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What Really Matters in History?
Environmental Perspectives on Modern America

Adam Rome

What really matters in history? In the introduction to Perspectives on Modern
America: Making Sense of the Twenticth Century (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2001}, editor Harvard Sitkoff addresses that question with unusual candor. To
organize the conference that laid the foundation for the book, Sitkoff writes, the
history department at the University of New Hampshire considered “the people,
ideas, events, and developments that most mattered, and that most brought us to
where we are now.” Fourteen topics stood out. Perspectives on Modern America
thus includes essays by fourteen scholars on the twentieth-century history of the
presidency, liberalism, conservatism, foreign policy, work, povcrt}r; cr)nsufnptim\.
the West, the South, African Americans, ethnicity and immigration. women, reli-
gion, and culture. That list of topics impressed the book’s first readers. “Compre-
hensive and engaging,” William Chafe writes in a blurb for the collection, “these
essays offer a challenging overview of the major themes and contradictions of
twentieth-century American history.” For an environmental historian. however,
FPerspectives on Modern America is a great disappointment.

Because the book does not include a chapter on environmental history, FPerspec-
tives on Modern America provides no insight into some of the most faﬁrcachingg
transformations of the twentieth century. In 1900, for example, oil still was a rela-
tively small part of the American economy~—but, in the next fifty years, 0il became
the nation’s principal source of energy. Oil also became a basic ingredient in the
manufacture of thousands of products, including plastics, agricultural chemicals,
and clothing. The rise of the oil economy had profound consequences. The pro-
duction and consumption of oil contributed to almost all of the most pressing
environmental problems of the twentieth century. In countless ways, the ability to
use a powerful and cheap source of energy transformed daily life—what we cal,
where we live, how we work, and what we do for fun. The rise of the oil economy
also changed many of the structures of American society. Without some under-

standing of the history of energy use, scholars and students cannot truly compre-
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the Sun Belt, or the unprecedented affluence of the decades after World War I The
list could go on!

The disappointment goes deeper than the neglect of some critical topics, “If we
had our way,” William Cronon wrote in 1990, “historians would be no more willing
to ignore ciucs!ions about ecological context—about nature—than they would
questions about gender or class or race.” Yet Perspectives on Modern America sug-
gests that many historians still do not recognize the value of an environmental
perspective. In addition to opening up new areas of inquiry, environmental history
provides a new way of seeing the terrain we think we already know well. It enables
scholars to reconsider both the causes and the consequences of important historical
changes. Though the contributors to Perspectives on Modern America make little
use of the insights of environmental history, an environmental perspective adds to
our understanding of every topic considered in the book. Let me give a few ex-
amples.

In the chapter on the presidency, William Leuchtenburg notes the environmen-
tal initiatives of several presidents. Theodore Roosevelt used “the bully pulpit” to
promote the conservation movement. Without congressional authorization, W ill-
jam Taft withdrew land from the public domain, and the Supreme Court upheld
Taft’s action in a decision that affirmed the wide scope of presidential authority.
For Lyndon Johnson, legislation to improve the quality of the environment was

essential to building a “Great Society.” Richard Nixon created the Environmental
Protection Agency bx executive order. Jimmy Carter acted to save wilderness in
Alaska, clean up the nation’s most hazardous waste dumps, and encourage energy
conservation. Leuchtenburg also might have noted Franklin Roosevelt's keen inter-
est in the use and abuse of natural resources. But what is the point of those ex-
amples? The history of the presidency is a way to consider the history of the federal
government, and environmental issues have played a key role in the growth of the
state throughout the twentieth century.

Indeed, the environmental-management state deserves to join the national-secu-
rity state and the welfate state as a central concern of political historians. In the
twentieth century, after decades of selling and giving away the public domain, the
federal govcmmént assumed a major role in managing forests and grasslands. The
government has done much to make possible the growth of outdoor recreation. At

hffcrcm times, for different reasons, countless Americans have turned to the state
for help in conquering nature. They have asked the government to predict the
weather, control wild fires, protect cattle and sheep from predators, and keep flood-
waters at bay. In the 1930s, the government a()\lglﬁ to promote economic de»e]op
ment in the South and the West by constructing vast systems of dams. Over the
course of the twenticth century, the government also has worked to slow or halt the
degradation of the environment. The Soil Conservation Service has given advice
to millions of farmers, while the regulations of the Environmental Protection Agency
have affected almost every business in the nation. The need for sanitary services also
spurred the growth of city governments . ,
The environmental-managerment state grew most rapidly during th; century’s

