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essay

Finding Hope
Environmentalism and the Anthropocene

Graeme Wynn, 
University of British Columbia

A few years ago, American environmental historian Aaron Sachs 
refl ected on his youthful admiration for the writing of Wallace Stegner, 
and on the powerful eff ect that Stegner’s writing had on his own 
intellectual trajectory. Where the Bluebird Sings to the Lemonade Springs 
was especially infl uential. Published in 1992, the year that Sachs took 
his BA from Harvard, this collection of essays addressed a series of 
harrowing social and environmental questions, each deeply embedded 
in place and clearly rooted in the past. Pondering these, Sachs 
recognized the tight entanglement of personal, historical, and analytical 
perspectives in Stegner’s writing, and he concluded that compelling 
stories are oft en forged from some combination of acute self- knowledge 
and shrewd awareness of the aspirations and frustrations, the triumphs 
and tribulations of those who preceded us.1

Stegner we know as a prolifi c novelist and historian, perhaps 
most famous for his work on the American West. He was also an 
environmentalist, a “man of the arts whose life was committed to 
environmental action,” and a man who understood the need for 
unceasing commitment to the cause.2 “Environmentalism,” he wrote in 
Where the Bluebird Sings, “is not a fact, and never has been. It is a job.”3 
In a similar vein, the famous Canadian environmentalist David Suzuki 
observed more recently that “environmentalism is a way of being, not a 
discipline . . . or specialty like law, medicine, plumbing, music or art. It’s 
a way of seeing our place in the world and recognizing that our survival, 
health and happiness are inextricably dependent on nature.”4

In the spirit of Stegner and Suzuki and the many others (from Rachel 
Carson to Greta Th unberg, and from Aldo Leopold to Bill McKibben) 
who have sought better stewardship of the earth, this essay seeks to 
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move the environmental agenda forward.5 Yet it does so retrospectively, 
shaped by the intertwined contingencies of character and circumstance, 
and conditioned by my own interests and experiences as a straddler 
of the institutional divide between the academic disciplines of history 
and geography. As Sachs realized his debt to Stegner, I fi nd my own 
perspective shaped by the words and deeds of scholars, citizens, 
activists— let’s call them all environmentalists, for want of a better 
generic label— who considered their place in the world and spoke up 
for, or intervened on behalf of, earth and nature.6

My discussion centers on ideas in the Western tradition. Th is is not to 
deny the value of Indigenous wisdom, or traditional ecological knowl-
edge; nor is it to dismiss important work on nature in Asian or other 
traditions. Th ere is now a vast literature on the environmental under-
standings of Indigenous peoples in various parts of the world, much of it 
the engaged and sympathetic work of scholars from beyond these com-
munities.7 Students of comparative environmental philosophy have also 
done much in the last quarter century or so to document and expand 
appreciation of such topics as “Gandhi’s Contributions to Environmen-
tal Th ought and Action,” “Th e Relevance of Chinese Neo- Confucianism 
for the Reverence of Nature,” and “Conservation Ethics and the Japanese 
Intellectual Tradition.”8 Simply put, any serious attempt to incorporate 
these rich literatures into this discussion would complicate and extend 
it beyond reason, and quickly run beyond the limits of my competence.9 
Although environmentalism has never been my job, in any strict sense 
of that word, I take the point that it is a cause, a commitment that entails 
ongoing obligations, and align with those who have worked to realize its 
goals.

Th ey, of course, constitute a cast of thousands. Even limiting discus-
sion to what American historian Samuel P. Hays called environmen-
talism— a post– World War II social movement set apart from earlier 
producer- led conservationist impulses by its consumerist orientation— 
opens a view of sprawling multitudes with diverse interests.10 Rachel 
Carson’s Silent Spring, published in 1962, is oft en taken as the fountain-
head of this concern, although citizen activists and scientists earlier doc-
umented the detrimental ecological and human health eff ects of DDT.11 
Carson’s powerful prose certainly gave shape and urgency to anxieties 
already seeded by the spread of radioactive fallout from nuclear testing 
and helped convince people that humans were despoiling the earth en-
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vironment— a realization given particular potency and poignancy today 
by the growing currency of the Anthropocene idea.12 Even as Carson 
raised the specter of impending doom, however, many found hope in 
Aldo Leopold’s clarion call, published in 1949, for a land ethic that rec-
ognized humans’ moral responsibility for the natural world.13 Yet a third 
echelon of this growing army found solace— perhaps even escape— in 
what they took to be pristine, untamed, unsullied nature; marrying Th o-
reau’s claim that “in Wildness is the Preservation of the World” with the 
realization that photography (especially increasingly aff ordable color 
imagery) constituted “a weapon for the defense of the environment,” 
they celebrated the American wilderness.14

Seeking to order this hullabaloo, Hays ascribed three major con-
cerns to environmentalism: beauty, health, and permanence.15 Roughly 
translated, these terms can be taken to mark abiding preoccupations, 
shared by large numbers of citizens, with issues such as wilderness pro-
tection, environmental justice, and sustainability. Each of these issues 
is manifest in several ways and in diff erent registers in diff erent set-
tings: “beauty” encompasses an interest in parks as well as wilderness, 
and a more general concern for landscape aesthetics (hence opposition 
to wind turbines); “health” implies general anxiety about toxic pollu-
tion and physical well- being as well as disquiet about their diff erenti-
ated socioeconomic and spatial distribution; “sustainability” is the most 
chameleon- like of all, encompassing consternation about matters as 
various as population growth, food security, and greenhouse gas emis-
sions. In one way or another, such concerns are threaded through the 
recent histories of most parts of the world. Th ey are at the heart of many 
of the most pressing issues of our times, and they have been the focus 
of great debates, epic confrontations, and no small amount of political 
contention.

Little wonder, then, that the literature devoted to this movement, 
and the events that have constituted it over the years, is large. Scholarly 
monographs have accumulated alongside Sam Hays’s Beauty, Health, 
and Permanence, off ering various interpretations of the American 
environmental movement. Some, dissociating the scholarly fi eld of 
environmental history from the activist movement characterized as 
environmentalism, have teased the roots of American intellectual interest 
in human- nature relations back to Frederick Jackson Turner (1893), 
George Perkins Marsh (1864), and even beyond.16 Others staked out 
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competing vantage points from which to engage the story, both deep and 
contemporary, of peoples’ interactions with the American environment. 
Reduced to their essences, these have been characterized as materialist 
and idealist (intellectual or cultural) perspectives, the former focused on 
the (intersecting) agency of nature and humans and the latter on human 
conceptions of nature.17 More locally focused studies have recounted the 
intricacies of particular pivotal moments of environmental action and 
concern, from the Santa Barbara oil spill (1969), through the founding 
of Greenpeace (1970), and the tragedy that was Love Canal (which came 
to public light in 1978) to the “contemporary history” of Standing Rock 
and resistance to the Dakota Access Pipeline.18 Looking back upon 
pivotal episodes in the development of environmentalism, these studies 
have sought to chronicle and understand, even as some of them elided 
(or at least ignored) the distinction between scholarship and activism.

