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Abstract

Environmental history is a discipline with its own paradigms and methodology that is concerned with studying the coevolutionary 
relations between the environment and the social system. This article offers a historiographic sketch of the environmental history of 
the Catalan area. Based on a review of the scholarly literature, this article identifies the main themes, avenues of research and analytical 
keys and evaluates the way that the complexity of socioenvironmental conflicts has been explored.
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Environmental history, ecological history or ecohistory is 
concerned with studying the coevolutionary relationships 
between the environment and the social system. It can be 
viewed as both a perspective that coexists with the tradi-
tional historical accounts and as a cross-disciplinary field 
within the social-environmental sciences derived from 
critical human ecology, urban ecology, industrial ecology, 
ethno-ecology, ecological anthropology and the disci-
plines harboured under the umbrella of the environmen-
tal humanities, such as ecocriticism, ecolinguistics and 
ecosemiotics. According to this meaning, environmental 
history is a specific field of historical knowledge with its 
own paradigms and methodology which is influenced by 
both the different branches of the human and social sci-
ences and by a kind of ecological science that incorporates 
the historical analysis of concepts like ecosystem, energy 
flow, metabolism and technology transfer. As an emerg-
ing discipline, it coevolved thematically and methodolog-
ically apace with the different stages in the social-envi-
ronmental crises, along with their different, ever-shifting 
individual, social, political, scientific and chance percep-
tions. As an outcome of environmental crises, it is critical 
and has a strong academic commitment, with the goal of 
achieving a historiographic renovation, as well as a social 
and political commitment, with the goal of being a pub-
lic-oriented applied history which provides answers to 
environmental problems and suggests alternative devel-
opment models.

The objectives of this article are first to present the ge-
nealogy of environmental history within the Catalan-
speaking area and to explore the multiplicity of issues it 
has dealt with; secondly, to outline the main veins of anal-
ysis; and third, to examine how they have been used to 
address the complexity of social-environmental conflicts. 
To achieve this, we shall briefly examine the historical pe-
riods which attended to the formation of the discipline, 
outline the main elements shared by the different branch-
es that have arisen, and provide a summary of the main 
avenues of research undertaken based on the environ-
mental history of urbanisation and industrialisation, the 
history of pollution, historical agro-ecology, the history 
of the climate and finally, the history of environmental 
thinking.

Genesis and consolidation of the 
discipline

To include the environmental paradigm within the study 
of history, it was essential to accept the externalist episte-
mological theory in the study of science. In the mid-20th 
century, the progress beyond the debate between inter-
nalism and externalism acknowledged that scientific 
knowledge is affected by external factors, which meant 
introducing anthropological, phenomenological and eth-
nomethodological approaches into the discipline of the 
history of science, while for historical science, it meant 
consolidating the perspective of “total history” and ac-
cepting the concept of coevolution between ecological 
and social systems. Likewise, for ecological analysis, it 
meant incorporating notions of gender, ethnicity and 
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class and considering methodological proposals of new 
scientific approaches, such as complexity theory and the 
concept of post-normal science.

In the 1960s to 1980s, the cohesion and institutionali-
sation of the scientific community around environmental 
history began first in the English-speaking world1 and 
later in Europe, Latin America and Asia. This early period 
is when there was the strongest social and political com-
mitment, although, according to some interpretations, 
this gradually vanished as institutionalisation took root.2 
By the 2010s, it was possible to recognise different genera-
tions of experts and to distinguish three main avenues of 
research: material, cultural and political environmental 
history. The convergence of all three avenues facilitated 
an analysis of the environment viewed as a conglomerate 
of objectifiable factors and subjective perceptions. The 
first one studies physical changes, both in themselves and 
in relation to society and manufacturing technologies; the 
second examines the definitions, representations, percep-
tions, ideologies, ethics and myths generated around con-
cepts like environment, nature, pollution and climate; 
and the third studies the reactions, policies and laws that 
regulate interactions between individuals, societies and 
the environment. Regardless of whether or not all three 
are present simultaneously in a diachronic analysis, they 
all address problems that cannot be limited to either the 
classic timelines or a single academic discipline.

