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Preface

Environment and Society: Human Perspectives on Environmental Issues is
intended to provide students and interested readers with an introduction to
environmental issues. More specifically, it is about human connections and
impacts on the environment—and vice versa. There are many specialized
research reports and monographs about particular environmental topics and
issues, but I intend this book as an integrative vehicle for many different
human and environmental issues.

Stimulated by the enormous growth of interest in environmental issues
and problems in higher education, my own classes have a yeasty mix of stu-
dents from biology, environmental science, the social sciences, and others
from education, philosophy, and marketing. I have tried to write a book that
is at least understandable to them all. Perceptive readers will note that in
some places the book alternates between more elementary and advanced
discussion. That is deliberate, because social science students know some
things that natural science students do not, and vice versa.

This book discusses blocks of material that incorporate contemporary
environmental concerns, controversies, and discourses. The fourth edition
has new data and new or updated perspectives in many places that frame
issues, for instance about human ecology and world political economy
which connect humans to environments and ecosystems, the “human foot-
print” on the planet, climate change, energy transitions in the coming cen-
tury, ecological modernization, globalization, the limits of economic growth,
environmental movements, and sustainability. A pervasive theme is that dis-
ciplinary scholars bring very different intellectual views (paradigms) to the
understanding of human-environmental issues. I think that these different
views are not ultimately irreconcilable, but if you do not like attention given
to different points of view, this is probably not the book for you.

Each chapter is followed by some questions and issues (Personal Connec-
tions) that attempt to help you make macro—micro links between large-scale
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issues and the lives of persons. These are not review questions that summarize
chapter content, but opportunities for dialogue between the book and its read-
ers and between readers. They may be points of departure for discussion and
argumentation.

It is only fair that you have an idea of what kind of book you are going
to be reading and how it is organized. It is about about environmental prob-
lems themselves, but it has a social science perspective, and will be more con-
cerned with how these problems relate to human behavior, culture, and
social institutions. The book also examines suggestions for changing the
human-environment relationship to a more “sustainable” environment,
society, and world order. Finally, it is important for you to know that this
book will provide a broad overview that focuses more on the interconnec-
tions among a variety of issues rather than on any particular issue in great
depth. Many other books and research papers provide in-depth coverage of
specific topics. (At the end of each chapter, I provide a few suggestions for
books and web sites.)

Chapter 1 introduces basic concepts about environments, ecosystems,
and human social systems, and various ways that people have understood
and interacted with their biophysical environment. It examines how
human-environment relations have come to be understood and studied by
social scientists, and ends with a summary of the driving forces of human
activity that impact the biophysical environment. Chapter 2 is a reading
human “footprint” on the planet, that discusses some resources, resource
depletion, and pollution issues. Chapter 3 is about climate change and par-
ticularly about the contentious issue of global warming. Chapter 4 is about
the energy systems that underlie all human economic activity, and the pros-
pects for their transformation in the near future. Chapter 5 is about human
population growth with special reference to food issues. Chapter 6 examines
globalization and the prospects for more sustainable human-environment
relations from several contemporary perspectives. Chapters 7 and 8 continue
to examine the prospects for greater sustainability by examining economic
markets, politics, policy, and environmental movements.

An important theme that I try to develop with progressive clarity is the
importance of worldviews and paradigms that have implicit basic assumptions
about the “way the world works.” People in cultures have them, and they
shape the scholarship of experts in different fields. These are embedded in
our thinking in subtle ways that often make good communication difficult.

I am a sociologist by training, and my outlook on environmental issues
is informed by environmental sociology, a subdiscipline that has developed
rapidly over the last 30 years. Even so, no single scholarly discipline has a
corner on truth about such a multifaceted and important topic. I have there-
fore attempted to give attention to the work and perspectives of economists,
political scientists, anthropologists, geographers, and policy analysts as they
address environmental and ecological issues. That makes this book as much
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a social science work than a narrow treatise about environmental sociology.

But of these fields, the book will draw most heavily on environmental soci-
ology and economics.