the late 1960s and early 1970s. That is not a coincidence. Though Chervl Greenberg's
chapter on “twentieth-century liberalisms™ gives little attention to environmental
issues, arguments about the mismanagement of resources and the pollution of the
environment were important in the liberal ¢ hallenge to laissez-faire. Early in the
century, city officials struggled to enlarge their power to regulate “nuisances.” in-

]udmo smoke. As Christopher Sellers shows in Hazards nfthc Job, the first genera-

tion of activist social seientists sought to build the power of state government by
investigating the environmental causes of occupational discase.’ he effort to pro-
tect workers from the dangers of noxious gases and poisonous materials ultimately
provided the legal and legislative precedents for other important challenges to the
prerogatives of management .+

In the late 19505 and early 196os, environmental problems also played a key role
in liberal arguments for a \aitl\ expanded public sphere. That argument was well
expressed in two liberal contributions to a 1960 b()ok on The National Purpose. In
the view of political scientist Clinton Rossiter, the private sector was not equipped
to deal with “the blight of our cities, the shortage of water and power, the disappear-
ance of open space, the inadequacy of education, the need for recreational facili-
ties, the high incidence of crime and delinquency, the crowding of the roads, the
decay of the railroads, the ugliness of the sullied landscape, the pollution of the
very air we breathe.” Adlai Stevenson agreed. Though the nation’s manufacturers
were providing consumer goods in abundance, the booming private economy could
not protect against “the sprawl of subdivisions which is gradually depriving us of
either civilized urban living or uncluttered rural space. It does not guarantee
America’s children the teachers or the schools which should be their birthright, It
does nothing to end the shame of racial discrimination. It does not counter the
exorbitant cost of health, nor conserve the nation’s precious reserves of land and
water and wilderness. The contrast between private opulence and public squalor
on most of our panorama is now too obvious to be denied.”s

Because a part of the modern conservative movermnent was a response to the
liberal attack on laissez-faire, a thorough understanding of the history of conserva-
tism also requires a consideration of environmental politics. Yet Lisa McGirr's
chapter on conservatism makes little mention of the conservative backlash against
environmentalism in the vears since 1970. Though titled “Piety and Property,” the
chapter does not discuss the anti-environmentalist roots of the modern “property
rights” movement, which began in the early 1970s in response to efforts by environ-
mentalists to regulate land use. In the West, especially, the Republican party gained
strength from activists opposed to federal management of forests and grazing lands.
The parly also appealed to opponents of environmental regulation. In 195¢. the
backlash against environmentalism certainly helped to elect Ronald Reagan *

In the chapter about “the American century,” Robert McMahon writes at length
about the importance of foreign markets and raw materials in the thinking of
American policymakers. Until World War H, he argues, the nation’s foreign policy
aimed mainly to extend our economic reach abroad. After 1945, however, Ameri-
can policymakers were much more concerned with protecting American inter-
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political threats. That surely is true. But the argument would be more compelling
if MeMahon considered the history of resource consumption. The nation’s growing
dependence on imported raw materials was not inevitable. Neither was the deci-
sion to make continued access to foreign resources a diplomatic and military prior-
iny.”

At the start of the century, Theodore Roosevelt and Gifford Pinchot urged Ameri-
cans to conserve resources at home in order to ensure the nation’s future as a great
power abroad. In very different ways, Herbert Hoover and Franklin Roosevelt both
sought to advance the conservation cause. The demands of World War Il led to
dramatic cfforts to conserve materials. The beginning of the Cold War intensified
anxieties about the nation’s supply of strategic resources. Harry Truman appointed
a President’s Commission on Materials Use. In the late 1g40s and early 1950s, the
Conservation Foundation and Resources for the Future were established by well-
connected philanthropists to provide expert advice to citizens and policymakers.
But the advocates of governmentplanned conservation lost the postwar debate
about the best way to ensure that the country never lacked the “resources for free-
dom”™: The nation’s leaders decided to bank instead on the cornucopian promise of
technological progress. That decision went hand-in-hand with a more aggressive
foreign policy.’

