
 

 

 

 
The White Horse Press 

 
Full citation: Winiwarter, Verena, ed. "Environmental History in Europe from 

1994 to 2004: Enthusiasm and Consolidation." Environment and 
History 10, no. 4, 10th Anniversary Issue (November 2004): 501–
30. http://www.environmentandsociety.org/node/3217. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rights: All rights reserved. © The White Horse Press 2004. Except 
for the quotation of short passages for the purpose of 
criticism or review, no part of this article may be reprinted or 
reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, 
mechanical or other means, including photocopying or 
recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, 
without permission from the publishers. For further 
information please see http://www.whpress.co.uk.   

 



Environment and History 10 (2004): 501–30
© 2004 The White Horse Press

Environmental History in Europe from 1994 to 2004: 
Enthusiasm and Consolidation

VERENA WINIWARTER (ED.)* 
WITH CONTRIBUTIONS (IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER) BY 
MARCO ARMIERO, PETRA VAN DAM, ANDREAS DIX, 
PER ELIASSON, POUL HOLM, LEOS JELEČEK, 
ROBERT A. LAMBERT, GENEVIÈVE MASSARD-GUILBAUD, 
MANUEL GONZÁLES DE MOLINA, TIMO MYLLYNTAUS, 
JAN OOSTHOEK, CHRISTIAN PFISTER, AND LAJOS RÁCZ

* Corresponding author
Abteilung für Kultur- und Wissenschaftsanalyse
IFF Universität Klagenfurt
Schottenfeldgasse 29, A 1070 Wien.1

ABSTRACT

This review presents European scholarship in environmental history by highlight-
ing a limited number of works which have proved significant in their respective 
countries. The decade from 1994–2004 saw the development of a new scholarly 
network for environmental history in Europe. Members of this network have 
contributed to an overview about important work done in their region during the 
last ten years. A series of case studies on the UK, Sweden, Finland, Denmark, 
the Netherlands and Belgium, France, Italy, Spain and Czechia and Slovakia are 
offered. The emerging picture shows the diversity of approaches and themes as 
well as the different degrees of institutional backing and involvement into teach-
ing curricula. The introduction discusses the language challenges in Europe and 
some common traits in the development are sketched in the conclusions. 
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INTRODUCTION

How, if at all, is environmental history in Europe different now from what it 
was in 1995, when this journal was first published? When the decade under 
consideration began in 1994, European environmental history had already had 
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some history. Coming mainly from historical geography, ecology, and different 
sub-fields of history such as the history of technology or agricultural history, 
European scholars had written pieces about human impact on nature, the chang-
ing human appreciation of nature, and a lot of other themes, but had not often 
connected themselves to ʻEnvironmental History  ̓ as a distinct approach. In 
the late 1980s, historians with an interest in environmental matters had begun 
setting up a network, acknowledging the distinction of environmental history 
as theirs, the ʻEuropean Association for Environmental History  ̓(EAEH). Inci-
dentally, it has stood the test of time solely in Britain, where it still exists today 
as a ʻUK branchʼ.

From 1989 until 1993, when it was still European-wide, the EAEH was able 
to publish a Newsletter. When, after a pause of two years, in 1995 the launch 
was announced of a new journal which promised a more professional way of 
publication and wider distribution, it was gladly welcomed in the community. 
Richard Grove as founding editor quickly globalised its scope and an international 
board ensured the quality of scholarship. But the absence of an organisation to 
connect scholars across Europe could not be compensated for by a journal. 

So the European Society for Environmental History (ESEH) was founded 
in 1999. This soon became a large scholarly society and currently has about 
360 members from 39 different countries, among them 28 European countries. 
The authors of the following survey are dedicated members of ESEH, most of 
them act as regional representatives in the Board. 

Since 1999, ESEH has held two international conferences, 2001 in St. 
Andrews, Scotland and 2003 in Prague, Czechia, the third one will be held in 
Florence, in February, 2005. The foundation of ESEH constitutes one of the 
major institutional developments in environmental history over the last decade. 
Information about ESEH can be found on its website, www.eseh.org, or in the 
Societies Section of this journal, where, thanks to the generosity of the White 
Horse Press, a newsletter called ʻNotepad  ̓has been published regularly since 
February, 2002.

Self-conscious environmental historians were a rarity in Europe even at 
the beginning of the last decade. To meet a sizeable number of them, one had 
to cross the Atlantic. Colleagues from the Nordic countries were the first to 
establish connections with this community and invite their US colleagues to 
teach in Scandinavia and Finland. Such collaboration was helped by the fact 
that the Nordic countries are highly anglophone, and teaching in English was 
a possibility. It still matters how anglophone a country and her historians are. 
The following surveys of the current state and trends in environmental history 
are sorted in a rather intuitive way by perceived maturity and size of the field of 
environmental history in the respective regions, starting where environmental 
history has reached some degree of establishment and proceeding to those where 
it is not yet well established. This sequence corresponds somewhat to the degree 
of anglophony in the various regions.

 http://www.eseh.org 
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Language is an important question for European scholars. The European 
Union alone has 20 official languages, with at least 7 more spoken as national 
languages in Europe. Figure 1 shows the total proportion of European citizens 
speaking each language in the EU (as mother tongue or as foreign language), 
which makes the paramount importance of English visible at a glance.
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Figure 1: The thirteen languages of the EU 15 in the year 2000 as practised by number 
of speakers as both mother tongue (MT) or foreign language (FL).

Source: European Commission, Directorate-General for Education and Culture, Eu-
ropeans and Languages: a Eurobarometer Special Survey (Data are from a December 
2000 survey). 

The diversity of languages and national cultures (which includes scholarly 
culture) sets Europe apart from the rest of the world, and is a major factor to be 
considered in the development of scholarly networks and scholarship at large. 
For that reason, this article is a collaborative effort. With one obvious excep-
tion, the authors write about communities of scholars for whom English is a 
second language. For most scholars, visibility of their work is influenced to a 
higher degree by the language it is written in than by any other factor. In some 
countries (in particular the smaller ones) articles in foreign languages are valued 
highly, often higher than books in the native language, to the point that they 
determine academic careers. This is due to a perceived need for international 
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visibility. To avoid this distortion, works in several European languages are 
presented hereafter, even if we are aware that this will limit the international 
readability of some of them.