In the Catalan-speaking lands, the earliest approaches 
which incorporated the environment into historical study 
came from ecological economics, geography and the spe-
ciality of landscape science. Environmental history coa-
lesced as a self-aware discipline during the 1990s, when 
Joan Martínez Alier and Anna Monjo founded the jour-
nal Ecología Política (1991) and when the fields of history, 
geography and archaeology set forth methodological pro-
posals and initiatives which kindled the debate with ex-
perts on the subject. Examples include the seminar held 
in Girona in 1991 entitled “Història ecològica i Història 
de la ecologia” organised by Ramon Garrabou and Joan 
Martínez Alier, with the presence of Piero Bevilacqua, 
Christian Pfister, Jean-Paul Deléage and Joachim Radkau, 
among others;3 the following year, the journal Recerques 
devoted a monographic issue to the topic;4 in 1994, Joan 
Martínez Alier described the objectives and main meth-
odologies of ecological economic history in De la 
economía ecológica al ecologismo popular;5 around the 
same time, Ramon Garrabou and José Manuel Naredo 
initiated a series of interdisciplinary seminars which laid 
the methodological groundwork of research into agro-
ecological history;6 the first thesis on historical climatolo-
gy was read by Mariano Barriendos;7 and the Archaeome-
des project was undertaken with the goal of analysing the 
anthropic and natural dynamics involved in shaping the 
Mediterranean environment, with the participation of ex-
perts from the Universitat Pompeu Fabra, the Universitat 
de Girona, the Universitat de Barcelona and the Universi-
tat Autònoma de Barcelona.

The discipline became institutionalised in the 2000s, if 
we consider its inclusion in different university-based re-
search groups and ongoing projects which went on to 
have significant repercussions on today’s scholarly out-
put. They include the groups and projects led by Ramon 
Garrabou Segura, Enric Tello Aragay, Rosa Congost Co-
lomer and Armando Alberola Romá, as well as those con-
ducted around the Seminari d’Estudis i Recerques Pre-
històriques of the Universitat de Barcelona and the Institut 
de Ciències de la Terra Jaume Almera (IIGJA), a continua-
tion of the research institute founded in 1965 by Lluís Solé 
Sabarís.8

The acceptance of the ecological paradigm within Cat-
alonian academia is indebted to the longstanding, con-
solidated historiographic tradition of certain disciplines 
which had taken an interest in the diachronic analysis of 
nature, especially geography, natural history and the his-
tory of medicine, since the 19th century. Examples in-
clude the projects to restore the cultural and natural herit-
age undertaken by the Renaixença movement, scientific 
excursionism and botanical and natural history studies 
(especially the studies by Eduardo Boscà, Barceló i Com-
bis, Odon de Buen y del Cos and Norbert Font i Sagué), as 
well as the influence of environmental education, scout-
ing, naturalism, anarchism (which is keenly interested in 
nature), evolutionism and hygienism. 

Throughout the 1960s to 1980s, several approaches 
erased the boundaries between history, science and geog-
raphy following the methodological proposals of the An-
nals school and the new social history, or the models de-
signed by Pierre Vilar, Pau Vila and Lluís Solé Sabarís. 
Examples include the historical studies of science and 
technology by José Maria Lopez Piñero; studies within the 
speciality of landscape science by Maria de Bolós, Josep M. 
Panareda and Joan Sabí;9 and those developed within the 
circle of the journal Geo Crítica (1976), such as the ones by 
Horacio Capel and Luis Urteaga. Around the same dec-
ades, Manuel Sacristan and Joan Martinez Alier10 spear-
headed critical theories such as economic ecology and po-
litical ecology, which were essential to shaping today’s 
environmental history; Ramon Margalef, Maria Rosa Mir-
acle, Maria Àngels Cardona Florit and Ramon Folch 
forged ecological science in the study of ecosystems; and 
social and political ecological movements arose in the dif-
ferent Catalan-speaking lands in convergence with neigh-
bourhood, feminist and anti-militarist movements.

The dialogic relationship among all of them and other 
events fleshed out the particularities of an environmental 
history which has deployed the three avenues mentioned 
above – material, cultural and political environmental 
history – and coalesced around a considerable variety of 
field of research. The greatest bulk of studies is in the en-
vironmental history of urbanisation and industrialisa-
tion, the history of pollution, agro-ecological history and 
climate history.

