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As a new branch of environmental history, urban environmental
history focuses on the history of interactions between cities and nature,,
and the consequent environmental and social changes. From the
beginning of environmental history in Europe which emerged in the
1980s, the city was an important research object. Both the long-
lasting research traditions of historical geography and the French
Annales School have helped laid a solid foundation for the historical
studies of the city as a typical cultural landscape. After thirty years,
urban environmental history is now a mature and rapid developing
research field.

The emergency of urban environmental history in Europe can be
traced to historians who were engaged in studying urban sanitary
infrastructures at the early 1980s, and to the pioneering work on
industrial pollution of urban historians. More and more urban and
social historians joined this rapidly growing discipline, and make it
enter the mainstream of “new history”. The European studies of
urban environmental history can be classified into four themes:
industrial pollution and prevention policies, waste disposal and sewage
systems, urban water environment ( marshes and rivers), and the
history of environmental disasters. Industrial pollution and sanitation
infrastructure are the earliest and most fruitful topics in the field.

From the beginning, European urban environmental history
attached great importance to the material-technical aspects of cities.
In the 21st century, European scholars’ focus is no longer confined to
the spatial and geographical dimensions, but put cities into a broader
ecological environment, adopting economic approaches such as path

dependence, social metabolism etc ., to study the resources use,
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material recycling, technology-decisions or technological innovation
etc. for a sake of a comprehensive study of the relationship between
the city and the environment. The integration of environmental
history, social history and cultural history is the new trend. Cultural
analyses emphasize the natural perceptions and experiences of different
social groups in the process of interaction, digging hard for the
representation of social environment. Meanwhile, more and more
scholars turn their concerns to environmental justice, the use of social
stratification, spatial segregation and other analysis tools to reveal the
unfair environmental burdens and environmental inequalities that are
prevalent in cities. Faced with the “cultural turn” in American
environmental history, most European scholars keep prudent and
continuously center their studies on ecological, economic and
technological factors.

Like two sides of a coin, “ being scientific” and “ being
humanistic” represent two major development ways of European urban
environmental history. To break the disciplinary boundaries between
social history, technology history and cultural history, and to further
develop the potential of interdisciplinary research should be a trend of
contemporary European urban environmental history methodology.
From the temporal span of view, with La longue durée horizon,
relevant European researches rang from the time of Roman Empire,
down to the 1980s. Central and Eastern Europe, the Middle Ages
and the pre-modern urban environment are becoming new academic
hot issues. Most European scholars oppose radical ecological
environment centrism, advocate the sustainable development, and

uphold the concept of rational and objective historical criticism,
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incorporating more “green thinking” into traditional history topics,
with a profound humanistic concern.

Reviewing the historiography of European urban environmental
history will be helpful for Chinese scholars to use for reference theories
and methods of foreign scholars, and to initiate a Chinese urban

environmental history system.
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