As the authors of the chapter on the Nordic countries point out, about 1000 
works within the scope of environmental history were published in Finland 
and Denmark alone in the past ten years. The scope of this article forbids a 
comprehensive survey, and even an abridged survey would yield an annotated 
bibliography rather than an overview. Instead of attempting completeness, the 
authors have been asked to highlight one or two of the most important contribu-
tions to environmental history, which have been accomplished in their region. 
Selection criteria were either scholarly value or the controversy or publicity 
the work created. Each of the following articles is a limited glimpse of what is 
considered important by the authors, and the articles differ in what they see as 
environmental history. The struggle to have environmental history recognised as 
a sub-discipline of historical studies in a country sometimes leads to an emphasis 
on difference to related work, in particular in regions where the field is relatively 
new. Relations to forest history can be difficult. That is particularly visible in 
some of the articles. As the thematic focus is different in each contribution, an 
overall picture of the diversity of themes and approaches within Europe emerges. 
In a few instances, work by European scholars about non-European themes is 
mentioned, which helps to complete the picture of international communication 
and collaboration within environmental history. 

There might be – and in some cases surely are – works from the last ten 
years, which are not covered by this article, such as environmental history stud-
ies in Portugal. Greece, Poland, Ireland, Norway, Iceland and both the Balkan 
and the Baltic states. Neither Romania nor Bulgaria is included. This could not 
be helped here. Further development of the network of ESEH will hopefully 
bring scholarship from these countries to international attention. No chapter on 
Russia and the other ex-Soviet republics in Eastern Europe such as the Ukraine, 
Belarus and Moldavia, could be included due to the sadly premature death of 
ESEHʼs regional representative in this region, Alexei Karimov.

THE UNITED KINGDOM 

ROBERT A. LAMBERT AND JAN OOSTHOEK

Modern British environmental history has its roots in a number of disciplines. 
Major contributions have been made in the past by landscape history, economic 
and social history, historical geography, archaeology, environmental science, 
philosophy, and wider studies of the British Empire. As the subject has matured 
in Britain, more scholars and institutions have embraced its potential. A body of 
historiography and lively debate around the subject has developed over the last 
ten years2. Some of the most powerful strands of British environmental history 
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are recognisable in the works of the main contributors over the past decade: 
Scottish historian T.C. Smout, geographer Ian Simmons, colonial historians 
Richard Grove and John MacKenzie, American historian Peter Coates and 
historical geographer John Sheail.

Chris Smout is one of the founding fathers of environmental history in 
Britain in the modern era, inheriting the legacy of the earliest pioneers (W.G. 
Hoskins, Oliver Rackham and Peter Brimblecombe3), and building upon it. His 
contributions have been dynamic and wide ranging; promoting institutional 
support for the discipline; producing research publications; using teaching, 
PhD supervision, external lectures, the media and conferences; and engaging 
with environmental policymakers/managers and the public. In 1990 he gave the 
Raleigh Lecture on British History at the British Academy in London, taking 
as his theme the rise of green consciousness in Highland Scotland 1750–1990. 
In 1999, he delivered the prestigious Ford Lectures on British History at the 
University of Oxford, under the title: ʻUse and Delight: environmental his-
tory in northern Britain since 1600ʼ. These six lectures led to the book Nature 
Contested (2000), which has won recognition from scholars, students and those 
beyond the classroom4. Smoutʼs work is distinguished by a lifelong curiosity 
for wildlife and landscapes, and a desire to produce scholarly and accessible 
environmental history, coupled with an ability to offer insights from both the 
natural and social sciences. As he has often observed, we do need to understand 
that ʻNature, like us, has a historyʼ.

There has always been a strong interest in the interaction between people and 
the environment within the historical geography community. The geographical 
approach reached new heights during the 1990s with the publication of Ian Sim-
mons  ̓book, Environmental History: A Concise Introduction (1993), an ambitious 
work offering ʻA history of the world in only five chaptersʼ.5 This study details 
how humans, with the help of natural processes, have transformed the globe. As 
Simmons explained, ̒ The task of this narrative is to see how human communities 
and natural changes together have produced todayʼs variegationsʼ.6 Although 
interaction is mentioned, the action is mainly a one-way street. This problem is 
corrected in An Environmental History of Great Britain (2001), which provided 
an overview of the development of the British ̒ environment  ̓from the end of the 
last Ice Age until the present.7 This expansive work showed, in a systematic way, 
how landscape and human communities changed together. Simmons synthesised 
material from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds such as physical geography, 
archaeology, place name analysis, as well as social/economic history and the 
history of science. He also epitomises the interdisciplinary approach linking 
geography and history with the natural sciences.

Some studies have approached environmental history from an economic 
point of view. A good example is B.W. Clappʼs An Environmental History of 
Britain since the Industrial Revolution (1994).8 Whilst this book is widely used 
as an introductory textbook to the subject in British universities it is, on deeper 
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reflection, much more of a standard economic and social history than an envi-
ronmental history. The weakness with Clappʼs approach is that there seems to 
be little interaction between humans and the natural environment. His discus-
sion of pollution provides no ecological context to tie this issue to the wider 
environment that lies beyond the industrial heartlands of Britain. 

An important strand in British environmental history developed from the 
study of the history of the British Empire and the effects of colonialism on the 
environment. Traditional studies of Imperialism emphasise blind environmental 
degradation and disruption of pre-colonial ecologies by aggressive resource 
extraction. In Green Imperialism (1995), Grove offers evidence that some co-
lonial administrators were very aware of the fragility of local environments and 
indigenous environmental knowledge. Often they pursued a policy to protect 
landscapes, soils and forests from the negative impacts of colonial exploita-
tion. Grove agues that the colonial context was the breeding ground for early 
environmental ideas, which were transported back to Europe where they fuelled 
early environmental concerns. Groveʼs contribution to environmental history 
is that he sees the development of environmentalism in different parts of the 
world, not in national isolation, but across time and space.9 The same argument 
is made by colonial historian John MacKenzie in Empires of Nature and the 
Nature of Empires (1997). This book surveys the lively historiography of the 
environmental history of the British Empire suggesting fresh modes of analysis 
and intimate connections with, for example, the important Scottish colonial 
experience.10 Both Grove and MacKenzie place British environmental history in 
a global context and make clear that any understanding of the domestic British 
environment cannot be separated from the colonial legacy.

