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Introduction
Graham Woodgate

Volume aims and editorial reflections

This collection of original, commissioned essays provides an assessment of the scope and
content of environmental sociology both in disciplinary terms and in terms of its wider
interdisciplinary contribution, reflecting work by anthropologists, historians, geogra-
phers, ecological economists, philosophers and political scientists, as well as dedicated
environmental sociologists. More than a decade has passed since the first edition of
this handbook was published to considerable acclaim, and environmental sociology is
now firmly established as a critical social science discipline, as well as a very broad and
inclusive field of intellectual endeavour. Our goal in producing a completely new edition
is to mark some of the changes, as well as the continuities, in the field of environmental
sociology and to include chapters that draw attention to the substantive concerns and
theoretical debates of today.

All the contributors have well-established academic backgrounds and many are also
intimately involved in national, regional or global environmental policy processes from
formulation through to implementation. Some of the authors provided chapters for
the first edition (1997), but we have also commissioned pieces from other established
scholars and younger colleagues who are challenging earlier approaches, highlighting
alternative dimensions and bringing new perspectives to bear.

The volume is divided into three parts: I — concepts and theories; II — substantive
issues; and IIT — international perspectives. While there is some overlap between these
three parts, there is an overall progression from the general towards the particular.
Each part begins with an editorial commentary that briefly outlines the contents of the
constituent chapters and cross-references some of the more significant themes that link
them. It may be useful to consult these commentaries before tackling the substantive
chapters; however, each essay is entirely self-contained, so that the volume can be used
as a reference source according to the particular interests of the reader.

The process of commissioning and editing the volume has been a fascinating, if at
times challenging, project. The fascination and challenges are not just academic and
intellectual, however. Together with the demands on comprehension and insight that
editing a volume of this nature poses, personal and professional challenges are associated
with accommodating such a project within a complex of other commitments and inter-
ests. This is mentioned not in preamble to any special pleading concerning the problems
associated with bringing the project to fruition, but to highlight the fact that all the con-
tributions to the volume have been produced by individuals who are deeply embedded
and implicated in the very issues that they seek to illuminate (Bryant, Chapter 12).

Environmental sociology is usually defined as the study of societal-environmental
relations or interactions (Dunlap, Chapter 1), yet this very definition contains within it
one of the fundamental issues that many contributors to the field view as central to the
emergence of our contemporary predicament: the ontological separation of people and
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societies from the rest of nature (see, inter alia, Dunlap, Chapter 1; Redclift, Chapter
8; Foster, Chapter 7; Manuel-Navarrete and Buzinde, Chapter 9; Benton, Chapter
13). This separation is a modern invention, a product of the scientific revolution and
the underpinning of society’s faith in its ability to transform the world in pursuit of
‘progress’. Engrained in sociology and neatly summed up in Durkheim’s claim that ‘we
can only understand society through recourse to social facts’, this human exceptionalism
prompted early environmental sociologists to call for a ‘new ecological paradigm’ (NEP)
(see Dunlap, Chapter 1). Rather than view environmental problems as just another
issue of societal concern, the NEP emphasized the ecological embeddedness of society
and the idea that social structure and human behaviour are influenced by ecological as
well as social facts. Developed from a basis in earlier works in various schools of eco-
logical anthropology, as evidence of anthropogenic environmental change mounted and
became recognized as a global as well as local phenomenon, environmental sociology has
matured into what Vaillancourt (Chapter 3) terms ‘global ecosociology’.

The chapters that comprise this volume emphasize different aspects of socio-
environmental relations. What follow are our interpretations, reflections and attempts at
synthesis, which, while we hope they are of some value, should be understood as products
of our own academic backgrounds, intellectual endeavours and personal sentiments. We
hope the contents of this book will provide sets and casts for your own productions.

Concepts and theories of nature, society, and environment

Human beings share many characteristics with other animals, particularly our fellow
mammals. We are all organically embodied and ecologically embedded: we all need
to breathe and eat, requiring the consumption of oxygen and nutrients for our bodily
growth and maintenance. Our metabolic processes also result in the production and
emission of ‘wastes’. Every day people die and people are born at global average rates of
approximately 110 and 250 per minute respectively. Thus the total global human popu-
lation, which currently stands at around 6.75 billion, is increasing at a rate of about 70
million people per year.

The relationship between population growth, economic development and resource
availability has been seen as problematic for at least 200 years, notably in early works
such as Malthus’s Essay on the Principles of Population and in the later work of Marx (see
Foster, Chapter 7). In more recent times, the publication of Meadow’s et al.’s report to
the Club of Rome, The Limits to Growth, highlighted the finite character of resources such
as fossil fuels and minerals, and in the same year, 1972, the UN Conference on the Human
Environment (Stockholm) focused on the environmental impacts of industrial pollutants
such as CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons) and noted early concerns over global warming.

These two events certainly stimulated the emergence of environmental sociology;
however, population growth per se has not been the central focus of concern. Rather,
relationships between population and resources are seen to be mediated by social
structures (Buttel, Chapter 2; York, Rosa and Dietz, Chapter 5), which are themselves
considered as both the context and outcome of human agency.

At the same time as human beings are organically embodied and ecologically embed-
ded, we are also culturally embodied and socially embedded. Much of the corpus that
comprises environmental sociology can be roughly divided into approaches that tend
to favour one or other of these two ‘realities’ (Dunlap, Chapter 1). In contrast to the
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situation when the first edition of this volume was published, however, most people
now acknowledge the relevance of both, while the more adventurous are seeking to
combine them. Ideas such as ‘coevolution’, ‘co-construction’, ‘conjoint constitution’,
and ‘socio-ecological agency’ refute the notion that human society can be separated from
its ecological context and provide ways into theorizing the indivisibility of nature/society
(Manuel-Navarrete and Buzinde, Chapter 9), while leaving room for their analytical
separation.

There is also growing consensus surrounding the duality of structure: structure as
both the context for and the result of social action, yet environmental sociologies gen-
erally tend to focus on either one or the other. Political ecology (Escobar, Chapter 6),
while having structuralist roots, took a constructivist turn during the 1990s, and began
to investigate the ways in which nature is socially constructed in discourses such as
‘sustainable development’ and ‘biodiversity conservation’, considering language to be
constitutive of reality, rather than simply reflecting it. Manuel-Navarrete and Buzinde
conceptualize the social and material possibilities of discourse in the figure of socio-
ecological actors (Chapter 9), painting people as ecological actors, social actors and
individuals all at the same time. They claim that reflexive socio-ecological agents will be
indispensable mediators in the mutual co-creation of the social and material structures
of successful ‘post-carbon’ societies.

On the other hand, Barcena Hinojal and Lago Aurrekoetxea (Chapter 10) focus on the
structure of ecological debt to reflect the environmental injustices of capitalist develop-
ment, or what Sachs (Chapter 17) calls the ‘Euro-Atlantic development model’. Both of
these contributions focus on the ecological character of South—North relations in order
to counterbalance narrow, financial accounting that portrays a debt-ridden global South
in hock to the global North. Any route out of our environmental predicament has to
recognize and address these structural imbalances (Chapter 10; Chapter 17; Chapter
19). For Parks and Roberts (Chapter 19), unless imbalances in the economic, political
and ecological structure of South—North relations are taken seriously, the prospects for
achieving a meaningful post-2012 climate change agreement are severely limited.

Rather than seeking to apportion blame for escalating environmental problems,
Mol’s ecological modernizaton (Chapter 4; see also York, Rosa and Dietz, Chapter 5)
is a structurally oriented social theory of environmental reform, focusing our attention
on the social, economic and political structures of environmental governance. In John
Hannigan’s ‘emergence model of environment and society’ (Chapter 11) the aim is to
understand how novel structures emerge in the context of accelerating environmental
change. Drawing on the basic tenets of interactionist approaches, while there is no
attempt to synthesize the biophysical and social elements of socio-environmental rela-
tions, the emergence model suggests that both individuals and collectivities are capable
of acting, and that order and change can occur simultaneously.

Many of the concepts and theories that are discussed in the first part of the book are
taken up in the subsequent sections, where they are employed in analyses of substantive
issues and regional case studies.

Substantive issues and international perspectives
Globalization, global environmental change and global environmental governance are
either referred to directly or are implicit in all the contributions to Parts II and III of the



4  The international handbook of environmental sociology

volume. When the first edition was published, there was still considerable debate over
the accuracy and meaning of scientific data concerning changes in global mean tempera-
tures and the possible link to climate change. Today, much more attention is focused
on the character, efficacy and implications of the growing body of local, national and
global policies and social movements that seek to promote climate change mitigation
and adaptation.

The establishment of global scientific consensus around the phenomenon of planetary
warming has created the impression, as Yearley (Chapter 14) puts it, that the world has
‘grown eerily harmonious’. The issue of climate change stands out in this respect because
of the way it gave rise to innovations in the production and certification of scientific
knowledge — the establishment of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) — and because of the novel positions into which it led environmental NGOs (non-
governmental organizations); the IPCC consensus on global warming facilitated NGO
campaigns urging governments to go much faster in responding to climate change. Yet
prescriptions for action and policy to address global warming vary markedly between
different national governments, industry coalitions and social movements.

In more general terms, the character and dynamics of environmental social move-
ments have changed considerably in the wake of accelerated processes of globalization
and in the context of the post-Washington Consensus aid environment. Information and
communications technologies have been incorporated into the organizing and claims-
making activities of social movements, while the recent emphasis on ‘good governance’
has created space for civil society representation within global environmental policy
fora, leading to the professionalization of large-scale movements and their articulation
with national and supra-state environmental agencies (Kousis, Chapter 15).

The shift towards more international and global configurations of the last ten to fifteen
years has begun to slow, however. This may be linked to the inability of large-scale
movements to incorporate local and regional concerns within frames of reference that
gain purchase at the global scale, but it also reflects the growth of democratic spaces and
processes within previously undemocratic nations and regions. The dynamics of civic
engagement in environmental governance in Central and Eastern Europe following the
end of the Soviet era and preparations for accession to the European Union (Carmin,
Chapter 25), reflect some of the general trends noted by Kousis, but also reveal the
enduring legacy of command-and-control economies and the curtailment of opportu-
nities for engagement brought about by the demands of ‘making a living’ in the extended
period of transition to free market economies. In Mol’s assessment of the challenges of
ecological modernization in China (Chapter 24), he also identifies the opening of space
for civic engagement, although these are obviously spaces provided by the state rather
than created by the people, and much more room is clearly needed for criticism and
environmental activism.

Although the 2008 global financial crisis and consequent economic recession may
have slowed the pace of globalization and unprecedented state intervention may suggest
otherwise, the hegemonic position of the market as the most effective and efficient
conduit for pursuing environmental reform appears to remain intact (Redclift, Chapter
8). Neoliberal regimes of environmental governance are examined in the context of
Australian agri-environmental policy by Stewart Lockie (Chapter 23), in order to assess
their potential in promoting climate change mitigation and adaption. Twenty years
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of experience using market-based policy instruments in pursuit of agri-environmental
objectives suggest that they are not necessarily effective means for resolving the market
failures that some environmental economists believe to be the root cause of agriculture’s
negative environmental externalities. The evidence from Australia suggests that in the
absence of a more heterodox approach and greater grassroots support, policy is unlikely
to gain much influence over the complex of social, ecological and economic relationships
that shape rural land use and, by extension, global climate change.

Another issue that has gained significantly in prominence since the first edition of
this book was published is ‘sustainable consumption’ (Hinton and Goodman, Chapter
16). Fitting comfortably with neoclassical economic orthodoxy and with the precepts of
ecological modernization theory, the promotion of sustainable consumption through
provision of ‘information’ in the form of media campaigns and green labelling, shifts
responsibility for environmental reform from producers to consumers, whose purchas-
ing choices will ostensibly send signals through the market mechanism, prompting more
environmentally benign production processes and products. At the same time as sustain-
able consumption is promoted by public policy, alternative forms of green living are
promoted by emerging discourses such as ‘voluntary simplicity’.

The ethics of consumption are implicit in both mainstream and alternative sustainable
consumption discourses, not only in terms of the environmental and social impacts of
production and consumption, but also with respect to the moral consideration afforded
to animals (Benton, Chapter 13). ‘Animal liberation’ activists have always been viewed
as contentious contenders for membership of the ‘club’ of mainstream environmental
movements, yet promotion of ‘animal rights’ has never been far from the centre of atten-
tion. But how does the discourse of rights hold up in a world where anthropogenic envi-
ronmental change not only affects the conditions in which animals have to live but, by
many accounts, has brought us into a new phase of rapid biodiversity extinction? Benton
believes that while rights theory may offer a useful starting point, it needs to be more
socially and ecologically sensitive and context-specific if it is to provide clear signposts
towards a more benign relationship with the non-human world. Even then, he adds, a
range of other moral concepts and codes of behaviour will be necessary.

