National Public Radio in the United States broadcast a trilogy on 
the topic of fracking over a period of two days. The narrative presented here is one of 
methane gas leaks, industrial pollution and thousands of local residents falling ill. The 
main challenge faced by local communities, the producers claim, is to definitively prove 
that fracking is making people sick.
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The first episode, “Medical records could yield answers on fracking”, focuses on a 
proposed study of residents of northern Pennsylvania that would look at detailed health 
histories of thousands of people who live near the Marcellus Shale, a rock formation in 
which energy companies have already drilled about 5,000 natural gas wells (Hamilton 
2012a). As a first step, researchers proposed starting with asthma patients. The Geisinger 
Health System, which provides care to more than two million Pennsylvanians, maintains 
a huge database of electronic records, including information that would permit analysts 
to gauge how far each asthma patient lives from a well site. The second episode, “Town’s 
effort to link fracking and illness falls short”, was broadcast on the NPR flagship public 
affairs programme All Things Considered. The third instalment, “Fracking’s methane trail: A 
detective story”, features the research of Gaby Petron, an air pollution sleuth with the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). Using readings from an 
NOAA observation tower north of Denver, Colorado, Petron linked high levels of a 
chemical cocktail that included methane, propane and pentane to a nearby complex of 
gas fields where there were 20,000 active wells (Shogren 2012). Petron’s study is notable 
because it indicates that far more methane gas is leaking from gas wells, storage tanks and 
equipment than industry representatives allow. An accompanying interactive site, “Explore 
shale”, provided background material on the natural gas drilling process and how it is 
regulated.

Box 9.2:  Dishing It Out

Dish, (formerly Clark) Texas, is a town of 225 people, 35 miles north of Fort Worth. 
The people of Dish have been extraordinarily willing to sell their community to any 
and all corporate callers. In 2005, they even changed the name of the town as part of 
a deal to get free satellite TV service. More crucially, many residents agreed to permit 
energy companies to drill wells on their property using hydraulic fracturing. Within 
years, a host of health complaints ranging from nosebleeds to cancer were showing 
up. According to former mayor Calvin Tillman, half of those polled in a municipal 
health survey had a symptom such as itchy eyes, a bloody nose or a scratchy throat 
related to one of the chemicals cited in a second, air quality study commissioned by 
the town (Hamilton 2012b). Alas, efforts by residents to link these to the gas wells 
in their backyards have failed to establish a conclusive cause-​effect relationship. In 
part, this is because the prevailing winds blow industrial and automotive pollution up 
from Dallas and Fort Worth, making it difficult to trace health problems to a single 
source. As for the mayor, he and his family left Dish for good after his young sons 
began to get serious nosebleeds in the middle of the night. Tillman went on to work 
for “Shale Test”, a non-​profit group which does testing for low-​income families and 
communities affected by natural gas drilling (Sturgis 2012). His successor as mayor, 
Bill Sciscoe, had a grim message for residents of the hamlet, “[If you] live in places 
where gas drilling is about to start: ‘Run. Run as fast as you can. Grab up your family 
and your belongings, and get out’ ” (Hamilton 2012b).

When producers of the 2012 Hollywood movie Promised Land gave the green light for 
a movie to be filmed in the shale fields of Pennsylvania, they no doubt hoped it would 
rival The China Syndrome (1979) –​ negligence leading to a meltdown in a nuclear power 

 

 

 

 

 



Fear of fracking  189

189

plant –​ and Erin Brockovich (2000) –​ cover up of heavy metal groundwater contamination 
by a gas and electric company. With an edgy, acclaimed director, Gus Van Sant, and two 
popular actors, Matt Damon and John Krasinski, critical and box office success seemed 
assured. Alas, Promised Land, failed to deliver. Undercut by a weak script, technical inaccur-
acies and an unsatisfying ending the film quickly disappeared from the multiplex.

Contesting the claim

On 25 June 2013, US President Barack Obama delivered a speech at Georgetown 
University in Washington, DC outlining his long-​awaited Climate Action Plan. Promising 
to significantly reduce carbon emissions by reducing American use of oil and coal, he 
singled out natural gas as playing a lead role in the nation’s energy renaissance. Echoing an 
argument frequently espoused by proponents of shale gas drilling, Obama characterised 
increased gas production as a bridge between the “dirty” fuels of today and the low-​
carbon, green economy of the future. Canadian journalist Eric Reguly explains:

Since gas’s carbon content is about half of that of coal, the American carbon footprint 
is shrinking, allowing Mr. Obama to take the moral high ground as carbon output 
rises in countries bent on polluting their way to prosperity, as North America and 
Europe did. Minus the shale revolution, his climate plans would have been some-
where between non-​existent and window dressing. Shale gas is responsible for the 
carbon-​ reduction progress that the regulation-​mad US Environmental Protection 
Agency could never achieve on its own.

(Reguly 2013, A-​2)

Contesting the fracking issue has suddenly become more difficult politically. Not only 
do opponents need to parry a “patriotic” narrative that identifies shale gas extraction as 
the key to US energy sufficiency, but they need to counter an “environmental” argument 
that says increased shale gas consumption means lower carbon emissions, and therefore, 
reduced global warming.

As was previously the case with environmental justice issues, mainstream ENGOs 
have been playing catch-​up, challenging the shale oil industry in the courts and council 
chambers of the nation. For example, a coalition of environmental advocacy groups (Grand 
Canyon Trust, Center for Biological Diversity, Sierra Club, Living Rivers, Southern Utah 
Wilderness Alliance, Biodiversity Conservation Alliance, Rocky Mountain Wild) in the 
Western states filed a 60-​day intent to sue the Bureau of Land Management for failing 
to meet with the US Fish and Wildlife Service before passing new oil shale and tar sands 
regulations.

Like the protest against the proposed Keystone XL pipeline, shale oil drilling has 
attracted a groundswell of celebrity “fractivists”. Especially influential here were Yoko 
Ono and Julian Lennon,4 who founded a campaign, “Artists Against Fracking”, which 
includes among its members such high-​profile personalities as Alec Baldwin, Lady Gaga, 
Robert Redford, Salman Rushdie, and Susan Sarandon. In a radio ad, Redford argued, 
“Fracking is a bad deal for local communities. It’s been linked to drinking water con-
tamination all across the country”; while Baldwin, in an editorial in the Huffington Post, 
described a scenario in which energy companies promise people “some economic benefit, 
deliver a pittance in actual compensation, desecrate their environment and then split and 
leave them the bill” (Begos and Peltz 2013).
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In a seminal article written nearly a quarter-​century ago, William Freudenburg (2000) 
called for increased attention to the “social construction of non-​problematicity” of envir-
onmental problems. By this, he meant the process whereby powerful interests in industry 
and government redefine and de-​legitimate conditions defined by environmental claims-​
makers in science, media and the community as worrisome. In so doing, they “succeed 
not only in keeping environmental problems and technological risks off the political 
agenda, but also in preventing such conditions from becoming widely defined as problems 
in the first place” (McCright and Dunlap 2003, 352).