Until recently few comprehensive works existed encompassing the whole 
history of Western environmental thought and attitudes to Nature from antiquity 
to the present. Peter Coatesʼs Nature: Western Attitudes since Ancient Times 
(1998) changed that. Coates begins in ancient Greece and Rome and works his 
way up through the ages to the environmentalism and post-modern thinking 
of the late twentieth century.11 His book contributes to an emerging literature 
on the history of environmentalism and nature conservation that has appeared 
over the past decade. John Sheail contributed two volumes charting the history 
of nature conservation, national parks and environmental policy in the United 
Kingdom during the twentieth century12. Sheail is an historical geographer by 
training, but has worked as a governmental Scientific Officer (NERC). This has 
given him a unique internal perspective on the development of conservation 
policy in Britain. His approach is founded on the study of political and social 
developments that have shaped the British environment in recent times. His 
book An Environmental History of Twentieth Century Britain (2002) charts 
the way in which the UK has dealt with environmental problems and changes 
during that century. Sheailʼs work is characterised by a meticulous attention to 
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detail, a remarkable use of public and private archival material, and an intimate 
understanding of administrative and institutional histories.

The creation of an institutionalised base at university level has been important 
for the wider development of British environmental history. Here Scotland led 
the way. The first Institute for Environmental History in Europe was established 
at the University of St. Andrews in 1992, on the initiative of T.C. Smout. The 
Institute organised conferences on themes within environmental history: such 
as woodland history, species history, soil history, conservation history and 
landuse history. These annual conferences led to a series of edited publications 
supported by Scottish Cultural Press, and later Tuckwell Press.13 Whilst Cam-
bridge University Press and Edinburgh University Press have both developed 
book series linking ʻEnvironment and Historyʼ, no British publisher has done 
more to support the overall development of environmental history than White 
Horse Press in Cambridge, run by Andrew and Alison Johnson, both through the 
publication of the international journal Environment and History (since 1995), 
and a series of monographs.14 

The Institute for Environmental History at St. Andrews became a launch 
pad both for further institutional recognition of the discipline and the winning 
of external funding from national Research Councils. First came two funded 
PhD scholarships: one at St. Andrews (from 1993–1996) on conservation his-
tory, one at Stirling (from 1997–2000) on forest history. A Leverhulme Special 
Research Fellowship was held at St. Andrews (from 1998–2000) on the history 
of the grey seal in Britain.15 The Institute also launched the popular Scottish 
Woodland History Discussion Group (SWHDG) in 1995, subsequently hold-
ing annual conferences and publishing proceedings as Notes. From these early 
successes came a desire for expansion and increased university co-operation. A 
joint research centre was proposed linking academics in the Schools of History 
at St. Andrews and Stirling, and in 1999 the concept of establishing a Centre for 
Environmental History and Policy (CEHP) won three years of substantial funding 
from the Scottish Higher Education Funding Council. In October 2002, CEHP 
received four years additional funding from the Arts and Humanities Research 
Board (AHRB) and was re-launched as the AHRB Centre for Environmental 
History with a multi-disciplinary research focus on waste. 

Some History departments at British universities are now offering intro-
ductory courses in environmental history. The Universities of Nottingham 
(England) and St. Andrews (Scotland) offer the only full postgraduate degree 
programmes in environmental history in Britain, but it is expected that more 
institutions will follow. A handful of British universities offer isolated under-
graduate or postgraduate modules, or have faculty working on environmental 
history.16 With all these combined teaching and research initiatives the future of 
environmental history in Britain looks bright. The fact that students are being 
increasingly drawn towards the discipline is reflected in the ever-increasing 
number of undergraduate and postgraduate dissertations being completed on 
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aspects of environmental history. More and more, environmental history is be-
ing seen as valid and distinctive. 

FINLAND, SWEDEN, DENMARK

PER ELIASSON, POUL HOLM AND TIMO MYLLYNTAUS

Research in environmental history has experienced strong growth in the Nordic 
countries in the last years. A recent bibliographic survey of Finland identified 
about 300 publications in the field within the period 1994–2003.17 A similar 
bibliographic study of Denmark identified about 700 contributions in the same 
years.18  The scope of issues under study seems to be constantly expanding. 
Ph.D. theses and thematic anthologies are the most representative genres of 
publications, while international peer-reviewed publications are less common. 
A bibliometric study indicated that Swedish and Finnish researchers are more 
inclined than Norwegian and Danish colleagues to publish in international jour-
nals.19 Both in Denmark and Sweden research funding for environmental history 
was stronger in the mid- to late 1990s than in recent years, while Norway and 
Finland seem to be increasing funding.20

Finland

The relationships between humans and nature have been examined by Finnish 
historians in various ways since the eighteenth century. However, a new con-
cept ympäristöhistoria, environmental history, with a modern definition of the 
discipline was coined in the mid-1970s and since then, environmental issues 
have been studied within a new problem-oriented framework.21

Traditionally, forests have been the most popular topic in Finnish environ-
mental history partly because forested wilderness belonged to the inspiring 
symbols of the national awakening in the nineteenth century. In recent research, 
the focus has moved from industrial fellings, use and exports to issues on the 
principles of forestry,22 interest groups in the multiple use of forests,23 and for-
estry conflicts.24 In various studies, Finnish peculiarities have been analysed by 
applying methods of cross-national comparison.

The histories of watercourses, lakes and rivers have become accompanied 
with research on urban water supply, pollution and wastewater treatment. This 
ʻnew water history  ̓has especially attracted a younger generation of graduates and 
postgraduates, who have put the use of water resources in societal context.25 

As to the history of landscapes, urban areas have risen alongside more 
conventional rural settings, such as national landscapes of remote forests and 
lakes.26 Landscape history is also connected to the history of nature conserva-
tion, another major field in Finnish research. Environmental movements have 
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been active for three decades, and their history has become a popular topic for 
graduate students preparing their Masterʼs theses. 

Besides the past of their own country, Finns have also begun to research the 
environmental history of other countries.27 Environmental issues of the ancient 
Middle East and Rome,28 the USA,29 the USSR-Russia,30 and Africa31 have been 
dealt with. Quite often international research topics fit well into Finnish research 
traditions, such as forests, water, nature conservation and famines.