To truly write the history of America’s engagement with the rest of the world,
scholars need to consider the impact of American policy abroad, not just at home.
The work of several environmental historians can serve as a model. In Insatiable
Appetite, Richard Tucker shows how Americans have transformed the forest land-
scapes of tropical nations across the globe. Especially in the first half of the twenti-
eth century, American entreprencurs and corporations worked aggressively to
develop foreign plantations for the production of coffee, sugar, bananas, rubber,
beef, and timber. The United States government often acted to promote and pro-
tect the interests of American firms abroad. The tariff laws helped to make large-
scale deforestation profitable. The United States also intervened militarily and
diplomatically to aid American-owned plantations—in central America, most fa-
mously, but also in Liberia, which was dominated for years by Firestone

John Perkins offers another important example in Geopolitics and the Green
Revolution. In the aftermath of World War I, a variety of intellectuals and
policymakers argued that American national security required an effort to stop the
cyele of population growth, resource exhaustion, hunger, and political instability
around the world. That argument prompted the Point Four plan—a Cold War
program of technical and scientific assistance initiated by President Harry Truman —
as well as efforts by the Rockefeller and Ford foundations to modernize agriculture
in developing countries. Though those initiatives are not as well known as the
Marshall Plan or the Peace Corps, they were critical to the success of “the green
revolution,” which had profound social and environmental consequences.®

1n the chapter on labor, Kevin Boyle promises to explore “all those places where
Americans made goods, made money, made homes, made lives for themselves and
their families.” Yet Boyle neglects the leading occupation at the start of the twenti-
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because the transformation of American agriculture in the last one hundred vears js
a story of world-historic significance. Decade after decade, the adoption of new
technologies led to a revolution in the nature of farming. Hybrid seeds in the 1g20s.
tractors in the 19305, chemical insecticides, herbicides, and fertilizers in the 1g.40s.
and aquifer-fed irrigation systems in the 195os—all allowed fewer people to pro-
duce more grain, more fiber, more meat. But the new productivity came at a
tremendous environmental cost. The agricultural revolution also had profound
social consequences. The greatest change came from 1940 to 1970, Ata time when
the U.S. population was booming. roughly $50,000 people left farming every vear,
and the number of Americans living on farms declined precipitously. Now only
about a half million farms account for the overwhelming majority of the nation’s
agricultural output. Though the outmigration from the rural South has received
considerable attention, social historians have barely begun to tell the story of the
agricultural revolution elsewhere.”

In passing, Doyle notes that workers in 1900 typically had to endure a vile envi-
ronment both at work and at home, but Doyle does not consider the role of orga-
nized labor in the century’s campaigns to minimize environmental hazards. That
subject has attracted a lot of attention recently. At times, unions have protested
against pollution. As more members took up hunting and fishing in the 1950s and
1960s, several unions lobbied for legislation to stop strip mining and clean up rivers.
Walter Reuther of the United Auto Workers was a prominent supporter of the first
Earth Day in 1970. Yet a good bit of the recent work on workers and the environ-
ment points to the limits of unions as a force for social change. Throughout the
century, workers often have sided with their employers in opposing demands to
reduce industrial pollution. In some cases, union members who sought to chal-
lenge polluters were treated as dissidents by the union leadership. For a number of
reasons, the record of organized labor in dealing with the environmental ills of the
workplace also is mixed.®