Not surprisingly, energy companies contend that hydraulic fracturing methods 
including horizontal drilling pose a minimal risk. Brian Grove, Chesapeake Energy’s dir-
ector of corporate development, told Rolling Stone that the layer of shale being drilled into 
the Marcellus Shale is 7,000 feet beneath the surface, whereas drinking water rarely runs 
deeper than 1,000 feet. “That leaves 6,000 feet of rock in between”, he asserted. “There is 
no way that any fluids are going to migrate up from the shale rock to the drinking-​water 
aquifers” (Goodell 2012). The Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers claims that 
175,000 wells have been fractured in Alberta and British Columbia without a single inci-
dent of harm to groundwater (Hussain 2012).

When anti-​fracking activists challenge this blemish-​free record –​ in Pennsylvania, 
the state Department of Environmental Protection fined Chesapeake Corp. almost 
$1 million for contaminating 16 families’ water wells with methane as a result of 
improper drilling practices –​ industry executives respond by adopting several strat-
egies. First, they embrace an unacceptably narrow view of fracking, characterising it as 
constituting just a single water blast. As Mooney (2011) points out, not only does this 
restricted definition overlook the fact that companies normally drill a dozen or more 
closely spaced wells at a single site, but it ignores the reality that fracking is a “massive 
industrial endeavor that includes transporting, storing and pumping millions of gallons 
of water, and then managing almost equal volumes of flowback fluid”. If we adopt this 
broader definition, then shale gas drillers are far more likely to be guilty of some ser-
ious infractions.

Second, they argue that any leakage that may occur during the fracturing process is 
the result of contractor error, most notably faulty cementing and casing of wells. If done 
properly, the gap between the gas pipe and the wall of the well is filled with concrete, 
preventing any methane or chemical “flowback” from seeping into the groundwater. Poor 
cementing, however, permits methane migration leading to contamination. The iconic 
2007 case of an explosion in a homeowner’s basement in Bainbridge, Ohio seems to 
have been attributable to the faulty seal of a fracked well (Ehrenberg 2012). In other 
words, the pro-​fracking forces contend that there is nothing necessarily wrong with the 
process that could not be remedied by improved industry practice. Critics challenge this 
interpretation. One alternative theory states that fracking may be creating some cracks 
that extend upward in the rock beyond the horizontal shale layer itself, linking up with 
other pre-​existing fissures or openings from abandoned gas or oil wells. In this “Swiss 
cheese of boreholes” methane moves up towards the surface, posing a groundwater risk 
(Mooney 2011).

Corporate interests have made themselves vulnerable in the battle for public opinion 
by concealing the composition of fracturing fluids. In the United States, the pro-​fracking 
forces successfully inserted a provision in the “Halliburton Loophole” that exempted 
companies from revealing the exact chemical recipe. They justified this on the basis of 
proprietary interest. Nevertheless, community and environmental activists have been able 
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to discover much of what is contained in this chemical cocktail. Some of these agents, 
which include components of antifreeze and pesticides, are said to be “caustic, poisonous, 
or explosive’ (Wilber 2012, 63).

Framing contests

Environmental conflicts are waged on symbolic as well as actual turf. In attempting to 
silence “fractivists”, industry and government forces have sometimes appeared heavy-​
handed. For example, in 2013 Lodi LaRoe, an Occupy Wall Street veteran and envir-
onmental activist, was served with a cease-​and-​desist order by the US Department of 
Agriculture’s Forest Service division. LaRoe had begun to market merchandise (tee-​shirts, 
tote bags) with an image of conservation icon, Smokey the Bear, together with the slogan 
“Only You Can Prevent Faucet Fires” (Rugh 2013).

Disputes over hydraulic fracturing of shale gas take the form of framing contests in 
which each side attempts to win over politicians, regulators and the public. Researchers 
in several countries have found that “temporality” plays a key role in the framing 
debate.

Nyberg et. al (2020) analysed public enquiries conducted in the United Kingdom 
between 2010 and 2015. They discovered that pro-​fracking forces came out ahead because 
they more successfully linked the past with the future than did fracking opponents. 
Advocates of fracking “drew heavily on past understandings of Britain’s energy use and 
projected future fears and risks” (p. 186). For example, they contrasted the decline of oil 
and gas reserves in the North Sea and the growing dependence of British manufacturers 
on imported gas from Russia and the Middle East with the recent past in the United States 
where the shale gas revolution was said to have dramatically swelled supply and reduced 
energy prices. The authors conclude that “This comparative past provided the basis for 
setting out an imagined future of lower gas prices, energy independence and industrial 
rejuvenation” in the UK (p. 187). This is congruent with Matthews and Hansen’s (2018) 
review of media coverage of the fracking issue:

With journalists’ attention attracted to the announcements that support the fracking 
process provided by the government, politicians and representatives from the fracking 
industry, their subsequent news reporting reproduces these arguments about the 
benefits for the economy and for national energy security.

Political policy adviser Mira Schirrmeister (2014) analysed discourse on fracking futures 
in Germany over part of the same period (2010–​13), as did Daniel Nyberg and his 
colleagues in the UK. She found that hopes for a “golden age of gas” played a key role in 
the discourse. In this storyline, German shale gas reserves are described enthusiastically 
as “precious treasures and are associated with images of the historical Gold Rush or the 
Golden Age, potentially becoming sources of new prosperity and lower gas prices”. This 
account combined with a second storyline in which continued absence from fracking 
in Germany will worsen the competitive position of German industries. At the opposite 
pole but similarly looking to the future are a set of storylines which describe fracking as 
a risky technology threatening natural water resources, health and the environment. The 
future here promises to be frightening. In Schirrmeister’s assessment, unlike in the UK, 
the negative images of the future communicated by anti-​fracking forces have resonated 
more powerfully with the public.
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Conclusion

In contrast to biodiversity loss, which has become firmly anchored on the global agenda, 
shale gas drilling or fracking is an environmental problem still largely under construction. 
To a large extent, this reflects a lack of scientific validation, especially in the early stages 
of issue assembly. Public statements by Barack Obama and David Cameron emphasising 
the importance of shale gas production for their respective nations’ energy security have 
made it considerably more difficult for anti-​fracking forces to make significant headway 
in the political arena. Thus, in an opinion piece in the New York Times, Roger Cohen 
(2013) argues:

Shale gas is an important new element in global energy supplies, a cost cutter and 
a geostrategic game changer that lessens Western dependence on Russia and Iran. 
But Cameron, by talking about the need for transparency while providing none, has 
undermined that future, and pretty Balcombe may well be precisely the kind of place 
least suited to it.

What this suggests is that the narrative here has shifted from the environmental and health 
risks of shale gas drilling to the need for public disclosure and debate before proceeding. 
If fracking is to avoid slipping into the dustbin of those environmental claims that failed 
to proceed through the final contestation stage of environmental problem construction, it 
needs a major breakthrough –​ a catastrophic event, an uncontestable medical finding or a 
sign-​on by a formidable institutional sponsor or political champion.