If we set out to undertake a global examination of the 
fields developed, we must bear in mind different factors 
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which hinder us in this undertaking and force us to be 
prudent in our assessment. There is quite a bit of disper-
sion among experts and different research groups; there is 
no actual association to bring them together; and it has 
only recently and discreetly been introduced into aca-
demic curricula, limited to university Master’s pro-
grammes. In this sense, we could highlight the course 
taught by Agustí Nieto Galan, “Technology and Environ-
ment: A Historical Perspective”, in the PhD in Environ-
mental Sciences at the Institut de Ciència i Tecnologia 
Ambiental (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona) be-
tween 1998 and 2002; and the “Environmental Thought” 
course in the Joint European Master Programme in Envi-
ronmental Studies (Technische Universität Hamburg, 
Aalborg Universitet, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelo-
na, Universidade de Aveiro) between 2009 and 2011. 
Since 2010, Armando Alberola has taught the course enti-
tled “The Mediterranean World Facing Natural Risk in 
the Modern World” in the Inter-University Master’s in 
Hispanic History and Identity in the Western Mediterra-
nean (15th to 19th centuries) (Universitat de Barcelona, 
Universitat de València, Universitat d’Alacant and Uni-
versitat Jaume I de Castelló). And Enric Tello teaches 
“Environmental History: Energy and Territory” as part of 
the current curriculum in the Master’s in Economic His-
tory (Universitat de Barcelona).

Furthermore, during the same years the purposes and 
methodologies of the discipline itself have shifted. As the 
definition of the subject of study has become more com-
plex and self-organised, there is an increasing number of 
frameworks of reference created by ecology, human ecol-
ogy, social ecology, ecological sociology and political eco-
nomics which determine the relational variables between 
society and environment that can be extrapolated to his-
torical analysis.11 However, after more than two decades 
of scholarly output, it is possible to survey the field from 
the vantage point of a certain distance. By doing so, we 
can find numerous areas of common ground and mixture 
among the different fields. Below we shall outline six of 
the common elements of the scholarly output produced 
in the Catalan-speaking lands.

First, the influence of ecological economics is unques-
tionable. This is clear in the fact that essential to the envi-
ronmentalisation of urban history, economic history, 
agrarian history or human geography is the acceptance of 
theories revolving around social metabolism, Georgescu-
Roegen’s theory of flows outlined in The Entropy Law and 
the Economic Process12 and more recently the resumption 
of multiscale integrated analyses of the metabolism of so-
ciety and ecosystems undertaken to simulate possible pat-
terns of development.13

Secondly, the prime role of political ecology is also 
clear, which is concerned with the social and political di-
mensions of environmental issues, with a particular em-
phasis on power relations. When the different disciplines 
“environmentalised”, they sought to detect and describe 
the entire set of objectifiable factors and subjective per-

ceptions that defined the environment and, as if it were a 
text, they have read and interpreted its politicised ele-
ments, both discursive and material.

Third, the influence from the geographic tradition is 
palpable. Chorological and spatial analyses are part and 
parcel of ecological and environmental analysis. Space, 
territory and place are the focal points, and more notably 
so is the study of the distribution and layout constants 
which are often interpreted in an economic and political 
vein, with a clear influence from the theories of location, 
human ecology and political ecology. The degrees of neu-
trality of places, locations, distributions and consump-
tions are evaluated, and to what extent the results reveal 
the affiliation and reaffiliation of a desired socio-spatial 
segregation and consequent unequal access which gener-
ates social conflicts is also analysed. In this way, there is a 
shared interest in interpreting the reproduction of the 
power relations which can be inferred from the spatial 
distribution of energies, materials, infrastructures and in-
dustries and from unequal access to natural resources.

Fourth, the influences of constructivism are clear. In all 
the fields, it is common to analyse the language and at-
tempt to decode the discourses and concepts related to 
the environment, which are viewed as categories within 
complex systems subjected to joint processes and multi-
ple dependent scales, such as of space, time, society, iden-
tity, gender, individual or chance. Thus, it is taken for 
granted that concepts like pollution, pollutant, naturali-
sation, water, air or food quality standards, erosion, natu-
ral disaster and environmental risk are shaped and con-
structed by these spatial, temporal, social or identity-based 
contexts, which, in turn, shape and build new ones, both 
discursive and material, contemporary or not.

