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Preface

This book is an anthropological study of how Americans view global
warming and other environmental changes. Recent polls show that
environmental awareness has increased greatly. For example,
approximately half to three-quarters of all Americans now consider
themselves to be “environmentalists.” This study explores the mean-
ings behind this and other remarkably high poll numbers. Anthropolo-
gical research techniques, developed for the study of foreign cultures,
are used to investigate the beliefs, values, and cultural models that
constitute the foundations of public environmentalism. Using several
examples of global environmental change such as global warm-
ing, ozone depletion and species extinctions, we document how the
public transforms scientific information as they interpret it. We
also explore American environmental values, and how beliefs and
values together influence preferences for or against environmental
policies.

Our interviewees include members of the general public, as well as
selected groups ranging from radical Earth First! members to laid-off
sawmill workers in Oregon. Among the surprising findings are that the
public and scientists have completely different understandings of some
critical environmental problems and proposed policy solutions, that en-
vironmental values have already become intertwined with other Ameri-
can values—from religion to parental responsibility—and that an
environmental view of the world is more universal than previous studies
have suggested.



x Preface

Our results provide insights into the nature of environmentalism,
insights that many readers will experience as seeing something famil-
iar but understanding it for the first time. Our results also have prac-
tical significance, for example, in suggesting ways to greatly improve
environmental communication—whether by teachers, advocates, poli-
ticians, journalists, or scientists.
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Introduction

The natural world is constantly changing. But today’s multiple simul-
taneous changes are unprecedented and, in the view of some scientists,
potentially catastrophic. For the first time, the primary driving force of
planet-scale change is humanity, with our growing numbers and increas-
ingly disruptive activities. Major global-scale changes include ozone de-
pletion, species extinctions, and global warming. Scientists cannot
predict the ultimate effects of these global changes—their scope and pace
have no precedents in human history and few precedents in the geological
history of the earth.

Along with these environmental changes, the environmental beliefs
and values of human cultures are also rapidly evolving. This book,
written by three anthropologists, deals with these changing cultural
concepts of the environment in the United States. Understanding culture
is an essential part of understanding environmental problems because
human cultures guide their members both when they accelerate environ-
mental destruction and when they slow it down. For everyone—leaders,
citizens, and scientists alike—the cultural framework shapes the issues
people see as important and affects the way they act on those issues.

In order to understand environmental perspectives in the United States,
we interviewed people from all walks of life. In conducting this research
we found that popular environmental sentiment is not an isolated topic
but links closely to such diverse areas as religion, parental responsibility,
beliefs about weather, and confidence in the government versus industry
to solve environmental problems. Reflecting our finding of intercon-
nectedness, this book describes environmental thinking more holistically
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and more comprehensively than have other studies to date. The result is
not just a closer look at environmental thinking but a unique attempt
to understand the belief systems and values at the foundation of envi-
ronmental sentiments in the United States.

Our goal is to analyze the components and causes of popular envi-
ronmentalism. To do so, we use an anthropological approach. We start
with extensive, semistructured interviews with open-ended questions,
enabling interviewees to explain their beliefs and values in their own
words. These interviews produced surprising findings not detected in
previous research. We then constructed a closed-ended survey question-
naire to test how widely our findings apply across diverse groups in
American society. The result of these two stages is, we feel, the essential
but heretofore undocumented “big picture”: the most complete and
holistic view yet developed of the beliefs, logic, and values embedded in
mainstream American environmental thinking.'

Why use anthropological methods in our own culture? In previous
research we have compared cultural models regarding energy and envi-
ronmental issues as seen by differing groups of people. For example, we
find vast differences among the cultural models held by laypeople, sci-
entists, and administrators (e.g., Kempton 1987; 1993). Through the
process of being socialized into a community of specialists, experts in
the science and policy of environmental change can lose touch with lay
thinking. By documenting the divergences of lay models from those of
specialists, this book can be used to understand why environmental
initiatives are supported (or opposed) and to design more effective com-
munication.” But we hope that this book’s exposition of laypeople will
affect environmental specialists in a more profound way. Ordinary peo-
ple’s reactions to current environmental issues sometimes remind us of
fundamental values or plain wisdom that can be forgotten in “sophis-
ticated” policy analysis. This book may thus alert specialists when policy
goals or analytic assumptions have lost touch with basic values of citi-
zens.

In exploring variation in environmental models, we also hope to make
a contribution to anthropology and cognitive science. We find that Amer-
ican perspectives on global environmental change are based on funda-
mental moral and religious views on the relationship between nature
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and humanity, other species’ rights, humanity’s right to change or man-
age nature, and our society’s responsibility to future generations. Amer-
ican environmental views are thus enmeshed in a core set of cultural
beliefs and values. Understanding how these core beliefs are structured
and how they are distributed within society expands anthropology’s
understanding of cultural knowledge and cultural values. It also provides
a revealing case study for cognitive scientists concerned with the ways
in which people assimilate new information by fitting it to preexisting
concepts.

