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Abstract
A current debate on environmental sociology involves how the subdiscipline should 
conceptualise and investigate the environment and whether it should be prescriptive and 
deliver policy recommendations. Taking this debate as a point of departure this article 
discusses the current and future role of sociology in a globalised world. It discusses how 
environmental sociology in the US and Europe differ in their understandings of sociology’s 
contribution to the study of the environment. Particular stress is placed on how these 
two regions differ with respect to their use of the tradition of sociological thought, 
views on what constitutes the environment and ways of institutionalising environmental 
sociology as a sociological field. In conclusion, the question is raised of whether current 
versions of environmental sociology are appropriate for analysing a globalised world 
environment; or whether environmental sociology’s strong roots in European and US 
cultures make it less relevant when facing an increasingly globalised world. Finally, the 
article proposes some new rules for a global environmental sociology and describes 
some of their possible implications for the sociological study of climate change.
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Introduction: Globalisation, sociology and the environment

Few would dispute the observation that globalisation is significantly changing the world. 
Although sociologists have different interpretations and definitions of what globalisation 
is, when it emerged as a major structuring force, and how to evaluate and assess its con-
sequences in different sectors, fields and geographies, they agree that globalisation is one 
of the key developments that is (re)structuring the current phase of modernity. 
Globalisation is perceived through changing social practices, institutional developments 
and social controversies in different and sometimes unexpected and unwanted ways in 
distinct geographies, sectors and social fields.

Sociologists have also been reflexive in analysing, discussing and hypothesising what 
globalisation does and should mean for their own discipline. How does globalisation 
affect sociology in terms of organisation, themes, content and theory? Over the past dec-
ade and a half, if any topic has been especially prominent in the titles and subjects of the 
major and influential sociological publications, regardless of thematic, methodological 
or theoretical specialisation, it has been globalisation. Calls for a sociology of globalisa-
tion (e.g. Alamuti, 2013; Martell, 2010; Martin et al., 2006; Sassen, 2006) have been 
echoed by calls for a global sociology (Burawoy, 2009; Cohen and Kennedy, 2013), 
indicating the dynamic and reflexive nature of the discipline.

Globalisation has also affected the sociological study of interactions between society 
and the environment, a field often loosely labelled environmental sociology. However, 
a closer look at environmental sociology under increasingly globalised conditions 
reveals that a remarkable phenomenon has emerged within the field. Globalisation has 
to some extent resulted in an environmental sociology of globalisation that takes the 
form of sociological studies of how globalisation has affected the interactions between 
society and the environment. It has not, however, resulted in what could be called a 
global environmental sociology, one that is unified around the world in terms of the 
themes that are studied and the theories that are applied and developed – in short, one 
having a common epistemology and methodology. This can be seen most clearly when 
comparing the two regions where environmental sociology developed first and arguably 
has matured the most, the United States and Western Europe. Whereas a short decade 
ago Arthur Mol (2006) could still identify hopeful signs of mutual learning, exchange, 
convergence and integration in these two main regions’ environmental sociologies, they 
currently seem to have drifted apart in terms of how they are being developed, defined, 
operationalised and institutionalised. In a world characterised by increasing interrelat-
edness and interconnectedness, where different cultures, governance structures, civic 
epistemologies and scientific systems and networks crisscross and mingle, the observa-
tion of a place-based divergence in sociological approaches to (global) environmental 
challenges seems an oxymoron. Starting from this observation, this article analyses 
current environmental sociologies and discusses the problems, prospects and outlooks 
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of a future global environmental sociology. In doing so, we aim to extend the analysis 
beyond the ‘old centres of the world’. Arguably, a truly global environmental sociology 
will be made as much in Asia and Latin America as in Europe and North America (or 
perhaps even more so).

There are several papers in the field of environmental sociology that compare and 
evaluate US and European sociological approaches to studying society–environment 
interactions, sometimes preferring and giving precedence to one of the positions, some-
times concluding that there is a need for synthetic approaches bridging the Atlantic, and 
sometimes celebrating the diversity of approaches as the way to move the discipline 
forward. In this article, we follow a different route, namely one of contextualisation. By 
placing the research approaches of both sides of the Atlantic in their different societal 
and historical contexts, the specific spatial distribution of the approaches is clarified, as 
well as their persistence in these times of globalisation and the (sometimes sharp) articu-
lation of their differences.

One of sociology’s hallmarks has always been its emphasis on context (Calhoun 
et al., 2007). The aim is not one of social reductionism, where everything – knowledge, 
institutions, practices – can be fully explained by and thus reduced to context. Rather, 
it is based on the idea that to sociologically understand a phenomenon, one must view 
it in relation to its context. By situating developments of different environmental soci-
ologies in their contexts, we will be able not only to understand differences in environ-
mental sociologies across the globe but also to say something about the type of demands 
an increasingly globalised context puts on environmental sociology. Phrased in the 
tradition of Durkheim, Giddens and Urry, what new rules are needed for environmental 
sociology?