Taken as a whole, this outpouring of scholarship has moved envi-
ronmental history from the periphery toward the center of debates in 
American historical scholarship while deepening its complexity. It has 
also greatly enriched understanding of environmental activism.19 As the 
“timeline, reach and defi nition of environmental concern and activism” 
has been extended, new issues have emerged, particularly around what 
has become known as environmental justice and— as refl ected in the 
campaigns with Bill McKibben and Greta Th unberg at their center— 
the increasingly global, all- encompassing challenge presented by the 
“climate emergency.”20 All of this has prompted syntheses identifying 
“the transformation of the American environmental movement” and— 
recently— a concerted and impressive eff ort to “rethink” environmental-
ism, envisaging it not as a single “thing” (cf. Stegner) but as a “fi eld of 
movements.”21

Although other English- speaking countries broadly followed the lead 
of the United States in shaping environmental historical scholarship and 
developing varieties of environmental activism, there were endless nu-
ances in the details and timing of national and local trajectories.22 To 
mention only a few, fi rst in scholarship, then in activism: in the UK, 
where scholars in several disciplines pursued abiding interests in land-
scape change and human- environment interactions, the self- conscious 
recognition of environmental history as an academic fi eld lagged be-
hind North America; in Canada, early development of the fi eld drew 
to some extent from the venerable “human- environment” tradition in 
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geography, largely marginalized in the United States by the 1960s, and 
was marked by a stronger materialist emphasis than the fi rst stirrings of 
environmental history south of the forty- ninth parallel.23 Similarly, in 
New Zealand and Australia, strong traditions of geographical inquiry 
substantially shaped what later came to be regarded as foundational 
work in environmental history.24 In South Africa, by contrast, politi-
cal circumstances infl ected environmental concerns. Conservation (in 
the form of wildlife protection), championed by white South Africans 
through the twentieth century, dominated debates into the early 1980s, 
and the rising international tides of environmental historical scholar-
ship and environmental activism raised barely a ripple across the south-
ern tip of Africa.25

Most environmental activism in these countries has, and has had, 
strong local roots, even when the “wrongs” at issue are manifest on 
broader scales— think of radioactive fallout, acid rain, the ozone hole, 
global warming. Protests take place in places. Th ey are oft en addressed 
to specifi c place- bound audiences. Similar causes may be joined in dif-
ferent parts of the world— to stop the logging of ancient forests in British 
Columbia or Tasmania; to save the habitat of rare birds in Oregon and 
(again) Tasmania; to prevent the slaughter of whales in the mid- Pacifi c 
and the Southern Ocean— but the contexts and most of the actors dif-
fer.26 Th e swift  parrots of New South Wales and the spotted owls of the 
American Pacifi c Northwest are unlike in many ways; the former, “the 
fastest parrots on earth,” are critically endangered, the latter, noctur-
nal sit- and- wait predators, are near- threatened. But both nest in trees. 
Australians and Americans have been at the forefront of campaigns to 
stay the loss of their habitats to logging. For all of the ecological diff er-
ences between the two settings, the crusades bore marked similarities: 
deploying a repertoire of protest strategies that have become familiar 
through the years, protesters stood in the way of industrial machinery, 
hung banners from equipment, and echoed each other’s basic stances: 
“We will not sit and watch while yet another species is wiped off  the face 
of this planet for the greed of the few. Silence is complicit.”27 Here as in 
countless similar confl icts elsewhere, confrontations were endemic.

Apparently intractable disputes— such as arguments between 
environmental protestors and fellow citizens denied access to their 
workplaces by protest barricades— were oft en theatrical performances, 
designed in part to feed media outlets the images and sound bites they 
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desired, and thus to draw wider attention to the activist’s cause.28 In 
Australia and Oregon, habitat preservation may have been the espoused 
goal, and corporate greed the declared enemy of protesters, but those 
who worked in logging bore the immediate brunt of their challenges and 
successes.29 Similarly, the campaign to prevent the butchering of baby 
harp seals for their pelts on the springtime ice of the Newfoundland 
front paid scant heed to the consequences of stopping the hunt for the 
well- being of already impoverished Newfoundlanders.30 Legal, political, 
and corporate concerns generally aligned in their commitments to 
resource exploitation and business as usual, and vested interests rarely 
changed course easily. Yet the environmental cause registered victories. 
Activist interventions saved “pristine” valleys, prevented the raising 
of lakes and the drowning of land, and achieved notable political- 
diplomatic successes at scales beyond the local, as for example with the 
Montreal Protocol to protect the stratospheric ozone layer, signed in 
1987.31

Regardless, half a century aft er environmentalism emerged as a new 
social movement, important questions remain: has environmental 
activism achieved anything of substance? And is there hope for the 
future?32 In South Africa, where environmental rights were enshrined 
in the new South African constitution of the 1990s, the widespread 
embrace of neoliberal principles in the new millennium has undermined 
grassroots participation and volunteerism, and sapped the energy of an 
environmental justice movement that played a powerful role in the fi ght 
against apartheid.33 In Canada David Suzuki, a leading light of Canada’s 
environmental movement, recently began to wonder just what he and his 
compatriots had “really accomplished” and declared environmentalism 
a failure.34 Similar laments can be catalogued elsewhere, but let Swedish 
activist Greta Th unberg speak for the many who deplore the “business 
as usual” trajectory that they see riding roughshod over the celebrated, 
but small and transitory, victories of environmental protestors. As a 
young schoolgirl she found it hard to believe that climate change was 
happening, “because if there really was an existential crisis like that, that 
would threaten our civilisation, we wouldn’t be focusing on anything 
else.” In her teens she came to the view that “for way too long, the 
politicians and the people in power have gotten away with not doing 
anything to fi ght the climate crisis”— which she also recognized as an 
ecological and social crisis. Barely seventeen, at the World Economic 
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Forum in Davos in January 2019, she proclaimed (famously) that it was 
time “to act as if the house is on fi re, because it is.”35

How, I wonder, have we come to this? Among the many compelling 
and forcefully reasoned answers to this question available to us, a large 
handful draw power from their reach. Representing the complicated 
and ramifying eff ects of ideas, systems, forces, and practices by a word 
or two, they attribute both environmental despoliation and the snub-
bing of environmentalists’ concerns to capitalism, neoliberalism, liberal 
individualism, greed, legal systems of property rights, the pathological 
pursuit of profi t and power by corporate entities, and the tragedy of the 
commons.36 None of these is innocent of the general charge— but none 
carries full responsibility for the outcomes alleged either. In the com-
plex, naughty world that forever wriggles beyond the theories, gener-
alizations, and ideas with which we seek to comprehend it, liability is 
diffi  cult to ascertain.37