Sweden

Research in Sweden, done mainly in form of dissertations, has concentrated on 
two themes: the physical and mental construction of the modern Swedish rural 
or city landscape and the international post-war debate on economic growth 
and resource crisis.32

Work on electrification and the use of rivers, old metal deposits, introduc-
tion of artificial fertilisers, history of science and the construction of a national 
landscape and zoo parks, forestry, forest history and biodiversity, energy history 
and CO2, floating of timber, sewage systems and sanitation and movements 
critical of modernisation fall into the first thematic category.33

The second category is represented by research concerning the two sides of 
politics and economic growth in the post-war period. The origin of the idea of 
unlimited economic growth is analysed in Eva Frimanʼs dissertation. Accord-
ing to her findings, this concept is surprisingly new, formed in the neo-classi-
cal economic theories in the post-war period. Another interesting focus is the 
growing concern about a resource and population crisis. This debate is treated 
by Björn-Ola Linnér, who writes about the Swedish-American food scientist 
Georg Borgström (1912–1990) as a central focus. As Friman shows, the problem 
of scarcity was believed to be resolvable by changing relative prices, bringing 
technological change and substitution as a rescue. Linnér can show how this 
rather naive faith was challenged by a counter-discourse questioning not only 
the possibilities of long-term economic growth with limited resources. It also 
questioned the social consequences of uneven distribution of these resources, 
especially food. These researchers link the Swedish political debate via historical 
investigation to the international arena in an exemplary way.34

Denmark

Two Danish studies in environmental history have enjoyed widespread inter-
national attention in the last decade. The first was the doctoral dissertation by 
Thorkild Kjærgaard, Den danske revolution 1500–1800. En økohistorisk tolkn-
ing (1992) published in English in 1994 under the title The Danish Revolution 
1500–1800: An Ecohistorical Interpretation with Cambridge University Press. 
This study won international acclaim for its synthesis of the environmental 
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effects of agricultural practices of the Ancien Régime. Danish reviewers were 
however highly critical of what they perceived to be a cavalier and distorted use 
of sources. Due to this mixed reception Danish historians hesitated to follow up 
on Kjærgaardʼs innovative, if contentious work. Bo Fritzbøgerʼs recent work on 
Danish forest history is, however, a new and promising venture, which has won 
critical acclaim, while it still awaits international publication.35 

Even more contentious is the work by the Danish political scientist Bjørn 
Lomborg, The Skeptical Environmentalist (Cambridge 2001). While hardly a 
work in environmental history in the traditional sense, we cannot disregard the 
tremendous effect of this book on international, especially American, politics. The 
work finds most of its argumentative power in time series of indices of environ-
mental hazards. Lomborg has been criticised in a number of international journals 
for a one-sided, over-optimistic interpretation of recent human environmental 
impacts. Nevertheless, he remains highly influential and his work has hitherto 
failed to attract a systematic critical analysis by environmental historians.

Finally, because of its Danish lead, we might mention the ongoing interna-
tional project on the History of Marine Animal Populations (HMAP), which 
is a global project, headquartered at the University of Southern Denmark. The 
project aims to stimulate international comparative work on past ocean history 
in a cross-disciplinary effort involving inter alia biologists, archaeologists and 
historians.36

Teaching of environmental history is well developed in the Nordic coun-
tries, for example with a graduate school in Esbjerg, Denmark as one of the 
outstanding new contributions to the scene, with the long established institute 
for environmental history in Umeå, Sweden, and a chair with an emphasis on 
economic, social and environmental history in Turku, Finland.

NETHERLANDS AND BELGIUM

PETRA VAN DAM

In the Netherlands and Belgium, a small group of environmental historians 
is very active. A platform for discussion is the Dutch language Yearbook for 
Ecological History which comprises abstracts in English and reviews foreign 
literature.37 There is no Chair for environmental history yet, but a number of 
universities have both undergraduate and graduate courses in environmental 
history topics including landscape, water management, pollution, and environ-
mental ideas.38 Since Dutch is a small language in the world, in the following 
I cite besides PhD theses and major books also the English-language articles 
which summarise such works. 

The western parts of Belgium and the Netherlands are situated on the coastal 
plain adjoining the North Sea covered by low-lying massive peat bogs and 
extensive sand and clay sediments, which are cut up by numerous branches of 
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the rivers Rhine and Meuse. Due to their geographic position, both countries 
have a long tradition of the history of water management with strong roots 
in historical geography and the history of politics and law. Recently a ʻnew 
hydraulic  ̓history is arising that integrates the old approach with ecological 
questions, social-economic history and the history of technology in order to 
come to an environmental approach to water history. Petra van Dam, Dries 
Tys and Tim Soens have written the first PhD theses in this area on the early 
modern period. Before 1900 water quantity was the main concern of water 
authorities, yet in the twentieth century water quality has become their main 
focus. The pioneering study by Jan van den Noort shows, how in the late 1970s 
the share of water levies spent on water cleaning surpassed all other expenses. 
Typical, too, for the coastal zone were problems with increasing levels of salt 
in groundwater and surface water, as a consequence of industrial effluents and 
intensive drainage, and because the sea encroached on the land after dredging 
works in the mouths of the main rivers in the interest of international shipping 
(Rotterdam harbour).39

Belgium and the Netherlands were heavily urbanised already in the Middle 
Ages, and in addition Belgium was among the first countries to industrialise, 
facilitated by its large coal reserves. Following up on the pioneering studies on 
urban pollution by Henk van Zon and Peter Poulussen, Christophe Verbruggen 
carried out a study on pollution in nineteenth century Ghent. In contrast to other 
studies of urban pollution such as the ones on Alkmaar by G. Vis and on Leiden 
by Cor Smit, he applied an innovative quantitative approach to the city registers 
ʻde commodo  ̓and ʻincommodoʼ, containing the environmental complaints of 
the citizens, which enabled him to produce a systematic survey of shifts in the 
arguments. The transition from fear of air pollution to water pollution occurred 
in the last quarter of the century and the general public only very slowly became 
aware of inorganic pollution.40