At the start of the chapter on poverty, Jacqueline Jones sketches a number of
factors that explain “who is poor, when, where, and why.” She surely is right that
economic and technological change, shifts in state power and social-welfare policy,
and patterns of immigration and migration all have shaped the history of poverty.
Except in passing, however, Jones does not acknowledge that poverty also can result
from ecological change. She notes that overfishing, deforestation, and drought
have impoverished some people. But her analysis would be much sharper if she
drew more from the work of environmental historians. In Appalachia, for example,
the destruction of the forest did not just mean that people no longer could make
money from timber. Deforestation sct in motion a series of environmental changes
that undermined the subsistence economy of the region. Eroding soil from bare
hills polluted streams, fires and floods became more common, and game habitat
declined. As a result, fishing, hunting, and smallscale agriculture all became more
difficult. The story of Native American poverty is similarly complicated. To under-
stand the twentieth-century struggles of the Navajo, Northern Utes, Hupas, and
Tohono O-odhams, Richard White and David Rich Lewis argue, historians must
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An environmental perspective also would enrich the discussion of the conse-
quences of poverty, because the poor have disproportionately born the burden of
environmental degradation. That was true at the start of the twentieth century, and
that still is true today. But the social geography of pollution has changed over time.
In Environmental Inequalities—a study of Gary, Indiana, in the decades after World
War Il —Andrew Hurley shows that brilliantly. At work, the exposure to toxic haz-
ards followed a clear hierarchy: Black workers bore the greatest burden, white-collar
emplovees the least. But the inequities were not nearly so great outside the factory.
In 1950, the worst air was downtown, where everyone shopped except the city's
black residents. Though the neighborhoods closest to the steel complex housed
blue-collar white families, the city’s black section and one of the city’s elite neigh-
borhoods also suffered periodically from horrid smoke and fumes. Almost everyone
in Gary drank water of terrible quality, and white people of both classes often
encountered pollution while swimming, fishing, or playing. By 1980, however, the
map had changed dramatically. In the intervening decades, the steel exccutives
moved to healthier neighborhoods at the city’s edge, while black families could
escape the overcrowded ghetto only by moving into Gary's most polluted dis-
tricts.™

As Ted Steinberg argues in Acts of God, the poorest and least powerful Americans
also have suffered disproportionately from natural disasters. In the 1906 earthquake
in San Francisco, for example, the loss of life was greatest in the city’s overcrowded
Chinatown. Because land in floodplains 1s cheap, the poor oftent have lived in
places subject to inundation. The cheapest forms of housing have proven most
vulnerable to the high winds of tornadoes and hurricanes. The extremes of summer
and winter also have hit the poor most brutally. Yet the distribution of disaster relief
has favored the better-off. When the federal government has cut programs that
guard against disasters, the cutbacks often have come mostly at the expense of
people with little property to lose. For Steinberg, therefore, “the unnatural history
of natural disaster” is part and parcel of the history of social injustice.”

Because the environmental history of consumption still is relatively unexplored
terrain, Lizabeth Cohen's chapter on “the Consurmer Republic” could not have
considered the relationship between consurnption and the environment in any
depth. Yet the subject is rich. Susan Strasser’s Waste and Want makes that clear. In
the history of trash, Strasser argues, the twentieth century was a watershed. Before
1900, most Americans were adept at reusing, repairing, and recycling things. Itiner-
ant peddiers took rags and bones from customers in trade for manufactured goods.
Poor children helped to support their families by scavenging city streets for food,
fuel, and usable materials. All but the wealthiest women knew how to sew and how
to use kitchen scraps. In the twenticth century, however, the habits of thrift eroded.
The triumph of consumer culture was tied to the rise of disposable products. Deci-
sions that once seemed wasteful becane driving forces in the economy. People
bought new cars and appliances to keep up with the latest fashions in design. At
home, a new ideal of convenience encouraged families to toss more stuff in the
garhbage. The affluent society came at a tremendous environmental cost.
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My work on the history of the tract house offers a similar lesson. In the vears after
World War I1. the use of new methods of mass production allowed builders to meet
an unprecedented demand for housing. The construction of relatively cheap houses
in the fast-growing suburbs helped to boom the economy. Yet the growth of subur-
bia was not entirely a blessing, In addition to causing social problems, the spread of
tract housing exacerbated a host of environmental ills. The environmental impacts
of suburban development soon became subjects of public debate. By the mid
19603, the sprawl of the tracts had provoked hundreds of grassroots campaigns to
stop “the rape of the land.” The suburban boom thus played a key role in the
emergence of the environmental movement.”