Rather than pursue such grand explanations, the remainder of this 
essay explores some of the challenges, hazards, and pitfalls that have 
beset environmental activism over the last several decades. It does this 
mindful of the many successes attributable to environmental action. 
Th e world as a whole may not be in better ecological shape than it was 
in, say, 1960, but many practices that would have made it much worse 
have been reined in or eliminated.38 At the same time, I recognize that 
there is much that needs to be addressed, urgently, to avoid various 
types and scales of impending environmental disaster. Popular embrace 
of the Anthropocene discourse refl ects widespread anxiety as well 
as the allure of a new term in the everyday lexicon. My aim in the 
refl ections that follow is not to provide clean, detachable conclusions 
or solutions. It is to provoke contemplation, fi rst of the implications 
of well- worn strategies and second of alternatives to them. Ranging 
widely— but by no means comprehensively— across the times, places, 
and literatures of environmental history and environmental activism, 
I argue that environmentalism has not failed, in any absolute sense. 
It remains a work in progress, a commitment that demands constant 
attention, a job not yet done. Th is owes much to ongoing changes in 
our ambient circumstances— from transformations in communications 
media, through growing suspicion of “expert” knowledge and the rise 
of populism, to shift ing ideological commitments— and more than a 
little to the ways in which environmental advocacy has snagged in the 
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past on intertwined questions of scale, strategy, and stewardship. Aft er 
reviewing the entangled complications of these three foci, which lie 
near the center of environmentalists’ activities and concerns, I turn, 
in conclusion and ever so briefl y, to weigh the value of the lessons of 
experience in an increasingly hyperconnected world that might move, 
in the wake of the COVID- 19 pandemic, to rebalance the benefi ts of 
environmentalism’s local and global orientations.

Scale

In 1972, when René Dubos urged people to think globally and act lo-
cally, he did more than coin the phrase that became the mantra of the 
environmental movement. By off ering up a slogan that resonated with 
contemporary circumstances and tapped into a deep well of popular 
sentiment, he framed a strategy for environmental action and sowed the 
seeds of a paradox that continues to complicate environmentalism.39

Between Christmas Eve 1968— when astronauts aboard Apollo 8 
entered lunar orbit and photographed Earth rising above the moon— 
and early December 1972— when the crew of Apollo 17 transmitted the 
breathtaking “Blue Marble” view of Earth back to Houston— new Earth 
images reshaped perceptions of humankind’s planetary home and made 
it easier for people to “think globally.” Breathtaking pictures of a colorful 
orb against a dark void seized the public imagination and gave credence 
to the idea of “Spaceship Earth,” a singular, self- contained, and fi nite 
crucible of all life.40

To those familiar with the absolute dependence of astronauts upon 
their capsule and its systems for reclaiming water, recycling air, and 
scrubbing carbon dioxide, the spaceship metaphor drove home the fra-
gility and interconnectedness of earth systems. For devotees of wilder-
ness, it seemed to buttress John Muir’s observation that everything was 
“hitched to everything else in the Universe.” Aldo Leopold’s argument 
(in his land ethic essay) that individuals are “members of a community 
of interdependent parts” gained new resonance, refl ected in the surging 
popularity of A Sand County Almanac. Th e metaphor also reinforced 
the message of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring about the interrelatedness 
of nature’s parts and gave popular purchase to the arguments of such di-
verse books as Paul Ehrlich’s Th e Population Bomb (1968) and Donnella 
Meadows and her coauthors’ Th e Limits to Growth (1972). Indeed, the 
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revealingly titled Whole Earth Catalogue— at its most popular during 
this four- year span— was so named because Stewart Brand, its founder, 
believed that the image of Earth from space would encourage people to 
recognize their shared destiny and adopt more environmentally sound 
modes of living. Th inking globally emphasized the importance of eco-
logical entanglements, even as it minimized cultural diff erences and dis-
parate histories.41

Th e injunction to act locally brought these entanglements home and 
encouraged a form of calculus in which wise choices replicated across 
the intricate mosaic of earth communities would cumulate to shape a 
better planetary future, and— conversely— ecological degradation of the 
earth system would subtract from the quality of local life. At one level, 
then, Dubos’s catchphrase seemed to substantiate the idea, given reso-
nant expression by American essayist and novelist Scott Russell Sanders, 
that “we can live wisely in our chosen place only if we recognize its con-
nections to the rest of the planet.”42 At another level, it gave power to the 
people by suggesting that planetary- scale concerns could be addressed 
at the grassroots level by individuals working alone or in small groups. 
At a third, it implied that local life and local politics would benefi t from 
attention to global issues. Th ere was much of value in all of this.

But the call to local action had other, paradoxical ramifi cations as it 
chimed, in diverse ways, with growing contemporary sentiment. In one 
register it reifi ed those very diff erences in culture and history that think-
ing globally tended to erase, by heightening the “sense of place.” Expres-
sion of the importance and virtues of place attachment seemed to burst 
forth in these years, possibly as a backlash against pervasive modern-
ist architecture and city planning and the increasingly peripatetic char-
acter of contemporary life. Indeed, the geographer Yi- fu Tuan claimed 
to have coined the word “topophilia” to refer to “the aff ective bond be-
tween people and place or setting” in a 1974 book that at least in part 
lamented the erosion of that bond.43

Certainly the idea that people and place were connected was in 
the air. In 1977 American environmental philosopher Paul Shepard 
suggested that it was impossible to know who you were if you did 
not know where you were. More pointedly, Wendell Berry attributed 
the mindless destruction of the American landscape to the nomadic 
character of the American experience, and Scott Russell Sanders 
proclaimed his desire to “become an inhabitant, one who knows and 
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honors the land,” as he lamented the “vagabond wind” that forever 
drove his restless compatriots to relocate.44 In Canada journalist Robert 
Fulford and civic politician John Sewell teamed up on a pamphlet about 
Toronto with the title A Sense of Time and Place. Northrop Frye tracked 
a more academic but parallel path when he framed “Where is here?” as a 
fundamental Canadian question, and Neil Evernden did likewise when 
he concluded that individuals did not exist without context, which was 
to say as “a component of place, defi ned by place.” Similarly, Canadian 
historians embraced local diff erence when they seized upon the concept 
of “limited identities” as a means to understand the country.45