Sachs (Chapter 17) is more concerned with the implications of ecological limits for
global economic justice. Notwithstanding the growing importance attached to rights-
based development by international institutions such as the United Nations, Sachs views
rights discourse as entirely inadequate in terms of protecting ecological integrity, or for
dealing with the continually widening gap between living standards and economic pros-
pects in the global South and global North. In this context, Sachs suggests that Kantian
ethics, concerning our duties, may be more helpful than promoting universal human
rights. From the Kantian perspective economic and ecological justice demand sustain-
able consumption (Chapter 16), the eradication of ecological debt and a fair sharing
of environmental space (Chapter 10), which together suggest a basic duty not to allow
our own development to infringe on the development possibilities of others (Chapter
17). Nevertheless, in a world that is already running short of resources for conventional
industrial development, the very concept of ‘development’ is moot.

At the very least we need to reassess the hegemonic status of the orthodox neoliberal
discourse of sustainable development. This is not to deny the legitimate aspirations of
those in the global South for secure and fulfilling livelihoods, but if greater justice is to
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be achieved along the road to a more sustainable future, it will be necessary to construct
and act on a discourse of the ‘overdeveloped North’, rather than continuing to promote
private property rights and free-market competition as keys to efficient resource distri-
bution and global utility maximization. Were we to go further and revisit the biologi-
cal roots of the development metaphor, we would find that it is inextricably linked to
senescence. In nature, ‘everything that goes up must come down’ and everything that is
born and develops must eventually grow old and die. As there is no obvious reason why
these basic laws of physics and biology should not also apply to our fossil carbon society,
perhaps we should focus on ‘managed senescence’ rather than continue to trumpet the
goal of sustainable development?

The senescence of the ‘eco-illogical ancient regime’ must be accompanied by the flo-
rescence of a new ‘ecosociety’ that recovers some of the fossil carbon released by indus-
trialization and adapts its own metabolism in line with the planet’s biological carbon
cycles. In Chapter 8, Michael Redclift turns a sociological eye to processes of transition
away from carbon dependence. Recent influential reports such as the Stern Review in
the UK (Chapter 8) and the Garnaut Review in Australia (Lockie, Chapter 23) have
painted climate change as ‘the worst market failure the world has ever seen” and stressed
the economic opportunities associated with ‘decarbonization’. Yet, despite what some
have heralded as ‘post-political’ policy consensus, continuing international negotiations
towards a post-Kyoto agreement reveal the deeply political nature of climate policy and
science (Parks and Roberts, Chapter 19; Yearley, Chapter 14). In this context there is a
need for environmental sociology to develop a better understanding of the ideological
and political dimensions of climate policy (Redclift, Chapter 8), while at the same time
taking care not to reduce the analysis of climate change risks to the study of discourses
abstracted from their dynamic biophysical contexts (Murphy, Chapter 18; see also
Hannigan, Chapter 11).

All discourses of nature presumably have at least some historical basis in experience,
even if once adopted and marshalled in support of particular political interests they prove
inadequate in terms of the purposes for which they are employed. This is well illustrated
in Bill Adams’s discussion of society, environment and development in Africa (Chapter
22). Through an analysis of relevant case study examples, Adams demonstrates some of
the unintended consequences of poorly substantiated and overgeneralized environmen-
tal policy narratives and reveals that none of the narratives he analyses has provided an
adequate explanation of the realities of rural life in Africa.

A similar situation is exposed in Nora Haenn’s study of ‘participatory’ conservation—
development policy in southern Mexico (Chapter 26). The establishment of the Calakmul
tropical forest biosphere reserve was supposed to provide opportunities for development
through conservation for the local communities of small-scale farmers. However, failure
to take account of local histories, multiculturalism and longstanding social contracts led
to increasing tensions among the various groups involved (the state, donors, NGOs and
beneficiaries), and ultimately resulted in a very different form of conservation than that
which was originally envisaged.

Adams and Haenn draw similar conclusions from their studies. For Adams (Chapter
22), ‘what works for rural Africa is what rural Africans can make work’, for Haenn
(Chapter 26), conservation is only sustainable when it ‘supports both the physical envi-
ronment and the social relations that make conservation possible’. Both studies firmly
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refute the notion of post-political consensus and demonstrate the fallacy of believing
that ‘ecological debt repayments’ can be made on the ecological debtors’ terms alone.
The overdeveloped countries of the North have achieved their status by occupying more
than their fair share of environmental space and by accumulating an ecological debt.
Twentieth-century efforts to promote market-driven development in the South have
exacerbated, rather than ameliorated, socioeconomic inequality and ecological degrada-
tion. Market-based instruments such as carbon trading are unlikely to be able to address
these issues successfully; alternative strategies will need to be devised to repair the social
and ecological damage. Thus, establishing a successful global ecosociety will be a highly
contentious and intensely political process.

Adams’s and Haenn’s contributions are also illustrative of the multiple roles that the
world’s trees and forests are expected to play in the North’s transition out of carbon
dependence and the South’s search for ‘carbon-lite’ solutions for eradicating poverty and
achieving human dignity. A much stronger focus on forests and what is termed the ‘new
forestry’ is provided by Ambrose-Oji’s essay on the influence of environmental socio-
logical concepts and theories in international forestry discourse and practice (Chapter
20). Both environmental sociology and international forestry have rapidly had to come
to terms with globalization and climate change. For international forestry the challenge
has become how to integrate forest conservation and exploitation as crucial elements of
the global carbon system, while moving forward on forest-based strategies for building
resilient livelihoods and communities able to cope in the face of a range of future weather
and climate scenarios.

Globalization studies and work on climate change have also begun to add credence to
the view that ecological time is being compressed. For most of human history, nature’s
time has been understood as rhythmic and cyclical, reflecting the phases of the moon and
the progression of the seasons. Other processes such as the advance and retreat of ice
caps occurred so slowly as to be almost imperceptible before the development of geology
in the nineteenth century. The pace of industrial developments in the twentieth century
created the illusion of a timeless natural world, the most aesthetically pleasing aspects of
which could be preserved for all time. Yet in the early twenty-first century it appears that
nature’s time is accelerating. Ecologists and natural-resource managers are revising their
views of environmental change. The acceptance of non-equilibrium ecologies has moved
on to the formulation of ideas about change that occurs not in incremental steps, but
through major regime shifts (Ambrose-Oji, Chapter 20). Our ecological past is catching
up with our social present and threatening our future survival. As Bryant (Chapter 12)
so chillingly puts it, under ‘fast capitalism’, on ‘peering into the abyss’ we find ourselves
on the road to a ‘slow collective suicide’!

Whether we view the future with despondency or optimism, it is clear that mitigation
of negative anthropogenic environmental impacts and adaptation to novel environmen-
tal conditions will depend on more than ‘good science’ and ‘good governance’. Both
may be necessary, but they are neither severally nor jointly sufficient. Part of what is
needed is imagination, which is reflected in social mobilizations around climate and
other environmental issues at the international level (see Kousis, Chapter 15). The Camp
for Climate Action, for example, has been established by and for people who are ‘fed
up with empty government rhetoric and corporate spin, . . . worried about our future
and want to do something about it’ (http://climatecamp.org.uk/about, accessed 22 June
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2009). Yet, much in the same way that Marx identified the ‘noisy sphere of exchange’
as a hindrance to our recognition of the ultimate source of all value and the ‘secret of
profit’, post-carbon futures are difficult to imagine in the glare of ecological imperatives,
social inertia and political inadequacy. As nature’s time catches up with us we need to
be able to match its pace of change with the speed of our imaginations. Perhaps the
message here is, as Bryant (Chapter 12) suggests, to accept the absurdity of the situation
and in the peace of hopelessness, develop our awareness and understanding of socio-
ecological agency (Manuel-Navarrete and Buzinde, Chapter 9) and begin to imagine
alternative socio-ecological structures and how they might emerge (Hannigan, Chapter
11). Environmental sociologists (sensu lato) are, as Bryant’s reflections (Chapter 12)
reveal, clearly aware of the absurdity of their situations — at least fleetingly — and thus
well placed to undertake such abstract reflections.

In designing effective policies to facilitate the emergence of ‘carbon-lite’ socio-
ecological agency/structure and the florescence of ecosociety, our imaginations must
be matched by humility (Adams, Chapter 22), however, and a willingness to learn from
place-based people. While climate change might be global, our experiences of its impacts
will be local, and local conceptions, knowledges and cultures of place-attached people
will be vital in responding to the challenges of change and the opportunities for pursuing
greater social justice and repairing ecological integrity (Manuel-Navarrete and Redclift,
Chapter 21).

To conclude, each of the contributions to this collection has been chosen because it
reflects one or both of the following characteristics. First, the authors have pushed at the
boundaries of ‘environmental sociology’, sometimes from dissatisfaction with what their
own disciplines provide but more often because of the clear merits of drawing on several
disciplinary and interdisciplinary traditions. Second, they have upheld environmental
sociology’s tradition in sociology by marrying an ‘objective’, critical stance towards
subject matter with a strong moral commitment to address urgent human problems and
concerns. They have not remained on the sidelines of policy discourse, for example, yet
they remain highly critical of environmental ‘policies’ and ‘policy processes’.

As the first edition of this handbook demonstrated, there is a global readership for
most of these concerns, often made up of individuals for whom the main purpose of
academic debate and theory is to arm themselves in the midst of positivist ‘science’ and
political rhetoric. They are people who live their lives partly through adherence to the
principles of robust scholarly dialogue and enquiry. It is to you, our readers, that we
dedicate this new and challenging set of essays.



PART I

CONCEPTS AND THEORIES
IN ENVIRONMENTAL
SOCIOLOGY






Editorial commentary
Graham Woodgate

Environmental sociology has been at work since the first edition of this volume was
published in 1997 and in ways that were not always apparent — for example, interpret-
ing phenomena like climate change, biodiversity and food poverty, examining their
politicization, and illuminating actual and possible social responses. In Part I of this
edition, we have included chapters that elucidate some of the concepts and theories that
are employed in framing analyses of socio-environmental relations. The complex and
dynamic character of societies’ interactions with the rest of nature, the discursive prac-
tices of environmental sociologists, and their experiences and reflections in both their
professional and personal lives, all influence the ways in which socio-environmental
relations are understood and the particular aspects of them that are the focus of atten-
tion. Thus it is more accurate to talk of environmental sociologies, envisaged as a
dynamic set of cultural lenses through which to view and to make (non)sense of the
world around us, and the ways in which our actions and institutions influence and are
influenced by it.

Our aim, then, is to provide a snapshot that reflects something of the diversity of con-
cepts and theories that constitute contemporary environmental sociological thought and
practice. In Chapter 1, Riley Dunlap considers the way in which environmental sociol-
ogy has matured and become more diverse over the three decades that have passed since
he and his colleague William Catton Jr first proposed their ‘new ecological paradigm’
in the late 1970s. Dunlap notes that while the long-running debate over constructivist
and realist approaches has subsided significantly in recent years, echoes still remain in
what he terms ‘environmental agnosticism’ and ‘environmental pragmatism’ and that
these two broad orientations reflect, to some extent, differences between the respective
environmental sociologies of Europe and North America.

In the first edition of this volume, Dunlap’s chapter was followed by a piece from Fred
Buttel that focused on the links between social institutions and environmental change.
Fred died in early 2005, but his work continues to influence the field of environmental
sociology in numerous and significant ways, a fact noted in several of the contributions to
this volume. His chapter from the first edition is the only piece that has been reproduced
in this new edition and it has been included because of its prescience and continuing
relevance. In Chapter 2 Buttel identifies three major issues that continue to dominate
research in environmental sociology: the environmental implications of our political
and economic institutions; whether growth is primarily an antecedent of, or solution to,
environmental problems; and the origins and significance of environmentalism.

Dunlap and Buttel were both early pioneers in the field of environmental sociology in
the USA, and their respective works follow parallel trajectories. In Chapter 3 Jean-Guy
Vaillancourt documents the evolution of their ideas as reflected in their publications and
the lively debates to which they both contributed over the best part of 30 years. It is hard
to dismiss Vaillancourt’s claim that Dunlap and Buttel were key players in the transition
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from human ecology to environmental sociology and, more recently, to the emergence of
what he terms ‘global ecosociology’.