In the academic community the fracking controversy is increasingly being subsumed 
under the environmental justice frame. Thus, Ryder and Wright have proposed an “envir-
onmental justice” perspective on fracking and communities wherein the benefits and 
harms associated with fracking are said to be disproportionately distributed across the 
community. At particular risk are those who face what they call “intersectional vulner-
abilities”. For example, in their case study of Woodsetts, a rural community in northern 
England which was targeted for a fracking incursion, the most powerless were children 
and the elderly living in social housing located in close proximity to the proposed drilling 
site (Ryder and Devine-​Wright 2021). Unlike those in the home counties in southern 
England they do not have the resources to be heard at public hearings, hire legal help or 
to move.

Further reading

Colin Jerolmack, Up to Heaven and Down to Hell: Fracking, Freedom and Community in an American 
Town. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2021.

Tom Wilber, Under the Surface: Fracking, Fortunes, and the Fate of the Marcellus Shale. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2012.

Online resources

Colin Jerolmack with Ralph Kisberg, Fracking, Freedom and Community in an American Town (video). 
Available HTTP: www.yout​ube.com/​watch?v=​ME0m​a7MB​kDE

Fracking England Documentary 2018 Yorkshire (video). Available HTTP: www.yout​ube.com/​
watch?v=​lGZq​5tpd​nMg
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The Fracking Song (“My Water’s On Fire Tonight”) [You Tube video]. Available HTTP: www.yout​
ube.com/​watch?v=​timf​vNgr​_​Q4
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“landmen”
“flames in the faucet”
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10	� Conclusion

Environmental sociology is now entering its sixth decade. The field first emerged in the 
1970s, largely in the United States, as a reaction to growing social activism for environ-
mental protection (Pretty et al. 2007, 2), something its founding figures –​ Fred Buttel, 
William Catton, Riley Dunlap, Alan Schnaiberg –​ didn’t fully anticipate, but needed to 
explain. All subscribed, more or less, to the environmentalists’ belief that humans are 
marching like lemmings on a path to societal ruin unless we radically change our ways. 
These first-​generation environmental sociologists attempted to unearth the causes of an 
approaching ecological crisis. Buttel (2003, 307) argues the best-​known concepts and 
theories in environmental sociology –​ Schnaiberg’s treadmill of production; Catton and 
Dunlap’s human exceptionalism paradigm/​new ecological paradigm; Logan and Molotch’s 
urban growth machine; Murphy’s theory of the irrationality of capitalist-​industrial ration-
ality –​ were those that identified a key factor (or closely related set of factors) that had led 
to enduring an environmental crisis.

Rudel et al. (2011) distinguish between a first generation of theories about the political 
economy of the environment (impact treadmill, growth machine and extraction theories) 
that attempted to show how the normal workings of industrial production damage the 
environment, and a second wave of theories that focus on environmental destruction and 
the social movements that challenge the agents of destruction1. Rudel and his co-​authors 
construe the latter as a “double movement” in which environmental decline occurs but 
people mobilise to prevent further declines. This double movement resembles a pen-
dulum, swinging first in the direction of environmental abuse; then, after a wave of protest 
occurs, towards significant regulation; and, finally, back towards the original start point, 
as free market forces gain traction and secure a significant rollback of regulations (Rudel 
et al. 2011, 226–​7).

In its second stage of development, during the 1990s, environmental sociology shifted 
focus to finding a way out of the “iron cage” of environmental despair, that is, discovering 
more effective mechanisms of environmental improvement and governance, rather than 
mainly explaining environmental degradation. Buttel (2003) argues that environmental 
sociologists theorised and researched four strategies for environmental improvement: (1) 
mobilisation of environmental movements, old and new; (2) sustaining or enhancing 
the environmental regulatory capacity of government; (3) ecological modernisation, the 
notion that modern industrial societies can solve environmental problems through intensi-
fied development of innovative industrial technology, ecological efficiencies in production 
and consumption, and green marketing (see Chapter 2 of this book); (4) environmental 
internationalism via international environmental agreements, international environ-
mental regimes, and international intergovernmental organisations. Buttel concluded that 
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environmental movements and activism are ultimately the most fundamental pillars of 
environmental change. Citizen environmental mobilisation, he argued, is the only force 
that can be counted on to challenge the continual backsliding and de-​regulation that are 
characteristic of the “business as usual” attitude of politicians and governments (Buttel 
2003, 336).

During this period, the concepts of sustainability and sustainable development were 
positioned front and centre. Sustainable development, Sachs (1997,71) observes became 
the late twentieth-​century expression for progress and social improvement (cited in Irwin 
2001, 13). Following the lead of the Brundtland Commission Report, there was hope, if 
not certainty, that the economy and the environment were far more compatible than was 
previously thought.

Most recently, there has been yet another “significant shift of problematics” to borrow 
Buttel’s phrase. The notion that there is no inherent contradiction between sustainability 
and development has increasingly been called into question, while minimal attention has 
been given to “the implications of rethinking sustainability for governance, security or 
ideas of justice” (Redclift 2009, 371–​2). The environmental improvements that seemed 
to be on the cusp of possibility at the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and 
Development (“Earth Summit”) have generally stalled or proven to be unrealistic. The 
Kyoto Protocol is effectively, if not legally, dead. It seems doubtful that the Millennium 
goals will be met.

Meanwhile, a new “doomsday on the horizon” (Willis 2013, 217), global climate 
change, has captured everyone’s attention. Climate change is the heir to earlier cata-
strophic threats ranging from nuclear destruction to the collapse of economy and society 
predicted by the Limits of Growth (see Chapter 1). In response, there has been a rising 
chorus of voices demanding that sociology as a whole, and specifically environmental 
sociology, move the topic of global climate change to the epicentre of our discipline. The 
growing magnitude of climate changes, Rudel et al. (2011, 233) conclude, “may alter the 
course of thinking about the political economy of the environment”.

In his plenary talk at the 2008 Annual Conference of the British Sociological 
Association, John Urry issued a “call to arms” for sociologists, urging his audience to 
rectify its reluctance in the past to engage with the topic of climate change. This “mixing 
of political urgency and need for profound rethinking of sociological traditions and con-
ceptual frameworks” (Grundmann and Stehr 2010, 898) was manifest in an extended 
dialogue that played out on the pages of the journal Current Sociology between 2008 and 
2010. In his introduction to the 2008 special issue entitled “Two Dialogues: On Public 
Sociology and on Global Warming”, editor Dennis Smith (2008) warned that sociology 
had a grave responsibility to bring its knowledge of how societies work and break down 
to the contest between greed (for profit) and fear (of climatic disaster), lest violent conflict 
break out everywhere. In her contribution to that symposium, Constance Lever-​Tracy 
decried our disciplinary silence on the threat of global warming. “We have already wasted 
too much time”, she wrote, and “may awaken too late to have any impact” (Lever-​Tracy 
2008, 459).

Environmental sociologists enthusiastically answered this call 
for action.