In another sense the advice to act locally sanctifi ed immediate expe-
rience and entrenched what literary critic Ursula Heise and others call 
an “ethic of proximity” that valued intimate, bodily, sensory engage-
ments with nature over more abstract forms of understanding (which 
were surely important to thinking on a global scale). In this vein Norwe-
gian philosopher Arne Naess, founder and fi gurehead of the deep ecol-
ogy movement, pronounced that “the nearer has priority over the more 
remote— in space, time, culture, species.”46 Such sentiments bled easily 
into broader suspicions, increasingly evident in the 1960s and 1970s, of 
“things- at- a- distance,” of the impersonal character of urban and indus-
trial life, and of modernity in general, even as they supplied oxygen to 
back- to- the- land movements, the counterculture, the embrace of Indig-
enous ecological wisdom, and enthusiasm for the organization of so-
ciety on bioregionalist principles. Later they seemed to fi t easily with 
“postmodern” critiques of totalizing grand narratives and claims for the 
importance of local and “situated” knowledge. In sum, time and cir-
cumstances turned a forward- looking, four- word coinage emphasizing 
the links between everyday actions and global environmental circum-
stances against itself, to buttress “a general critique of modern socio- 
political structures” and resuscitate a traditional “sense of place.”47

Th e tensions between local and global (and their corollary associa-
tions of traditional and modern) perspectives are seemingly endemic 
to environmentalism. In country aft er country, beleaguered environ-
mentalists have sought at various times to “secure their nook of [local] 
ground from rash assault” by nonlocal intruders.48 Yet many of today’s 
most pressing environmental problems have diff use and diffi  cult- to- 
address origins; although we may experience them “at home,” they are 
generated at some remove, oft en by persons who (or organizations that) 
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stand beyond the reach of territorially bound legal and political systems 
and reject responsibility for the consequences of their actions. In other 
words, many of these local challenges are transgenerational products of 
“extraterritorial forces.” Th inking about this paradox in relation to the 
problem of climate change, German social psychologist Harald Welzer 
describes “individualist strategies” as tranquilizers that soothe anxiety 
but achieve little. He also fi nds little prospect of eff ective political re-
sponses at the international level, given the time it takes for political 
processes to run their course. So he argues for action at an intermediate 
scale, between the local and the global.49

All of this might prompt us to wonder whether a strong attachment 
to place remains as vital and as valuable to eff ective environmental com-
mitment as once it was. If the increasing connectedness of modern- day 
societies is spawning relatively placeless cultures, then one might argue 
that the strong sense of place emphasis that underpinned defenses of 
local nature in the 1970s could render environmentalism irrelevant in 
the twenty- fi rst century. In this vein, Heise insists that modern- day en-
vironmentalism needs to move beyond eff orts to “recuperate a sense of 
place,” to “foster an understanding of how a wide variety of both natural 
and cultural places and processes are connected and shape each other 
around the world, and how human impact aff ects and changes this con-
nectedness.”50 Others have urged the importance of developing a “pro-
gressive” sense of place, one that is “not self- enclosing and defensive, but 
outward- looking,” and adapted to the conditions of postmodernity, in 
which “space appears to shrink to a ‘global village’ of telecommunica-
tions and a ‘spaceship earth’ of economic and ecological interdependen-
cies . . . and time horizons shorten to the point where the present is all 
there is.” Th ese days, even activists in remote locales seeking to protect 
the patch of land to which they went back in days of yore are likely to 
have a computer and internet connection in their cobhouse or geode-
sic dome, allowing them to communicate instantaneously around the 
world.51

Should we then abandon our idea of places “as areas with boundar-
ies around” them, and imagine them instead “as articulated moments in 
networks of social relations and understandings,” with most of those re-
lations and understandings “constructed on a far larger scale than . . . the 
place itself ”? Geographer Doreen Massey has argued this case, which, 
she concludes, requires a shift  from thinking about “place vertically— as 
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rooted in time immemorial— to thinking of it horizontally, as produced 
relationally through its connections.”52 In this recalibration, the forces of 
globalization have reframed places; they are no longer isolated locales 
buff eted by remote forces or the locus of romanticized escapism but dy-
namic settings shaped by new philosophies, new forms of engagement, 
and new synergies between ideas and action at local and global scales.

But a note of caution: the past was less foreign than such narratives 
imagine. “Local” communities have long responded to the actions of 
global- scale political- economic- fi nancial events and actors, be they fac-
tory closures or toxic spills. Th ey have had to assume responsibility for 
problems they have not created, and they have grappled with the uneven 
distribution of power and infl uence. Home- place defenders thought 
globally and acted locally, even as they worked across scales to main-
tain particular conceptions of their localities. Risk assessments diff ered: 
some communities were divided by confl icting opinions about how 
best to deal with these threats; in others, local responses helped build 
trust, engagement, resilience, and power. Struggles to secure places peo-
ple held dear were driven by deep commitments to particular settings 
and shaped by local circumstances but turned, in the end, on emergent 
global concerns about the environment. Although they invoked the 
past, these campaigns were oriented to the future. In the end the oft en 
bitter struggle between “the place- loving soul” of the environmental 
movement on the one hand and “the temptations of a placeless moder-
nity” on the other marked environmentalism’s resistance to modernity’s 
“strategy of conceptual encompassment,” and a fuller understanding of 
the tangled relations among state, industry, and activists requires close 
and careful attention to the various scales at which this campaign was— 
and is— waged.53

Strategy

As a resistance movement, environmentalism functions in diverse 
ways. Broadly, environmentalism has stood against (i) the despoliation 
of particular places (be that despoliation the pollution of a lake, the 
destruction of a view, or the clear- cutting of a forested hillslope); (ii) 
the misuse of common property resources such as air and water or 
endangered species (think of campaigns against acid rain and whaling); 
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and (iii) the insatiable expansionary logic of late capitalism and its close 
ally and political instrument, the modern state.

Engagement on such diverse fronts encourages, even requires, widely 
diff erent strategies, or at least the deployment of a fi nite assortment of 
approaches adapted to radically diff erent scales. Blockades and demon-
strations in particular places can stop logging trucks or prevent the quar-
rying of a hillside (at least temporarily); they can also bring local acts of 
environmental plunder to global attention (think Greenpeace and the 
anti- sealing campaign). Not all environmental concerns are “end- of- 
pipe” ills (where harm occurs in a specifi c locale) or consequences of 
specifi c actions. Yet protests against pillage of the commons, or con-
testing the global- scale consequences of particular behaviors invariably 
take place someplace (here the best example may be the demonstration 
organized by 350 .org outside the White House in Washington, DC, to 
oppose construction of the Keystone XL pipeline through Montana and 
South Dakota because of its implications for global climate change).