Fifth, a common set of ideas can be detected in many of 
the studies which examine a current environmental chal-
lenge or one that existed when they were written, namely 
the creation of a practical tool that is capable of evaluating 
the present and proposing alternative models. Thus, 
when faced with a challenge, the objective is to identify, 
define, interpret, evaluate and propose.

Finally, the environmental history devoted to the Cata-
lan environment obviously has to deal with conjectures 
stemming from the socioenvironmental setting itself and 
must bear in mind its own periodisations and common 
problems. In terms of the local periodisations, we can 
stress the climate stages (the warm Mediaeval episode be-
tween approximately the 8th and 14th centuries, the Little 
Ice Age between the 14th and 19th centuries, and an-
thropic-induced climate change since the 20th century); 
the specificities generated by the system of land access 
and property structures; and the major socio-metabolic 
stages (organic economies before the 18th century, or-
ganic economies in the agrarian sector and fossil fuels in 
industry and transport from the late 18th century until 
the mid-20th century, and the industrialisation of agri-
culture and livestock since the second half of the 20th 
century).
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The common problems throughout the entire history 
have included the different climate adversities which have 
arisen, the scarcity and irregularity of water resources 
characteristic of the Mediterranean climate, the scarcity 
of agricultural land, and constraints arising from wars 
and the movements of armies. And for the more recent 
eras, they have included the conflicts inherent to urbani-
sation, waste management, tourism, conservation of bio-
diversity, natural park management, the introduction of 
genetically modified crops, production and consumption 
externalities and pollution arising from human activities 
(noise, visual, air or water), the use and extraction of min-
erals and fossil fuels, and the construction of power 
plants. Specifically from recent history, we should cite 
longstanding conflicts such as those stemming from the 
Ercros chemical complex in Flix (since 1897), the air pol-
lution from the cement factory in Montcada i Reixac 
(since 1917), the salinization of the Llobregat River owing 
to the potash mines (since 1925) and the risk of pollution 
posed by the nuclear power plants in Vandellòs (since 
1974), Cofrents and Ascó (since 1984). Among the con-
flicts existing right now,14 apart from those caused by 
global climate change, we can cite the Son Reus incinera-
tor on Mallorca (since 1992), the expansion of La Punta 
port in Valencia (since 1993), nitrate pollution in the Ter 
River (since 2000), the diversion of the Ebro River based 
on the National Hydrological Plan (since 2001), the con-
struction of the very high-tension line between France 
and Catalonia (since 2001) and in Llucmajor (since 2010), 
the earthquakes associated with the Castor project in the 
Mediterranean Sea (since 2007) and the use of hydraulic 
fracturing to get hydrocarbons (since 2012).

The environmental history of 
urbanisation and industrialisation  
and the history of pollution

The environmental history of urbanisation and industri-
alisation, provided for by both ecological economy and 
urban political ecology,15 has established four strands of 
revision and approach: the interpretation of historical en-
vironmental discourses related to urban planning; the re-
construction of the social metabolism (of energy and ma-
terial flows); the identification of the propelling forces 
and guiding agents that take part in shaping these flows 
(use of the distributions and locations of energies and 
materials as reproducers of power relations); and the 
evaluation of conflicts and the responses generated by po-
liticised distributions and locations.

In terms of the discourses, hygiene proposals have been 
posited in relation to urban planning and green spaces,16 
the proposals from anarchism related to natural laws and 
the urban metabolism17 and the design of landscapes 
meant for work or play.18 In terms of the reconstruction 
of the metabolism, maps of gas,19 electricity20 and water21 
have been drawn up in which the flows are interpreted as 

the texts resulting from power representations, and as 
such, generators of social conflicts. In the historical per-
spective and for the urban sphere, conflictiveness22 has 
recently been studied in the case of potable water foun-
tains in 17th-century Barcelona within a context of water 
stress during the Little Ice Age;23 in the case of water cy-
cles in the city of Barcelona from the 19th century until 
today within a context of demographic explosion and the 
privatisation of water;24 and in current history in the case 
of territorial conflicts in the Valencia metropolitan area 
during the 2000s.25 From the vantage point of the territo-
ry as a whole, studies have focused on topics like water 
flows within the Spanish Civil War, 26 along with the geo-
politics of the electrical and wind system in Catalonia.27 
Finally, also worth noting is the impetus from geography 
to incorporate environmental history as a tool for urban 
planning, as Horacio Capel outlined by in the specific 
case of the design of electrical energy flows at the 4th Sym-
posium on Electrification.28

