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the current intellectual challenges and evolutions of  the 
concepts and policies related to the principles of  Sustainable 
Development, Sustainable and responsible Development, and 
resilience are in constant mutation. therefore, it is important to 
specify that due to editorial motivations the researches on which 
the present publication is based on, does not take in consideration 
updates after June 2019.

Foreword
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Although a systematic classification of  the most significant 
contributions to the so-called ‘environmental culture’ would 
require a more comprehensive research (well beyond the scope of  
the present publication), many of  us are convinced that, in order 
to better comprehend the genesis of  some of  the main 
environmental principles that influence our current daily life, it is 
important to mention some of  the most relevant theories, 
movements, doctrines, and ways of  thinking that, starting from 
the latter half  of  the previous century, progressively began to 
interest our societies. initially, these principles were viewed as 
separate from each other, but this perception later changed and 
they began to be seen as individual parts of  a unique environmental 
discourse, or even approach.

environmental issues conquered more and more importance in 
the public debate all along the last three decades, and contextually 
grew up also the importance of  the pertinent conceptual language. 
The research of  the better possible approach to address specific 
suggests and contributions to foster environmental policies, 
address both to the wide public and to the decision makers in the 
political and economic fields, was quiet a difficult result to reach. 
it was necessary an authentic paradigm shift, able to let the 
language to maintain the necessary scientific credibility and in the 
same time to be easy to be conveyed and understood. For this 
reason always more scholars and scientists adopted the so called 

1

Environmental Discourses up to 1970
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“discourse” approach to vehiculate the results of  their thoughts 
and theories. Quiet useful in this case in particular, it has been the 
experience made within the geographical field of  activity, since by 
definition geography is open to the hybridization of  other sciences. 
interesting, is the contribution of  maarteen hayer that stated the 
importance of  “combining social theory with detailed empirical 
analysis” (hayer m.a., 1995). he described the importance of  the 
“discourse approach” as “…a specific ensemble of  ideas, concepts, 
and categorizations that are produced, reproduced and transformed 
into a particular set of  practices and through which meaning is 
given to physical and social realities” (hayer m.a. 1995)1. a clear 
answer this one, to the emerging needs (especially in those years) 
related to the importance of  modernizing the “environmental 
language” to reach greater public and to be more efficacious.

Following almost the same path, Dryzeck underline the 
importance to consider the “discourse” approach as “a shared way 
of  apprehending the world. embedded in language, it enables 
those who subscribe to it to interpret bits of  information and put 
them together into coherent stories or accounts. each discourse 
rests on assumptions, judgements and contentions that provide 
the basic terms for analyses, debates, agreements, and disagreements, 
in the environmental area no less than elsewhere” (Dryzek J.S., 
1997).

accordingly to annika mattiseck “geographers draw on a 
variety of  different discourse theories and apply the concept in 
very diverse empirical fields.”, (Mattiseck A., 2016)2.

in geography the discourse approach have been helpful in 
defining important concepts such as, nation-state and spatial 
identities/spatial differences. moreover, this approach is also 
useful when utilize as a sort of  unique communication tool able to 

1 Hayer M.A., “The Politics of  Environment Discourse: Ecological Modernization 
and the policy press”, oxford university press, oxford, 1995.

2 Mattissek A., Glasze G., “Discourse Analysis in German-Language Human Geog-
raphy: integrating theory and method.”, in Social & cultural geography 17.1 (2 January 
2016) pages 39-51.

include both the empirical aspects and the theoretical 
representations, so strengthening the message that can be addressed 
in the same time to a wider public and to the scientific community. 
this is valid especially when dealing with issues that are by 
definition scientifically transboundary, as in the case of  the studies 
on Sustainability when and where it is clear the interaction, among 
other disciplines indeed, between physical geography and human 
geography. and of  relevant interest in this sense, is the position 
expressed by the italian geographer angelo turco “geography is 
also a territorial expression of  social action” (turco a., 1988).