Some have opted to revisit the task of unmasking those powerful social forces in 
capitalist-​industrial civilisation that underpin, and even promote, global destruction. In 
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his introduction to a special issue of the American Behavioral Scientist devoted to “Climate 
Change Skepticism and Denial”, Riley Dunlap (2013) writes about “pulling back the 
curtains” to reveal a “disinformation campaign” waged by a loose coalition of indus-
trial (especially fossil fuels) interests and conservative foundations and think tanks, often 
greatly aided by a small number of “contrarian scientists” and by conservative media and 
politicians. This campaign is said to be the work of a “denial machine” (Dunlap 2013), 
“denier choir” (Elsasser and Dunlap 2013) or “backlash coalition” (Lahsen 2013) funded 
by conservative foundations, corporations such as Exxon Mobil, and associations such 
as the US Chamber of Commerce. Their message resonates in the “conservative echo 
chamber” which consists of major conservative media, as well as a bevy of bloggers “who 
work together to promote, one another, contrarian scientists, and all other components 
of the denial machine in a mutual effort to undermine the reality and threat of global 
warming” (Elsasser and Dunlap 2013, 755).

Other environmental sociologists focus on the topic of structural change and the cli-
mate crisis (Stuart 2021, 93–​100). Statistical modelling data indicate that carbon emissions 
probably cannot be absolutely decoupled from economic growth without provoking 
widespread disruption, at least in the short-​to-​medium term. What then can be done? 
Schor and Jorgenson (2019) offer up a portmanteau of strategies.

First, they propose work time reduction (WTR), which includes slimming down annual 
working hours without reducing pay or benefits. WTR, they maintain, can reduce carbon 
emissions simply because shorter working hours mean less energy use. This was written 
before COVID-​19 forced millions to work from home for the better part of two years. 
Some writers have interpreted this as a golden opportunity to implement a four-​day work 
week once the work force returns in person (Pang 2021).

Second, Schor and Jorgenson advocate a reduction in the concentration of wealth. 
Economic inequality, they say, is positively associated with carbon emissions. This points to 
consumerism as the prime cause of the environmental crisis (see Chapter 1 of this book). 
For example, the affluent are much more likely to jet around the global on vacations. 
Mitigation strategies here include a wealth tax, an income cap, and restrictions on the 
advertising of luxury goods that fuel consumption.

While some sociological analysts have seen the disruptions provoked by COVID-​19 as 
a golden opportunity to roll out the structural change strategies suggested by Schor and 
Jorgenson, others have been more cautious. Paul Lehmann and his colleagues observe that 
this “opportunity narrative” is naïve. They offer up data suggesting that economies world-
wide are not building back better and in fact “may even impair the progress of transitions 
towards environmental sustainability because it may render green recovery measures inef-
fective, costly, or infeasible” (Lehmann et al. 2021).

During the first year of the pandemic, it seemed like societies were experiencing 
a green educational moment. With the world shut down, pollution levels fell abruptly. 
Regions that had not experienced blue skies for a long time suddenly did. Urban residents 
re-​discovered the magic of parks and gardens. Rather than trigger a collective awakening, 
however, this does not seem to have had any enduring positive effects. Indeed, it may 
make things worse; for example, some of those who formerly took public transit are now 
likely to travel by automobile. Additionally, the pandemic disproportionately impacted 
vulnerable populations, with low-​wage employees and small business owners being espe-
cially hard hit. For the poor of the world, COVID-​19, “hardly constitutes an opportunity 
for societal change, but rather an existential threat, dominated by concerns over day-​to-​
day survival” (Lehmann et al. 2021).
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A third route for environmental sociologists to engage with the climate change crisis is 
to focus on the prospects and problems of low carbon futures. The emphasis here is not so 
much on devising ways to make society more equal and less slavishly tied to consumerism, 
as it is to sociologically imagine new, more enlightened models of energy use.2

Until his passing in 2016, John Urry was in the forefront of this effort. In two books, 
Climate Change and Society (2011) and Societies Beyond Oil (2013), Urry argues for a 
new “resource turn” in sociology, whereby “societies should be examined through the 
patterns, scale and character of their resource dependence and resource consequences” 
(Urry 2011, 16). The discipline, he argues, has long been “carbon blind”, hitching itself 
to a modern world where unlimited energy sources are taken-​for-​granted. Sociologists 
have long neglected vital issues pertaining to resource use, the potential for a cata-
strophic future and the necessity for the systematic restructuring of economic and 
social life. But, as we move closer to the advent of a new world dis/​order, sociology can 
(and must) play an important role, displacing dominant economic models of human 
behaviour.

For Urry (2013,) there are four possible futures for societies looking forward over the 
next three to four decades. The first such future is that a “viable, global magic bullet” is 
discovered, replacing oil or at least making up for the energy shortages which occur once 
peak oil is reached. Urry has in mind a yet-​to-​be-​perfected alternative energy source 
like hydrogen power, or a high-​technology system such as geo-​engineering. Inexplicably, 
he says nothing about the shale-​gas revolution (see Chapter 9 of this book). A second 
potential future, which he calls “digital worlds”, is not defined by discovering new energy 
supplies, but rather by innovating new technologies that demand less oil consumption. 
In particular, digital travel replaces the physical transport of people and things, much like 
virtual academic and corporate conferences now do. The third future depicts a continuing 
dependence on fossil fuels, but the depletion of known sources leads to a new century of 
“tough oil”. As the remaining “oil dregs” become more difficult to extract, nations and 
corporations increasingly engage in intermittent resource wars. Urry dreads the emer-
gence of a new world order, wherein the rich and powerful isolate themselves in fortified 
enclaves, while those who are not live in bleak, dystopian “wild zones”. The fourth pos-
sible future (Urry himself prefers this one) sees a global transition to lower oil and other 
energy use. People here undertake “an organized, planned powering down to low carbon 
live” ’ (Urry 2013, 158). Developing such a “low carbon civil society”, Urry stresses, “is 
the pre-​eminent global challenge to deal with the double whammy of rising temperatures 
and falling supplies of oil, which we cannot live with but will not be able to live without” 
(Urry 2013, 229).

Michael Redclift is another eminent sociologist who has addressed this issue of low 
carbon futures. In an article first published in Current Sociology (Redclift 2009) and subse-
quently reprised in the online journal International Review of Social Science, he argues that 
sociology has a real contribution to make on this important topic. Like Urry, Redclift 
believes that sociology and, particularly, environmental sociology is well positioned to 
assess the social dimensions of climate change and carbon capture (the processes through 
which economically developed societies have grown more dependent on carbon), and 
to detect possible routes out of this dependence. This quest should be heartening for 
sociology. It requires revisiting what we know, and subjecting environmental knowledge 
to new and unfamiliar investigations. It means investigating future alternatives to the 
“hydrocarbon societies with which we are most familiar, just as Max Weber investigated 
unfamiliar whole societies in Antiquity” (Weber 1991; Redclift 2009, 370).
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Redclift suggests that one trump card held by sociology in its quest to become a leader 
in the search for alternatives to a carbon-​based society is its fluency in treating “whole 
societies” as utopias and imaginaries. The discipline has a long and honourable history, he 
observes, in serving as an acute lens through which to explore alternative ways of living 
and the way they correspond to, and connect with, wider human purposes (Redclift 2009, 
370). In so doing, Redclift properly cautions, the political economy of the withdrawal 
from carbon dependence “needs to be analysed rather than evangelized”.