Likewise, studies of the history of pollution have exam-
ined four main points (which have much in common with 
studies on the environmental history of urbanisation and 
industrialisation): the interpretation of the discourses 
and grammars related to pollution; the politicisation of 
locations; the scope of pollution in terms of its environ-
mental, socioeconomic and especially health impact; the 
scope of pollution in terms of concepts related to juris-
prudence (such as environmental cost, social compensa-
tion, environmental responsibility, compensation meas-
ures and environmental restitution); and the examination 
of the conflict and mobilisation generated by pollution, 
with reference to the intensity of reactions, the groups in-
volved, the forms of mobilisation and the social construc-
tion of risk.

Discursive analysis has evaluated the process of con-
structing and deconstructing concepts like the naturalisa-
tion, concealment or denial of the hazards of pollutants, 
quality standards or environmental toxins and food 
fraud. “Naturalisation”, for example, was revisited in the 
case of the salinization of the Llobregat River by the pot-
ash mines since 1925, where the existence of natural geo-
logical salinity has been used to deny or minimise the an-
thropic pollution.29 The dialectic between experts and 
individual or collective perceptions, as well as conceal-
ment, denial and the use of scepticism when assessing the 
hazard of pollutants, has been examined in the cases of 
the medical reports issued in the city of Barcelona in the 
18th century which evaluated calico dyes and the use of 
coal;30 in the case of the broad spectrum of factors in-
volved in constructing environmental toxicity in the 19th 
and 20th centuries;31 and in the discourses related to the 
chemical plant in Flix32 and the different nuclear power 
plants.33 Finally, the studies devoted to toxins and food 
fraud have led to an increase in the number of cases of 
adulteration detected since the 18th century, as well as to 
the definition of food quality standards.34 Currently, the 
objective of two research projects framed within the 20th 
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century are to study the dialectic between experts’ scien-
tific knowledge and the public perception, in particular 
regarding the perceptions of risk and the deconstruction 
of concepts related to pollution and toxins.35

The interpretation of spaces in relation to pollution has 
revealed the politicisation and lack of neutrality of loca-
tions, such as the Vandellòs I36 nuclear power plant, as 
well as the waste storage in Ascó. It has also clearly re-
vealed that location is closely tied to poverty in the region, 
which has also hindered the development of alternatives 
to overcome it.37 The evaluation of the health impacts has 
been closely tied to the history of medicine and particu-
larly to the field of public health in both mediaeval and 
modern contexts.38 Finally, the study of the determina-
tion of responsibilities and the forms of mobilisation have 
been evaluated in the case of the nitrate pollution from 
liquid manure in the Ter River since the 1980s,39 the 
chemical industry in Flix40 and the nuclear power plants 
in Ascó, Vandellòs and Cofrents.41 On this point, we 
should note the importance of evaluations of the impacts 
of pollution and the determination of responsibilities for 
environmental justice movements,42 as well as for courts 
(since the instatement of ecological crimes in Spain in 
1983).

Agroecology and the environmental 
history of landscapes 

One could claim that agroecological history has been the 
cornerstone of environmental studies in the Catalan-
speaking lands. The specialisation in agrarian history – 
which gained ground in academia between 1960 and 1970 
– revised the interpretation of agrarian growth from an 
environmental vantage point in the 1980s. The gatherings 
of experts in history and experts in agronomic engineer-
ing, biology, economics and geography organised by Ra-
mon Garrabou and José Manuel Naredo were essential to 
undertaking this revision. The purpose of these gather-
ings was to equip historians with the methodological tools 
they needed to environmentally evaluate issues related to 
nutrient flows, water resources, technology and the his-
torical dynamics that come into play in the formation of 
agrarian, wooded or natural landscapes.