Sometimes, though, blockades and protests may be impossible or 
ineff ective. Environmentalists in British Columbia discovered as much 
when logging moved into remote areas of the mid- coast, where the me-
dia coverage so essential to garnering attention and support for any 
opposition was limited by diffi  culties of access. In such circumstances, 
other strategies, including “market campaigns” aimed at reducing cor-
porate profi ts and tarnishing reputations by persuading consumers not 
to purchase the product, generally make more sense and have greater 
impact.54 Whatever the register in which they operated, many environ-
mentalists deployed mass protests, physical resistance, and the power 
of public pressure— shrewdly adopting and adapting the strategies and 
tactics of other social movements, such as those for civil rights, against 
the Vietnam War, and for feminism— to sway popular opinion and in-
fl uence politicians.

In these diff erent forms of opposition, environmentalists have gen-
erally been arrayed against “Industry” and its allies in government and 
fi nance. Th is latter coalition usually favored economic expansion and 
spoke in terms of the jobs and profi ts— the benefi ts— their plans would 
bring; in their discourse the environment was typically a resource, and 
ecological and aesthetic costs associated with its exploitation were dis-
counted as externalities. Yet even those who embraced development 
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sometimes disagreed over how to proceed, as advisers and strategists 
(accountants and trained foresters in the forest industry, for example), 
might prefer diff erent forms of action (one attentive to immediate bal-
ance sheets, the other the long- term health of the forest).

Typically, all sides in these disputes struggled over the question of 
where and how best to engage the others. Some company executives fa-
vored threats, bluster, and action regardless. Some government offi  cials 
believed that environmentalists might be “turned” or brought to accede 
to government agendas by the promise of infl uence; others wished no 
truck or trade with their opponents and preferred confrontation or ju-
dicial and quasi- judicial fora (such as the courts or Royal Commissions) 
to resolve diff erences. Usually, those party to such disputes found back-
ing, of one sort or another, from beyond the immediate battle zone and 
engaged in “deliberate, systematic attempt[s] to shape perceptions, ma-
nipulate cognitions, and direct behavior” to garner assistance and fur-
ther their cause.55

Faced with the challenges of opposition, environmentalists also di-
vide, legitimately, on how best to achieve their ends beyond the perfor-
mance theater of disruptive blockades. We can think of their choices 
schematically. At one end of a spectrum of possibilities lies rejection 
of capitalism and a trenchant, unfl inching oppositional stance. At the 
other, there is acknowledgment of the enormous power of formal pol-
itics and the marketplace, and the conviction that gains can be made 
by regulation or by nudging the market this way or that to ameliorate 
its environmental eff ects. Intermediate positions abound, and environ-
mentalists have occupied several of them over time. One study of envi-
ronmentalism in Nova Scotia found that some environmentalists (the 
author termed them nonmodernists) staunchly resisted change, to their 
lands and their lives. Others, inclined toward the political- market end 
of the spectrum (called ecomodernists), believed that the best prospects 
for environmental protection lay in working within the corridors of leg-
islative power to facilitate negotiations among environmental, industry, 
and state interests to limit environmental harm through regulation.56

In Nova Scotia at least, ecomodernists and nonmodernists oft en 
found themselves at odds; sometimes they clashed bitterly. Both David 
Orton and Susan Holtz considered themselves staunch environmental-
ists. Orton, who migrated to Canada from the UK in his early twenties, 
was a voracious reader, prolifi c writer, and “deep green” activist who 
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melded environmental ethics and social justice concerns into a phi-
losophy he called “Left  Biocentrism.” He expressed “solidarity with all 
life” and opposed economic growth and consumerism. He was fervent 
in the view that environmentalism should remain independent of gov-
ernment or corporate infl uence or support. He also insisted “that the 
Earth belongs to no one and should be a non- privatized Commons.” 
Yet he acquired and lived, through the last twenty- seven years of his 
life, on a “130- acre hill farm at the end of a dirt road through a forest” 
where wood was the only source of heat.57 Orton addressed this contra-
diction by pointing out that capitalist society off ered those who would 
further conservation and wildlife preservation few alternatives beyond 
the short- term option of using “private property ‘laws’ to buy one’s own 
place.”

Asked to provide guidance to her fellow Quakers on the question 
of nuclear power development being discussed in Nova Scotia in the 
early 1970s, Susan Holtz saw such an initiative as an unnecessary spur 
to wasteful consumption. From this beginning, she quickly forged a na-
tionwide coalition of people and groups opposed to nuclear power. Re-
fl ecting emerging ideas about the desirability of developing a conserver 
society and adopting what American environmental scientist Amory 
Lovins termed a “soft  energy path,” this coalition worked to assess the 
risks of nuclear power and promote research into alternative energy 
technologies. By the end of the decade, much of this work was being 
funded by government contracts: in 1980– 81, Holtz was working in con-
junction with sixteen Nova Scotia municipalities seeking effi  ciencies in 
energy management (funded by the Nova Scotia Department of Mines 
and Energy), updating an earlier study of soft  energy paths under a con-
tract with the federal Department of Energy, Mines and Resources, and 
working with other bodies.58 One such contract, to assist in the framing 
of (uranium) mining regulations, brought Orton and Holtz to logger-
heads. Although Holtz saw herself as a conciliator, someone who could 
serve as a bridge between radical environmentalists and the decision 
makers who held the levers of political and economic power, Orton 
had no time for those who accepted the rewards of corporate capitalism 
without seriously threatening its legitimacy.59 He thought it impossible 
to resolve major ecological problems this way; those who sought im-
provement by tinkering were, he said, misguided, deluded “pollyannas.”

For all that, many environmental activists have initially espoused 
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nonmodernist principles— unfl inching resistance to change, staunch 
opposition to the instruments of capitalist development, not- in- my- 
backyard defenses of place— only to come around to the view that 
bureaucratic minds (and policies) were more likely to be changed 
by collaboration than by resistance.60 To put this another way: 
environmental activism oft en begins with the intention of holding 
politicians and corporations to account. Protests and campaigns are 
explicitly oppositional: “continue thus and we will make your lives 
diffi  cult.” Sometimes governments acknowledge the problem. In 
broad terms we can see the development of “environmental policies” 
in country aft er country from the 1970s onward as a response to rising 
furor about and growing public realization of the fact— for example— 
that pollution was damaging lives and that governments could, and 
should, stop it. Catherine Knight, a committed environmentalist and 
sometime government bureaucrat, has helpfully documented the 
steady evolution of environmental administration along this path in 
Aotearoa/New Zealand in her book, Beyond Manapouri: Fift y Years of 
Environmental Politics in New Zealand, and leaves no doubt that that 
country “has made signifi cant progress in establishing the institutions 
and mechanisms to respond to environmental issues” in response to 
rising public concern and the willingness of concerned citizens to work 
with governments to move forward. Environmental understanding has 
increased greatly, regulation has driven technological innovation, and 
Aotearoa/New Zealand like many other countries has vastly improved 
its capacity to formulate “policy solutions to environmental problems.”61

Yet all is not well in the land of the long white cloud— and in many 
other jurisdictions with similar environmental governance records. 
Once an environmental leader, Aotearoa/New Zealand has become a 
laggard. In Knight’s view, the reasons for this lie in a strong propensity to 
short- termism (emphasizing immediate gain over long- term pain) and 
“the subordination of the public good to private property rights.” She is 
undoubtedly right— at least in part— because similar challenges haunt 
the environmental relations of almost all liberal- capitalist societies.