The forgotten ocean

Overlooked in all of this are the oceans of the world, which cover just over 70 per cent of 
the earth’s surface. In a recent opinion piece in the journal Aquatic Conservation, a bevy of 
marine biologists, including bestselling authors Sylvia Earle and Callum Roberts, argue:

Of all the interconnected threats facing the planet, the top two are climate and the 
biodiversity crises. Neither problem will be solved if we ignore the ocean. To turn the 
tide in favour of humanity and a habitable planet, we need to recognize and better 
value the fundamental role the ocean plays in the earth system.

(Laffoley et al. 2022)

So too do environmental sociologists. As I have pointed out before (Hannigan 2017) 
with a few notable exceptions, sociology has had little to say about the marine world, espe-
cially the deep oceans. Curiously, the editors of the Cambridge Handbook of Environmental 
Sociology include a chapter on outer space as a new frontier (Omrod 2020) but ignore the 
deep ocean. Rather than sociology, the most cited theoretical treatise in the social science 
literature on the political economy of the aquatic world, Philip Steinberg’s The Social 
Construction of the Ocean (2001) was written by a critical geographer.

Does this omission of the oceans make a difference to environmental sociology? If we 
were to assume that land-​based environmental research could simply be to extended to 
the seven seas, then probably not. Indeed, the one marine topic that has been explicitly 
addressed by environmental sociologists, overfishing, has generally been handled in this 
manner (Longo and Clark 2016).

But, the oceans are not the same.
To start with, ocean space is configured differently. Whereas terrestrial space is two 

dimensional, oceans possess the added dimension of depth. What occurs at or just below 
the surface or along coastal areas is not the same as what happens miles below. Witness, 
for example, the recent discovery of a three-​kilometre-​long pristine reef of giant, rose-​
shaped corals off the coast of Tahiti; its depth of more than 30 metres protects it from the 
bleaching effects of a warming ocean (“This Huge Coral Reef” 2022).

Understanding the oceans requires what critical geographers (see Elden 2013) call 
“volumetric understanding” whereby the ocean is divided up and classified vertically 
and horizontally. Building on the ideas of the French poststructuralist philosophers 
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1987), a critical mass of geographers (Steinberg 2001; 
Steinberg and Peters 2015), anthropologists (Crockford 2020) and political scientists 
(Squire and Dodds 2019) have conceptualised the ocean as being a naturally “smooth” 
space which is being turned into “a patchwork quilt of ‘striated’ space” (Hannigan 2016, 
18) as it becomes more vulnerable to human incursion. This shift from smooth to striated 
has had immense implications:
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Maps with meridians, parallels, longitudes and territories gridded the ocean, making 
distances calculable and measurable. It meant the beginning of the great exploration 
and the expansion of the transatlantic slave trade and the expansion of the European 
State apparatus. The smooth and the striated concerns the political and politics.

(Lyson and Pisters 2012, 7)

Striation also renders the ocean more predictable and governable. In her recent study 
of how ocean science is “made, produced and negotiated”, anthropologist Susannah 
Crockford (2020) shows how oceanographers attempt to overcome the unpredictability 
of the ocean through the creation and use of models, maps and specialised technologies. 
In so doing, they make the ocean a human construct which is “shaped by geographic 
knowledge, legal definitions, political ambitions and popular cultural texts involving con-
jecture, fantasy and speculation” (Hannigan 2016, 4).

Second, the largest part of the oceans, that which extends from beyond 200 nautical 
miles from shore, is unpopulated and lies outside of the jurisdiction of nation states. You 
will find no Chemical Valley or Love Canal here. This has forced researchers to extend the 
scope and meaning of concepts such as environmental justice and indigenous knowledge. 
McCormack (2021) reports that Māoris in New Zealand challenged the development 
of large-​scale protected marine areas at considerable distance from where they resided, 
drawing on “an assemblage of indigenous histories, ecologies, repatriated fishing rights 
and privileged fishing quota”. Widener (2018) identified “embedded seascapes” which 
guided indigenous coastal people in their opposition to offshore oil exploration in New 
Zealand. Members of these communities, she says possess “submersible knowledge” of the 
marine environment which contributes to the formulation of a sense of “marine justice”.

We need to include the ocean into the “new and unfamiliar investigations” 
recommended by Michael Redclift. In doing so, environmental sociologists must not 
only look to the future but also to the past. Maritime history is intimately intertwined 
with colonialism, which is emerging as an important but underserved research oppor-
tunity in environmental sociology (Holleman 2020). One example of what can be done 
here is Mawani and Hussin’s (2014) historical investigation of the movement of “circuits 
of law” across colonial and imperial contexts in the Indian Ocean. In short, we can no 
longer afford to cede the study of the oceans to anthropologists and geographers and pol-
itical scientists.
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Notes

Planet in peril

	 1	 Dennis Meadows, Forrester’s doctoral student, managed the research, while Meadows’ spouse 
Donella was the lead writer of The Limits of Growth, a simplified version of the technical report 
(Davis 2007, 32).

	 2	 Nevertheless, the Meadows, in their 30-​year update (Meadows et al. 2004) declared that 
humanity is still dangerously in a state of overshoot.

	 3	 Answering his own question, How likely is it that our world will collapse?, the Dutch biolo-
gist Rob Hengeveld (2012, 292) concludes that this is “theoretically inescapable”, insomuch as 
“system collapse follows from almost any simulation experiment”, but he cannot specify when 
exactly this might occur.

	 4	 Carl Sagan (1991, 212) notes that the phrase “greenhouse effect” is actually a misnomer. 
Florists’ greenhouses don’t work through the operation of an “infrared blanket”, they work 
by preventing convective cooling. Nevertheless, “the phrase is so widespread in atmospheric 
physics, that we’re stuck with it”.

	 5	 It is worth noting, however, that Easter Island was cursed by a dependence on the slow-​growing 
Chilean Wine palm, which takes 40 to 60 years to mature, as compared to all the other Polynesian 
islands where fast-​growing coconut and Fiji fan palms dominate (Lomborg 2001, 29).

	 6	 Of course, this view doesn’t allow for the possibility that the catastrophic scenarios dramatising 
human-​environment relations might be exaggerated or wrong.

	 7	 In a report and proposal called “The Predicament of Mankind”, the Club of Rome identi-
fied a battery of interrelated global problems –​ uncontrolled population growth, disparity of 
wealth, social injustice, starvation and malnutrition, unemployment, crisis in democracy and 
civil unrest, decay of the city and depletion of natural resources –​ that would soon become 
uncontrollable if not fully understood and acted upon (Jain 2011, 59–​60).

	 8	 The books and articles included in this section of Classics in Environmental Studies are: Barry 
Commoner, The Closing Circle (1971), Donella Meadows, The Limits to Growth (1972), Edward 
Goldsmith, “A Blueprint for Survival” (1972), Report of the United Nations Conference on the 
Human Environment (1972), Kenneth Boulding, “The Economics of the Coming Spaceship 
Earth” (1973), J. Tinbergen, Reshaping the International Order (1977), James Lovelock, Gaia: A 
New Look at Life on Earth (1979).

