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The Future of Nature blazes a new trail for
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of predictive expertise? This neglected historical
question gives The Future of Nature much of its
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without rival species. The Future of Nature tracks
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economic development? How can we integrate
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GDP and CO2 PPM are frequently deployed to gen‐

and ambition, there will be legitimate questions

erate quite different visions of the future.

about the criteria of selection. One fundamental

Another crucial thread in the argument con‐

issue that does not receive full attention here is

cerns the emergence of the concept of the “envi‐

the relation between predictive analysis in the

ronment” in the modern sense of a global system

natural sciences and other disciplines. The ex‐

vulnerable to anthropogenic force. Warde, Sörlin,

cerpts from Malthus and Jevons hint at a neglect‐
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Malthus. The use of “scenario building” in climate
change policy offers another striking case of such

This hypothesis about the origins of environ‐
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Many arguments about environmental futures

have been overlaid by concerns about ecological

2

H-Net Reviews

have been fueled by social visions of benign con‐
traction and stagnation. Here too there is a great
deal of scholarly work to be done. What were the
historical roots of concepts like degrowth, pleni‐
tude, and sufficiency?
The Future of Nature provides an important
and useful model for historians who wish to en‐
gage with the problem of anthropogenic climate
change and the closely related issue of scale in a
serious yet critical manner. Too often, a historical
perspective is missing in contemporary debates
about the economics, ethics, and politics of cli‐
mate change. There has been an odd reluctance
on the part of many scholars in environmental
history (especially in the United States) to admit
the severity of the crisis of climate change, per‐
haps out of a misplaced sense that the basic sci‐
ence is still uncertain or that the social and eco‐
nomic risks are exaggerated. The ecological orien‐
tation guiding much of environmental history
may have contributed to the problem, in as much
as it often fails to recognize the fundamental dif‐
ference between environmental change at the lev‐
el of specific ecosystems and at the level of the
Earth System as a whole.
The rich source materials and commentaries
in The Future of Nature will make it a comprehen‐
sive sourcebook in courses on historical geogra‐
phy, the history of climate science, and environ‐
mental thought. For those of us who believe that
history of science forms an indispensable compo‐
nent of environmental history, this is a particular‐
ly welcome addition.
Note
[1]. Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer, “The
‘Anthropocene,’” Global Change Newsletter 41
(2000): 17–18.
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