Although we cannot speak as authoritatively about possible contri-
butions to other disciplines, we hope that this book also has something
to say to the philosopher or ethicist about ordinary people’s values and
ethical reasoning, to the political scientist about the complexities that
underlie voting patterns and public acceptance of policies, and to the
environmental sociologist about the structure of American environmen-
talism. For the student of science and society, we hope to not only show
how scientific theories are selected and transformed by laypeople as
those theories spread widely through society but also to raise the ques-
tion of the status of lay science. On a practical level, our extensive
examples of discrepancies between scientists’ and laypeople’s under-
standing of global environmental problems should be of value to science
educators. Finally, since the lay thinking we document seems to explain
acceptance or rejection of many environmental policies, we believe that
this work will be of value to those who must respond to public opinion
about the environment as well as those who seek to influence it.

In the remainder of this introduction, we review measures of the
increase in American environmentalism, describe how other scholars
explain environmentalism, outline our unique approach, and give an
example of a traditional society’s cultural models of the environment.

Measures of American Environmentalism

To many readers it may seem obvious that environmental concerns have
grown dramatically in recent years. This subjective impression is sup-
ported by numerous surveys as well as voting and market data. This
section, which briefly reviews the existing evidence of increasing envi-
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ronmental concern, is included so that we do not have to demonstrate
it ourselves, thus freeing us to concentrate on our focus: the nature of
this environmentalism.

Dunlap and Scarce (1991) review the extensive survey evidence for
increased environmentalism among the U.S. public. This section draws
examples from that review and elsewhere (surveys not otherwise cited
are drawn from the appendix of Dunlap and Scarce’s review). Unless
otherwise noted, each survey is based on a “national probability sam-
ple,” meaning that the results are statistically representative of the U.S.
population. We use these survey data to make three points: Americans
have become significantly more proenvironmental since the sixties, and
especially since 1980; their environmentalism goes deeper than just opin-
ion or attitude to core values and fundamental beliefs about the world;
and their environmentalism affects market and voting behavior.

Change in environmental thinking can be seen most clearly by the few
questions that have been asked consistently over a twenty-year period.
For example, the Roper Organization asked whether the respondents
thought “environmental protection laws and regulations have gone too
far, or not far enough, or have struck the right balance.” From 1972 to
1990, those answering “not far enough” climbed from 34 to 54 percent,
“right balance” dropped from 32 to 26 percent, and “too far” dropped
from 13 to 11 percent. Note that this trend toward increased acceptance
of environmental regulation bucked a more general trend of increasing
public criticism of other regulations during the same period. Also of
interest, “don’t know” dropped from 21 to 9 percent as more Americans
developed opinions on this topic.

In a second long-term comparison, Cambridge Reports asked respon-
dents to choose between “We must sacrifice economic growth in order
to preserve and protect the environment” and the converse. From 1976
through 1990, those choosing to sacrifice economic growth grew from
38 to 64 percent, while those preferring to sacrifice environmental qual-
ity dropped from 21 to 15 percent. “Don’t know” halved from 41 to
21 percent.

Some more recent polling questions go beyond opinion to personal
identity. In 1990, the Gallup Organization asked Americans “Do you
consider yourself to be an environmentalist or not?” with the remarkable
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finding that 73 percent considered themselves to be environmentalists,
24 percent did not. (For brevity, we do not list percentage responses of
“no opinion,” “not sure,” etc. on this and subsequent questions.) Those
considering themselves to be environmentalists were about equally split
when subsequently asked whether they considered themselves “strong”
environmentalists. In a similar question, Cambridge Reports asked re-
spondents in 1990 to mark on a 1 to 7 scale how much they would
identify themselves with the label “environmentalist.” Fifty-eight percent
answered on the “do identify” side of the scale, with 20 percent on the
“do not identify” side, and 20 percent in the middle. It bears emphasizing
that these questions do not merely ask whether respondents are con-
cerned about environmental pollution (such questions routinely generate
agreement above 90 percent). Rather, they ask whether the respondent
considers herself or himself “an environmentalist.” The majority of
Americans now do.

Americans say they want environmental protection even when asked
to make difficult trade-offs. A New York Times/CBS 1990 survey found
that 56 percent agreed “We must protect the environment, even if it
means jobs in the local community are lost”; 36 percent disagreed (Berke
1990). They also say that they will personally pay to help the environ-
ment. For example, Yankelovich found in 1990 that 64 percent said “I
would be willing to pay as much as 10 percent more a week for grocery
items if 1 could be sure that they would not harm the environment.”
Only 31 percent disagreed. (In 1971 the figures were 47 and 43 percent,
respectively.) Also in 1990, Cambridge Reports asked for a specific dollar
figure: “How much more per month would you personally be willing to
pay for all the goods and services you use as a consumer, if you knew
that as a result . . . business and industry would . . . not harm the
environment?” The median response was $36.99 monthly, up from the
1984 figure of $8.10. This increase is not due to inflation—if figured in
constant 1990 dollars, consumers’ willingness to pay increased from
$10.23 to $36.99 monthly.

In addition to opinion polls, data on voting and market decisions
reinforce the conclusion that environmentalism is increasing. Voting and
purchasing data prove that individuals are willing to do more than
answer positively in a survey—they are willing to commit political or