The history of the nature conservation movement and of perceptions of nature 
is another well developed field. Henny van der Windt published a groundbreak-
ing study demonstrating that the early protectors concentrated very much on 
birds, which is no surprise in a wetland dominated environment. Over time they 
changed their reasoning from more economic- and individually-oriented ethical 
arguments to more ecosystem-oriented ethical arguments.41 

GERMANY, AUSTRIA, SWITZERLAND

ANDREAS DIX AND CHRISTIAN PFISTER

The last ten years of environmental history in Germany, Austria and Switzerland 
can be characterised as a period of institutional stabilisation after a boom in 
the late 1980s. Environmental history has become a more and more accepted 
historical sub-discipline. Some chairs at universities were renamed to include 
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environmental history or newly founded like in Darmstadt, Bochum, Freiburg, 
Braunschweig and Bern. In 2004, a collaborative graduate centre with the title 
ʻInterdisciplinary Environmental History  ̓was established at the University of 
Göttingen under the direction of Bernd Herrmann. In Austria, a cluster around 
the new established ʻZentrum für Umweltgeschichte  ̓has formed, comprising 
teaching at the University of Vienna and research at the University of Klagenfurtʼs 
Vienna Campus. In Switzerland, environmental history is taught in Zürich in 
combination with the history of technology (David Gugerli ETHZ), in Geneva 
(François Walter) and in Bern (in terms of economic, social and environmental 
history, Christian Pfister). A fourth chair is currently being established in St. 
Gallen, again for economic, social and environmental history.

Over the last years several overviews about the wide range of topics and 
methods of environmental history have appeared.42 A long missed introduction, 
now written by Verena Winiwarter, will appear later this year.43 At the moment 
most research is published either in specialised or in regional journals. Only a 
few books reach a wider audience. Probably the most important contribution 
in this sense – with an enormous echo in mass media – was Joachim Radkauʼs 
world history of the environment titled ̒ Nature and Powerʼ.44 In the introduction 
of this book Radkau tries to formulate a concept of environmental history within 
a political context. He also reviews popular myths of environmental history. 
In the following five chapters the historical interplay between human societies 
and their natural environment is discussed. He analyses popular and influential 
topics in these chapters, such as the question whether the deforestation of the 
Mediterranean caused the decline of the Roman Empire or not, the hypothesis 
of the ʻtragedy of the commonsʼ, colonialism as a watershed in environmental 
history and the ecological consequences of growing globalisation from the mid-
nineteenth century onwards. This book is well written and it is not least its good 
style that makes it so influential. Another overview with a perspective on world 
history is Rolf Peter Sieferleʼs ʻLooking Back on Natureʼ.45 Sieferle discusses 
the three great stages of human development (hunter-gatherer, agrarian and 
industrial society) with a focus on the interaction between humans and nature. 
He underlines the ecological consequences of energy and material consumption 
in lucid prose. In the last chapter his story becomes more and more pessimistic. 
This book is based on Sieferleʼs groundbreaking empirical research and book 
on the ʻsubterranean forestʼ, which was translated into English in 2001.46 The 
discussion about historical changes of energy and material flows has become 
important on the agenda of environmental politics but has also become an 
empirically based, important part of environmental history. A fundamental 
book for this approach is Marina Fischer Kowalskiʼs ʻSocial Metabolism and 
Colonisation of Natureʼ.47 The analysis of material and energy flows also made 
it possible to bridge the gap between social and natural sciences and offered the 
chance to describe the great changes in environmental history with a genuine 
theory of interaction.
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In the mid-1990s, Christian Pfister triggered a major debate on the question 
whether the 1950s as a period of increasing consumption of fossil fuels should 
be considered as an era of fundamental change.48 In this debate it became clear 
that most of the profound changes occurred at the end of the 1950s. It is now 
accepted that the acceleration of global energy consumption and pollution can 
be explained by the interaction of two factors – namely economic growth and 
the decline of relative prices of fossil fuel.49 

Significant results were obtained in historical-climatological research since 
the early 1990s, both on national level and in the framework of international 
research programmes. The main focus is on data, methods, definitions of the 
ʻMedieval Warm Period  ̓and the ̒ Little Ice Ageʼ, synoptic interpretation of past 
climates, climatic anomalies and natural disasters, and on the vulnerability of 
economies and societies with respect to climate change as well as on images 
and social representations of past weather and climate.50 Historical climatolo-
gists are increasingly called to comment on current climatic extremes in the 
Germanophone mass media.

FRANCE

GENEVIÈVE MASSARD-GUILBAUD

In France, environmental history was not considered a sub-discipline per se 
until quite recently. While for years or even decades disciplines like geography, 
economics, law, history of sciences or philosophy have all seen the environment 
as a valuable topic, it was not before the end of the 1990s that the phrase ʻhis-
tory of the environment  ̓appeared in this country, with a very small number of 
earlier exceptions.51  This assertion challenges the vision a number of non-French 
historians have of Braudel and other historians of the École des Annales as pio-
neers in the field – which they were not, in spite of the misleading translation 
of the title of one of Braudelʼs major works.52

This does not mean that absolutely nothing was written that could be con-
sidered environmental history. But the works we could cite were more public 
health history or history of technology which progressively tended towards 
environmental history, without having adopted yet what Walter and Delort 
(respectively a French speaking Swiss historian and a French historian) have 
called the ʻenvironmental paradigmʼ, i.e. an argumentative pattern in which 
human beings are not considered external to nature but part of it, belonging to 
biosphere and ecosystems.

Since about 1999, things have begun to change, and this change is coming 
from different places. Rural historians seem more and more interested in studies 
of rivers, water systems, fens and bogs, as well as land and particular spaces 
organised as commons. Natural catastrophes have drawn some attention, and 
mountains, considered as a special environment, as well.53 But paradoxically, 
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even some of those historians who practise what in other countries would be 
called environmental history, resist this appellation. The reason for that is cer-
tainly a complex one and would deserve an article of its own.