Since the 1990s, different interdisciplinary and inter-
national research groups have undertaken studies of 
agrarian metabolism and landscapes from this perspec-
tive, adapting to the requirements of the theoretical 
frameworks and the avenues of research that have 
emerged. Thus, natural,43 agricultural44 and forested 
landscapes have been historically reconstructed – espe-
cially for the stages prior to the 19th century, from defor-
estation until the first third of the 20th century and refor-
estation from the mid-20th century until today. For prior 
to this period, the paucity of sources makes it difficult to 
determine both the surface features and the ways the 
land was used.45

A common thread of the studies is the determination 
of the social and metabolic balances of the energy, nutri-
ent and water flows; the evaluation of the changes in land 
use; and the analysis of social, metabolic and biophysical 
factors in unequal access to natural resources. Likewise, 
they have examined the coevolutionary relations among 
different spaces (agrarian, forest and natural; or urban 
and periurban)46 and their relationship with land plan-
ning and biodiversity management during the periods 
when the studies were conducted.47 The evaluations fo-
cusing on the landscape viewed as a metabolic system 
have encompassed all of Catalonia.48

Within the sphere of research into agroecological his-
tory, we should cite the study conducted around tradi-
tional agricultural memory and organic economies. This 
is the memory that encompasses all the knowledge with 
the capacity to reproduce agro-systems within an organic, 
sustainable system which has been shaped both by theo-
retical texts and rural communities. The recovery and 
conservation of this traditional agro-memory has primar-
ily been undertaken by the fields of philology and history 
on the one hand and ethnoecology on the other. Philology 
and history have transcribed, translated into Catalan if 
needed, edited and interpreted ancient, mediaeval and 
modern agricultural treatises,49 texts which describe the 
traditional techniques that made it possible to get optimal 
yields from the agroecological flows of energy and mate-
rials, maintain the biodiversity of the landscape and allow 
pests, diseases or episodes of extreme weather to be com-
batted. In ethnoecology, the recovery of memory has fo-
cused on the periods when the studies were conducted 
and stressed the relationship between the use of tradition-
al techniques and conservation of the biodiversity.50 
These works as a whole are particularly tied to ecological 
agriculture, endowing them with content, while also in-
cluding research devoted to degrowth, which is extremely 
important at research centres within the Catalan-speak-
ing area, in particular the Institut de Ciència i Tecnologia 
Ambientals of the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, 
which advocates a decrease in the use of allergenic chemi-
cals and neurotoxic, immunosuppressive and mutagenic 
pesticides within the framework of a gradual, democrati-
cally-controlled reduction in consumption and economic 
production.51

Finally, we should cite the projects devoted to recon-
structing historical green spaces. These initiatives have a 
strong communicative aim and the goal of transforming 
historical theory into practice. One example is the recov-
ery of the agricultural space of the Jardí de l’Amistat 
d’Isidre Nadal in Sabadell, undertaken as an example of 
an alternative urban model connected with the anarchic 
discourses of the first half of the 20th century.52 We 
should also cite the reconstructions of green spaces in 
convents, such as the garden of the Caputxins de Sarrià 
and the medicinal plant and vegetable garden of the mon-
astery of Pedralbes. These projects seek to construct spac-
es for environmental education and research, experimen-
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tation and evaluation of the role that traditional 
agriculture can play in the development of contemporary 
ecological agriculture.

Historical climatology from the 
environmental perspective

The Catalan-speaking lands have been solidly reconstruct-
ed and their climate described thanks to the longstanding 
historiographic tradition of historical climatology.53 The 
environmental perspective injects coevolutionary consid-
erations into the climate data and necessitates an inter-
pretation of the subjectivities involved in the relation-
ships between the individual and the climate. This kind of 
analysis is particularly unique in the Catalan-speaking 
lands because of both its richness and the high volume of 
documentation, which is instrumental after the 18th cen-
tury, and qualitative or indirect proxy data before the 
18th century (revolving around municipal, religious and 
private administrative sources, as well as account books 
and personal ledgers).

In order to establish the themes and flesh out the sourc-
es and methodologies in this field, the work undertaken 
by Mariano Barriendos for the first thesis read on histori-
cal climatology54 in Catalonia was essential, as were the 
research projects by Armando Alberola (director of the 
“Grupo de Investigación en Historia y Clima” at the Uni-
versitat d’Alacant) and Miquel Grimalt (director of the 
“Grup de Recerca de Climatologia, Hidrologia, Riscs Nat-
urals i Territori” at the Universitat de les Illes Balears). 
These studies, which are clearly influenced by considera-
tions coming from systemic ecology and specifically from 
the social ecology of risk, have focused on precisely defin-
ing risk and natural disaster, and more concretely on de-
coding the concept of the social construction of risk.