Chapters 4 and 5 reflect on ecological modernization (EM), which Arthur Mol defines
as ‘the social scientific interpretation of environmental reform processes and practices at
multiple scales’ (Chapter 4). Ecological modernization has developed a very significant
body of empirical and theoretical work that has received widespread attention from
academics and also from policy-makers and politicians in terms of framing programmes
of environmental reform. Mol’s elaboration of EM theory is embedded within a histori-
cal analysis of social science contributions to understanding processes of environmental
policy reform. Beginning in the 1970s, studies of environmental policies, protests and
attitudes led to the initial introduction of the concept of ecological modernization. EM
as a social theory of environmental reform was established during the 1990s, while the
last ten years have witnessed moves to consider the role of consumers (see Hinton and
Goodman, Chapter 16) in reform processes, the application of EM theory in the analysis
of nations beyond the highly industrialized North, and also a trend towards more com-
parative, regional and global studies. During the last decade the impressive, if uneven,
growth of China and India, in particular, has caused EM theorists to widen their analysis
to reflect a more global perspective (see Mol on ecological modernization in China in
Part 111, Chapter 24).

Mol’s contribution in Chapter 4 also includes a brief review of some of the criti-
cism that has been levelled at EM theory, but a more thorough account is provided by
Richard York, Eugene Rosa and Thomas Dietz in Chapter 5. Dunlap characterizes EM
as falling into what he sees as the largely European tradition of environmental agnosti-
cism, while York et al. fit his North American dominated model of environmental prag-
matism. Indeed, the two fundamental criticisms that York and colleagues level at EM
theory are: first that ‘its purchase is not directly ecological . . . there is too little attention
given to actual environmental change’; and second, while it has documented important
cases of environmental reform, the general argument that ecological modernization is
‘leading to increased sustainability in the aggregate is not consistent with a large body of
empirical evidence’.

From EM theory we move to political ecology, another rapidly growing field that has
attracted controversy in the last decade or so. In Chapter 6, Arturo Escobar traces the
construction of political ecology and distinguishes three broad phases of development.
Having initially emerged from the intertwining of political economy and human and
cultural ecology in the 1970s and early 1980s, by the end of the 1980s this first phase of
development, which sought to address the absence of nature in political economy and
ecological anthropologies’ lack of attention to power, was beginning to give way to
the poststructuralist or constructivist turn. This ‘second-generation’ political ecology
provided a ‘vibrant inter- and transdisciplinary space of inquiry’ throughout the 1990s
and into the present decade, engaging with the epistemological debates fostered by con-
structivism and anti-essentialism. Over the last five years these epistemological concerns
have been accompanied by ontological issues, prompting Escobar tentatively to identify
a third-generation, postconstructivist orientation.

The relatively recent development of political ecology contrasts with the subject
addressed by John Bellamy Foster in Chapter 7. As his title suggests, in ‘Marx’s ecology
and its historical significance’ Foster takes us back to the nineteenth century to explore
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in some detail the numerous and important linkages between Marx’s historical material-
ism and other major intellectual developments such as Liebig’s agricultural chemistry
and Darwin’s theory of evolution by means of natural selection. Having established
the significant ecological content of Marx’s own work, Foster moves to the twentieth
century to reveal its legacy in terms of the development of ecological science. For Foster,
uncovering the contributions of Marx and subsequent socialist thinkers to the develop-
ment of the modern ecological critique of capitalism plays a vital role in the construc-
tion of an ecological materialist analysis that is ‘capable of addressing the devastating
environmental conditions that face us today’.

Michael Redclift’s contribution to the volume follows Foster’s chapter, providing
an overview of environmental sociology’s attempts to come to terms with what is, by
general consensus, the most pressing environmental issue of our time: anthropogenic
global warming. He begins by reviewing the major differences and divisions that have
come to characterize the discussion of the environment and nature in the social sciences,
distinguishing between critical realism and social constructivism. This is followed by a
review of the main intellectual challenges to both positions. In the subsequent sections
of Chapter 8, Redclift argues for a sociological perspective on transitions out of carbon
dependence that includes better understanding of the ideological and political dimen-
sions of ‘decarbonization’ (on which see Parks and Roberts in Part II, Chapter 19 of
this volume), taking us beyond the current impasse and suggesting important areas for
further theoretical development.

Some of the challenges identified in Michael Redclift’s piece are taken up in the final
four chapters of Part I. Within sociology there has always been a vibrant debate between
exponents of ‘agency’ and ‘structural’ approaches. This central sociological concern has
also surfaced within thinking about society and nature. In a very stimulating contribu-
tion, David Manuel-Navarrete and Christine Buzinde (Chapter 9) argue for a recon-
ceptualization of human agency as ‘socio-ecological agency’. Building from concepts of
society/nature ‘conjoint constitution’ and ‘coevolution’, Manuel-Navarrete and Buzinde
argue that to maximize humanity’s chances of overcoming the global environmental
crisis, the mutual co-creation of social and material structures must be mediated by a
transcendental form of agency enacted by individuals in their interactions not only with
their societies and environments, but also with themselves. The requisite socio-ecological
agency thus characterizes people as ‘ecological actors, social actors and individuals all
at the same time’.

Following a chapter that seeks to expand and redefine the concept of human agency,
the next contribution (Barcena Hinojal and Lago Aurrekoetxea, Chapter 10) works to
critique structures of economic development — in particular the financial indebtedness
of less industrialized countries, which continues to exert economic pressure towards
further exploitation and degradation of environments in the South and the social depri-
vation of the ‘bottom billion’. As a counterbalance to the structure of external debt, the
authors draw our attention to the notion of ‘ecological debt’, a concept that has recently
entered into academic circles, having emerged from social movement discourse and
first-generation political ecology in the 1980s.

Established on the principle of environmental justice, ecological debt is the debt accu-
mulated by the countries of the North towards the countries of the South through the
export of natural resources at prices that take no account of the environmental damage
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caused by their extraction and processing and the free occupation of environmental
space — atmospheric, terrestrial and hydrospheric — through the dumping of produc-
tion wastes. For the purposes of their chapter, Barcena Hinojal and Lago Aurrekoetxea
focus on revealing the content and dimensions of ecological debt in terms of a number
of salient concepts: carbon debt, biopiracy, waste export and environmental liabilities.
Their aim is to contribute to the search for solutions to both the problem of the South’s
foreign debt and climate change, and to the ecological restructuring of our societies in
the search for sustainability.

Rather than seeking to explain the origins of the current environmental crisis (see
Foster, and Barcena Hinojal and Lago Aurrekoetxea) or effective mechanisms for
environmental reform (Mol), John Hannigan’s chapter, ‘The emergence model of envi-
ronment and society’ (Chapter 11), seeks to elaborate a sociological approach to the
society—environment relationship that emphasizes ‘elements of novelty, uncertainty,
emergence, improvisation and social learning’. Building on the interactonist tradition
in sociological inquiry, Hannigan makes no attempt to synthesize the material and sym-
bolic elements of socio-environmental relations; instead, his aim is to shed light on the
emergence of novel structures and associations and framings of risk in the context of
accelerating environmental change. The emergence model of environment and society
reflects a situation in which ‘both individuals and collectivities are capable of acting, and
order and change can occur simultaneously’.

The final contribution to Part I of this volume comes from Raymond Bryant (Chapter
12). In a piece that is at once alarming yet comical, Bryant draws on the absurdist tradi-
tion in his characterization of our current predicament as ‘slow collective suicide under
fast capitalism’. A theory of absurdity, suggests Bryant, casts our predicament as a mani-
festation of a fundamental ‘lack of coherence and reasonableness in human thought . . .
Absurdity emerges in the dawning consciousness of humanity that successive crises and
predicaments can never be resolved via “knowledge fixes” let alone baseless mantras of
hope.” Yet Bryant’s message to us is not thoroughly pessimistic; as with early Dadaist
and Surrealist artists, absurdity can bring liberation. With an acceptance of absurdity
comes the opportunity to ‘begin to unravel some . . . of the damage that the human
species has done to the planet as part of a life that firmly rejects suicide, including the
path of slow collective suicide that our species has embarked on’.

Many of the concepts and theories elaborated in Part I of this volume are taken up and
employed in Parts II and III, which focus upon the use to which the conceptual appa-
ratus has been put. As noted at the beginning of this commentary, environmental sociol-
ogy is a broad and dynamic body of work, characteristics that are amply demonstrated
in the coming chapters.



1 The maturation and diversification of
environmental sociology: from constructivism and
realism to agnosticism and pragmatism!

Riley E. Dunlap

Introduction

Environmental sociology has changed enormously since the first edition of this hand-
book was published. Both its theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches
reflect increased sophistication and diversity, in part stemming from changes in its
subject matter. Environmental problems are now regarded as more complex, intractable,
globalized and threatening, partly due to increased knowledge and awareness, and partly
as a result of objective changes in biophysical conditions. The increased salience of envi-
ronmental problems combined with advances in the field have enabled environmental
sociology to gain in legitimacy, exemplified by more publications in top-tier journals and
growing job opportunities, and to continue its international diffusion. A result of all this
is that even as environmental sociology is becoming a mature and well-institutionalized
field, it is in a period of intellectual ferment, the home to major debates over foci, theory
and methods that reflect in part international variation in intellectual approaches.

Nonetheless, in this period of flux, environmental sociology is still dealing with the
same fundamental issues it faced when established as the study of societal-environmental
relations or interactions (Catton and Dunlap, 1978; Dunlap and Catton, 1979a). From
the outset, environmental sociology has grappled not only with how to approach such
interactions, but with the nature of ‘society’ and ‘environment’ as well. Indeed, major
developments in the field over the past three decades are linked to changing approaches
to all three phenomena. I contend that societal-environmental interactions remain the
most challenging issue, and divergent approaches to them the source of our most funda-
mental cleavages.

First, let me quickly note that trying to capture the social changes of the past three
decades is well beyond the scope of this chapter. One need only consider that envi-
ronmental sociology emerged during the transition from modernity to — depending
on one’s favored theorist — postmodernity, reflexive modernity, liquid modernity, risk
society and/or network society (see, e.g., Lash et al., 1996; Spaargaren et al., 2000, 2006).
While contemporary social change will be the subject of continuing theoretical debate,
perhaps least disputed is that we are experiencing rapidly increasing globalization. The
nature of globalization will continue to generate debate among environmental and other
sociologists, but processes of globalization seem unlikely to abate and will have a pro-
found effect on our field (Haluza-DelLay and Davidson, 2008; Jorgenson and Kick, 2006;
Spaargaren et al., 2006; Yearley, 2007). I discuss the globalization of environmental phe-
nomena in the next section, but otherwise confine my focus to the ‘environmental’ and
‘interaction’ components of societal-environmental interactions.

The rest of this chapter focuses first on key changes in ‘the environment’ over the past
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three decades and the resulting need to employ more sophisticated indicators of envi-
ronmental conditions, and next on the continued struggles and debates over how to deal
with societal-environmental interactions. I argue that while the realist-constructivist
‘war’ has subsided, one can discern a broader cleavage between constructivist-oriented
scholars committed to ‘environmental agnosticism’ (a skeptical attitude toward evidence
about environmental conditions) and realist-oriented scholars practicing ‘environmental
pragmatism’ (an emphasis on measuring and investigating rather than problematizing
such conditions), in part reflecting contrasting European—North American emphases.
A result is that many environmental sociologists (particularly in Europe) limit their
attention to the symbolic/ideational/cultural realm rather than examining the materialist
nature of societal-environmental relations as increasingly common in North America.
Then I continue to explore European—North American contrasts as part of a more
general discussion of how historical/geographical contexts have influenced and continue
to affect the evolution of our field, followed by a short conclusion.

The environment: changing conceptualizations and expanding foci of the field

The one issue that binds together environmental sociologists, regardless of theoretical
or methodological orientation, is an interest in the biophysical environment (Dunlap
and Catton, 1983). Indeed, this subject matter is what makes our field distinct. Of
course, ‘the environment’ is an enormously complex phenomenon, open to highly
diverse conceptualizations and operationalizations, and this is a key factor in generating
diversity among environmental sociologists. When environmental sociology was being
established in the USA, distinguishing among built, modified and natural environments
was relevant because of the strong representation of scholars interested in housing and
urban design (Dunlap and Catton, 1979a, 1979b; also see Dunlap and Michelson, 2002),
while the simple distinction between ‘additions’ and ‘withdrawals’ (Schnaiberg, 1980)
seemed adequate for conceptualizing societal interactions with non-built environments.
However, on the one hand most built-environment analysts have moved into other
areas, leaving us with an overwhelming focus on non-built environments (although
renewed interest in energy consumption and heightened concern with sustainable cities
may reverse this), and on the other it is increasingly recognized that withdrawals and
additions are inadequate for capturing the complex processes by which societies interact
with the biophysical environment (Mol and Spaargaren, 2006: 62). Thus the time is ripe
for environmental sociology to embrace more sophisticated conceptualizations of the
biophysical environment.