But the picture is more complicated than this. Environmentalists’ ef-
forts to work together with government and/or industry to temper “the 
industrialist- capitalist system” have oft en carried them into judicial are-
nas. Commission hearings and court proceedings are accepted ways of 
getting arguments heard and evidence on record, but they are also costly 
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procedures conducted according to formal rules of evidence and proof 
that serve in the end to legitimize the state. Long- running inquiries can 
also sap the resources of oft en- underfunded environmental partici-
pants.62 Eff orts to cover costs might bring disparate groups together to 
raise money, but they can also divert their energies from other actions. 
Even apparent environmental victories can be detrimental to the envi-
ronmentalist cause if they sharpen divisions between those who endorse 
offi  cial systems of decision- making and more radical grassroots envi-
ronmentalists suspicious of “establishment activists” more wedded to 
the process of change than the environmental cause— or between those 
inclined to marry deep ecological positions with social justice concerns 
and those who prefer bureaucratically oriented “market” solutions to 
environmental issues.

All of this makes clear that choosing the appropriate strategy— as 
well as the right scale— for environmental action has been a conundrum 
for environmentalists. Acting locally has its merits, but the calculus of 
addition rarely translates into global gains. Standing at barricades in 
defense of home places might save this patch of forest or that moun-
tainside from exploitation, but such local victories cannot stay the jug-
gernaut of economic development and win the battle. Confrontations 
degenerate into a war of attrition. Rebuff ed here, industry moves on to 
pursue its goals there; environmentalists rally anew to blockade again; 
the battle runs its course through injunctions, arrests, and acrimony, 
as the case may be; then the cycle is repeated. Environmentalists rarely 
have the time, numbers, and resources to exhaust the companies’ drive 
to continue. Combatting the growth imperatives of industrial- capitalist 
society requires other strategies. But what should those be? Almost half 
a century ago, Greenpeace espoused nonviolent environmental action 
and used spectacular protest and market boycotts to protect particu-
lar species and specifi c ecologies. Yet Greenpeace member Paul Watson 
concluded that “holding up protest signs, taking pictures and ‘bearing 
witness’ while whales are getting killed in front of you doesn’t achieve 
anything at all.” He engaged infamously in more direct action through 
his Sea Shepherd Society. Meanwhile, others strove to establish regu-
lations to improve air quality, water and waste management, land- use 
planning, natural resource extraction, and energy policy.63

Should environmentalists work within the industrial- capitalist system 
to limit and ameliorate exploitation and despoliation of the earth, or 
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should they endeavor to overthrow that system entirely? Are these really 
alternatives? Might urgent short- term actions help shift  policy horizons 
and achieve long- term goals of regime change, by raising awareness of 
the issues and persuading more and more people of the need to act? 
Or are they likely to have the opposite eff ect, because confl ict can be 
dysfunctional? Is it possible, in our current circumstances, to achieve 
dramatic regime change in time to address the environmental challenges 
we face? Or does our best hope lie in developing a pluralistic decision- 
making environment in which confl ict is only part of a conversation that 
encompasses the possibility of working to change things from within? 
Th ese questions haunt us yet.

Stewardship

Perhaps the ghosts of uncertainty might be reduced, if not banished, by 
fi guring out what environmentalism is about. One recurring and over-
arching answer to this question is “stewardship.” But this is a slippery 
concept. Its roots lie in the obligations of the servant (steward) desig-
nated to provide food and drink for the household, but its reference has 
extended over the years to include any task of supervising or taking care 
of something: the oversight of law courts, employee unions, college din-
ing halls, Masonic lodges, and so on. More recently the term has come 
to connote “careful and responsible management.” But it is also invoked 
in religious contexts, to refer to the use of time, talents, material posses-
sions, or wealth in the service of God— or more pointedly to “utilizing 
and managing all resources God provides for the glory of God and the 
betterment of His creation.”64

A recent attempt to pin down the meaning of environmental 
stewardship failed to fi nd an answer in any “academic studies.” Th e 
term, these authors point out, “has been used to refer to such diverse 
actions as creating protected areas, replanting trees, limiting harvests, 
reducing harmful activities or pollution, creating community gardens, 
restoring degraded areas, or purchasing more sustainable products.” It 
encompasses attempts at environmental conservation as well as active 
restoration programs, and it oft en implies the sustainable use and/or 
management of resources, all undertaken at a variety of scales, in rural 
and urban settings.65

Trying to cut through all of this, we might ask whether stewardship, 
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in its environmental sense, is about protection? restraint? or revolution? 
In some sense, of course, it has been about all of these things, and there, 
perhaps, is why stewardship is one of the snags on which environmen-
talism has snarled. Protection, restraint, revolution are very diff erent 
goals. Although all have emerged in reaction to deep or long- standing 
ills, each implies a radically diff erent implementation strategy.

For reasons that have a lot to do with ideas of progress, human greed, 
and marketplace (as opposed, say, to ecological) economics, nature has 
long been objectifi ed as a resource to be exploited for human benefi t. 
Other views— and specifi c forms of resistance to this attitude— have 
long existed, of course. Th ink of Saint Francis of Assisi and his twelft h- 
century love of birds and animals; of English parson- naturalists such as 
John Ray and Gilbert White; of the natural theology of William Paley; of 
William Blake fi nding heaven in a wildfl ower; of the mantra enjoining 
people to study nature, not books, espoused by several prominent North 
Americans at the turn of the twentieth century.