As the story of tract housing suggests, an enviroumental perspective is important
in understanding the politics of consumption. During the Progressive and New
Deal vears, Cohen argues, reformers often saw consumers as protectors of the public
good. Then the ideal of consumers as citizens gave way to a more narrowly self-
interested conception in the decades after World War I1. Yet the history of environ-
mentalism complicates Cohen’s argument. In countless cities and suburbs, women
organized as consumers in the late 1960s and early 19705 to improve the environ-
ment. The rise of environmentalisin contributed at the same time to the resurgence
of food cooperatives. For many people, as Warren Belasco argues in Appetite for
Change, decisions about what to eat became political. The degradation of the
environment also was a major issue for Ralph Nader. In a chapter of Unsafe at Anv
Speed, the 1965 book that made Nader famous as a consumer advocate, Nader
attacked the automobile industry for polluting the air. By 1970, he was one of the
nation’s leading proponents of anti-pollution legislation, and he defined the issue
in consumer terms: Irresponsible corporations were forcing Americans to consume
deadly pollutants. Though Nader failed to transform the nation’s political economy,
the conjunction of consumerism and environmentalism in the late 196os and early
1970s had significant consequences.”

In the essay on the West, Peggy Pascoe draws on the work of a number of environ-
mental historians, including Patricia Nelson Limerick, Richard White, and Donald
Worster. That is not surprising: Environmental historians have played a major role
in the rise of “the new Western history.” But Pascoe only incorporates one facet of
the literature on the diverse ways westerners have related to nature. Because she is
concerned with the social history of the West, she makes good use of recent work
that has analyzed the class and racial biases in the conservation and environmental
movements. In the national parks, she writes, “officials worked to remove Indians
from sites they preferred to present to the public as pristine wildernesses.” She
concludes that—despite the democratic rhetoric of the founders of the conserva-
tion movement—the Bureau of Reclamation and the Forest Service ultimately
worked most closely with large enterprises. She also argues that environmental
arguments have justified policies of social exclusion in cities and suburbs.”

But what is distinctive about the West? For Pascoe, that question is beside the
point. The questions she wants to answer are ultimately Amertcan questions. she
writes, and Western history is just a convenient way to get a handle on the big story
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however, the idea of a region also is a way to acknowledge a fundamental truth:
Place matters. In Patricia Limerick's “top-ten list” of reasons to consider the West a
distinct entity, for example, environmental factors predominate. Following Donald
Worster's lead, Limerick begins with the aridity and semi-aridity of inuch western
land. In Limerick’s view, the West also has had “a particularly dramatic”™ depen-
dence on “the boom-and-bust economies of extractive industries” —mining, log-
ging, ranching, oil drilling, and commercial farming. The West has most of the
land still owned by the federal government, including a host of national forests,
parks, monuments, and grasslands. Because much of the Western desert is sparsely
settled, the region has become the dumping ground for a disproportionate share of
the nation’s toxic and radioactive wastes. The spectacular scenery of the West also
camns an honorable mention from Limerick: The region’s salubrity has attracted
millions of migrants.>

Though environmental historians of the South have given most of their atten-
tion to the period before 1900, an environmental perspective would enrich Naney
MacLean's discussion of the rise of the Sun Belt. The rapid growth of the South
since World War I1 is inconceivable without air conditioning. The decline of the
Cotton Kingdom was partly due to environmental factors. MacLean briefly dis-
cusses the exhaustion of southern soils. But she does not consider the complex
impact of the boll weevil —the great scourge of the cotton fields. She also misses
ane part of the South's appeal to outside investors. She points to anti-union poli-
cies, tax breaks, and infrastructure improvements, but she does not mention the
willingness of southern leaders to tolerate levels of pollution that were increasingly
considered intolerable elsewhere. In the postwar decades, the South became a
region of pine plantations and paper mills, and the paper indusiry was especially
destructive to the environment. But the pollution did not dissuade the region’s
boosters. Even in 1970, when roughly 20 million Americans celebrated the first
Farth Day, Alabama Governor George Wallace smiled at the stench of a new paper
mill t\\'mvr'\' miles from the state capitol, “Yeah, that's the smell of prosperity,” he
told a reporter. “She does sinell sweet, don’t it?™

The scholarly literature on African Americans and the environment also is rela-
tively undeveloped. But the subject deserves attention. As the novels of Zora Neale
Hurston suggest, the descendants of slaves often had an intimate “folk” knowledge
of nature, and historians still need to consider the ways that knowledge shaped
African-American history in the twentieth century. A recent dissertation by Dianne
Glave is a start, In the early part of the century, Glave argues, African-American
farmers and gardeners worked to combine folk traditions of land use with the
scientific principles taught by agricultural extension agents.”