The next section reviews the emergence of environmental sociology. Because the US 
and Europe played a central role in its early development, the third section traces the 
context-dependent differences in American and European environmental sociology, rais-
ing the question of the extent to which cross-Atlantic controversies and differences are 
hindering the development of a global environmental sociology. The fourth section wid-
ens the review of environmental sociology beyond Europe and the US, considering how 
some of the emerging national environmental sociologies define the subdiscipline. The 
final section focuses on the agenda for a global environmental sociology that is equipped 
to understand environment–society interactions in global modernity: the (un)sustainabil-
ity of global capitalism, sustainable production and consumption, the emerging global 
network of environmental NGOs, and the shifting role of environmental authorities at 
different scales. For reasons of space, we necessarily focus on general or mainstream 
attributes of place-based environmental sociologies rather than on the individual envi-
ronmental sociologists who deviate from it.

Environmental sociology: Emergence and emancipation

From the 1970s onwards a relatively small group of sociologists – first in the US and 
later in Europe and beyond – made significant efforts to bring environmental challenges 
into mainstream sociology, naming this subdiscipline environmental sociology. Since 
then, environmental sociology has been loosely defined as the sociological analysis and 

 at Orebro Universitet on April 1, 2015csi.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://csi.sagepub.com/


342 Current Sociology 63(3) 

understanding of society–environment interactions. In the 1970s and 1980s environmen-
tal sociology fought an uphill battle with a rather hostile parent discipline that was 
unwilling to include environmental questions in its research programme (see the special 
issue of Organization and Environment in 2002, on the occasion of 25 years of US envi-
ronmental sociology). However, over the last two decades environmental challenges 
have gained a prominent place in sociology. Global environmental change and globalisa-
tion have played major roles in this development.

The sociological analysis and understanding of society–environment interactions 
were strongly influenced by globalisation. Globalisation changed not only the content 
and understanding of sociological studies of environment and society but also the insti-
tutionalisation and centring of environment–society interdependencies in the wider soci-
ological discipline in two ways. Sociological subfields that originally had no relation to 
environmental challenges became interested in environmental aspects, such as political 
sociology, urban sociology, organisational sociology, sociology of consumption, sociol-
ogy of globalisation, sociology of social movements and feminist sociology. Second, 
general sociology increasingly moved into areas of (global) environmental change and 
had to ponder how and to what extent contemporary environmental challenges have 
implications for general social theory and sociological thought. Leading social theorists 
such as Ulrich Beck (1992, 2009), Niklas Luhmann (1989), Anthony Giddens (1990, 
2009), George Ritzer (2001), Zygmunt Bauman (2004, 2011), Manuel Castells (2009), 
Bruno Latour (2004) and John Urry (2011, 2013) have contributed to how environmental 
problems, risks and reforms should be included in general sociology and sociological 
theory, sometimes referring to developments in the environmental sociology subdisci-
pline (e.g. Beck, 2009) and sometimes not (e.g. Giddens, 2009; Urry, 2013). This cen-
tring of environmental challenges in sociology was triggered by the emergence and rise 
of global environmental change on the (global) public and political agendas and by the 
influence of environmental change on most parts of society (and, thus, most fields of 
sociology). In this respect, globalisation affected environmental sociological themes and 
theories. However, this centring of the environment in the sociological discipline is also 
related to the fact that research councils have channelled significant funds to environ-
mental areas, to which sociologists from different fields have responded by developing 
research on – or reframing existing research to include – environmental issues and dis-
courses. Irrespective of the reason, the study of the environment has become fully insti-
tutionalised and mainstreamed in 21st-century sociology, and globalisation has been part 
and parcel of this change.

As in many other subfields of sociology, environmental sociology involves different 
approaches, with their traditions, assumptions, methodologies, theories and key refer-
ences. Perhaps more so than in other subfields, however, environmental sociology relates 
to, and crosses borders with a number of other disciplines and research areas that study 
environmental matters, such as political science, anthropology, psychology, develop-
ment studies, environmental and human geography, human ecology, media studies, sci-
ence and technology studies, interdisciplinary environmental studies and sometimes 
even economics and life sciences. This intensive cross-disciplinary activity further con-
tributes to the diversity of approaches in environmental sociology. However, the exist-
ence of different approaches within environmental sociology is nothing special; this is 
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the case for most sociological subfields. Debates within and between different approaches, 
traditions, theories and methodologies often stimulate progress in the discipline, set new 
research agendas and lead to innovations.

