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Postscript 

L UDMrLLA JORDANOVA 

In choosing the title, Images 01' the earth: essays in the history oFthe envir
onmental sciences, we were drawing attention to three issues. First, 'images' 
suggested the centrality of representation, the effort involved in making 
sense of the earth, and the importance of a wide range of cultural practices as 
vehicles for responses to the environment. Second, 'environmental' indi
cated that we did not wish to confine ourselves to the history of scientific 
disciplines, that we wished to go beyond 'geology', especially since the term 
itself was of relatively recent date. Third, 'sciences' signalled our interest in 
knowledge, in systematic accounts of a particular aspect of the natural 
world. It is useful to separate out these issues in order to appreciate the 
significance of scholarly work in this area since 1979. 

Let us take the question of'science' first. Since Images 01' the earth first 
appeared, it has become increasingly common to speak of natural know
ledge instead of science, to meticulously avoid anachronistic vocabularies 
and to display a sensitivity to the processes whereby disciplines were 
formed. The fields of the history of science and the history of medicine have 
grown enormously over the last twenty years in terms of the amount pub
lished, the number of practitioners, and the degree of intellectual sophisti
cation that can be taken for granted [17, 78]. Their links with cognate 
disciplines have been strengthened, and the whole idea of what is meant by 
interdisciplinary work has matured. These developments make it all the 
more notable that the history of geology remains a small and highly special
ised area of research. Yet the way in which the history of geology is practised 
has changed considerably. Most striking is the appearance of three detailed 
monographs on geological controversies in nineteenth-century Britain [79, 
91, 97]. Their importance lies not just in the depth of scholarship they 
exemplify but also in their explicit discussion of key issues in the history and 
philosophy of science. These carefully conceptualised case studies combine 
empirical richness with theoretical awareness in a manner that brings new 
sophistication to the field. Geologists continue to be concerned with the 
history of their occupation, but the total number of publications specifically 
on the history of geology continues to be modest [49, t I I]. 

These features of the history of geology are thrown into sharp relief when 
we consider wha( has happened to the study of geography in recent 
years. Geographers have been keen to bring the perspectives of history and 

[273 ] 
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philosophy ofscience to their discipline because they provided an attractive 
way of offering a constructive critique of the geographical enterprise [8, 36, 
68]. The concern with knowledge and power, that has shaped so much 
politically aware work on science, seemed especially pertinent to studies of 
the relationships between geography and imperialism [7, 70, 7r]. Although 
geography cannot be treated as just another scientific discipline, its genera
tion of technical knowledge, its capacity to conceptualise whole regions, and 
its role in propagating ideas about diverse environments and their inhabit
ants make it central to any understanding of the wider historical role of the 
environmental sciences. Indeed, geographers have been open to the insights 
of other fields, and some at least have sought to offer a specifically feminist 
critique of the field [7, 36, 89]. It is not surprising then that a number of 
geographers have effectively become cultural historians, as David Lowen
thal did well before the first edition of Images ofthe Earth appeared [25,69]. 
More specifically, the interest of some geographers in visual images and in 
the methods and approaches of art history has produced important and 
innovative work [25, 29, 30]. Such work, however, tends to pay less atten
tion to knowledge claims and the practices that produce and sustain them
the centrepiece of the history of science-and by that token it moves away 
from 'geology' and 'geography' and into the more diffuse domain ofculture. 