Ironically, but illustrative of the ‘environmental agnosticism’ to be discussed
below, even those who recognize the need to move beyond withdrawals and additions
(Spaargaren et al., 2006) appear hesitant to draw upon recent efforts of ecologists that
provide far more comprehensive conceptualizations of the biophysical environment
than were available when environmental sociology was launched. Current efforts to
clarify ecosystem properties and services are largely ignored by those seeking more
sophisticated conceptualizations of environmental phenomena. This is perplexing, as
rich analyses distinguishing among, for example, the regulation, habitat, production
and information functions of ecosystems take us well beyond the simplistic additions/
withdrawals distinction and encompass virtually all of the biophysical phenomena of
interest to environmental sociologists (deGroot et al., 2002).
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Focusing on ecosystem services would also position environmental sociologists to
engage more fruitfully in interdisciplinary endeavors such as the emerging field of
‘sustainability science’ (Kates cum al., 2001) and research on ‘coupled human and
natural systems’ (Liu cum al., 2007) — the subject of a new program in the US National
Science Foundation — as well as engage more effectively with major programs such as
the United Nations Millennium Ecosystem Assessment project (Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment, 2005). While some environmental sociologists may see such efforts, as well
as use of the ecosystem services concept, as a case of allowing natural scientists and/or
policy-makers to set our agenda (e.g. Szersznyski et al., 1996), I see it differently. Not
only would greater use of ecological concepts provide us with more adequate conceptu-
alizations of the phenomena most of us study, and help us interact more effectively with
other disciplines and policy-makers, but there is no reason why we cannot bring a critical
sociological eye to both the conceptualization and use of the notion of ‘ecological ser-
vices’. Indeed, an interdisciplinary team with two sociologists has recently done just that
by demonstrating both the utility and limitations of current applications of the concept
(Hodgson et al., 2007).

While I am hopeful that our field will make greater use of the rapidly developing
literature on ecosystem services, for now I want to reintroduce a far simpler model of
environmental phenomena that highlights only three ecosystem ‘services’ or ‘functions’
critical for human beings (Dunlap and Catton, 2002). To begin with, the environment
provides us with the resources necessary for meeting our material needs and wants,
and thus serves as our ‘supply depot’. Second, in the process of using resources human
beings produce waste products and the environment therefore functions as our ‘waste
repository’. Obviously use of the supply depot and waste repository functions involve
environmental withdrawals and additions, but what has always been missing from
investigations of the latter two is that they are not simply abstract processes but occur in
specific places.

A concern with place points to the third function of the environment, which is to
provide our ‘living space’ or where we live, work and consume. Political ecologists have
long highlighted the geographical or spatial dimension of environmental problems, and
in the contemporary globalizing world environmental sociologists have begun to do so as
well (Spaargaren et al., 2006). In a global economy control over withdrawals and addi-
tions has become disembedded from sites of resource extraction and subsequent sites of
processing, use and disposal of resulting products (Jorgenson and Kick, 2006). It is thus
essential to combine the spatial along with the supply and repository functions if we
are to have even a rudimentary model for conceptualizing the phenomena of interest to
contemporary environmental sociologists, such as ‘ecologically unequal exchange’ (Rice,
2007), which will be discussed shortly.?

This deliberately simple model helps clarify the nature if not the sources of envi-
ronmental problems. When human beings overuse a given environment (from local to
global) for one of these three functions, ‘problems’ in the form of pollution, resource
shortages and overcrowding and/or overpopulation result. Yet not only must a given
environment (from local to global) serve all three functions, but fulfilling one may impair
its ability to fulfill the other two and result in more complex environmental problems (see
examples and diagrams in Dunlap and Catton, 2002). While problems reflecting func-
tional incompatibilities at the local level (e.g. toxic contamination of living space and loss
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of agricultural land to urban sprawl) were common research foci in past decades, nowa-
days larger-scale conflicts resulting in regional deforestation and loss of biodiversity to
global ozone depletion and anthropogenic climate change are receiving attention from
sociologists (see Dunlap and Marshall, 2007: 331). Thus the foci of our field have become
more complex and varied in scale, sometimes reaching the global level, as well as often
posing greater risks that are difficult to detect (Beck, 1992).

Of course, it is not ‘the environment’ but ‘ecosystems’ that provide these three func-
tions for human beings — and for all other living species — as the growing body of
work on ecosystem services emphasizes (deGroot et al., 2002; Hodgson et al., 2007).
Furthermore, it is increasingly recognized that the health of entire ecosystems, including
the earth’s global ecosystem, is being jeopardized as a result of rising human demands
on them. Whereas historically the notion that human societies face ‘limits to growth’
was based on the assumption that we would run out of natural resources such as oil,
contemporary ‘ecological limits’ refer to the finite ability of the global ecosystem to
provide its vital services in the face of an increasing human load. Whether measured
by human appropriation of net primary production or ecological footprints (Haberl et
al., 2004), the evidence suggests that the growing demands of the human population for
living space, resources and waste absorption are beginning to exceed long-term global
carrying capacity (Kitzes et al., 2008) — with the result that the current human population
is drawing down natural capital and disrupting the functioning of ecosystems from the
local to the global level (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005).

Environmental sociologists have responded to these changes in environmental prob-
lems and ecological conditions in a variety of ways, but perhaps the two most noticeable
are the increasing focus on global-level problems and use of a range of measures of envi-
ronmental phenomena including deforestation, CO, and other greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions and energy consumption, as well as overall indicators of ecological load such
as ecological footprints (a measure that encompasses all three functions of ecosystems —
Kitzes et al., 2008). In a little over a decade there has been a quantum leap in the number
of cross-national studies investigating societal characteristics associated with the ecologi-
cal impacts of nations and their populations. Many of these studies have been guided
by world systems theory (WST) (Ciccantell et al., 2005; Jorgenson and Kick, 2006), and
these in particular have illustrated the importance of distinguishing among the supply
depot, waste repository and living space functions, as well as disaggregating the human
load on the global environment.

Although early WST analyses tended to use position in the world system (core, semi-
peripheral and peripheral nations) to predict phenomena such as GHG emissions, over
time studies have built on Stephen Bunker’s pioneering efforts to trace the nature and
consequences of the flow of ecological goods across borders (Ciccantell et al., 2005), and
in the process have developed sophisticated models of ecologically unequal exchange
that involve — at least implicitly — distinguishing among the three basic functions of the
environment (Jorgenson, 2006; Rice, 2007). These studies demonstrate that wealthy (or
core) nations are able to use poorer (both peripheral and semi-peripheral) ones as supply
depots, obtaining from these nations a growing portion of the natural resources they
consume. Likewise, wealthy nations increasingly use poorer nations as waste repositories
by shipping wastes to them for disposal, locating polluting industries in them, and over-
using the global commons (oceans and atmosphere) on which all nations depend. In the
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process, wealthy nations — including those implementing ‘ecological modernization’ —
manage to protect their own living spaces by shifting their resource extraction and waste
problems to poorer nations, despoiling the latter’s living space and ecosystem viability in
the process (Jorgenson and Kick, 2006; Ciccantell et al., 2005).

By adding the crucial spatial component to withdrawals and additions, and particu-
larly by highlighting the fact that control over both of the latter is often located in distant
centers of economic and political power, world systems analyses — as well as alternative
analyses from a human ecology perspective (Dietz et al., 2007; York et al., 2003) — are
offering keen insights into the relationships between social and ecological processes both
intra- and internationally. Such cross-national studies promise to help move environ-
mental sociology forward with progressively more sophisticated analyses of the societal
causes and consequences of ecological disruptions.

Despite the progress being made in understanding global patterns of ecological dis-
ruption, many environmental sociologists remain more interested in problematizing
rather than utilizing data on ecological phenomena, resulting in two divergent perspec-
tives within the field that loosely reflect North American and European versions of
environmental sociology.

Societal-environmental interactions

In the 1970s, when empirical studies of interactions were most likely to be micro-level
studies of human behavior vis-a-vis built environments, and scholars interested in the
‘natural’ environment were more likely to examine the processes and actors involved in
turning environmental quality into a social problem, a distinction was made between
the ‘sociology of environmental issues’ and core ‘environmental sociology’. The former
referred to studies of public opinion, environmental activism, environmental politics
and the social construction of environmental problems, while the latter was reserved for
nascent efforts to investigate societal-environmental interactions (Dunlap and Cattton,
1979a, 1979b). As US environmental sociologists began to analyze empirically the
relationships between social and environmental phenomena, such as the correlations
between racial/ethnic and socioeconomic status and exposure to environmental hazards
(Brulle and Pellow, 2006), and the field attracted scholars with a diverse set of interests
and became more institutionalized, a more inclusive definition of environmental sociol-
ogy as the sociological study of environmental issues/problems was, at least implicitly,
adopted (Buttel, 1987).

By the early 1990s the cultural turn and postmodern sensibilities of the larger disci-
pline, partially reflecting a growing European influence, generated a social-constructivist
surge that threatened to replace the strong materialist grounding of environmental
sociology with a more idealist orientation (Taylor and Buttel, 1992; Greider and
Garkovich, 1994) and in the process return the field to (a new version of) the sociology
of environmental issues (Dunlap and Catton, 1994).

Early on, Catton and I highlighted the importance of distinguishing between ‘sym-
bolic’ and ‘non-symbolic’ interactions in a preliminary effort to emphasize that human
societies obviously relate to the environment on both the ideational and materialist
levels (Dunlap and Catton, 1979b: 75-6). We saw environmental sociologists increas-
ingly focusing on both, and particularly the complex ways in which the symbolic and
material realms intermingle, and subsequent analysts have continued to grapple with the
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problems posed in integrating the symbolic and materialist dimensions of societal rela-
tionships with the environment (e.g. Freudenburg et al., 1995; Goldman and Schurman,
2000; Kroll-Smith et al., 2000; Murdoch, 2001; Woodgate and Redclift, 1998). What
we did not foresee was that by the 1990s there would be a major push within environ-
mental sociology to confine sociological analyses of environmental issues largely to the
symbolic/ideational/cultural levels.

The realist versus constructivist debate

Rather than recreate the realist—constructivist battles in detail, let me note that the core
of the debate was over what those of us in the realist camp saw as the excesses of postmod-
ern relativism that, as Oreskes (2004: 1241) put it in her review of Latour’s The Politics
of Nature, ‘led to silly and sterile arguments about whether there is or is not a real world
and whether scientific knowledge bears any relation to it (if it exists)’. The debate seems
to have subsided after scholars in the realist camp defended themselves against charges
of ‘naive realism’ by drawing upon critical realism to acknowledge that our understand-
ing of environmental problems is socially constructed, while emphasizing that despite its
imperfections science provides vital ‘evidence’ of real-world conditions (Dickens, 1996;
Murphy, 1997). In turn, constructivists responded by disavowing ‘extreme’ constructiv-
ism and dismissing its alleged ontological relativism as mere rhetorical excesses, while
defending epistemological relativism and pointing to insightful examples of mild or
contextual constructivist analyses that realists had never criticized and frequently cited.
Most notable in this regard was Burningham and Cooper’s (1999) rebuttal to critics
of constructivism, a response that was subsequently critiqued by Benton (2001) and
Murphy (2002), who showed the inherent limitations and contradictions of constructiv-
ist analyses that adopt an agnostic stance toward the reality of environmental problems.
The lack of response by constructivists to these trenchant critiques seems to have ended
the formal debate between realists and constructivists, but not the continuing relevance
of the underlying issues.