A more decisive ʻenvironmental push  ̓has come from two other sub-disci-
plines: urban history and history of technology. Specialists of these fields have 
been the first to join ESEH and to set up and edit, together with German scholars, 
a series of round-tables dedicated to urban environmental history, which today 
connects researchers from Europe and America.54 If one cannot say that France 
has produced major books in environmental history yet, many interesting works 
are now forthcoming in this field.55

Until recently, most of French academic jobs, and especially lecturers  ̓jobs, 
were not advertised with a title as specific as ʻenvironmental  ̓ history. This 
may be changing, and for the first time this year we could see the University 
of Aix-Marseille seeking to appoint a lecturer in ʻthe history of the environ-
mentʼ. Another sign that things are changing, was a change of names: In June 
2004 the Centre dʼHistoire des Techniques (Paris) changed its name to Centre 
dʼHistoire des Techniques et de lʼEnvironnement. All these clues indicate that 
France is now trying to catch up with her neighbours as far as environmental 
history is concerned.

ITALY

MARCO ARMIERO

Is environmental history something new in Italy? How old is it? Of course, it is 
not very easy to answer this question. First, we should decide what environmen-
tal history really is; secondly, we could find roots of this discipline in the more 
traditional fields of agricultural and economic history. However, I do not have 
enough space to reconstruct the story of the origins of environmental history 
in Italy.56 Without considering the remote origins of the discipline, the 1980s 
can be assumed as the starting point of environmental history in Italy. Some 
scholars, such as Giorgio Nebbia, have spoken about a ̒ green fashion  ̓in Italian 
universities in the last few years; however, even if this were true, it has been 
more diffuse in the other social sciences than in history. I am not pessimistic 
about the future; there are many signs that show new interest for our discipline: 
in the last ten years, there have been meetings57, publications, summer schools, 
and also a newsletter58 dedicated to environmental history. What has been the 
result of this discovery of environmental history? Although interest is growing, 
it is still a small section of Italian historical studies. Its fate has not been helped 
by a resurgence of interest in political history and a crisis in social history. 
On the other hand, within political and public uses of history environmental 
issues have not yet been included, due to the weakness of green culture in the 
country. One could argue that forest history is the largest (and oldest) field of 
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environmental history in Italy. Many different approaches to this topic have 
been taken, e.g. ecological, geographical, cultural, and socio-economic. They 
testify to multidisciplinary interests and to the variety of scientific backgrounds 
of the scholars devoted to this issue.59

But food, not forest, reached a wider audience: Bevilacquaʼs La mucca è 
savia (The savvy cow) deserves mention as a book which had a more general 
impact.60 Bevilacqua deals with a very dramatic problem of contemporary socie-
ties: food health and safety. This problem has been demonstrated by the outbreak 
of BSE, one of the most important problems for our (economic and biological) 
survival. Bevilacqua came from agricultural history to environmental history. 
Maybe his ʻTra natura e storia  ̓(Between Nature and History)61 signalled the 
transition between the two approaches: this book was very important. It of-
fered the possibility for agricultural historians to reconsider some of their topics 
with new perspectives. In particular Bevilacqua proposed to define nature as a 
ʻco-operating partnerʼ, underlining that not only human work but also natureʼs 
work produces wealth. Considering the creative power of nature, Bevilacqua 
reconstructs the rise and fall of capitalist agriculture, reflecting on two facts: 
the dependence of agricultural production on external inputs (energy, chemical 
fertilisers, herbicides etc.) and the ethical and health problems linked with this 
kind of production, in particular the life-conditions of animals and the risks for 
consumers. 

Bevilacquaʼs research testifies to the connection between environmental 
history and history of agriculture. Other authors have taken a different ap-
proach but with similar results. For this reason, I will – for the remainder of 
this brief sketch – focus on historical studies of cities and industries. Even if 
these studies are not very well known, in the last few years there have been 
some noteworthy publications by several authors. We could use two of Ercole 
Soriʼs books as examples.62 They could in fact be considered as the first studies 
in Italian urban environmental history. In particular, Sori studied the techniques 
of water and rubbish disposal in the cities between the early modern age and 
the beginning of the nineteenth century. Soriʼs model of the main categories of 
urban environment history depicts the city as an ecosystem linked to the larger 
environment through flows of materials and energy. In his most recent book, Sori 
analysed the relationships between manufacturing systems and their outputs. 
In it, he demonstrates the old origin of the industrial problems and proposed 
to understand consumption as part of the production system. He did not deal 
with the huge pollution problems, which commenced in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. New research on these problems continues to be written by 
Italian environmental historians such as Gabriella Corona, Simone Neri Serneri 
and Marino Ruzzenenti, often connected with the study of environmentalism, 
another new branch of Italian environmental history.
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SPAIN

MANUEL GONZÁLEZ DE MOLINA

Spanish environmental history is still a young field of research. It arose at the 
beginning of the 1990s linked to the rise of environmental movements and the 
emergent ecological paradigm in the social sciences.63 Three preferential top-
ics of research can be identified. The first one is the privatisation of common 
property, especially public forests, and its implications for a possible ʻTragedy 
of the Commonsʼ. This issue has involved a large number of historians, among 
whom Spanish environmental history was born. Forest and environmental his-
tory are therefore often not well distinguishable.64 Forests have also become 
a topic of discussions about property regimes (private, public, common, etc..) 
and their comparative efficiency with regard to environmental effects in the 
present. Historical studies of the forest have lead to the publication of interest-
ing works about rural protest, and have brought about an important renovation 
of Spanish social history.65 

The second topic developed by Spanish environmental historians has been a 
debate of historiography itself. Contributions have focused mainly on a critique 
of the epistemological and methodological basis and, in particular, the axiomatic 
assumptions in conventional ways of doing history. Within this discussion, one 
specific theoretical concept has gained hegemony. Spanish environmental his-
torians have claimed that environmental history is a complex approach which 
tries to explain the human past in an integral way by using the methodology of 
both natural and social sciences.66

Finally, environmental history has made a decisive contribution to a traditional 
debate in Spain, the one about the countryʼs ʻeconomic backwardnessʼ. Some 
historians continue to think that agriculture was unable to stimulate economic 
growth and see this as the reason why Spain was not an industrialised country 
up to recent days. Differences in the average yields of cereals obtained in Spain 
and in Northern Europe seemed like an irrefutable proof of such backwardness. 
Practically from the beginning of the Modern Age, Spanish agriculture could not 
increase its productivity and could not provide labour, capital and a market for 
industrial production. Agrarian backwardness was considered one of the main 
reasons for other pathologies in Spanish society which hindered ̒ modernisationʼ, 
like caciquismo, tax weakness, and illiteracy.