SCIENCE, VALUES, AND LANGUAGE

I have tried to write an objective book about the human causes of and reac-
tions to environmental problems and issues. But the book will not ignore
scholarly or public controversy and disagreement. It addresses some outra-
geously difficult and multidimensional issues as reasonably as possible
but—obviously—will not do so to everyone’s liking. Like all good social sci-
ence or indeed, all good science of any kind, sooner or later it connects objec-
tive “facts” with things that people find important (values), and with criteria
for making normative choices among them. As Thomas Dietz put it, speak-
ing about the prospects for a new “human ecology”:

We must become a normative as well as a positive science. I don’t mean that
human ecologists, as scientists, need continually to be engaged in advocacy. I
do mean that we must use our analytical skills to develop arguments for the
proper criteria for making decisions. We must help individuals and collectivi-
ties make better decisions by offering methods for handling value problems.
(1994: 50)

There is, in truth, no completely value-free social science or any other
kind of science. So, the book will talk about facts and data, but it also that
exhibits my own values, hopes, and fears about the human predicament. It is
impossible (and I think undesirable) to eliminate one’s own opinions and
values from scholarly work. But they should be labeled as such, so I have
tried to be careful in putting “I think . . .” statements in front of those places
where I am particularly aware that not all would agree.

It’s fair to warn you that you will be reading a book that details a lot of
bad news about human-environment interactions. Reading sustained fare
about problems can be very depressing and can generate fatalism. But it is
also important to note that I find some compelling reasons for hope (if not
optimism) about the possibilities for a more positive future. Those reasons
occur mainly in the later chapters of the book, so if what you read initially
depresses you, read on. The book moves, after the early chapters, from the
more physical to the more social dimensions of environmental issues, and
from the more depressing litany of facts and problems to examining some
possibilities for positive change. I discovered in writing the book, somewhat
to my surprise, that if I am a pessimist, I am a hopeful one.

I should mention one other thing that should be obvious to you by
now. As much as possible, this book is written in an informal and, I hope,
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unpretentious style. I have often tried to write as if I were carrying on a con-
versation with you as an individual rather than communicating with an
anonymous group of people. It’s the way I like to communicate, and I hope
it makes the book more engaging to read.
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CHAPTER

ONE

Environment, Human Systems,
and Social Science

The human impact on our environment is so extensive that we live in a “socialized
environment.”

Industrial societies create a lot of
waste and pollution, as seen in
Los Angeles cloaked in smog,
and a solid waste dump near the
New York City skyline.




2 Chapter One Environment, Human Systems, and Social Science

News about our environment and how humans live within it has not been
good in recent decades. Wilderness and soil and water resources are under
stress, forests are disappearing, we are awash in pollution and garbage of our
own creation, and the earth’s climate is warming significantly. Assuming that
your parents paid attention to the news, how many of these words or phrases
do you think they would have found familiar when they were your age?

Acid rain, air pollution, smog, thermal inversion, deforestation, global warm-
ing/greenhouse effect, carbon sequestration, indoor air pollution, landfill over-
crowding, low level nuclear wastes, meltdown, eutrophication, urban sprawl,
landfill overcrowding, ozone depletion, global warming, Kyoto treaty, radia-
tion from power lines, species extinction, sustainable development, biodiver-
sity, toxic waste dump, desertification, green politics, green consumerism,
NIMBY syndrome

My guess is that they would have been familiar with two or three of
them at the most (probably air pollution, smog, and toxic waste dump). You
have probably at least heard of many of them. That, I think, is one measure
of how rapidly and pervasively environmental issues and problems have
entered the popular consciousness and political discourse of our times. This
book is about those problems, their human causes, and their implications.
The environment includes the earth (rocks, soil, water, air, atmophere and liv-
ing things), but an ecosystem means the things that live and interact in parts
of the geophysical environment.

ECOCATASTROPHE OR ECOHYPE?

Are all the terms listed about problems just alarmist stuff? How real are these
problems? Sure, everyone knows that there are environmental problems—
pollution and the rainforests, nuclear energy, and the possibility of global
warming. But is ecocatastrophe really around the corner, or are the problems
greatly exaggerated? Like me, you probably don’t spend much time or
energy thinking about these problems. The world seems okay: I get up and
go to work and enjoy my family life, farmers continue to grow food that is
plentiful and normally tasty, and drinking tap water has not made me ill (not
yet, anyway). After 2000, and particularly after September 11, 2001, many of
us have a sense of unease, for many reasons. Still, to many of us in the richer
nations, the biophysical world still seems okay. Perhaps, if you are like me, it
is hard to experience directly the environmental devastation depicted here.
We are aware, of course, that there is human suffering, poverty, disease, and
terrorism in the world, and to most of us the economic, political, and indi-
vidual causes of human problems and misery seem more direct and obvious
than the environmental ones. Surely you realize I have been talking about
extremely complicated issues and controversies for the human future—if not
for you, then certainly for your children and grandchildren. Not “merely”