As both Benton (2001) and Murphy (2002) emphasize, eschewing an interest in the
‘validity’ of claims, particularly from those eager to weaken the credibility of scientific
evidence, as recommended by Burningham and Cooper (1999) and other constructivists,
can have important consequences in the ‘real world” where the (often invisible) con-
structions of the powerful already enjoy a privileged status (Freudenburg, 2000; 2005).
Whether it is local citizens engaged in ‘lay epidemiology’ to challenge officials’ dismissal
of their claims of toxic exposure (Brown, 2007) or scientists, environmentalists and
policy-makers attempting to develop policies to lessen deforestation, ozone depletion or
greenhouse gas emissions, being able to argue that ‘the evidence’ supports their case is
crucial. As Benton (2001: 18) puts it,

Constructionist demonstrations of the intrinsic uncertainty and politically/normatively ‘con-
structed’ character of environmental science sabotages environmental politics, and plays into
the hands of powerful interests . . . who are only too pleased to discover that the environmental
case against their activities is inadequate. (See also Murphy, 2002: 320)

Such stinging criticism was in response to Burningham and Cooper’s (1999: 310-11)
claim that being unwilling and/or unable to compare competing claims to objective
conditions was non-problematic even in political debates.
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Earlier criticism along these lines was stimulated by sociology’s initial reaction to
global environmental change, particularly anthropogenic global warming (AGW),
being heavily skewed toward constructivist analyses (Dunlap and Catton, 1994: 20-23;
see also Rosa and Dietz, 1998; Lever-Tracy, 2008). While such analyses provided valu-
able insight into the emergence of global warming as a ‘problem’ (Ungar, 1992) and the
special challenges faced by climate scientists (Shackley and Wynne, 1996), realists were
troubled by two interrelated problems: (1) the one-sided focus on deconstructing the
IPCC and climate science while largely ignoring the counter-claims being issued by the
fossil fuel industry and its political supporters, and (2) the extreme relativism involved in
highlighting the ‘contested nature’ of AGW by uncritically citing skeptic sources such as
the Marshall Institute (Taylor and Buttel, 1992: 413; Shackley and Wynne, 1996: 276).
Granting a conservative think tank led by three physicists with no expertise in climate
science per se (Lahsen, 2007), and best known for its support of Reagan’s Strategic
Defense Initiative (or ‘Star Wars’), standing with the IPCC seemed unwise analytically,?
and terribly naive politically.

Realists believed that the constructions of critics of ‘mainstream’ climate science
should be subjected to the same (if not more) scrutiny as those of the IPCC (McCright
and Dunlap, 2000), and over time endeavored to demonstrate that conservative think
tanks like the Marshall Institute function as key agents in a conservative-led movement
to undermine climate science and thereby the need for climate policies (McCright and
Dunlap, 2003). More generally, realists have called for greater attention to the (often
subtle) ways in which economic privilege and political power are employed to suppress
and deny scientific evidence of climate change and environmental degradation in general
(Freudenburg, 2000, 2005; McCright and Dunlap, 2010).

Reflecting an acute awareness of the Right’s success in deconstructing climate science,
if not debates within environmental sociology, Latour (2004: 227) — a founding father of
strong constructivism — has issued a stunning mea culpa in which he worries that ‘dan-
gerous extremists are using the very same argument of social construction to destroy
hard-won evidence that could save our lives’, and then adds, “‘Why does it burn my
tongue to say that global warming is a fact whether you like it or not?” More generally, he
acknowledges a fundamental premise of the realist camp, which is that when dealing with
issues like climate change we have no choice but to rely on scientific evidence, despite its
imperfections (Benton, 2001; Dunlap and Catton, 1994; Murphy, 2002). While Latour’s
mea culpa could be seen as marking the official end of realist-constructivist battles, I
believe a broader but related cleavage — between environmental sociologists who confine
their analyses to the symbolic/ideational/cultural level and those who examine material
conditions — continues to exist.

From constructivism versus realism to agnosticism versus pragmatism

Carolan’s (2005) superb distillation of the relevant aspects of Roy Bhaskar’s critical
realism for approaching environmental issues is particularly helpful in shedding light on
this broader divide in contemporary environmental sociology. Carolan (2005: 399-407)
distinguishes among three strata of ‘“nature”, nature and Nature’. First, ‘nature’ in
quotes is clearly a sociodiscursive concept, one used to distinguish ‘that which is not
social’, to refer to the natural world or human nature or human biology. Second,
nature uncapitalized is ‘the nature of fields and forests, wind and sun, organisms and



22 The international handbook of environmental sociology

watersheds, and landfills and DDT’ (p. 403). This stratum involves ‘ubiquitous (and
obvious) overlap between the sociocultural and biophysical realms’. Finally, there is
‘deep’ (capitalized) Nature, or ‘the Nature of gravity, thermodynamics, and ecosystem
processes. . . (p. 406). It is this level of ‘permanence-with-flux’ that sociologists treat as a
constant and thus bracket out of consideration.

This tripartite classification of a far-more complex ‘real world” helps shed light on the
current cleavage within environmental sociology that transcends the narrower realist—
constructivist debate. To begin with, those who focus on the sociocultural construction
of ‘nature’ frequently limit their attention to the first level, demonstrating that different
cultures and social sectors (e.g. environmentalists) create and are motivated by differing
images/views of the ‘natural world’ and thus that controversies over nature conservation/
development and environmental protection/degradation reflect divergent values and
worldviews largely unrelated to ‘objective conditions’ (e.g. Eder, 1996; Greider and
Garkovich, 1994; Macnaghten and Urry, 1998). Environmental realists appreciate the
insights offered by these analyses, but take issue with the manner in which deconstruc-
tions of ‘nature’ are frequently and facilely overgeneralized to the world of ecological
problems, or Carolan’s second stratum.

This second stratum is the world of ecosystem services and disruptions that form the
basis for environmental science and attract considerable attention from environmental
sociologists. Yet there are clearly two distinct approaches to these phenomena. Drawing
heavily on the sociology of science, constructivists typically confine their efforts to con-
textualizing, problematizing and deconstructing the claims about ecological conditions
issued by scientists, activists and policy-makers (e.g. Lash et al., 1996; Wynne, 1996;
Taylor and Buttel, 1992; Yearley, 2005, 2008) while realists employ various indicators of
these conditions in studies of societal-environmental interactions (described below).

The third stratum of ‘deep Nature’ is of limited concern to sociologists, although
Carolan’s mention of ‘ecosystem processes’ along with the ‘deepest’ phenomena of
gravity and thermodynamics opens up the possibility of the global climate system fitting
here better than in the second stratum. Still, the general permanence of this level, at least
in terms of human time spans, allows sociology to essentially ignore it, and only in excep-
tionally outlandish postmodern challenges to natural science as reflected in the ‘Sokal
Hoax’ does it attract attention (Guillory, 2002).

We can draw several conclusions about contemporary environmental sociology from
these distinctions. First, as noted above, realists have little problem with deconstructions
of phenomena in the first stratum, which are primarily sociocultural products, but are
troubled by constructivists’ tendencies to generalize their deconstructions of cultural
understandings of ‘nature’ to the ecosystem services and disruptions that comprise the
second stratum and to conflate the two strata (Greider and Garkovich, 1994). Second,
realists are critical of the (over)emphasis on problematizing and relativizing evidence,
whether scientific or lay knowledge, of ecological problems as noted earlier. Third, and
most pertinent here, realists see the emphasis on deconstructing both ‘nature’ and knowl-
edge claims of ecological problems as reflecting a very restricted version of environmen-
tal sociology, essentially avoiding ‘interactions’ between sociocultural and biophysical
phenomena (Dunlap and Catton, 1994).

Inglis and Bone (2006: 285) expand this cleavage beyond the confines of environmen-
tal sociology by analyzing the efforts of theorists such as Beck, Giddens, Latour and
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Luhmann to deal with the ‘nature/culture divide’ in their various analyses of the growing
significance of ecological problems. In the process Inglis and Bone complement and
extend earlier efforts to show how disciplinary traditions and practices make sociolo-
gists reluctant to deal with the biophysical environment (e.g. Catton and Dunlap, 1980;
Dickens, 1992; Benton, 1994) when they conclude that social scientists

... have often conjured away the complexities of nature—culture interpenetrations at the onto-
logical level in favour of epistemological assertions to the effect that such entities are purely
cultural, claims which are implicitly aimed at vaunting the authority of the social sciences
over that of the natural sciences. If we do indeed live in an age of reflexive modernity where all
boundaries are made complicated and ambiguous, social scientists seem intent on clinging to
their own favoured modes of boundary maintenance between ‘culture’ and ‘nature’, aggrandiz-
ing the former over the latter. (2006: 285)

In sum, we presently have two loosely defined but distinguishable ‘camps’ of sociologists
focusing on environmental issues: the first, with somewhat disproportionate European
representation, treats ‘environmental matters’ largely as symbolic/ideational/cultural
phenomena best examined via a hermeneutic/interpretative approach, typically adopts
a relativistic stance toward knowledge claims — including those issued by scientists
— concerning environmental conditions, and is hesitant to deal with the materialistic
dimension of ecological problems. Its efforts to incorporate the material world into
sociological analyses are often limited to the discursive realm via talk about ‘hybrids’,
‘cyborgs’ and the like. The resulting perspective of ‘environmental agnosticism’ thus
avoids societal-environmental interactions and represents a modern and theoretically
sophisticated ‘sociology of environmental issues’ (York, 2006).

The second ‘camp’, predominantly but far from exclusively North American, is
strongly interested in the material aspects of the environment, treats accounts of envi-
ronmental conditions — whether lay or scientific — as potential indicators of ecological
problems* and examines the complex ways in which these conditions/problems are inter-
related with social phenomena via empirical investigations. Although recognizing that
indicators of ecological conditions — as well as environmental values, issues and policies —
are socially constructed, this camp’s emphasis tends to be on analyzing linkages between
the symbolic, social-structural and material realms. While reflecting a realist perspec-
tive, the diversity of empirical approaches might more aptly be termed ‘environmental
pragmatism’ to capture their shared willingness to employ available indicators of eco-
logical conditions in sociological analyses.> Broadly speaking, whereas the challenge for
environmental agnostics is to understand differing stances on environmental issues, the
challenge for environmental pragmatists is to shed light on the causes and consequences
of ecological problems.

Examples of environmental pragmatism

Pragmatists tend to focus primary attention on Carolan’s second stratum, the nature
of ecosystem services and disruptions, in the form of resource extraction/use, pollution
and land degradation. While enormously diverse in theoretical framework, methodol-
ogy and research foci, their approach is characterized by a pragmatic employment of
environmental indicators in empirical research investigating linkages between social and
biophysical phenomena.



24 The international handbook of environmental sociology

The ‘data’ employed by those in the pragmatist camp take diverse forms, ranging from
quantitative national-level indicators like GHGs, deforestation, energy consumption
and overall ‘ecological footprints’ (as employed in the WST studies reviewed earlier) to
sub-national indicators of air and water quality to community-level indicators of envi-
ronmental hazards. Often such data come from government agencies based on scientific
measurements, or — as in the case of the USA’s widely used Toxic Release Inventory (or
TRI) — in the form of government-mandated industry reports collated and released by
government agencies. Evidence reported, and in some cases carefully collected, by lay
people also becomes data for analyses (Brown, 2007).

At the international level the WST-driven studies are most numerous and, as noted
earlier, they demonstrate how historical paths of development, geographical distribution
of natural resources and contemporary structures of international economic and politi-
cal power drive global patterns of resource use and ecological degradation. Conversely,
a growing number of studies anchored in a human-ecological perspective consistently
document the pervasive role of demographic factors in ecological degradation, challeng-
ing both those who emphasize economic growth as the primary driver of degradation as
well as those who see it as necessary for environmental protection (Dietz et al., 2007).
Still a third set, drawing on world polity theory (WPT), focuses more on the diffusion
of global environmental governance and its presumed ameliorative effect on environ-
mental degradation (Shofer and Hironaka, 2005). The dramatic growth of such studies
is stimulating robust debates among the various perspectives, and increasing efforts to
compare their explanatory power relative to one another and frequently to ecological
modernization theory (York et al., 2003).

Another ‘growth area’ in terms of empirical research, particularly in the USA, is
sociological work on environmental inequality. The environmental justice movement,
including its global diffusion, continues to attract sociological attention (Pellow and
Brulle, 2005; Pellow, 2007). Of particular relevance here is the explosion of work on
environmental inequality, or the ‘inequitable’ relationship between social (especially
racial/ethnic and socioeconomic) hierarchies and exposure to undesirable environmental
conditions. Early path-breaking work was understandably limited in establishing and
especially explaining observed inequalities, often termed ‘environmental racism’, but
in the past decade enormous strides have been made both theoretically and methodo-
logically. Longitudinal studies have demonstrated that in some instances and eras the
disproportionate exposure of racial/ethnic minorities and lower socioeconomic strata to
environmental hazards may stem from complex processes in job and housing markets
and general processes of segregation rather than direct targeting via siting decisions
(Szasz and Meuser, 2000). The methodological rigor of these studies, including use of
improved measures of proximity to environmental hazards (Mohai and Shaha, 2006),
sometimes created with geographic information system (GIS) techniques (Downey,
2005), is improving rapidly. While debates over the impact of intentional siting and the
relative roles of race and socioenomic status will continue, and eventually be arbitrated
empirically, the existing body of evidence makes a compelling case that differential
exposure to environmental conditions is a central component of overall inequality.