Environmental sociology

	 1	 Addressing this point directly, Sorokin comments, “A reader of these lines may think Dr 
Huntington has at his disposal there the detailed record of the Meteorological Bureau of 
Ancient Rome” (1964) [1928], 191.

	 2	 Dickens (1992) suggests that structural functionalists, especially their dean, Talcott Parsons, 
might have gone further and actually developed a theory of social evolution in an environmental 
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context which stresses how biological inheritance permitted humans to both adapt to the nat-
ural world and to change it. Alas, this potential was never developed, leaving environmental 
factors as marginal elements in sociological explanation.

	 3	 This view is not, however, universally shared. For example, Goldblatt (1996, 3) states “of the 
classical trinity [Durkheim, Weber, Marx], Weber’s work conducts the most limited engage-
ment with the natural world”.

	 4	 One more recent effort along these lines is York et al.’s (2003, 36–​8) discussion of how the 
metabolic rift can lead to increases in GHG (greenhouse gas) emissions. Three ways this occurs 
are specified: the increased transportation of natural resources necessitated by urbanisation; the 
replacement of organic matter by chemical fertilisers; and the diversion of methane-​generating 
organic waste to landfills rather than back into the soil.

	 5	 Du Bois almost certainly knew about Humboldt. As a young man he attended the University 
of Berlin (later re-​named Humboldt University), and many years later received an honorary 
doctorate there.

	 6	 I am grateful to Filip Alexandrescu for this insight and the references from Boulding’s work in 
the 1950s.

	 7	 This encompasses Schnaiberg and his former doctoral students, Kenneth Gould, David Pellow 
and Adam Weinberg.

	 8	 This opposition evidently did not extend to shale gas drilling (fracking), where the Sierra Club, 
under the umbrella of controlling carbon emissions, briefly joined forces with a leading energy 
producer to battle the coal mining industry (see Chapter 9).

	 9	 Spaargaren (2000, 64–​5) objects to this statement, declaring the optimism/​pessimism dichotomy 
to be less than helpful. Science and technology, he argues, are important vehicles in the eco-
logical modernisation process, but this “does not imply, however that one would automatically 
or inevitably lapse into a technological fix approach”. This is more the case for a “strong eco-
logical modernization” which purports to be more open to broad-​ranging changes to society’s 
institutional structure and economic system than for “weak ecological modernization that 
emphasises technological solutions to environmental problems and “looks like a discourse for 
engineers and accountants” (Dryzek 2005, 172–​3).

	10	 For example, New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller used this slogan during a speech in 
Prospect Park, Brooklyn, on Earth Day, 1970 (Grayson 2006).

	11	 As Thompson (1991) notes, environmental debates reflect the existence not just of an absence 
of certainty but rather of contradictory certainties: several divergent and mutually irreconcilable 
sets of convictions both about the difficulties we face and the available solutions.

Social construction of environmental issues and problems

	 1	 By the year 2017, the mountain pine beetle outbreak had imposed a loss of 752 million cubic 
metres or 58 per cent of merchantable pine in British Columbia and was pushing eastwards 
into Alberta (Davidson et. al. 2019). A report released four years later identified pine beetles 
throughout the province from Jasper along the BC border as far north-​east as Slave Lake 
(Tjosvold 2021).

	 2	 Dunlap goes so far as to suggest that environmental problems are social problems, insofar as they 
are caused by humans and have effects on humans (Dunlap 2015; York and Dunlap 2019, 286).

	 3	 Ibarra and Kitsuse (1993) also outline a set of “counter-​rhetorical strategies” which are meant 
to block claimants’ attempts to construct a problem and/​or demand action.

	 4	 Since 2017 this has changed as lawmakers have begun to prosecute large pharmaceutical com-
panies in the opioid “scandal”. In July 2021, it was widely reported that Johnson & Johnson and 
several other large drug companies settled with a group of state attorneys general in the United 
States for US$26 billion.

	 5	 Another typology, Ronald Mitchell’s “processes of international agenda setting for environ-
mental problems”, generally parallels my model, but it didn’t appear until well after the first two 
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editions of Environmental Sociology were already in print. Mitchell (2010) proposes that issue 
emergence progresses through three sequential processes: identification and recognition of the 
problem and its causes; diffusion of that knowledge and mobilisation of concern; and prioritisa-
tion of the issue on the international agenda. A fourth process, “framing the issue”, cuts across 
and links the other three.

	 6	 This was suggested at the public hearings on the proposed Alberta-​Pacific bleached Kraft pulp 
mill in northern Alberta by Cindy Giday from the Northwest Territories who was the lone 
indigenous person (and female) on the Alpac EIA Review Board.

	 7	 Total membership of the 12 or so major national environmental organisations in the United 
States increased from about four million in 1981 to roughly seven million in 1988 (Bramble 
and Parker 1992, 317).

	 8	 The relationship between the media and the state in China is complex and evolving. According 
to Mol and Carter (2007, 14) environmental issues and campaigns are increasingly reported in a 
more open fashion in the Chinese media. However, they qualify this statement, noting that this 
freedom has “caused greater uncertainty among journalists and media decision-​makers about 
what is real and what is not allowed”. Generally speaking, reporting that touches on minority 
issues and national security and economic issues, or is directly critical of Chinese political 
leaders, is not permitted, unless cleared from above.

	 9	 Unfortunately, the sao la soon faced extinction as collectors from around the world attempted 
to obtain one, even reputedly offering a bounty of up to US$1 million (Shenon 1994).

Environmental discourse

	 1	 This contrasts with Dryzek (2005, 10) who clearly spells out his intent to “lay out the basic 
structure of discourses that have dominated recent environmental politics” and to “produce 
something more than just an account of environmentalism”.

	 2	 Grant is one of the more controversial figures in the early wilderness protection movement. 
A patrician lawyer with close links to many elite figures in business and politics including 
Teddy Roosevelt, he was among other things a founder of the Save the Redwoods League, 
the New York Zoological Society and the Boone and Crocket Club. At the same time, he has 
been called by historian John Higham (1963) “intellectually the most important nativist in 
recent American history”. Grant’s book, The Passing of the Great Race (1921), was for a while a 
popular-​selling exposition on the principles of eugenics although it was less successful in sub-
sequent printings. Grant’s concern with the subject of eugenics and racial exclusion was shared 
by a number of other leading wilderness protectionists of the day including William Hornaday, 
Fairfield Osborn and Vernon Kellogg.

	 3	 Anna Sewell’s book Black Beauty was originally published in England in 1877 where it 
sold more than 90,000 copies. It was re-​published by the American Human Education 
Society in 1890. While designed to increase support for the animal welfare movement, the 
book also helped to establish a climate for the wider support of wildlife conservation (Lutts 
1990, 22–​3).

	 4	 Tansley was eclectic in his interests and friendships, having, among other things, helped the 
social philosopher Herbert Spencer revise his Principles of Biology and pursued an interest in 
psychoanalysis by studying briefly under Freud and writing a popular book on Freudian 
psychology (Hagen 1992, 80). He was also an entrepreneurial scientific leader who played an 
instrumental role in establishing the British Ecological Society in 1913 and served for twenty 
years as editor of the Society’s Journal of Ecology.