Turning to the second issue, let us consider the notion of environment. 
The fresh prominence given to the concept 'environment' has provided 
historians of science with a broader terrain in which to operate by compari
son with a history focussed on specific scientific disciplines. Peter Bowler's 
Fontana history of the environmental sciences, part of a multi-volume series 
designed to reach a wide audience, represents an important move beyond 
the history of scientific disciplines [9]. Interestingly, the cover lists those 
domains considered to make up the environmental sciences: geography, 
geology, oceanography, meteorology, natural history, palaeontology, evolu
tion theory, and ecology. Some of these, such as oceanography and met
eorology, are highly specialised areas of historical research in which the 
secondary literature remains tiny, while others, such as evolution theory, 
have been receiving sustained historical attention for decades. Most contem
porary uses of 'environment' carry connotations of science because we 
associate environment with nature, that is with the physical world, whether 
organic or inorganic, and we link the study ofall this with science. 'Environ
ment' is also an important term for historians because it is so laden with 
affect. The fact that it can mean everything around us heightens a sense of its 
centrality for human well-being, while its use as a rhetorical device in 
political and social discourse draws our attention to its pivotal role in late 
twentieth-century Western societies. We might say that the environment has 
become fashionable, and hence scholars from a variety of disciplines and 
orientations have found it relevant to their work. Histories of ecological 
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ideas and of the interactions between societies and their physical environ
ments have come to seem timely. Such histories have satisfied a need for 
noble lineages ofpioneering thinkers, who become legitimating presences in 
scholarly work on environmental history. The resulting writings go far 
beyond the remit of environmental science as this phrase is used by histori
ans ofscience. The result is a new kind, or rather kinds, ofhistory, several of 
which are recognisably indebted to Braudel and other annalistes in their 
concern with material aspects of the past, in their attempts to integrate 
economic, social and cultural life into a single, coherent historical narrative. 
The inspiration for such work has frequently been unashamedly personal, as 
is evident in the eloquent writings ofDonaid Worster [II 8-23]. In this sense 
the fact that 'environment' mobilises powerful feelings about places and 
how human beings inhabit them is crucial. When I say 'inhabit' I mean far 
more than simply living, existing in a given location. The new environmental 
history concerns itselfwith the manner in which societies use their environ
ment, where 'use' includes everything from economic exploitation to imagi
native investment [26, 27, 28, I I 5, I 16, I 18-23]. The environment is not 
construed as a passive partner in this enterprise, and the diversity of land 
use, according to politics, ethnicity, gender, and period is foregrounded [26, 
46, 6I, 72-4, I 16]. Many historians who are self-consciously trying to write 
differently about 'man's mastery over nature', seek to marry a complex 
understanding of economic relationships and careful attention to cultural 
production. The result is intellectually powerful and sometimes deeply 
moving, but is generally a long way from the close attention to the produc
tion of knowledge that is central to the history of science. 

The study of images of nature-the third issue-has moved a long dis
tance since the I970S. In large measure this is due to the growth of art 
history as a field and to the fruitful intellectual exchanges with other disci
plines in which it has participated. Many scholars are interested in images 
and in the theories best suited to their understanding. The notable increase 
of interest in 'landscape' as a category and in landscape painting, especially 
of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, is a case in point [2, 4,5,22, 
25,29,3°,5°,53,54,81,82]. A great deal ofattention has been paid by those 
with a theoretically-informed interest in art history to the complex ideologi
cal work that landscapes perform. In a sense landscape is a topic that cries 
out for interdisciplinary work and it has indeed received attention from 
a variety of perspectives. This has occurred because images of'nature', of the 
countryside, can act as mediators for a wide range of concerns, such as 
national and ethnic identity, the uses of agricultural land, the nature of 
poverty, kinship, fantasies of wildness, and so on, and hence can readily be 
approached from distinct angles. Simon Schama's Landscape and memory 
seeks to bring a number of these perspectives together, and presents a richly
textured narrative brimming with piquant examples. However, it has very 
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little to say about systematic knowledge oflandscapes [96]. In these respects 
it resembles Man and the natural world in which Keith Thomas brought 
together an abundance of diverse sources and insights on the complex 
relationships between human beings and nature [108; cf. 60]. Both these 
books are extremely readable and cover a broad canvas, but they differ 
markedly from most of the works that go under the name of'environmental 
history' -many of which are concerned with images, although less as ele
ments in visual culture and more as ideological constructs. 

Much of the writing on environmental history seeks to offer a history of 
the environment in its own terms, making it a key player in the course of 
human history. In order to do this careful conceptualisation is needed of the 
relationships between the material, the social and economic, and the ideo
logical levels. In this ambitious form of history, the history of science 
certainly has a place, and a complex one, since scientific insighrs are drawn 
on directly to elucidate the nature of ecological change, while the role of 
science in constructing ideological positions is also foregrounded. Science, 
broadly defined, is shown to participate in the forging ofpowerful, authori
tative images of the environment. Just as art history has explored ways of 
placing images more securely in their historical context, studies of images of 
the earth aim to place these in economic, cultural and ideological contexts 
that are evoked with great subtlety. 