The combination of WST research on ecologically unequal exchange and research on
environmental inequality demonstrates that in order to understand patterns of national
and international inequality it is increasingly necessary to recognize that ‘exploitation of
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the environment and exploitation of human populations are linked’ (Brulle and Pellow,
2006: 36). Although such insights were offered in the early days of environmental soci-
ology (Schnaiberg, 1980), few sociologists would deny them nowadays — a powerful
illustration of how environmental sociology has helped the larger discipline overcome its
historical blindness to environmental factors (Catton and Dunlap, 1978).

This quick sampling of realist-based studies that make pragmatic use of a range of
indicators of environmental conditions, and whose results are often complemented by
a wide range of in-depth qualitative case studies (Goldman, 2005; Pellow, 2007), reflects
a more encompassing approach to environmental sociology than that of the agnostics.
Both camps provide strong and often exemplary scholarly analyses, and any realist can
value the insights offered by agnostics into the complexities of environmental science and
the paradoxes created by environmentalists’ reliance on it (Shackley and Wynne, 1996;
Lash et al., 1996; Yearley, 2005, 2008). However, by delving deeply into the stratum of
ecosystem services and disruptions and employing indicators (ranging from sophisticated
measurements to lay perceptions) of these phenomena, I believe environmental pragma-
tists practice a more comprehensive version of environmental sociology. They should
of course view ‘environmental indicators’ (along with measures of social, economic and
political phenomena also used in their analyses) with a critical eye, interrogating con-
cepts such as ecosystem services (Hodgson et al., 2007) and exposing flawed measures of
‘environmental sustainability’ rather than using them (York, 2009). But at its best, the
pragmatists’ approach seems to offer much promise for interdisciplinary collaboration
and sometimes yields results of considerable policy relevance (Roberts and Parks, 2007).

Contextual factors in the evolution of environmental sociology

Fields of study are affected by the historical contexts in which they emerge, and this is
certainly true for environmental sociology. For example, Catton’s and my portrayal of
the ‘new ecological paradigm’ we hoped would replace sociology’s human exemptional-
ist worldview was heavily influenced by the energy shortages the USA experienced in the
1970s, which seemed to confirm the ‘limits to growth’ thesis (Catton and Dunlap 1980),
but the limited capacity of the global ecosystem to serve as waste repository illustrated
by ozone thinning and global warming currently overshadows its supply depot limits (at
least until the full impact of ‘peak oil” hits). Likewise, the role of geographical context is
reflected in the fact that the agnostic and pragmatic camps described above are dispro-
portionately (if far from exclusively) based in Europe and the USA, respectively.

The combination of historical and geographical contexts blend together and incorpo-
rate differing academic traditions and trends to create developmental paths (Mol, 2006)
that yield various distinguishable approaches to environmental sociology beyond those
noted already. For example, while the dramatic growth of environmental sociology in
Japan has created a diverse body of work (Hasegawa, 2004), the impact of Nobuko
lijima’s pioneering research on ‘environmental victims’ continues to be apparent.
Similarly, because environmentalists played a vital role in highlighting ecological prob-
lems (and promoting openness) in the USSR, analyses of environmentalism continue
to be a major focus of Russian scholars (Yanitsky, 1999). Likewise, the combination of
Brazil’s rich resources and its hosting of the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and
Development probably contributes to Brazilian environmental sociologists’ emphasis on
sustainability, environmentalism and environmental politics (Ferreira et al., 2008).
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Additional contextual factors emerge when returning to the European—North
American contrast, and I explore them by building on selected aspects of Mol’s (2006)
detailed and informative comparison of these two versions of environmental sociology.
There is probably no better illustration of the combination of the contextual factors Mol
examines than the rise of ecological modernization theory (EMT) in Western Europe
and the largely critical reaction it has received in the USA, touched on briefly by Mol
(2006: 15). EMT emerged in response to observed progress in environmental protection
programs in some European nations (enabled by their unacknowledged use of less-
developed nations as supply depots and waste repositories). It was heavily promoted
as an alternative to the political-economy perspective prominent in North American
environmental sociology (Mol and Buttel, 2002), but provoked a reaction verging on
incredulity from some Americans (Schnaiberg et al., 2002; York and Rosa, 2003), in part
because of contextual factors.

In the USA, environmental sociology developed in response to mounting evi-
dence of environmental degradation and it retains an emphasis on understanding the
driving forces of degradation. Further, from the Regan Administration in the 1980s
(and its institutionalization of a staunch neoliberal agenda) through the second Bush
Administration not only did degradation worsen, but US efforts — with only slight abate-
ment during the Clinton years — to dismantle national environmental protection poli-
cies and obstruct international policy-making reflected an ‘anti-Environmental State’
engaged in ecological demodernization (Dunlap and Marshall, 2007). The acceleration of
these trends during the recent Bush Administration, complemented by its gross misuse
of science (Brown, 2007: ch. 7), has been characterized as the institutionalization of ‘anti-
reflexivity’ (McCright and Dunlap, 2010) and led Buttel (2006: 167) to describe the USA
as ‘a powerful engine of environmental destruction’. In this context it is not surprising
that ecological modernization has been greeted with intense skepticism by many US
environmental sociologists, particularly those hesitant to endorse the neoliberal world-
view on which EMT is premised.

The Obama Administration’s attempt to reverse these trends, and adopt a green
agenda compatible with ecological modernization, will force US scholars to reconsider
their views of EMT — particularly if the new administration achieves some success in
putting the USA on a more sustainable path. Nonetheless, I predict that many North
Americans will remain skeptical of the viability of solving ecological problems by
greening capitalism until such efforts produce discernible ecological rather than just
policy/institutional impacts (York and Rosa, 2003), and this leads to a revisiting of the
contrasting stances toward the use of scientific evidence on the two continents. Clearly
Mol and Spaargaren, the leading proponents of EMT, engage in empirical research not
limited to the symbolic/ideational/cultural realm. Yet their reactions to critics employing
various forms of data to argue that ecological modernization does not yield reductions
in measurable human impacts on the environment sometimes borders on the agnostic
stance of many fellow Europeans (Mol and Spaargaren, 2004: 262), further evidence of a
transcontinental divide over reliance on natural science.

One of Mol’s insightful observations is his contrast between US and European stances
on ‘theory and empirical research’ resulting from an interplay of historical factors in
both the broader discipline and within environmental sociology per se on the two conti-
nents. He suggests that European scholars are more likely to engage with current trends
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in general sociological theory, allowing them to be more innovative ‘with respect to
theoretical and conceptual contributions’, but notes this may result in being ‘more fash-
ionable and trendy’ and producing ‘concepts and theories that have a much shorter life
cycle than in the United States’ (Mol, 2006: 5, 13).

Ironically, Mol provides the perfect prologue to a discussion of EMT’s proposed suc-
cessor, a theory of ‘environmental flows’ (Spaargaren et al., 2006). Drawing heavily from
the work of Castells and Urry, Mol and Spaargaren (2006) view environmental flows as a
theoretically sophisticated way of conceptualizing and examining dynamic interchanges
between the sociocultural and biophysical realms, particularly at the global level. Yet
their critical view of ‘material flows analysis’ and related approaches (Fischer-Kowalski
and Haberl, 2007) creates the impression that they may be privileging analyses of non-
material over material flows, once again bridging the social/environment divide more
at the conceptual/discursive than material/empirical level. Only time will tell whether a
theory of environmental flows delivers on its promise of shedding new light on global
environmental processes, or turns out to be another trendy concept with a short lifespan.
Although I would not label it ‘grand’ theory, which might seem pejorative, Mol’s and
Spaargaren’s continuing commitment to infuse environmental sociology with cutting-
edge theoretical developments from the larger discipline contrasts with what Mol (2006:
13) correctly describes as an emphasis on ‘middle-range’ theory-testing in the USA.

The last decade has seen a dramatic increase in efforts to apply WST, WPT and
various forms of social movements, social-psychological and race theories along with
more rigorous versions of human ecological theory in environmental research (as par-
tially highlighted above). At its best, such work embodies the positive attributes of US
environmental sociology nicely described by Mol (2006), and illustrated by the following
example: after Dietz and Kalof (1992) introduced a measure of international environ-
mental treaty ratification as an indicator of ‘state environmentalism’, Roberts (1996)
used WST to predict ratification while Frank (1999) followed with an alternative predic-
tive model based on WPT. Most recently, Roberts et al. (2004) employed an integrative
model drawing on WST, WPT and other relevant theories to offer a parsimonious and
empirically strong explanation of treaty ratification among 192 nations. Such work
is unlikely to impact theoretical perspectives in the larger discipline, but it is superb
scholarship that has interdisciplinary appeal and considerable policy relevance.

I highlight the work on environmental treaty ratification because it leads to two points
on which I disagree with Mol. The first and least significant is that this strand of work
along with the explosion of cross-national studies noted earlier indicates that US envi-
ronmental sociology is no longer as locally/nationally focused as Mol (2006: 14) suggests,
a pattern admittedly clearer now than when he wrote. Second, and more significantly, we
may be seeing a reversal of the broad contrast Mol (ibid.: 11) offered of earlier tendencies
in our field: ‘whereas US environmental sociologists were more worried about getting
environment into sociology, European environmental sociologists were preoccupied
with getting sociology into studies of the environment’. It appears that as environmental
sociology has become securely established in the USA, there is a tendency among US
scholars to adopt interdisciplinary perspectives and engage in multidisciplinary projects
aimed at producing policy-relevant results. Conversely, it appears that at least some
European scholars — perhaps in reaction to disappointments over past engagement with
natural scientists and the declining payoff from deconstructing environmental science
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— are turning inward, emphasizing the use of ‘mainstream’ theory to raise the profile of
environmental sociology within the larger discipline.

Should these potential trends bear out, they will reinforce Mol’s (2006: 20) conclu-
sion that even in the face of increased international exchanges in fora such as the
International Sociological Association and large regional networks that enhance the
diffusion of perspectives within our field, ‘national geographies will remain important in
environmental sociology, preventing . . . a universal, homogenized discipline’. As Mol
further notes, tendencies toward homogenization will be dampened not only by lingering
if evolving European—North American contrasts, but by the contributions of scholars
from other regions. Thus the accelerating global flow of perspectives combined with a
changing world will insure that environmental sociology remains in a state of flux, and
its maturation will likely involve increased diversity.

Conclusion

In quickly tracing major developments in the evolution of environmental sociology I
have admittedly emphasized those of North American scholars, but not out of ethnocen-
trism. Instead, my ‘bias’ stems partly from greater familiarity with work in the USA, but
especially from feeling that US environmental sociology has gradually fulfilled the hope
Catton and I had over three decades ago when calling for greater sociological attention
to environmental problems (Dunlap, 2008). In particular, our plea to overcome the dis-
ciplinary tradition of ignoring environmental and other non-social phenomena, so that
an environmental sociology focused on societal-environmental interactions — and not
just societal attention to environmental issues — could take root, has been answered as
reflected in the empirical research (a tiny sample of available work) reviewed above.

My strong commitment to our original goal also helps explain my critical reaction
to the surge of strong constructivism in the 1990s, for despite the undeniable insights
it offered, I felt it involved a retreat to a more limited (if sophisticated) sociology of
environmental issues and even risked a return to an exemptionalist stance (Dunlap and
Catton, 1994; see also see Murphy, 2002). While this also helps account for my prefer-
ence for environmental pragmatism versus agnosticism, I hope to see greater efforts to
merge the strengths 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.

The current situation —a mix of constructivist and realist, qualitative and quantitative,
micro and macro, theoretical and empirical work — strikes me as a very healthy situa-
tion, creating opportunities for scholars of all persuasions to carve out niches and offer
their goods in an increasingly global marketplace of ideas, one that despite imperfections
functions more fairly than many economic markets. The operation of this marketplace
and the entrance of new cohorts of scholars drawn from more geographical regions,
combined with inevitable surprises from the biophysical world, guarantees that our field
will continue to evolve — and in ways that cannot be foreseen. A third edition of this
handbook will likely include chapters on topics not yet on the horizon.
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Notes

1. This chapter is dedicated to the memory of Brent K. Marshall, a bright young environmental sociologist
whose promising career was cut short by a tragic accident.

2. To avoid confusion, note that when Rice (2007) and others use the concept of ‘ecospace’ they are refer-
ring to the totality of an ecosystem’s ability to maintain itself and provide ‘services’, and not the narrower
notion of ‘living space’ I am using.