When dealing with specific key aspects of  both geography and 
geopolitics, as in the case of  spatiality, the relevance of  a discourse 
approach is even more important, as stated for instance by e. 
Aliste and A. Nunez “the boundaries of  geographic discourse are 
open to new understanding of  spatiality and, among them, the 
need emerges to deal with space from its temporal context that 
defines its temporal and socio-cultural significance, going beyond 
the discipline of  geography as such, in this way, geographical 
hermeneutics, as well as space textuality, is projected as a link and 
a proposal when thinking about current geography and its various 
challenges in the field of  social sciences and humanities, and taking 
up the challenge of  new knowledge associated with contingency 
and future issues” (Aliste E., Nunez A., 2015)3.

the “discourse” approach carry on the characteristic aspect to 
be hybridize and widely shared and diffuse, so it is not always easy 
to understand the origin of  some specific set of  theories and 
thoughts because they become quiet soon global in terms of  
diffusion, after their pronouncement. then, in order to try to 
identify and locate the origins of  some of  the main theoretical 
contributions that initially inspired the long journey of  
“environmentalism” it is important to specify the area which has 

3 Aliste E. and Nunez A., Chungara, “The Boundaries of  Geographical Discourses: 
time and Space in Social research”, revista de antropologia chilena, volumen 47, nr. 
2, pages 287-301, april-June 2015.
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produced the vast majority of  these recent environmental theories 
and in relation to which said theories specific policies were adopted 
and developed. geographically, we are mainly speaking about that 
part of  our planet which is widely referred to as europe, north 
america, and australasia, since it is principally from there that all 
major intellectual enquiries on this topic recently emerged. that is, 
at least until the beginning of  the new millennium, when important 
contributions began to come out of  from africa and continental 
asia too.

it is also important to remember (even though, once again, this 
is not the aim of  the present publication) how the strict relation 
between the human Kind and nature was investigated in the 
distant past. For instance, just to recall something closer to our 
cultural experience, it is probably sufficient to remember the 
testimonies of  Saint benedetto from norcia and Saint Francis of  
assisi (especially the latter, with his Cantico delle Creature, in which 
he refers to “water as a sister”). in fact, environmental discourses 
are not just the fruit of  theories and movements from the past 
century only; they have crossed, in many different ways, the 
histories of  almost all forms of  civilization.

investigating the various theories on the environment adopted 
in the past (an exercise i always encourage anyone to do) helps 
demonstrate how superficial and imprecise it is to consider today’s 
so-called, in very general terms indeed, ‘environmental sensitivity’ 
a recent phenomenon, mainly with reference to the different 
environmental movements that developed in the late ’60s of  the 
last century. remaining in the same century, consider what 
happened the decade just before; in 1953, to be precise, gilbert n. 
plass presented a paper on global warming a good 40 years before 
this same immense problem (the increase of  the average temperature 
on our planet) began to be taken more seriously and became even 
more widely debated; on 5 may 1953, the Washington Post reported:

“World industry, pouring its exhausts into the air, may be making 
the earth’s climate warmer, a Johns hopkins physicist reported here 

yesterday. releases of  carbon dioxide from burning coals and oils, 
said Dr. gilbert n. plass, blanket the earth’s surface ‘like glass in a 
greenhouse’. So much carbon dioxide has been released in this 
industrial century that the earth’s average temperature is rising 1 1/2 
degrees (F) a century, he said. Similar but more naturally caused 
changes in the air’s carbon dioxide content may account for the ice 
ages and warm intervals in geologic time, he added… latest 
experimental and theoretical calculations, he reported, show that 
doubling the carbon dioxide content of  the atmosphere causes 
surface temperatures to rise four degrees (F) if  no other changes 
occur.