The definition of natural disaster and the construction 
of risk have forced researchers to consider a broad gamut 
of closely interconnected factors, namely the description 
of the very exceptional nature of the natural phenomenon 
in terms of its singularity, variability or extreme manifes-
tation;55 the determination of the population’s exposure 
and vulnerability and to what extent vulnerable places are 
politicised;56 the interpretation of psychological attitudes 
and responses when faced with a natural disaster;57 the 
evaluation of the material and textual responses of the 
population and the authorities; the study of the tools used 
to manage risk – such as communication and the ex-
change of oral or written knowledge;58 the evaluation of 
the adaptations, responses, the capacity for resilience or 
collapse;59 and the delimitation of the scope of the impact 
on factors such as demographics, the economy, agricul-
tural production60 and health.61

The two periods examined in the greatest depth are 
the Little Ice Age and the climate change caused by the 
anthropogenic greenhouse effect. Without a doubt, from 
the standpoint of environmental history, the relations 

which can be found between the two stages are clear in 
terms of their practical content. The analysis of the fac-
tors, agents and subjectivities which came into play dur-
ing the Little Ice Age allow us to define and locate the 
possible contemporary risk zones, assess the degree of 
ecosystemic risk and consider how anthropic-induced 
climate change affects the risks that already existed (in 
relation to sea level, floods, droughts, agricultural and 
fishing models or the ageing of the population, among 
others). Furthermore, a historical survey also allows dif-
ferent communities’ responses to climate change to be 
evaluated, adopted and adapted, if needed. What is more, 
historical climate series have been and remain funda-
mental in developing official reports or written laws that 
seek to design the adaptation to contemporary climate 
change, as can be seen in the different documents ema-
nating from the bodies and institutions in the Catalan-
speaking lands that have addressed this issue.62 Finally, 
in terms of the specific study of contemporary climate 
change, since the emission of greenhouse gases is its 
cause, it shares methods, topics and objectives with the 
history of pollution. And thus, the historical interest in 
examining it, fundamentally through periodical docu-
mentation, also entails interpreting the discourses that 
legislate or describe it.63

Environmental thinking

Since it is integrated within the very complex ecosystem 
where society and environment converge and it partici-
pates in the same joint processes, environmental history 
emerges from certain environmental perceptions; that is, 
it studies them while also creating them. For example, in 
the English-speaking world, the origin of the discipline is 
indebted to the ruminations of Patrick Geddes, Lewis 
Mumford and Rachel Carson, who drew attention to the 
need to undertake an ethical shift in the relationship be-
tween humans and nature. At the same time, perceptions 
are an important topic of analysis for environmental his-
tory. As mentioned above, it seeks to decode definitions, 
representations and worldviews on aspects related to pol-
lutants, quality standards and climate disaster. It is also 
concerned with the notion of environment as a whole.

The history of science played a prime role in the global 
analyses of the concept of the environment because 
healthcare perspectives were included within the frame-
works of environmentalist reasoning common to the 
Hippocratic tradition from the ancient world until the 
19th century, and because of the importance of scientific 
thinking on the interpretation of nature.64 Here we could 
cite the pioneering studies by Luis Urteaga, who analyses 
the environmental ideas of nature in the 18th century, 
with a particular emphasis on enlightened forestry laws.65 
In the same vein, attention must be paid to the discus-
sions on the role of nature in the construction of identi-
ties. Studies have examined the concept of nature within 

Catalan Historical Review-12.indb   48 18/07/2019   12:47:00



The environmental history of the Catalan-speaking lands Cat. Hist. Rev. 12, 2019   49

the context of education in modern states;66 the social 
creation of landscapes based on Catalan geography in the 
period from 1870 to 1939;67 the consideration of scientific 
studies on nature within the framework of the Renaixen-
ça;68 the creation of archetypal landscapes in relation to 
nationalism;69 and perceptions in contemporary contexts 
in relation to geographic thinking, environmentalism and 
land planning.70