Many of these dissident voices contributed to what has been called 
a preservationist ethic— the sense that some of nature’s glory should 
be saved— protected— from the destructive march of economic growth. 
Here the familiar story of John Muir (“John of the Mountains”), the es-
tablishment of Yosemite National Park in California, and the founding 
of the Sierra Club can stand for the important larger story, much as Muir 
himself does when he is characterized as the “Father of the National 
Parks.”66 But if these parks were “America’s best idea,” they also helped 
substantiate a sentimental view of nature as something designated and 
bounded, a pleasant scenic backdrop to the far more important pursuit 
of economic growth and development.67

For the fi rst generation of historians of environmental ideas, at least 
in North America, Muir’s preservationist ethic oft en stood as a foil to 
more utilitarian conservation.68 Th is wise- use philosophy also had a 
long and diverse pedigree. Some would trace it back to George Perkins 
Marsh, some to Giff ord Pinchot and through him to the forestry schools 
of nineteenth- century France and Germany. Its great chronicler was 
Samuel Hays, whose landmark 1959 book characterized conservation 
as the “gospel of effi  ciency”; resources were just that, assets to be used 
for human purpose and benefi t, not things to be squandered rashly or 
without purpose.69 Wise use was better than spendthrift  exploitation. As 
the endless frontier closed and plenty proved fi nite, the future could be 
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assured through careful resource management and the implementation 
of sustained yield strategies. Generally, sustained yield meant curbing 
demand to keep exploitation below a threshold of renewability.70 Th is 
meant restraint. Th ere were limits to growth, but all would be fi ne if we 
could set proper targets and hit them.

Th erein, of course, lay another problem. Natural systems are enor-
mously complex, science proved uncertain, demand remained vora-
cious, and politics was everywhere. Mathematical models “explained” 
murky reality, even as they became too complex for most people to un-
derstand, and allowed input assumptions shaped by necessary simplifi -
cations, notions of ideal types, and the subjective choice of factors to de-
termine harvest thresholds and long- term outcomes.71 Most notoriously, 
fi sheries management according to maximum sustained yield principles 
on Canada’s Atlantic coast produced concern, consternation, and then 
catastrophe as fi sh populations plummeted.72 Although weathered fi sh-
ers worried about their declining catches, highly schooled bureaucrats 
remained convinced that all was well. By 1992 the fi ve- hundred- year- 
old cod fi shery had been managed to annihilation. Chastened, fi sheries 
managers replaced their confi dent forecasts with talk of risk and uncer-
tainty. Still, calls for change— if not always revolution— rang out. New 
ways were needed to save fi sh, trees, nature, and the world.

In tune with the times, some disavowed “expert knowledge.” Science, 
they said, is reductive. By modeling and predicting, it encourages 
the hubristic belief that humans can control nature. Th e very idea of 
“management,” the argument continued, is “rooted in the political 
and economic context of capitalist resource extraction” and should 
be abandoned in favor of a moral code defi ning the relations between 
people, nature, and their mutually supporting contexts.73 Listen to the 
locals, ran this line of thought. Experience is the best guide. By placing 
“justice, compassion, and learning above science, rationality, and profi t 
in shaping our interactions with the earth,” we might be more inclined to 
forsake “the holy grail of manageability” and live within the ecosystems 
of which we are a part.74

Th is was too little for some. Changing the channel was no more than 
a temporary salve. It was the medium that was the problem, not the 
message. In this view, anthropocentric worldviews had to be discarded. 
All living things should be respected and aff orded basic moral and le-
gal rights regardless of their instrumental utility to humans.75 Naess, 
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the originator of the philosophy of deep ecology, insisted that shallow 
(anthropocentric) environmentalism, with its utilitarian inclinations to-
ward protection, restraint, and management, should be replaced by the 
idea that all forms of existence had an inviolable, if unquantifi able, right 
to life. In Naess’s forceful view, “No single species of living being has 
more of this particular right to live and unfold than any other species.”76

Others, equally concerned about humankind’s quickening and ever 
more forceful assault on the planet during the heyday of high modern-
ism aft er World War II, sought other, even deeper causes for the ills sur-
rounding them. Proponents of such views insisted on the need to stop 
chasing economic growth in favor of improving the quality of life, made 
sustained arguments about the links between liberalism and capitalism, 
and concluded that “capitalism, once liberalism’s loyal partner, had be-
come the liberal’s greatest enemy.”77 We do not, they contended, need 
to embrace without question every new invention in the name of eco-
nomic effi  ciency. We can reject the competitive, possessive individualist 
ethos unleashed by liberal- capitalist conviction in favor of cooperation, 
community, and the commonweal.78 Th ese words portend revolution, 
but they have yet to gain widespread traction.

Naess’s ideas, by contrast, were soon extended by arguments for new 
biocentric or deep green attitudes, and set in motion by the activities of 
Earth First!79 In 1971 the titular character of Dr. Seuss’s book Th e Lorax 
claimed to speak for the trees that had no tongues.80 Only a few months 
later, Christopher Stone asked whether trees should have “standing,” 
or legal rights, and a few years aft er that Peter Singer urged that ani-
mals be given moral consideration.81 A decade ago, Ecuador enshrined 
a parcel of rights pertaining to Mother Earth (at least within the bounds 
of that country), and legal personhood has since been conferred upon 
rivers, glaciers, and a mountain in various parts of the world.82 Th ese 
developments— largely symbolic though some of them may be— were 
almost impossible to envisage a half century ago.

Hope in the Anthropocene

Th is, it is worth remembering, is the way of the world. Th ings change— 
albeit oft en gradually. And humans frequently drive those changes. 
Many changes are made deliberately, the result of conscious, careful, 
calculated choices. Others are unanticipated, the consequence of 
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narrow vision, inadequate understanding, fervent conviction, or even 
the perverse rejection of alternative options. Some seem to happen 
suddenly, some are more obviously slow to unfold, although they 
may gain unassailable momentum and transcend, in time, the impact 
of apparently more revolutionary shift s in circumstances.83 Life is 
contingent. Agency, as management gurus would remind their fellows, 
“is infl uenced by a multitude of internal and external factors.” Politics, 
as Otto von Bismarck famously had it, is the art of the possible.84

However abruptly they seem to occur, all changes have precursors or 
histories. Groundwork is done. Foundations are laid. Setbacks are en-
dured. Battles are rejoined. Against the backdrop of high- modernist and 
neoliberal enthusiasms for economic development, the extension of le-
gal and moral rights to trees, animals, rivers, and glaciers might be con-
sidered revolutionary, almost miraculous, because extending rights to 
some “thing” requires that it “be seen and valued for itself,” and that is 
hard to do that if the “thing” has no “rights.” Yet as Stone noted in argu-
ing for trees, the circle of those entitled to various rights had expanded, 
however episodically and imperfectly over the millennia, to encompass 
children, “prisoners, aliens, women (especially of the married variety), 
the insane, Blacks, foetuses, and Indians.”85 As the range of recognition 
swells, so the circle of ethical and moral sentiment expands. Whether 
by dedicated and systematic labor or the serendipitous realization of an 
appropriate fi t, pieces are added to the puzzle. Fragment by fragment 
a fuller, more encompassing image emerges, revealing what the rela-
tions among humans and the rest of nature might be, even as the shape 
of these arrangements extends beyond possibilities envisaged by those 
who fi rst began to expand the circle of moral consideration.86

So, moves to enshrine the rights of nature in the constitution of 
Ecuador and to recognize Te Awa Tupua (the Whanganui River in 
Aotearea/New Zealand) as an indivisible and living being possessed of 
the “rights, powers, duties and liabilities of a legal person” are recent 
milestones on a long and winding path that traces back through the 
establishment of environmental impact assessments, licensing systems 
intended to extract value from the exploitation of resources, and the 
protection of places with high scenic beauty to the discovery of glory in 
mountains and wonder in nature.87 So, too, the hundred- plus countries 
that have incorporated the right to a healthy environment into their 
constitutions since 1972 have done so, substantially, on the basis of 
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work done in the last fi ve decades by scientists, citizens, environmental 
activists, politicians, and others increasingly persuaded of the magnitude 
of the developing ecological crisis.