but, he added, still other earth warming factors may also be 
triggered by increased carbon dioxide in the air. it could cause less 
rainfall by its effect on the clouds and less cloud cover for the earth, 
‘both tending to make the climate warmer and drier’, he said. Dr 
Plass said the newer calculations bolster the theory first proposed in 
1861 that decreases in the carbon dioxide content of  the earth’s 
atmosphere caused the ice ages in geologic history. the theory, he 
said, has not generally been accepted because the effects ‘appeared 
to be too small’. it appears now, he said, that even the physicists 
supporting the theory underestimated the climate-changing effects 
of  the carbon dioxide content in the earth’s atmosphere”4.

this is an important testimony to the initial sensitivity to a 
problem that was treated globally at the time, and attributed 
precisely to industrial excesses. but, despite these assertions, it was 
not the right time. if  there was a moment in which the very same 
idea of  conceptualizing our planet in terms of  a clear image and 
its limits resurfaced, it would be the late ’60s, when the first 
photographs of  our planet were taken from space. a concise but 
specific conception of  the rapid development and evolution of  
the perception of  earth due to the new view from space, as well 
as all related cultural consequences, is testified below:

4 unknown author (most likely nate haseltine), ‘industrial gasses Warming up 
earth, physicist notes here’, the Washington post (5 may 1953), p. 5.
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The next year [1962] marked the first manned space flight by the 
united States, which soon began a series of  missions imaging the 
earth from space – gemini (1965-1966), and apollo (1968-1969), 
with hand-held cameras loaded with color and, later, color infrared 
(CIR) film, which had been perfected during World War II. As 
mentioned above, it was the apollo 11 mission in 1969 that landed 
humans on the moon. Subsequently, nonphotographic systems were 
also used so that the term ‘remote Sensing of  the environment’ was 
coined to replace air photo interpretation, which was included in the 
definition5.

Furthermore,

The first Apollo images of  the Earth produced a perspective 
enabling humanity to act on earth and its nature as if  it controlled it 
from ‘outside’. the recent developments of  satellite technologies 
have had a significant impact on the modes of  representation as well 
as the conceptions of  geography and space. this new ‘geography 
from above’ – the home, the city, entire territories, the earth itself, 
the Moon, Mars, and beyond – redefine our environment, 
subjectivities, and practices6.

Indeed, such an integrated flyover vision had important cultural, 
political, and environmental repercussions, fostering a concept of  
the word ‘global’ that would go on to become a new sort of  scale 
to confront and study different phenomena. a new approach to 
the study of  the territory was born, at least in visual terms; the 
geography from above in some way completed the geography 
from below.

5 “geography – computers and Space exploration – earth, Satellite, time, and 
World’, in geography – the nature of  geography, geographical Determinism, military 
and public geography”, geographical theories, the limits in geography, Jrank arti-
cles, <http://science.jrank.org/pages/9511/geography-computers-Space-exploration. 
html#ixzz4z98OMRDj>.

6 el hadi J., ed., “new geographies 4: Scales of  the earth”, harvard graduate 
School of  Design, cambridge, ma, 2011.

From then on, people around the world became increasingly 
familiar with the idea of  a planet (our own) that appeared tiny 
from the vastness of  space, and from that understanding came the 
realization of  its fragility and finitude. That moment represented a 
turning point in the environmental culture, which then started to 
acknowledge the concept of  limits that extended to earth, as well 
as the inevitable necessity of  finding a reasonable and sustainable 
compromise between the needs of  the human being and those of  
the planet itself.

today, we have a great advantage compared to the past: we can 
see that almost all major environmental issues are strictly 
interconnected, and for this reason we know that treating each 
aspect separately does not allow any progress towards the 
resolution of  the many different environmental problems we 
currently face on our planet. We have the chance to think beyond 
traditional borders and boundaries when dealing with global 
challenges, since we all agree on the necessity of  an approach that 
seeks global solutions (even if  applied locally) for global problems. 
moreover, from that period on, the time factor began to be 
considered increasingly important, favoring the gradual affirmation 
of  the principle of  intergenerationality which, a few decades later, 
would become one of  the fundamental pillars of  sustainability, as 
conceived by the bründtland commission.

The most efficacious and respectful way to face this issue is 

2

At the Source of Contemporary 
Environmentalism