Though environmental historians still have not devoted enough attention to the
issue of race, the work on the environmental movement already can enrich the story
of the African-American struggle for equality—the principal theme of Charles
Payne’s chapter on African Americans. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, when most
civilrights leaders argued that African Americans did not yet have the luxury of
caring about the environment, Richard Hatcher became one of the nation’s ﬁrs}'
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and environmental problems: For Hatcher, efforts to control rats and cockroaches
in African-American neighborhoods went hand-in-hand with campaigns against
industrial pollution of the air and water. The Hatcher coalition only lasted a fex
vears, yet the charge of “environmental racism™ gave renewed force to the civil-
rights movement in the 1980s and 19gos. Grassroots activists in a number of African-
American communities protested against proposals to build waste dumps and heavily
polluting factories nearby. Activists also argued that segregation in the housing
market often meant that African Americans faced a painful choice—to remain in
overcrowded ghettos or to move to single-family houses in polluted neighbor-
hoods.»

Like the environmental history of African Americans, the relationship of immi-
grants to the land is only beginning to receive scholarly attention. For most histori-
ans of immigration, the countryside hardly exists. The great stage for conflict over
ethnic identity, assimilation, and citizenship is the city. The author of the chapter
on immigration — Gary Gerstle—is no exception. He began his career with a study
of immigrants and the New Deal in the city of Woonsocket, Rhode Island. But the
work of a few environmental historians is a corrective to the overwhelmingly urban
bias of immigration history. In The Fisherman's Problem, Arthur McEvoy demon-
strates that the rise of state regulation of fisheries in California was tied to a virulent
carupaign to drive the Chinese out of the fishing business. Though the effort began
in the 1870s and 1880s, when non-Chinese fishers joined with state scientists to
blame the Chinese for declines in the catch, the campaign did not end until the
1910s. But the California fisheries continued to decline after the Chinese were
driven from business. In McEvoy’s judgment, the state laws served only to enhance
the competitive position of other fishing groups and to establish precedents for
more ambitious efforts to regulate the fisheries. As Louis Warren shows in The
Hunter’s Game, the first decades of the twentieth century also brought violent
conflict between immigrants and natives over hunting rights. In Pennsylvania, ltal-
ian immigrants often hunted after work to provide meat for their tables. They
considered songbirds a delicacy. To the well-to-do members of sporting clubs,
however, “alien” hunters were barbaric, wasteful, and greedy despoilers of the beauty
of the hunt. The sporting groups successfully supported legislation to make song-
bird hunting illegal — and Italian hunters then harassed and even attacked the state’s
game wardens.

An environmental perspective also gives insight into a central theme of Sara
Evans's chapter on women’s lives — the long struggle of women to claim space in
the public sphere. At the start of the century, when professional opportunities for
women were rare, a few pioneers fook advantage of traditional expectations about
a woman's place in society to make careers as sanitary experts. Club wormen also
campaigned to improve the environment. To ensure that their children and children’s
children would have the resources needed to build good homes, they worked to
conserve forests. In the nation’s cities, women were the most vigorous advocates for
smokeless skies, clean water, pure food, and spacious parks. The reformers justified
their efforts as “municipal housekeeping.” As one woman wrote, “We should cer-
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clean. The air should be clean. The individual houses and premises, the schools,
the places of public assembly, the places of trade, the factories, the places where
foods are prepared, sold, served, should be clean. There should be sanitary collec-
tion and disposal of all the wastes that inevitably accumulate wherever human
beings have a home and find habitation.”=