Researchers doing environmental history have questioned this notion of back-
wardness by using theories and methodologies from ecological economics and 
agro-ecology for their historical analysis. The results show that environmental 
limitations are the main reason for the observed low agricultural yields. Evolution 
of crops depended on the possibility to overcome typical factors limiting growth 
in traditional ̒ organic  ̓agriculture, in particular water and nutrient availability.67 
Until market integration broke up the isolation of agrarian systems and the more 
or less circular flows of both energy and materials, the distribution and type of 
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crops was closely linked to the possibilities of the respective environments, as 
well as to the food needs of the population and the demand of a very modest 
local and regional market. Institutional and social reasons underlay the relative 
ʻbackwardness  ̓of Spanish agriculture, which persisted after chemical fertilis-
ers, machinery and improved seeds had become available.68 Diffusion of these 
technologies was again influenced by environmental constraints.69

As can be seen, the outcome of these ten years is modest but encouraging, not 
only because of the quantity and quality of contributions that we have outlined, 
but for the current situation of environmental historiography in Spain, which 
grows quickly. The publication of the main contributions at the second national 
meeting of environmental history, recently held in Huesca, is an evident proof 
of this growth.70

HUNGARY

LAJOS RÁCZ 

Several factors encouraged the development of Hungarian research in envi-
ronmental history since the 1990s. As in other countries, disciplinary research 
approached a crisis, which led to more attention and better financial means being 
provided for interdisciplinary research. By the 1990s, political monitoring of 
scholarly work disappeared. The international prosperity of ecological studies 
and the exceptional attention to ecological ways of thinking also helped the 
establishment of the field in Hungary.

The most traditional branch of Hungarian environmental history is historical 
geography. In this tradition, Pál Beluszky wrote comprehensive survey mono-
graphs on the historical geography and settlement history of the Great Hungar-
ian Plains and the entire Carpathian Basin.71 Sándor Frisnyák has produced 
the definitive survey of Hungaryʼs historical geography. Zoltán Hajdúʼs bulky 
monograph dealt with the history of the Hungarian administrative system. Other 
historians situated themselves in the tradition of examining historical space: 
Gyula Kristó published a monograph on the emergence and development of the 
Hungarian Counties, while Lajos Timár examined nineteenth- and twentieth-
century Hungarian urban societies.72

The Institute of History at Eötvös Loránd University (Budapest) under the 
direction of Ágnes R. Várkonyi established the first school and seminar where 
education and research on environmental history was carried out from 1989 
onwards. Students there were primarily interested in changes of everyday life, 
forms of economy and farming, and questions of mentality in late medieval and 
early modern Hungary.73

Topics for the other large group of Hungarian scholars of environmental history 
are situated at the interfaces of history, geography, geology, and meteorology. 
László Kordos attempted a reconstruction of the environmental circumstances 
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of prehistoric time, using geology, speleology, and anthropology. János Mika 
tried to chart the future perspectives and regional consequences of climatic 
changes.74 Based on historical sources, Andrea Kiss and Lajos Rácz examined 
the climatic and environmental changes of medieval and modern periods.75 
Attila Kerényiʼs summary work deals with general and regional questions of 
environmental protection.76

Landscape reconstruction was attempted with the tools of medieval 
archaeology. András Pálóczi Horváth analysed the physical environment of 
medieval settlements, Károly Takács reconstructed the medieval hydraulic system 
of Hungary, József Laszlovszky laid out a general framework of human-nature 
interactions for medieval society and their physical environment and Mariann 
Bálint prepared reconstructions of the landscape of central parts of medieval 
Hungary. András Grynaeus offered a dendrochronological analysis of the 
Carpathian Basin since Roman times.77

Scientists who view the symbiosis of humans and their animate and inani-
mate environment as a sort of ecosystem form yet another direction of Hungar-
ian environmental history. Zsolt Molnárʼs comprehensive analysis deals with 
changes of the historical landscape and vegetation. Péter Szabó is investigating 
systems of medieval forest economy.78 Balázs Borsos is currently writing a 
monograph on the traditional economic system of a well-defined geographical 
unit, the Bodrogköz.79 András Lányi is the most famous Hungarian proponent 
of environmental ethics and the political philosophy of environmentalism.80

Since the beginning of the 1990s, two Hungarian universities offer education 
in environmental history and human ecology. Besides the aforementioned Insti-
tute of History and Sociology of the Eötvös Loránd University, environmental 
history courses are offered at the Institutes of Geography and History of the 
University of Szeged. The privately financed Central European University in 
Budapest offers some environmental history education in its Department for 
Medieval Studies.

CZECHIA AND SLOVAKIA

LEOS JELEČEK

In Czechia and Slovakia, environmental history originated in the 1990s. Prior to 
that, only few works were published, particularly in historical geographies of the 
environment.81 The term ʻhistorical ecology  ̓was first used in the late 1980s as 
title for the only collection of essays.82 Several works by historians in this period 
conceptually correspond with Donald Worsterʼs second level of environmental 
history.83,84 ʻEnvironmental history  ̓was introduced in major Czech historical 
and geographical journals and the development of environmental history in 
Czechia was accelerated as a consequence of the publication of research reports 
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resulting from the authorʼs research fellowship with Donald Worster at Kansas 
University (USA).85

On a general level, and despite the above mentioned works, environmental 
history is barely practised within Czech historiography. Prior to 1989 this can 
be traced back to ideological reasons, later it might be due to the concentration 
of historians on the much needed re-interpretation of Czech and Slovak history 
and its emphasis on political history. The necessity to perceive the reality of the 
world in dialectic relations of nature and humanity across space and time requires 
new theoretical and methodological approaches. This may also be a certain 
hindrance for the diffusion of environmental history. But the agenda of the 1999 
congress of Czech historians already included a workshop on ʻEnvironmental 
Historyʼ.86 It was organised by historical geographers from the Department of 
Social Geography and Regional Development, Charles University Faculty of 
Science, the same group which then organised the second International Con-
ference of ESEH, held in Prague, September, 2003.87 The 1999 workshop has 
shown – among other things – that research into settlement development and 
deserted villages seemed particularly fruitful in terms of integrating environmen-
tal aspects. Likewise, facsimile editions of old maps of Czech historical towns, 
edited by E. Semotanová and J. Žemlička,88 form a source base for research of 
landscape changes. An extensive bibliography on research in environmental 
history is provided in the web-site Klaudyan.89

Environmental history in Czechia and Slovakia has several distinct features. 
The main disciplines of its origin and development are: a) geography in general, 
and historical geography in particular; within this disciplinary field, research on 
long-term land use changes has proven particularly stimulating; b) (historical) 
climatology; c) landscape ecology and ecology; d) medieval archaeology and 
archaeometry as part of the study of the medieval colonisation.