The growing interest in 'images of the earth' and in 'environment' has not 
been unproblematic, however. Much of what is written is charged with 
moral indignation, with self-righteous condemnation of colonialism, impe
rialism, the exploitation of land, of indigenous peoples, of the earth's re
sources. Thus there is a proselytising reformism, and sometimes a naive 
utopianism at work about which we may want to be sceptical. Environmen
tal history has obviously developed in the same cultural environment as 
other morally-charged discourses, especially concerning colonialism. While 
it is undoubtedly important to work through the implications of Euro
centrism for the kinds of scholarship that is produced, we should beware of 
falling into a judgemental position, where the right answers seem self
evident. Historians of science in particular may want to think carefully 
before they buy into a new moral framework, having worked so hard 
to divest themselves of the old Whiggish triumphalism. Furthermore, it 
is arguable that the rather blanket condemnations of 'Western' attitudes 
towards nature or of an exploitative mentality inherent in the 'Judeo
Christian' tradition stem from a serious simplification of the past, which it is 
the job of professional scholars to expose [65, r02]. Some important at
tempts are now being made to show how ideas about, and understandings 
of, conservation arose precisely out of the experience ofWestern scientists in 
colonial settings [46]. 

Because so much recent writing on the environment is inspired by con
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temporary political concerns, its emphasis has largely been on the nine
teenth and twentieth centuries, although we should note [he clutch ofinnov
ative works that examine afresh the relationships between native Americans, 
European settlers and the land in earlier periods [26, 73, II6]. The signific
ance of this emphasis on the last two centuries is worth considering in 
slightly more detail. Virtually all the important recent work on geology 
in the English-speaking world concerns nineteenth-century Britain, which 
clearly constitutes exceptionally fertile terrain. Leaving aside questions of 
when it is permissible to speak of 'geology', the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries seem rather neglected by comparison. Nor are many historians of 
science venturing into the 'longue dude', which was part ofBraudel's vision 
for a history that took the physical and material dimensions of life seriously. 
Needless to say the practical problems of studying such broad sweeps are 
considerable, and the sharp focus on people, controversies and institutions 
in recent scholarship has much to recommend it. It is also difficult to work 
across a range of cultures, although in a spirit that is openly revisionist of 
current thinking in philosophy of science as well as in the history of geo
logy, this is just what Mott Greene attempted [44]. None the less, the 
dominant chronological focus is clearly of considerable importance. It is 
consistent with general trends within the study and teaching of history, 
including the history of science. In the case of the environment, the issue 
demands consideration because physical changes in the earth frequently take 
place over generations rather than decades, as those interested in the history 
of climate have made clear [62, 63]. One by-product of this attention to the 
recent past is the tendency to look backwards for the roots of 'green' 
consciousness, to search for legitimations of current political movements. 
There is, of course, no consensus on when environmental awareness first 
arose, and it is instructive how often Clarence Glacken's classic work Traces 
on the Rhodian shore, with its magisterial temporal sweep, is st.ilI cited. 
Nonetheless, recent commentators are generally not keen to go back further 
than the eighteenth century, with the result that stereotyped views of earlier 
periods are often promulgated. 