The promise that women would wash away the environmental ills of the nation
even played a part in the campaign for women's suffrage. A 1913 cartoon perfectly
illustrates the argument. The left side of the cartoon is a nightmarish vision of life
in a city where women cannot vote. The sky is pitch black, and thick clouds of
simoke stream skyward from unsanitary tenements and child-labor factories. The
street is dark, too, except for the entrances to the cheap theater, the Sporty Venus
Company, and the red light dive. While the children work inside the factories, a
throng of men revel outside the saloon; the only women on the street are prostitutes.
In contrast, the right side of the cartoon is stunningly bright, with beautiful white
clouds in the clear sky. Trees line the walkway along the river that divides the two
worlds. Near the gate to the public playgrounds, mothers point out flowers to
children. The street is full of families, with children sitting by a fountain, rolling a
hoop. and plaving with a dog. The sanitary homes and factories produce no smoke.
A school, a museum, and a library grace the hill. The bridge over the river is
crowded with white slavers and child exploiters—but a woman’s hand reaches
down from the heavens to black the way with a ballot marked “Womans Vote "

The environmental activism of women continued long after the passage of the
nineteenth amendment. In the 19505 and 1g60s, middle-class women were a critical
force in the emergence of the environmental movernent. In some cases, they worked
through old organizations, especially the League of Women Voters. More often,
women formed ad hoc groups to battle pollution, save open spaces, or protect
wildlife. Like the municipal housekeepers early in the century, the activists of the
19508 and 1960s often drew rhetorically on the concerns of housewives and mothers.
For some college-educated women, environmental activism resolved a tension
between traditional expectations and unfulfilled ambitions: Because they acted to
protect the home and the family, they could enter the public sphere —they could
be more than “just” housewives —without rejecting the claims of domesticity. For
other women, however, environmental activism was the first step toward careers
outside the home. The leadership of women in grassroots environmental organiza-
tions also was consciousness raising. By demonstrating that women could master
technical bodies of knowledge, the activists of the 1950s and 1g6os countered the
stereotype of female emotionalism. Though they seldom considered themselves
feminists, they helped to advance the feminist cause.”

In the chapter on religion, Paul Bover notes several ways that the environmental
movenient has shaped belief. He mentions “the greening of Protestantism” in the
1580s and 19gos. He also includes Gala worship in a list of non-traditional forms of
religious expression. For Bover, the larger point in both cases is the incredible
adaptability and diversity of religion in modern America. Though a variety of
commentators see secularization as the great trend of the twentieth century, Bover
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nation’s environmental history offers a rich body of evidence to support Bover's
argument. On the one hand, countless Americans have felt a religious duty to turn
the wilderness into a garden. In the twentieth century, the best example would be
the missionary zeal of the supporters of “reclamation,” the effort to redeem the arid
lands of the West by irrigation. The most famous ditector of the Bureau of Reclama-
tion even described himself as a messiah. On the other hand, the environmental
movement has a long tradition of secular vet evangelical leadership. Sierra Club
founder John Muir called the proponents of the Hetch Hetchy dam “temple de-
strovers,” To Dave Foreman, the Earth First! movement was “the most sacred cru-
sade ever waged.” Even when environmentalists have rejected the faith of their
childhood, their actions and convictions often bear the stamp of their religious
upbringing. As Mark Stoll argues in Protestantism, Capitalism. and Nature in
America, religion has always been “something that cannot be contained within
walls or even within a creed,” but instead is “a force in society that intrudes into all

aspects of life.”

In the chapter on intellectual history, Jackson Lears considers the rise of the “iron
cage,” the imprisoning culture of management. Butif imprisonment was one great
theme of twentieth-century thought, escape was another, and Americans often envi-
sioned freedom as a state of nature. Early in the century, when countless city dwell-
ers dreamed of returning to the wilderness, the nature writers John Burroughs and
John Muir were bestselling authors. Wildlife films also attracted audiences eager to
experience a world where instincts and behaviors seemed more anthentic than in
middle-class homes and offices. For many of the regionalist thinkers of the 1gzos
and 1930s, the only hope of resisting the corrosive values of modernity lay in recon-
necting to the land. The most popular film genre in the middle decades of the
century~the Western —was fundamentally about the lessons people learned by
living out in open country, surrounded by a transcendent nature. As Lears notes, the
Beats and the countercultural writers of the 1960s rebelled against the increasing
standardization of society by celebrating “the natural™