Long term studies of land-use and land cover changes (LUCC) have been 
conducted for the entire territory of Czechia from the first half of the nineteenth 
century, and in model areas from the first half of the eighteenth century to the 
present. Main sources are cadastral data and maps for individual cadastral units 
and old maps from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries combined with results 
of contemporary field surveying. This type of research started in 1994 at Charles 
University at the department mentioned above, funded partially by grants from 
the Czech Republic Grant Agency. The methods developed and the results, which 
could be obtained have won international acclaim, e.g. in activities of the LUCC 
Commission of the International Geographical Union in form of co-authorship 
of two atlases, the IGBP-IHDP LUCC program, and other international activi-
ties.90 The data base of the so-called ʻstable  ̓or ʻFranciscan  ̓cadastre has also 
been used in co-operation with colleagues from Austria, Slovenia and Slovakia 
to develop research into social and natural driving forces of land-use and land 
cover change with the aim of predicting their future development.
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Historical climatology is a second major area of environmental history in the 
region, with Rudolf Brázdil from the Institute of Geography, Masaryk University 
Brno, as a central person. Research is based on archival sources, which means 
that climatologists work in close co-operation with archivists. Brázdilʼs team 
has a long-standing co-operation with leading European historical climatologists 
such as Christian Pfister. This work has resulted in a number of international 
publications.91

As regards Slovakia, the origins of environmental history can be found in 
disciplines such as landscape ecology and land use research, as indicated in the 
papers of Slovak colleagues at the ESEH conference held in Prague in 2003. 
Slovak historians are recently concentrated on political and cultural history, 
similar to the situation in Czechia.92

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Environmental history developed in close connection to the growing public 
concern about environmental problems, which reached their heyday in Europe 
with the Chernobyl disaster of 1986. Forest dieback as a consequence of long-
range air-pollution and the acidification of lakes in the north of Europe lead 
not only to scientific programmes in many European countries, but also to a 
growing awareness among historians that human-nature interactions might be 
a worthwhile subject of study. Even if this happened later than in the USA, 
and was triggered by different events, the situation on the outset is still similar, 
and can be characterised as one of public concern with historians responding. 
European environmental history is distinct from other scholarly communities 
in its relatively close connection to historical geography and the sciences in 
general, which is most visible in the history of climate. This field is considered 
an important part of history, and not primarily of climatology, as it would be 
in other parts of the world. The conceptual challenge of such interdisciplinary 
work consequently has drawn some attention by historians, and debates about 
historiography – such as were described for Spain above – have resulted from 
this orientation. While agricultural history was mentioned in many of the short 
contributions as a corresponding field, the origins of environmental history in 
Germany are much more in the history of technology than in agricultural history. 
National and regional histories of the origin and development of environmental 
history are different. What is recognised as a national contribution depends on 
what gets published in international journals, a type of publication with which 
scientists have more experience than scholars in the humanities have. In many 
regions the ongoing struggle to define the field as distinct and thus have it in-
stitutionally recognised can still be seen, a form of defining relationships which 
becomes less important as a field matures.

Even the scholarly network of ESEH does not provide the means to cover 



VERENA WINIWARTER ET AL.
520

ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY IN EUROPE
521

Europe in its entirety, as has been pointed out at the beginning. The question 
remains if this survey yields an overall picture. One can speculate why envi-
ronmental history was a late starter in post-communist countries, which might 
well have to do with the suppression of environmental concerns and move-
ments under communist rule and the subsequent race for market integration, 
while at the same time historians felt much more pressing needs than turning 
to the environment. Chapter authors, upon reading the entire manuscript of 
this paper, have wondered if one could attempt to describe distinct features 
of European environmental history at large. The picture which emerges has 
certain similarities, in that the modern period figures prominently, caused in 
several cases by the closeness between environmental sociology, environmental 
policy and history. Pollution, while important, is not studied as a single impact 
phenomenon, but in the context of its different causes, indicating that narratives 
and research questions have reached some degree of sophistication. In general, 
European environmental history frequently focuses on urban areas and cultural 
landscapes. Compared to American and African environmental history, it more 
seldom examines wilderness or sparsely populated areas. In addition, in Europe 
environmental changes are studied over longer timespans than in America or 
Africa. One reason for this is the abundance of written documents and artefacts 
from Antiquity onwards. However, the co-operation with archaeology is still 
less developed than one would expect. Environmental history of early modern 
times and the Middle Ages seems to be on the rise in Europe. What we have 
cast in the net here is certainly only the uppermost ʻtrophic levelʼ, and this is to 
some degree also the internationally visible level.

This article should not be understood as a pleading for anglophony. Not 
only does this handicap scholars, it also would detach research from its most 
important audience: the local people, who should benefit from the research done 
about their place of living. It does plead for diversity, despite all the difficulties, 
which arise from it. English is indispensable as means of communication, and 
would at best be combined with other languages. Support for translation and 
international networking should by all means be increased in order to develop 
the field further. How much we all benefit from such co-operation has been 
proven by the one genre of environmental history that has been conceptually 
neglected in the preceding chapters: International collections of essays, such as 
the volume edited by Peter Brimblecombe and Christian Pfister, the more recent 
one by Mauro Agnoletti and Steve Anderson, or the one on urban environmental 
problems by Christoph Bernhardt are important stepping stones towards a better 
integration of European scholarship, preserving at the same time the value of its 
diversity.93 For that, edited volumes – despite their well-known drawbacks – will 
be important in the years to come. With a well-established journal, lively, if young 
national communities and newly established networks of co-operation, European 
environmental history will certainly contribute to the international development 
of the field in unique and substantial ways in the decades to come. 
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