More specifically, it remains common to invoke huge generalisations 
about whole civilisations or religious traditions as if these were homogene
ous entities. Attempts to debunk these myths are to be warmly welcomed 
[r02]. Inevitably, religion is a shadowy presence in this area, rarely brought 
into explicit focus, except by those with a particular investment in it [94]. In 
the field of history of science as a whole, the concern with religion is well
established, even if it as yet interacts little with general historical work on the 
topic. Thus the history of the environmental sciences seems to have devel
oped as a subject that concentrates on the recent past. While this could be 
interpreted as a scrupulous avoidance ofanachronism, we may wish to reflect 
on other ways of interpreting the relative lack of interest in earlier periods. 
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One topic that has received a marked amount of interest in recent years is 
the history of exploration, and it is easy to see why this has become so 
attractive [7, 35, 46]. Not only has it fitted in well with a number of recent 
commemorations- two hundred years since the foundation of Australia, 
five hundred since Columbus' voyage - but the primary sources are rich and 
diverse, from the journals, letters and drawings of those who made voyages 
of discovery, to the objects they collected and wrote about, as well as 
contemporary reactions to their activities and information about their im
pact on the societies they 'discovered'. The growth of interest in Joseph 
Banks is a case in point [18, 19, 42, IIO]. Examining early moments of 
contact, and the ways in which natural knowledge was produced in the 
process has proved to be rewarding, as have studies of the developing 
practices that enabled Western powers to understand and use new lands. The 
history of exploration promises illSights into the intricate contacts between 
different cultures and knowledge systems and links up well with the increas
ing number of studies of colonial science and medicine. At the same time, 
this topic lends itself to biographical treatment [105]. 

In the introduction to the first edition of Images of the earth, we com
mented on the need to turn away from studies of ,great' individuals towards 
more thematic studies. The need for thematic studies is still there but the 
status of biography has changed. This is due to three trends. First there has 
been a tremendous growth of critical interest in the nature of biographical 
and autobiographical writing, with the result that authors of biographies are 
considerably more aware of both the potential and the limitations of that 
genre than they were twenty years ago. Second, the history of science has 
seen the publication of some distinguished and theoretically informed biog
raphies that demonstrate, in the most powerful way possible, by example, 
the potential of this form of writing for our field. Third, the processes 
whereby heroes are constructed have been problematised-this is now an 
area for scholarship, whereas before we largely reacted with frustration at 
the effects of hero-worship. Now we can see the varied and historically 
specific ways in which the scientific genius is constructed as an object of 
study in her or his own right. A number of studies now exist that show how 
conceptually powerful a biographical approach can be. Especially in the 
history of the environmental sciences, work on individuals often helps to set 
neglected areas of science in context and to illustrate the complex manner in 
which science and colonialism, for instance, were enmeshed in a single figure 
[12,14,19,24,32,4°,42,56,83,93,99,1°5,110]. 

Given the rise of popular concern with the environment, and the develop
ment ofmodes ofscholarship that might properly be called 'environmental
ist', historians of science find themselves awkwardly placed. This is because 
science is often understood as one of the most powerful forces that has 
brought about and legitimated environmental exploitation and change. The 
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idea that science has also, perhaps, been a force for conservation is less 
widely held. Here is a reminder of a theoretical issue that has underlain the 
history of science since the early 1970s. At that time there was considerable 
criticism of the idea that scientific knowledge was value free. Indeed its 
supposed neutrality was attacked as an ideological position that defended 
the interests of scientists and those allied with them. Following many de
bates, some of them rather painful, there now seems to be a recognition that 
it is possible neither to maintain the complete value-neutrality of science nor 
to castigate it as the mere instrument of dominant elites. Feminist scholar
ship in science and medicine is particularly alive to these issues. But finding 
a new, more generative mode in which to explore these matters is not easy
in the history of both the environment and the environmental sciences there 
are highly sensitive matters at stake. Indeed, they have become major do
mains in which some of the taxing issues of historical interpretation are 
being worked through. That in fact is one source of their appeal. Hence the 
tremendous growth of historical scholarship on the environment, however 
this is defined, is not just substantively significant, but constitutes an arena 
for both general theoretical and specifically historiographical debate. 

In closing it should perhaps be admitted that a collection of new essays on 
this topic published in the 1990S would look quite different from Images of 
the earth, as does Michael Shortland's volume in the same series [101]. We 
included nothing on the twentieth century or on map-making for example, 
and the emphasis was principally on working out how ideas about the earth 
functioned, even if a number of contributors paid careful attention to the 
social-historical circumstances in which scientific ideas lived. If one lesson 
has emerged from the great changes in scholarly styles in the history of 
science over the last twenty years, it is that ideas- how they are produced, 
sustained and changed-remain at the heart of the discipline. At the same 
time, we can learn much from other kinds of history, while writings on the 
environment broadly conceived have a great deal to offer historians of 
SCIence. 

York 
October 1995 
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