3. Compare Jastrow et al. (1990) with the accumulating evidence reported in IPCC reports.

4. Comparing the treatment of the lay—expert relationship in Brown (2007) and Wynne (1996) provides insight
into the differing orientations toward science embedded in the pragmatic and agnostic approaches.

5. Tam using ‘pragmatist’ in the lay sense of adopting a practical approach to problems, in this case making
use of available indicators of ecological conditions in order to analyze their causes and consequences,
rather than ‘pragmatism’ as philosophical tradition. However, my usage has parallels to the more practical
stands of ‘Environmental Pragmatism’ in environmental philososphy (Light and Katz, 1996: 5).
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2 Social institutions and environmental change!
Frederick H. Buttel

Introduction

Many environmental sociologists think of their scholarly speciality as being the study of
social institutions and environmental change. But while the analysis of social institutions
and environmental change could in some sense be said to encompass the whole of envi-
ronmental sociology, the purpose of this chapter will be to examine institutional aspects
of environmental change in a more specific and focused way. Our emphasis here will be
on some of the major issues, particularly within North American environmental sociol-
ogy, concerning the role of political-economic and sociocultural institutions in shaping
environmental degradation and change.

The notion of ‘institution’ is one of the most common sociological concepts. But the
notion is so commonplace in sociology, and so much a part of ordinary language, that
it is often used in a vague or imprecise way. In this chapter we understand institution to
refer to specific or special clusters of norms and relationships that channel behaviour
so as to meet some human physical, psychological or social need such as consumption,
governance and protection, primordial bonding and human meaning, human faith,
and socialization and learning. Thus we may speak of economic, political, family, reli-
gious and educational institutions — the five institutional complexes of societies that are
generally regarded by sociologists as being most important.

While institutions and institutional processes are analytically distinct with respect
to one another, and tend to exhibit some autonomy or specialization, institutions of a
society are also interrelated (or, to be more precise, people through their role[s] within
one institution relate to social actors in other institutions). Among the most important
kinds of institutional interrelations studied by sociologists are those of influence or domi-
nance — the matter of which institutions are the predominant ones that affect or shape
other institutions, and the processes, conditions or factors that determine the pattern of
influence or dominance. Much of the classical tradition of social theory involved elabo-
rating notions of which of society’s institutions tend to be predominant (e.g. Marx’s
emphasis on the determinate role of the economy or mode of production, in contrast
with Durkheim’s on culture, collective conscience and the normative sphere). Likewise,
many of the most important debates and research programmes in environmental sociol-
ogy are those that relate to establishing which social institutions are most crucial in terms
of relationships to biophysical environments and environmental changes. In the nearly
40 years since environmental sociology was first established, debates and research in the
field have tended to focus on the relations of three master institutions — economic, politi-
cal and cultural systems — to environmental change. In this chapter I shall give primary
attention to these three important institutional complexes. In so doing I shall discuss
three master institutional issues relating to environmental change: what are the environ-
mental implications of economic institutions and economic expansion? Are there limits
to growth, or do growth and development provide the capacity to solve environmental
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problems? What is the fundamental nature of ecological movements and environmental
activism? But before proceeding to these tasks, it is necessary to explore the issue of how
sociologists conceptualize the environment and environmental change.

Environmental sociology and environmental change

Environmental sociology as a subdiscipline of sociology was essentially founded in the
immediate aftermath of the mobilization of the modern environmental movement. Most
of the early generation of environmental sociologists, and a large share of subsequent
cohorts, have been persons with strong pro-environmental commitments. Thus it is not
surprising that members of this subdiscipline are pretty much united by the notion that
the environment matters to Homo sapiens and to social life. Many environmental soci-
ologists feel so strongly about the importance of the biophysical environment that they
see the ultimate role of environmental sociology as not only the overhaul of sociology
and of social theory as a whole, in the direction of greater recognition of the primacy
of biophysical factors in social life, but also as playing a contributing role in aiding
the cause of environmentalism (Catton and Dunlap, 1978; Dunlap and Catton, 1994;
Murphy, 1994).

Given the strength of these convictions about the important status of the environment
in social life, environmental change might seem to be a straightforward or unproblematic
matter (e.g. that of environmental degradation or ‘environmental problems’). However,
many of the most important issues in the study of institutions and environment involve
definite assumptions — often quite divergent and contested ones — as to how the environ-
ment and environmental change should be conceptualized. Five of the most important
issues concerning the conceptualization of environments and environmental change will
be briefly noted here.?

The first issue relates to the observation made above that many environmental soci-
ologists feel very strongly that environmental sociology can and must strive for nothing
less than revolutionizing the way that sociologists conceptualize the social world and the
processes that shape societies. These sociologists grant that their mainstream sociologi-
cal colleagues can (and sometimes do; e.g. Giddens, 1994) recognize the existence and
the importance of environmentally related phenomena (such as ecology movements),
or even do serious research on how social factors shape environmental problems. This
mainstream sociological posture, however, remains consistent with the classical tradi-
tion, for example, the injunction by Durkheim to stress ‘social facts’ as explanatory
variables and to de-emphasize psychological and biological factors. But from the earliest
days of the subdiscipline many environmental sociologists have argued that rejection of
the radical sociologism of the ‘social facts paradigm’ must be the hallmark of environ-
mental sociology (for example, Catton and Dunlap, 1978; Dunlap and Catton, 1979).
In this view, what concretely distinguishes environmental sociology from mainstream
sociology is that the former recognizes that biophysical, as well as purely social, variables
affect social structure and social change, while the latter does not.

While this agnostic or antagonistic posture toward the classical tradition retains many
adherents to this day, it could be fairly said that the bulk of environmental sociological
research draws substantially from, and very seldom argues for a rejection of, sociological
schemas that give primacy to social variables (Buttel, 1987, 1996). Further, as suggested
by Dickens (1992), while the injunction to incorporate biophysical variables as causal
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factors makes intuitive sense at a metatheoretical level, it has proven to be more difficult
to bring this proposition to bear at a more straightforward theoretical and propositional
level. Probably the majority of environmental sociologists today find value in examin-
ing biophysical explanatory factors, while not necessarily seeing inquiry that privileges
biophysical explanatory variables as representing a more genuine or superior form of
environmental sociology.

A second issue in the conceptualization of environments and environmental change
concerns the matter of whether and how it is appropriate to conceptualize the biophysi-
cal environment in social-psychological, symbolic, social-constructionist or perceptual
terms, as opposed to an objectivist or highly material sense of the environment as a
source of resources, a set of systems that provide ecosystem services, and sites of human
habitation (cf. Hannigan, 1995 and Yearley, 1996 with Dunlap and Catton, 1994). As
will be stressed shortly in this section, this issue has come to the fore primarily (and
perhaps unfortunately) as a result of debates relating to global climate change.

A third key issue relating to environmental change concerns the most appropriate or
useful scale or unit of analysis of environmental change for theory and research. The
conventional unit of social analysis is the society or nation, and much of environmental
sociology (e.g. Schnaiberg and Gould, 1994) explicitly or implicitly employs society and
the societal environment as the units of analysis. At the same time, it is widely recognized
that ecosystems and environmental features do not coincide with political boundaries,
and that the reciprocal impacts of social processes and environment occur at a variety of
levels, from the local-regional to the global. These observations about units of analysis,
and especially about the notion that social analysis will need to take a range of spatial
units of analysis into account, are mostly uncontroversial. What has made the issue of
the spatial scope of environmental change so contentious, however, have been rival views
on the matter of global climate and environmental change.

Virtually all observers of the most recent stage of environmental mobilization across
the world recognize that it has been anchored in research data on and scientific claims
about ‘global change’ (the master dimension or component of which is global warming,
though the notion also subsumes phenomena such as stratospheric ozone depletion,
tropical deforestation, desertification, land degradation and loss of biodiversity). Many
sociologists (and other environmental scientists and environmentally inclined groups
and individuals) see global change, particularly global warming, as a profound and dis-
tinctive phenomenon that over the long term will have singular implications for societies
across the world (e.g. Murphy 1994). Further, there are strong associated convictions
that the importance of global warming requires the harnessing of environmental sociol-
ogy to help build scientific, public and political/policy support for addressing the climate
change issue (Dunlap and Catton, 1994).

Other environmental sociologists, however, are less willing to accord such unique
importance to global warming, or to see the notion of the global environment as being
a ‘scientific’ rather than a socially shaped construct. Some environmental sociologists,
for example, contend that the significance of global warming lies as much or more in
its contemporary role as an environmental movement ideology and symbol (Mol and
Spaargaren, 1993) as in its long-term implications for social change. Still other soci-
ologists suggest that seeing the essence of our most pressing environmental problems as
being their global (versus regional or local) nature or incidence is somewhat arbitrary;
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it is argued that privileging the ‘globalness’ of environmental problems could have the
impact of obscuring the (largely local or regional) processes by which human beings and
societies are affected by environmental changes (Taylor and Buttel, 1992; Yearley, 1996;
see Redclift and Benton, 1994 for rival views on this issue).

The fourth key issue in the conceptualization of environmental change concerns the
fact that the most influential theoretical perspectives in North American environmental
sociology have tended to reflect a relatively singular conception of the environment. That
is, ‘the environment’ — even if it is acknowledged to be multidimensional and a highly
complex system — is nonetheless seen in some ultimate sense as having some upper bound
of (long-term, sustainable) human carrying capacity, as being essentially or ultimately
finite, and as having an underlying “unity’ (a particularly explicit expression of which is
in Ophuls, 1977). While a particular region can exceed its carrying capacity by appro-
priating raw materials and ecosystem services from elsewhere (including ‘deficit ghost
acreage’ over time; Catton, 1994), at a higher level of analysis the human community
and global society cannot escape the carrying-capacity limits of the biosphere. Thus this
singular conception of the environment ultimately presupposes a macro (particularly a
global) level of analysis. And the notion of the singularity of the environment has been
reinforced in recent years as a result of the widespread attention given to global environ-
mental change and global warming; these phenomena carry the ultimate expression of
the biophysical environment as an underlying global biospheric and atmospheric system,
the degradation of which will have consequences for all peoples on the earth.

Such singular conceptions of the environment may, however, be problematic in their
application to concrete empirical research. This is particularly the case when that research
is sub-national in scope or focuses on ecological systems that are spatially diverse or
unevenly affected by human activities.> To take an agricultural example, we may agree
that there is validity to the notion that there are some definite global constraints or limits
on the size of the human population that can be supplied with food, or on the extent to
which the world’s people can be supplied with diets based on animal sources of protein.
Even so, empirical inquiry into the ecological constraints on, and consequences of, agri-
culture at a sub-national level will not find this notion of global carrying capacity to be
a very comprehensive source of hypotheses about the ecology of agriculture and food.
Agro-ecosystems are highly variable across space, and the global agro-food system is
fundamentally a mosaic of multifold ecosystems and diverse modes of production and
distribution. These singular—unitary versus plural or regionally variegated conceptions
of the environment obviously both contain an element of truth. Neither warrants being
exclusively privileged in theory, as is illustrated by the fact that an exclusive emphasis on
one or another is often difficult to sustain in empirical research.

A final issue regarding the conceptualization of environmental change is one that has
just begun to emerge. Since the founding of environmental sociology in the early 1970s,
there has been an implicit consensus that its core mission was to account for processes of
environmental degradation. Thus, while mainstream sociology was seen to be ‘fiddling’ -
seeing the environment as irrelevant to understanding society while all around us serious
environmental destruction was proceeding apace — environmental sociologists tended in
the opposite direction. Environmental sociology’s most influential theories were those
that demonstrated how modern social institutions contained intrinsic dynamics toward
environmental degradation. ‘Environmental change’ thus came to be seen as being
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virtually coterminous with environmental destruction. It must be recognized, however,
that it is logically the case that social processes could involve (as either cause or effect)
changes in the environment that are positive or neutral with respect to the ‘quality’ of
the environment. Further, there is growing recognition, even among ecologists and
environmental scientists (Botkin, 1990; Cronon, 1995), that environmental quality is
highly multidimensional, and that environmental change should not be seen as a uni-
linear construct of ‘quality’ in a straightforward biophysical sense. Thus there is now
some appreciation, albeit at a relatively elementary level (e.g. Buttel, 1996), of the fact
that environmental sociology must diversify its conception of the environment beyond
the processes of scarcity and degradation. The ecological modernization perspective
(Spaargaren and Mol, 1992; Mol and Spaargaren, 1993; Mol, 1995) has shown particular
promise in being able to conceptualize processes of environmental improvement at the
macrosocial, political and organizational levels.