	 5	 In the 1930s, due largely to the efforts of Charles Adams, director of the New York State Museum, 
and Paul Sears, a plant ecologist, The Ecological Society in the US did make some attempt to 
bring social scientists and ecologists together in a common forum, notably in a joint symposium 
of the Society with the American Association for the Advancement of Science entitled “On 
the Relation of Ecology to Human Welfare –​ The Human Situation”. Sadly, two of the leading 
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theorists of the Chicago School, Ernest Burgess and Roderick McKenzie, were unable to attend, 
leaving August Hollingshead as the only representative of sociology (Cittadino 1993).

	 6	 The term “organizational weapon” was first introduced in Philip Selznick’s classic (1960) 
study of the American Communist Party. Eyerman and Jamison (1989) borrow the concept 
to describe Greenpeace’s use of flamboyant and sometimes illegal media-​capturing actions to 
pressure governments and business. Organisations are weapons in such cases when they act in 
a manner that is considered unacceptable by the community.

	 7	 In this book, I have situated my discussion of environmental justice in Chapter 4 on “Discourse” 
rather than in Chapter 2 on “Key Perspectives and Controversies in Environmental Sociology”. 
This reflects Walker’s (2012, 1) observation that environmental justice is significant and worthy 
of attention because it brings to the discourse of contemporary political life “an important 
way of bringing attention to previously neglected or overlooked patterns of inequality which 
can matter deeply to people’s health, well-​being and quality of health”. As Roberts et al. 
(2018, 234) point out, the “interdisciplinary academic subfield of environmental justice studies 
developed alongside the environmental justice movement of the same name”.

	 8	 In a 1992 interview, Lois Gibbs, the heroine of the Love Canal story, told environmental 
activist and author Robert Gottlieb: “Calling our movement an environmental movement 
would inhibit our organizing and undercut our claim that we are about protecting people, not 
birds and bees” (Gottlieb 1993, 318).

	 9	 In an article published posthumously, Chavez (1993, 166–​7) charges that corporate growers 
in California effectively sidestepped many of the provisions of these contracts including those 
governing the use of pesticides. Chavez observes that many of these same growers were the 
largest financial contributors in the campaign to defeat Proposition 128 (nicknamed “Big 
Green”), a 1990 ballot initiative supported by environmental groups and the UFW which 
among other things would have “protected California’s last strands of privately held redwoods 
and banned cancer-​causing pesticides”.

	10	 The term “environmental racism” was evidently coined by the Reverend Benjamin Chavis, 
former head of the United Church of Christ Commission on Racial Justice and later Executive 
Director of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), a 
major civil rights organisation in the United States (Higgins 1993, 287).

	11	 The impetus for this study was a request from Walter Fauntroy, a congressional representa-
tive from Washington, DC, and an active participant in a struggle in Warren County, North 
Carolina to stop the establishment of a toxic landfill containing PCB-​laced soil (Bryant and 
Mohai 1992, 2).

	12	 Mohai (2008, 23) writes that, in 1987, his University of Michigan colleague Bunyan Bryant, an 
African American environmental studies professor, pointed him to the recently released Toxic 
Wastes and Race in the United States. This UCC report “had a major influence on me”.

	13	 It should be noted that the funding for this conference was gold-​plated, including among other 
sources, the Ford Foundation and the Rockefeller Family & Associates (Mayer 1992).

	14	 Acting on an election promise to environmental activists in the Democratic Party, US President 
Joe Biden cancelled the border crossing permit for the Keystone XL pipeline on the day he 
took office. If built, Keystone XL would connect the energy fields of Western Canada with the 
Gulf Coast.

Media and environmental communication

	 1	 The phrase “Spaceship Earth” was evidently coined by the British economist Barbara Ward as 
the title of a book she published in 1966 on the links between economics and the environment 
(Pearce 1991, 11).

	 2	 The only exception to this was the New York Times coverage that continued to separate various 
aspects of environmental issues.
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	 3	 Reporters’ first choice here is usually a government spokesperson rather than a scientific 
expert. Sandman et al. (1987) suggest that one major reason for this is that reporters generally 
want two very specific types of environmental risk information: how much of the hazardous 
substance is in the air or water and how much of this substance does it take to cause problems.

	 4	 Nearly twenty years earlier, an American researcher (William Witt) noted a similar diversity of 
environmental sources. Witt’s results indicated that the primary news sources of environmental 
reporters were conservation clubs and organisations followed closely by business and industry 
sources (Witt 1974). It is worth noting that unlike Cottle, Witt did not extract his sources 
from media content alone, relying instead on a national questionnaire survey of environmental 
reporters working for US newspapers.

	 5	 Einsiedel and Coughlan (1993) found some revealing differences when they compared the 
environmental content in Canadian daily newspapers with full-​time environmental writers 
with that in papers that utilized general reporters. On the whole, there were more envir-
onmental stories in the former; the environmental beat reporters were more likely to write 
longer, more analytical, self-​initiated pieces and they were more likely to challenge conven-
tional institutional wisdom.

	 6	 According to a survey carried out by Editor & Publisher in the summer of 1970, there were 
107 environmental reporters working in the American media, mainly on daily newspapers 
(Schoenfeld 1980, 456).

	 7	 I witnessed this first hand when doing observation in the newsroom of a national television 
network in Canada. One day, a senior producer was visibly upset when he received a letter 
from a viewer charging that the national news broadcast had been giving too much time to an 
anti-​nuclear protest despite the newsworthiness of the issue (Hannigan 1985).

	 8	 In his book, The Coming of the Greens, published that same year, Jonathan Porritt, director of the 
environmental group Friends of the Earth, asked rhetorically “Is the Conservative Party totally 
immune to the sort of internal pressures within the other parties which allow one, however 
tenuously, to see the green tendencies emerging?” (Porritt and Winner 1988, 78). Thatcher’s 
environmental turn may have had less to do with ideology than with politics. Determined to 
shut down the British coal mining industry and break the troublesome miners’ union once and 
for all, Mrs Thatcher announced in a speech to the United Nations the following year that the 
UK would establish a new centre for the prediction of climate change. At the same time, she 
strongly advocated the increased use of nuclear power generation (Yearley 1992, 20), a policy 
that was strongly opposed by the Green Party and its supporters and which challenged the 
traditional dominance of coal as an energy source.

	 9	 Not coincidentally, perhaps, the Lewingtons’ daughter, Jennifer, became a beat reporter with 
the (Toronto) Globe & Mail.

	10	 “Monkey wrenching” or “ecotage” refers to a wide range of actions by radical environmental 
activists to disrupt and halt damage to the environment including pouring abrasives into the 
crankcases of road-​building vehicles, pulling up surveyors’ stakes and “spiking” trees by driving 
long metal spokes into them. The name comes from Edward Abbey’s (1975) novel The Monkey 
Wrench Gang in which a group of “ecoteurs” plots to blow up the Glen Canyon Dam (Franck 
and Brownstone 1992, 190; Manes 1990, 8–​9).