The research focusing on the context of the construc-
tion of the concept of nature during the American con-
quest and colonisation71 falls within the same vein and 
links up directly with one of the bodies of literature with 
the longest-standing tradition in the corpus of environ-
mental history. These include the grievances regarding 
the status of the American indigenous people aired by 
Mary Austin and Angie Debo during the first half of the 
20th century and the interpretations by Alfred W. Cros-
by, William Cronon and Richard Grove since the 1970s, 
who have not only used concepts like Columbian ex-
change, biological shock, biological conquest and ecolog-
ical imperialism to rewrite the history of the conquests 
and colonisations, but also undertaken the study, criti-
cism and struggle against contemporary biological con-
quests, as embodied in mining policies, which serve as an 
underpinning for fields like ecological economics, politi-
cal ecology and environmental justice movements.

This connection between past and present is one of the 
most fascinating aspects of environmental history in that 
it evinces the ability to create individual or collective con-
sciousnesses. The rewriting of historical events and the 
updating of the historiography questions traditional 
views of themes like the Industrial Revolution, social 
struggles and conquests and colonisations, and by doing 
so it can create a bank of memory of injustices and un-
mask those that had been concealed.

By avoiding the extreme conceptions of constructiv-
ism, environment and environmental history – as an inte-
gral part of society – can be regarded as coevolving dis-
cursively and materially, constructing concepts and 
realities.

As proclaimed by the theoretical formulations around 
the concept of post-normal science, in contemporary 
contexts – which are extraordinarily complex and full of 
uncertainties and risks – the decisions to be taken when 
faced with socioenvironmental crises, either local or glob-
al, will be imperfect if we rely solely on science and tech-
nology. Just as conflicts reflect and depend on multiple 
causes, dimensions and scales, so analyses and evalua-
tions must also be multiple and bring together different 
theories – science, history, politics, sociology, economics, 
ethics and anthropology – and consider the participation 
of different agents – from social movements to the sub-
jects directly affected by environmental problems. The 
solutions to the problems must also be tackled from this 
plural perspective.

However, what material solutions do historical consid-
erations allow? The reconstructions of energy and mate-

rial flows and the identification of the forces and agents 
that construct them enable us to design urban plans that 
minimise the food, energy and water imprint of urban ar-
eas; reconstructions of agrarian flows enable us to find 
alternatives to the crisis of industrial agricultures and 
find fairer and more sustainable production and con-
sumption systems; understanding the dynamic of land-
scapes enables us to ascertain their ability to host biodi-
versity and can guide land planning programmes or the 
management of natural spaces; knowing the effects of ex-
ternalities enables us to design industrial strategies that 
minimise environmental impacts; knowing the scope of 
pollution enables us to establish compensation or deter-
mine responsibilities, undertake the relevant judicial ac-
tions and enforce compliance with the laws; and estab-
lishing climate cycles enables us to make data projections 
and predict climate risks on a centuries-long scale.

To make environmental history truly effective, it must 
be capable of forging a solid, coherent and effective com-
municative circuit based on tension and interaction 
which is necessarily not one-way. Expert knowledge 
should coevolve with the agents involved with environ-
mental problems, with the subjects affected, with citizens, 
with the political parties and with public institutions. And 
connectors are needed for this communicative circuit to 
work. For this reason, it is important for experts to par-
ticipate not only in scholarly journals but also in activist 
magazines, and for them to work with social movements, 
civil-society organisations and public institutions. One 
theoretical-practical analysis in this vein is the work of Jo-
sep Lobera, who uses technoscience, sociology and envi-
ronmental history to evaluate the ideas of sustainability 
and environmental conflicts in relation to citizen partici-
pation and teaching-learning processes.72

Without a doubt, one task still pending is to evaluate 
the solidity of the connectors in the communicative cir-
cuit which join environmental history with the discipline 
of history itself – to what extent it brings about a historio-
graphic revision or manages to become inserted within 
the traditional historical discourse – or which link it with 
the political debates, territorial policies or environmental 
laws. To ensure the very survival of environmental histo-
ry, perhaps we must ascertain its capacity to impact con-
temporary conflicts and communicate with the agents 
involved in them. After all, the ultimate goal of environ-
mental history should be to rejoin the metabolic circuit 
and propose more socially and environmentally sustaina-
ble alternatives.
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