Sociological models of environmental degradation: the materialist traditions of North
American environmental sociology

Environmental sociology is in some sense a materialist critique of mainstream sociol-
ogy. Environmental sociology’s agenda is, in part, to demonstrate that the biophysi-
cal environment matters in social life, and that ostensibly social processes such as
power relations and cultural systems have an underlying material basis or substratum.
Environmental sociology has thus long been anchored in a conception of the material
embeddedness of social life. Not surprisingly, the earliest pioneers of the subdiscipline
(e.g. scholars such as Fred Cottrell and Walter Firey, who trailblazed in the area decades
before environmental sociology became a recognized subdiscipline) worked on topics
such as the role of energy sources and converters in shaping social structure, and the
interaction of culture and social structure in shaping conservation policies and practices.
From the early 1970s to the present, the most influential components of the environmen-
tal sociology literature have remained those originally contributed by Riley Dunlap and
William Catton and by Allan Schnaiberg, both of which are materialist accounts of the
institutional tendencies to environmental degradation and destruction in modern indus-
trial capitalist societies. But despite the common commitments to materialist explana-
tions of environmental degradation, their conceptions of the institutional processes that
generate environmental destruction are quite distinct. Dunlap and Catton stress cultural
institutions,* while Schnaiberg stresses the role of capitalist relations and the nature of
modern state institutions.

Dunlap and Catton’s environmental sociology (Catton, 1976, 1980, 1994; Catton and
Dunlap, 1978; Dunlap and Catton 1994) is built around several interrelated notions: (1)
environmental problems and the inability of conventional sociology to address these
problems stem from worldviews (the dominant Western worldview in society at large,
and the related human exemptionalist paradigm in sociology) that fail to acknowledge
the biophysical bases of social structure and social life, or that see social structures and
actors as being exempt from the laws of nature; (2) the dominant Western worldview
has permeated the entire ensemble of societal institutions, and has led to widespread
institutional norms of growth, expansion and confidence in indefinite material progress;
(3) modern societies are unsustainable because they are living off what are essentially
finite supplies of fossil fuels (what Catton, 1976, 1994, has called ‘ghost acreage’) and
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are using up ‘ecosystem services’ much faster than ecosystems can produce or replenish
them; at a global level these processes are being exacerbated by rapid population growth;
(4) societies are to a greater or lesser degree faced with the prospect of ecological vulner-
ability, if not ‘crash’, particularly on account of the exacerbation of global environmental
problems; (5) modern environmental science has amply documented the severity of these
environmental problems and is making it clear that major adjustments and adaptations
will need to be undertaken if environmental crisis is to be averted; (6) recognition of the
dimensions of looming environmental crisis is contributing to ‘paradigm shifts’ in society
at large as well as in sociology (toward rejection of the dominant Western worldview
and acceptance of a new ecological or environmental paradigm); and (7) environmental
improvement and reform will be engendered through the spread of the new ecological
paradigm among mass publics, and will be catalysed by comparable paradigm shifts
among social (and natural) scientists.

Schnaiberg’s (Schnaiberg, 1980; Schnaiberg and Gould, 1994; Gould et al., 1996)
environmental sociology, by contrast, is centred around two key notions: that of the
‘treadmill of production’; and that this treadmill tends to result in environmental degra-
dation (through ‘withdrawals’ [that is, scarcity of energy and materials] and ‘additions’
[that is, pollution]). The treadmill of production concept has strong commonalities with
the notions of fiscal crisis and the accumulation and legitimization functions of the state
developed by O’Connor (1973). The treadmill of production notion holds that modern
capitalism and the modern state exhibit a fundamental logic of promoting economic
growth and private capital accumulation (along with a parallel imperative of devot-
ing resources to ‘legitimation’), and that the self-reproducing nature of these processes
causes them to assume the character of a ‘treadmill’.

According to Schnaiberg, the tendency to growth is due in part to the competitive
character of capitalism, such that corporations and entrepreneurs must continually
expand their operations and their profits lest they be swamped by other competitors.
But there is also an analytically distinct, but complementary, growth logic within the
sphere of the state. State agencies and officials prefer growth over stagnation in order to
ensure tax revenues (the essential fiscal basis of the state) and to enhance the likelihood
of re-election, or the continuity or span of power. In order to enhance private accumu-
lation, the state undertakes spending aimed at subsidizing or socializing the costs of
private production and accumulation (e.g. through public subsidy of R&D, transporta-
tion infrastructure, military procurement and tax incentives). The accumulation that is
fostered tends to be capital-intensive, and thus leads to automation, unemployment and
potentially to demands for job creation or welfare-state-type programmes on the part
of those displaced or marginalized by capital-intensive accumulation. This tendency to
legitimation crisis in turn dictates that progressively more subsidy to private capital accu-
mulation be undertaken in order to provide employment and state revenues sufficient for
paying the ‘social expenses’ associated with the dislocations of private accumulation.
The fact that capital-intensive growth creates the dislocations and political demands
that undergird even more state expenditure on and encouragement of capital-intensive
growth is the essence of the treadmill character of modern industrial capitalism. Further,
and of most importance to environmental sociology, Schnaiberg argues that the tread-
mill of production is directly linked to ecological crisis, since this accumulation process
requires resource extraction (‘withdrawals’) and contributes to pollution (‘additions’).’
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Growth machines and treadmills: the limits of generalization

Schnaiberg’s notion of the treadmill of production stands today as a significant synthesis
of what had previously been unrelated literature: (1) the work of O’Connor (1973), which
integrated the concepts of the accumulation and legitimation functions of the state, the
monopoly/competitive sectoral structure of the economy, and endemic state fiscal crisis
as an expression of the contradictions of late capitalism; and (2) the ‘limits to growth’
and related neo-Malthusian literature. Schnaiberg’s concept of the treadmill of produc-
tion incorporated the growth—-environmental degradation relationship specified by neo-
Malthusianism — that there is some intrinsic growth—degradation relationship that over
the long term cannot readily be obviated by technological or social-structural changes
— while at the same time jettisoning neo-Malthusianism as the explanatory framework.
While not relying on a formal Marxist logic, Schnaiberg’s conceptualization of environ-
mental degradation has some similarities to what neo-Marxists such as James O’Connor
(1994) now refer to as the second contradiction of capital.®

Schnaiberg’s treadmill notion has been very influential. His treadmill perspective,
for example, has stimulated related work on the social antecedents and consequences
of growth, with perhaps the most important instance being (urban) ‘growth machine’
theory (originally elaborated by Molotch, 1975; see also Logan and Molotch, 1987).
Many observers now see the notions of the treadmill of production and the growth
machine (or ‘growth coalitions’) as being essentially synonymous (e.g. Cable and Cable,
1995), and employ them interchangeably to depict powerful institutional pressures
towards expansion and environmental degradation from the local to the global levels.
Schnaiberg and associates and others have extended the notion of the treadmill of pro-
duction up to the global level and down to the local level (for example, Schnaiberg and
Gould, 1994; Gould et al., 1996; Cable and Cable, 1995). The general and flexible use of
this and related concepts makes them an attractive framework.

This is not to suggest that Schnaiberg’s concept of the treadmill of production is
universally embraced. For example, Hannigan (1995: 22) has argued that Schnaiberg’s
(1980) notion of treadmill of production is based ‘exclusively on the logic of the capital-
ist system’, a contention that in these days of retreat from neo-Marxism and political
economy is tantamount to being a devastating criticism. This critique, however, is some-
what off target. As implied earlier, Schnaiberg’s political-economic explanatory frame-
work is a nuanced one in that while it is anchored in propositions about the tendency
to self-expansion of capital, it privileges neither the economy and class nor the state and
politics. In fact, Schnaiberg’s theory of the treadmill is more a theory of the role of the
state than it is a theory of economic institutions per se. Schnaiberg draws heavily from
the work of neo-Weberian political sociologists (for example, Robert Alford) and politi-
cal scientists (for example, Charles Lindblom), and on related institutional economics
arguments (for example, of Galbraith and Scitovsky), in developing his analysis of the
role of states and state policies within the notion of the treadmill of production.

If anything, the most recent elaboration of the theory of the treadmill — in which
Schnaiberg and colleagues seek to address simultaneously the processes of globalization
and local environmental ‘resistance’ — demonstrates the political, rather than economic,
underpinning of the theory. Schnaiberg in his joint work with Gould and Weinberg
(Gould et al., 1996) has begun to reconsider the treadmill of production notion within
the context of globalization and the transition to post-Fordism. Their argument is
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essentially that as the mobility of financial and industrial capital has increased and there
has been increased international competition, there has emerged a ‘transnational tread-
mill’. In this transnational treadmill, ‘transnational treadmill market actors’ predomi-
nate over ‘national institutions of the nation-state, and its society’ (Gould et al., 1996: 8).
There has been an increase in the ‘tilt’ (that is, the pace or ‘acceleration’) of the treadmill.
In the process, this transnational treadmill has involved an ‘increase in the influence of
market actors over political actors’ (ibid.). But, in their view, the essence of the treadmill
remains political and ideological in nature; nation-states and national labour forces have
not only maintained, but have demonstrably increased, their commitment to the tread-
mill in order to address capital mobility and international competition and restructuring.
Thus, while the self-expansion of capital is a powerful force, it is ultimately dependent on
state support and social consent.

At the same time that Gould et al. (1996) have elaborated this concept of trans-
national treadmill, they have followed the lead of Cable and Cable (1995) in pointing
out homologies between the notions of the treadmill of production and the local ‘growth
machine’. This equation of the treadmill of production with growth machines and coali-
tions, however, may well prove to be more problematic. By growth coalition, Logan and
Molotch (1987) mean a coincidence of interest among spatially proximate (generally
metropolitan) land-, real-estate-, commercial- and tourist-related development capitals
and local state officials. This coincidence of interest is focused around the expectation
that each will directly or indirectly benefit from growth in public subsidies to and private
investments in infrastructure, civic capital, construction and related activities that help
to attract people, employers and jobs to a local area.

There are some definite commonalities between the notion of the treadmill of pro-
duction and the growth machine, especially in terms of the role that governments and
worker—citizens play in providing ideological support for private sector expansion. But
it should be noted that the theory of the treadmill, even in its most recent versions, has
remained focused on theorizing the antecedents and socio-environmental consequences
of capital-intensive manufacturing growth. The energy and materials ‘withdrawals’ and
‘additions’ attributed to capital-intensive industrial activity remain the major dimen-
sion of environmental destruction that is emphasized in treadmill theory. However,
growth-machine-type growth as theorized by Logan and Molotch refers to quite differ-
ent economic activities. Convention centres, professional sports franchises, housing sub-
divisions, freeway construction and shopping malls are the stuff of the growth machine,
while activities such as these generally lie outside the purview of the treadmill.

Schnaiberg and associates have made a persuasive case that globalization reinforces
national treadmills of production. They have also pointed out some provocative parallels
between treadmill and growth machine theories. These concepts are likely to remain central
to environmental sociology in North America. At the same time, theory and research that
can identify the degree to which the notion of the growth machine is a comprehensive
concept that can be employed at a variety of levels of analysis, or whether its usage is best
confined to the nation-state level, is an important frontier of work in the field.

Limits to growth and dematerialization
Several intellectual traditions that have converged on the notion that there is an endur-
ing contradiction between economic growth and the environment. While this notion did
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not arise directly from the thought of Malthus, it has been one of the core premises of
much twentieth-century neo-Malthusian scholarship. Before Earth Day 1970 there had
been published a number of neo-Malthusian and related versions of the notion that there
are ecological limits to growth (e.g. the works of Paul Ehrlich and Garrett Hardin). The
Meadows et al. (1972) book, The Limits to Growth, which in a sense formalized the argu-
ments of Ehrlich, Hardin and others through a global modelling exercise, had a particu-
larly fundamental impact on the content of environmental sociology. The arguments and
conclusions of The Limits to Growth — that exponential growth would lead to ecological
collapse, even if technological solutions to resource scarcity and pollution control were
assumed to be forthcoming at unprecedented rates — arguably became a widely shared
domain assumption within environmental sociology. The course subsequently taken
by environmental sociology was in many respects forged in dialogue or reaction to the
notion of limits to growth. The work of Catton and Dunlap, for example, can be thought
of as a sociologically sophisticated elaboration of Limits’ basic thesis. Schnaiberg’s work
can be seen as putting some of the core ideas of Limits on a sounder sociological footing,
primarily by excising Limits’ neo-Malthusian underpinning. In the 1990s, major new
statements in the field of environmental sociology (e.g. Murphy, 1994) continue to be
rooted 