Science, knowledge and environmental problems

	 1	 An exception to this is Germany where the precautionary principle has been enshrined 
historically.

	 2	 The Gaia hypothesis, first introduced by chemist James Lovelock and microbiologist Lyn 
Margulis, proposes that all organisms and their inorganic surroundings on Earth are closely 
integrated to form a single and self-​regulating complex system, At first dismissed as more New 
Age philosophy than serious science, today it resonates across a number of research fields.
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	 3	 The World Conservation Union estimates that there have been in excess of 800 plant and 
animal extinctions since 1500 when accurate historical and scientific records began. Putting 
this in perspective, Kellow (2007, 18) notes that this amounts to a documented rate of 1.6 
extinctions per annum.

	 4	 Scientific concern over pesticide poisoning began more than two decades prior to the publi-
cation of Silent Spring. As far back as 1945, Rachel Carson herself evidently attempted unsuc-
cessfully to interest Reader’s Digest in commissioning an article from her on the research being 
conducted by colleagues at the Paxutent Research Center indicating that the pesticide DDT 
had adverse effects on the reproduction and survival of birds after repeated applications (Lear 
1993, 33). In the early 1950s, an emerging consensus in the US public health field that the 
use of chemicals in food production needed to be more strictly regulated led to 46 days of 
Congressional hearings. However, the issue was seen as narrow and technical and received little 
media attention. Unlike the eventual environmental campaign sparked by Carson’s book, evi-
dence that pesticides might cause harm somewhere down the road was not as compelling to 
the media and the mass public as dramatic images of dead birds (Bosso 1987, 80).

In the years 1957 to 1959 there were a series of pesticide-​related accidents, notably massive 
fish mortality throughout New York State due to a gypsy moth spray campaign and the “Great 
Cranberry Scare”, in which cranberry sales fell by two-​thirds after some of the fruit was found 
to be contaminated by residues of the herbicide aminotriazole. Yet these controversies were 
seen as being isolated and were not sufficient to change the status quo.

Risk construction

	 1	 For many years, human sewage from many local households mixed together with storm water 
in the same pipe. There has since been a vigorous sewage separation programme, but some 
homes and businesses still discharge sewage into the storm-​water system.

	 2	 One exception to this is a 1984 decision in the Ferebee v. Chevron Chemical Co. case in the 
United States that allowed the jury to rely on the testimony of individual physicians in the 
absence of ironclad epidemiological evidence concerning injury by exposure to pesticides (see 
Cronor 1993).

	 3	 As it happens, the Review Board recommended that the mill should not be built unless further 
studies indicated that it would not pose a serious hazard to biological life in the river and for 
downstream users along the Peace-​Athabasca river system. Nine months after it agreed to abide 
by these findings, the Alberta government overturned its own decision and decided to allow 
Alpac to proceed.

Biodiversity loss

	 1	 The purpose of the new accord is to replace the Aichi Biodiversity Targets. These were set 
by the United Nations in its Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011–​2020. Target #5 stated “By 
2020, the rate of loss of all natural habitats including forests is at least halved and where feas-
ible brought close to zero, and degradation is significantly reduced”. According to a 2020 
assessment, Global Biodiversity Outlook 5, “Despite progress in some areas, natural habitats have 
continued to disappear, vast numbers of species remain threatened by extinction” (“World Fails 
to Meet Single Aichi Biodiversity Target” 2020).

	 2	 Unlike COP 26, which wrapped up after two weeks, COP 15 began in October 2021 and was 
due to finish in May 2022 in China.

	 3	 At the first official SCB meeting in April 1988, many participants cited the need for aggressive 
conservation action rather than research as the top priority (Tangley 1988, 444).

	 4	 By contrast, taxonomy, a specialty science that involves identifying and cataloguing biological 
species, has been in steady decline for decades. Perceived to be a nineteenth-​century descrip-
tive science with little present-​day application (Burton 2003), taxonomy was unable to claim 
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ownership of biodiversity as an environmental problem, despite its vital importance in com-
piling species lists

	 5	 My chronology of these international conventions draws primarily on “Annex 3: international 
legislation supporting conservation of biological diversity” in McNeely et al. (1990a).

	 6	 See www.usaid.gov/​our_​w​ork/​envi​ronm​ent/​biodi​vers​ity.
	 7	 See www.usaid.gov/​our_​w​ork/​envi​ronm​ent/​biodi​vers​ity.
	 8	 Wilson’s efforts to champion sociobiology brought him acclaim, but also generated considerable 

controversy, especially from some on the American political left. In a now-​famous incident at 
the 1978 meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, demonstrators 
chanted “Racist Wilson you can’t hide, we charge you with genocide!” followed by someone 
pouring a jug of ice-​water over his head shouting “Wilson, you are all wet” (Shermer 2000).

	 9	 According to Clare Fieseler (2021), Dan Janzen, who participated in the 1986 National Forum 
on BioDiversity, later criticised it as being “an explicit political event” where the word bio-
diversity got “punched into that system at that point deliberately”.

	10	 The Northern spotted owl became one of the “most celebrated and vilified endangered species” 
(Grumbine 1992, 144) in recent memory. With a habitat and geographic range that stretches 
the length of old growth forests from British Columbia to Northern California, protecting it 
under the Endangered Species Act implied a significant reduction in logging activities in the 
ancient forests. In the course of a decade of political and legal wrangling the Northern spotted 
owl became a symbol for some of the unrealistic features of the Act.

	11	 This appears to have been a two-​way street. Not only did the fate of the dinosaurs pro-
vide a powerful magnet by which diversity activists could attract the attention of the public, 
but research on the immediate threat of extinction has proven useful in understanding what 
happened 245 million years ago. For example, Niles Eldredge, in writing his book The Miner’s 
Canary: Unraveling the Mysteries of Extinction (1991) relied heavily on Edward Wilson’s published 
data and arguments to examine the relationship between the mass extinctions of the geological 
past and the present-​day biodiversity crisis (Eldredge 1992–​3, 90).

	12	 In 2006, for example, 56.5 per cent of Conservation International’s 2006 budget was drawn 
from corporations and foundations. Some of the latter, for example the Walton Family 
Foundation, derive their funds from corporate earnings (WalMart).

Fear of fracking

	 1	 The addition of yeast was permitted in a much later amendment.
	 2	 In Australia, hydraulic fracturing is employed mainly to exploit coal-​seam gas (CSG) rather 

than shale gas. According to a recent report in The Economist, CSG “is transforming Australia’s 
energy market and stimulating its robust economy” (“Gas Goes Boom” 2013).

	 3	 Less well known than shale gas, shale oil is extracted using the same technology.
	 4	 Ono and her late husband, John Lennon of the Beatles, purchased a farm in upstate New York 

near the Pennsylvania border atop the Marcellus Shale near the proposed site of a new natural 
gas pipeline.

Conclusion

	 1	 Rudel’s second wave of sociological theories about the political economy of the environment 
overlaps and bridges Buttel’s two stages in the evolution of environmental sociology.

	 2	 Note, however, that John Urry’s prior work focused more directly on the link between irre-
sponsible consumerism and climate change (see Urry 2010).  
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