In the fi nal analysis these provisions oft en go beyond the hopes of 
many of those who advocated for them. By one account “the human 
right to a healthy environment brings together the environmental di-
mensions of civil, cultural, economic, political, and social rights, and 
protects the core elements of the natural environment that enable a life 
of dignity.”88 But acceptance of this right to a healthy environment also 
rests upon the earlier concerns and commitment of thousands who ag-
itated against the environmental ills made tangible by the smogs of Los 
Angeles and London in the 1950s and 1960s, and before them by the 
likes of Alice Hamilton, whose work at Hull House in Chicago before 
World War I revealed the extent and potency of industrial toxicity and 
unsanitary living conditions among immigrant workers.89

All of this speaks to two essential points that off er grounds for hope 
in the Anthropocene. First, the essential message of environmentalism 
through the last half century and more has been a deeply ecological and 
inclusive one: everything is connected and we are all in this together. 
Here lay the compelling power of early “Spaceship Earth” rhetoric, and 
here too current concerns about planetary boundaries, the ecological 
ceiling, safe operating spaces, and overshoot fi nd their purchase. 
Second, and despite pitfalls, diversions, and reversals along the way, 
environmental activism has secured a lot of local ground and many 
planetary processes from rash assault over the last several decades. 
Earth continues to suff er various forms of abuse at diverse scales, but we 
cannot live in the world without leaving marks upon it. Minimization 
and mitigation are more realistic goals than complete avoidance, and on 
this score environmentalism has chalked up notable victories. Eternal 
vigilance and continuing commitments are required to hold and extend 
ground already won— but that is the nature of the job.

As a movement, environmentalism has been resilient and resource-
ful. Modern environmentalism emerged in North America in tandem 
with and in reaction to a series of massive transformations of land and 
life in the years aft er World War II. In this it bore some resemblance to 
the British Romantic movement that spawned William Blake, Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, John Ruskin, William Wordsworth, and others who 
rebelled against the societal, aesthetic, and environmental consequences 
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of the fi rst Industrial Revolution to see “a World in a Grain of Sand / 
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower.”90

Th e environmental movement of the late 1960s developed in re-
sponse to many of the most egregious environmental consequences of 
the (high) modernist moment, when brute force technologies remade 
the face of the earth by turning rivers into machines, farms into facto-
ries, and cities into concrete jungles; by polluting the air and the waters; 
by displacing people and their communities; and by unleashing bulldoz-
ers to construct highway networks that fostered automobility and ex-
tended suburbia, seemingly almost endlessly across the countryside.91 
Little wonder that much of the early discourse of the movement turned 
on the defense of home places and a refusal of modernity.

Changing circumstances soon shift ed the terms on which 
environmentalists sought to stand their ground, however. Globalization 
and hyperconnectivity— the signature characteristics of the neoliberal 
era— did much to dissociate protest and place. Increasingly amorphous 
corporate entities, headquartered in locales remote from the scenes 
of most of their activities and increasingly able to operate beyond the 
close regulatory or fi nancial control of national governments, were ever 
more diffi  cult to censure “in person.” Th e nature of many of the most 
pressing environmental ills also changed— and here global warming is 
the prime example— as their eff ects had global consequences and the 
apportionment of responsibility for them was confounded by historical, 
national, and corporate obfuscations that traded in one way and another 
on “tragedy of the commons” arguments. Rather than despairing at the 
magnitude of the mountain looming before them, activists adapted. 
Shift ing attention from the supply to the demand side of commodity 
chains, they orchestrated consumer boycotts instead of workplace 
confrontations. Combining compelling publicity campaigns with new 
tactics (such as the registered and recognizable certifi cation of goods 
produced according to specifi ed environmental standards), they raised 
environmental awareness and provided millions of people with ready 
means to make thoughtful decisions about their consumption choices.92

Furthermore, environmentalists of the twenty- fi rst century have 
learned from, and largely moved beyond the categorical purity that 
bedeviled and divided environmentalists in Nova Scotia and many 
other places as they argued bitterly over the morality of consorting with 
the devil of corporate capitalism. Just as the bitter wars in the woods 
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of British Columbia, Oregon, Tasmania, and other domains (which 
seemed at times to turn on a choice that was no choice at all: between no 
logging whatsoever and complete removal of the forest) have given way 
to pragmatic compromises expressed and enforced through regulation, 
so too are more environmentally benign ways forward being brokered 
in other sectors. Likewise (in response to both scientifi c research 
and activist consciousness- raising), recognition of the necessity of 
technological change to address the potential consequences of further 
climate change is gaining traction among governments and corporate 
interests previously staunchly opposed to signifi cantly adjusting the 
status quo. Change is coming.

In the end environmentalists are unlikely to claim, anytime soon, 
that the great conjoined conundrums of our time— How can we assure 
the future of generations to come? How can we save the planet?— have 
been properly addressed. Indeed, that moment might remain forever 
beyond human attainment. It is a holy grail to strive for, rather than a 
goal to reach. Environmentalism is a job that lasts forever. Clearly there 
can be no sloughing of the hard work entailed in that task. Moving the 
environmental agenda forward requires that environmentalists be clear 
about their goals, the scale of their concerns, and the strategies they will 
use to achieve their ends. But there is reason for hope, as we navigate the 
Anthropocene, in the complex half- century record of recent environ-
mental activism, and the major economic and social perturbations pro-
duced by the COVID- 19 pandemic of 2020– 21. Th ere is no simple nor 
universally applicable formula for success, but recent disruptions that 
have destabilized the neoliberal consensus have shown that swift  and 
signifi cant adjustments can be made to the status quo. If politics is the 
art of the possible, so environmentalism might ART- fully knit together 
heightened public Awareness, the power of appropriate Regulation, 
and the potential of improved Technology to provide a compelling new 
story about the human place in Earth’s ecosystem— and a more secure 
and just future for us all.
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