The drive to return to nature also was a critical clement in the appeal of the
automobile —the most powerful symbol of American consumer culture in the
twentieth century. In 1907, Henry Ford promised to build a car cheap enough to
allow every working man to “enjoy with his family the blessing of hours of pleasure
in God's great open spaces.” The autocamping expedition soon became a common
way for professional people to shrug off the burdens of moderm life. “We react
against our complex civilization, and long to get back for a time to first principles.”
John Burroughs wrote after going “a-gypsying” with Ford, Thomas Edison. and
Harvey Firestone in 1919. “We cheerfully endure wet, cold, smoke, mosquitoes,
black flies, and sleepless nights, just to touch naked reality once more.” The Ford
Motor Company quoted Ford’s mission statement decades later in SUV ads. In the
1980s and 1990s, indeed, almost everything about the marketing of SUVs—the
names of the cars, the quotations from Henry David Thoreau and John Muir, the
images of sunsets and mountains—spoke to the continued power of the back-to-
nature myth. In a few marketing campaigns, the car became nature, pure and simple:

313



314 Environmental History

Of course, escape was just one of the many meanings of nature in the twentieth
century. Americans also have found in nature ideas about social and political
relationships. In the wildlife television shows of the 1g50s, Gregg Mitman argues,
nature “legitimated the family and the church as central pillars of democracy.” As
Jennifer Price shows in Flight Maps, arguments about feathered hats and plastic
flamingos reveal much about the construction of gender and class identities. The
history of attitudes about nature is much more than the history of environmental
ethics.®

I could give more examples, but I hope 1 already have made my point: We need
to do more to persuade our colleagues that environmental history is vitally impor-
tant. Whether the subject is foreign policy or poverty, politics or religion, culture or
social relations, regional identity or economic growth, the insights of environmen-
tal history can add to the scholarly literature. In some cases, an environmental
perspective adds new complexity to old arguments. In other cases, an environmen-
tal perspective fundamentally revises our understanding of the past. The environ-
nient should be a basic category of historical analysis.

Adam Rome s assistant professor of history at Pennsvlvania State University and
editor of Environmental History. His book, The Bulldozer in the Countryside:
Suburban Sprawl and the Rise of American Environmentalisn (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, z001), won the Frederick Jackson Turner Award, which is given by the
Organization of American Historians to the best first book in American history.
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An Environmental History of Great Britain: From 10,000 Years Ago to the
Present. By I. G. Simmons. Edinburgh, Scotland: Edinburgh University Press,
2001, xii + 419 pp. Appendix, notes. biographies, glossary, selected bibliography.,
index. Cloth $8z.0c, paper $30.00.

Critics sometimes claim that historical scholarship has become monopolized by
studies that are obsessively narrow in focus and that academics have abandoned the
task of synthesis to others. Several recent works of environmental history. however,
serve to refute this charge. Coming a vear after the publication of J. R McNeill's
sweeping global environmental history of the twentieth century, Something New
under the Sun {W.W. Norton, zoco), L. G. Simmons’s equally ambitious book, An
Environmental History of Great Britain, explores people’s interactions with {and ideas
about) the environment in one part of the world since the end of the last ice age.

Simmons, an emeritus professor of geography at the University of Durham, has
written a book that is wide-ranging not merely chronologically, but also conceptu-
ally. Although there exists a long and valuable tradition of scholarship by historians
and geographers that examines Britain's past from an environmental perspective,
such works have generally employed a restricted focus (agricultural history. urhan
history, and so on). Simmons distances himself from such approaches, including
the one that W. G. Hoskins made famous in The Making of the English [ ;mds(“)pt’
(Hodder and Stoughton, 1953}, by considering the environment in a much broader
sense and seeking to eprin hox\ its constituent elements fit together.

Drawing from an impressive range of sources—including even poetry and mu-
sic— Simmons argues that the histories of people and the environment in Britain
are inextricably connected, and that virtually every square centimeter of the island’s
surface has been altered as a result. While such a thesis is far from revolutionary, the
details make for a fascinating account, and he does an excellent job navigating the
complexities and paradoses of this historv. He notes, for example, that moorlands.
which constitute some of the most cherished “natural” landscapes in Britain, were
in many places covered with trees until humans began removing them about 4,000
vears ago.

Each chapter provides a comprehensive overview of a particular period, with
topics organized into sections such as climate, landforms, energy, urban settlement.
and mtemah(ma] linkages. Useful features include an extensive set of maps. statis-
tical tables, and illustrations, text boxes that make connections between hist()ricn]