We believe that there is one remarkable observation and one question to be asked with 
respect to these differences in approach, methodology, assumptions and theoretical prev-
alence and preference in the field of environmental sociology. We observe that these 
different approaches in environmental sociology seem to come with a rather sharp spatial 
division, particularly between US environmental sociology and its European counter-
part. The question, then, is as follows: What is happening to the spatial specificity of 
environmental sociology under conditions of globalisation and now that the subdisci-
pline has developed substantially in other regions, such as Asia and Latin America?

Worlds apart? An identification and contextual explanation

Any new subdiscipline (or discipline) needs to show that its knowledge claims are cred-
ible, both internally for its members and externally for the wider scientific community as 
well as society at large (cf. Jasanoff, 2011). This rarely happens smoothly; in most cases, 
the establishment of new knowledge areas is characterised by struggle. The presentation 
of new knowledge claims as credible and trustworthy is commonly accomplished by 
locating them within the sphere of authoritative knowledge, whereas other knowledge 
claims are assigned to a sphere of less authoritative knowledge or disregarded as non-
knowledge or mere opinion (Gieryn, 1999). A new subdiscipline or research field needs 
a frame of reference that guides knowledge development within the field. It also needs 
an interpretative community – a group of researchers who share the mission of the new 
subdiscipline – to provide a fertile ground for collectively elaborating the field. To sur-
vive and develop as a subdiscipline, it is also important to develop a storyline and create 
an institutional space for internal debate. Due to their differing ambitions and contexts, 
US and European environmental sociologies institutionalised their fields differently, 
developed along different paths when it comes to legitimising their knowledge claims, 
and developed their core contents, theories and methodologies distinctively.1

In exploring and explaining these differences, we focus on how they use the socio-
logical tradition, conceptualise the environment, organise and institutionalise the field, 
and are embedded in and relate to the non-academic context.

Appropriation of the (classical) sociological tradition

Since its origins, US environmental sociology has explicitly developed in relation to 
classical sociological thinkers, not least Marx, Weber and Durkheim. This is perhaps best 
exemplified by one of the first textbooks in environmental sociology, which has exten-
sive sections relating each of these thinkers to environmental issues (Humphrey and 
Buttel, 1982; see also the fully revised Humphrey et al., 2002; and Sunderlin, 2003). 
Dunlap and Catton (1983; Catton and Dunlap, 1978) developed their version of environ-
mental sociology in contrast to the legacy of classical sociology in contemporary sociol-
ogy, particularly the Durkheimian tradition of social facts as the object of sociological 
study and the Weberian legacy of social definition of the situation (as developed by 
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Mead, Cooley and Thomas). However, except for the massive criticism of Durkheim, US 
environmental sociology has devoted much space to demonstrating how its conceptuali-
sation of environmental sociology is in line with classical sociological thinking (see e.g. 
Buttel, 2002a; Buttel and Humphrey, 2002; Foster, 2010; Pellow and Nyseth Brehm, 
2013). In a similar celebration of the parent discipline, Dunlap (2002) emphasises that it 
is a common misinterpretation of his (and Catton’s) work that classical sociology is irrel-
evant for environmental sociology; he only claimed that the legacy of these sociological 
traditions, as they had developed, led the discipline to ignore environmental factors and 
conditions.

Whereas Marx and Weber are highly appreciated (see the work of Allan Schnaiberg, 
James O’Connor and John Foster on (neo)Marxian environmental sociology and the 
work of Patrick West, [the Canadians] Raymond Murphy and John Hannigan, and John 
Foster on (neo)Weberian environmental sociology), criticism of Durkheim has been used 
to stage environmental sociology vis-a-vis general sociology. Many environmental soci-
ologists have referred to Durkheim’s methodological taboo against including biological 
variables in sociology, and Dunlap and Catton have mentioned this taboo in almost all of 
the articles they have published on environmental sociology. Recently, however, Rosa 
and Richter (2008) have stressed that Durkheim had a more complex understanding of 
social facts than environmental sociologists often admit, and they celebrate the explana-
tory role Durkheim accorded to population growth and its pressure on natural resources.

While there seems to be a shared belief in the importance of classical thinkers in soci-
ology, far less widespread attention has been devoted to more recent work in US environ-
mental sociology. Few studies discuss at any length the sociological theories from 1920 
onwards,2 and references to contemporary general sociology – except for mentioning 
and often also criticising Ulrich Beck’s seminal work Risk Society – are, in many cases, 
lacking (or at least are much less prevalent than in European studies).

In contrast, European environmental sociologists have put less effort into discussing 
and integrating classical sociology into their work, while strongly positioning their sub-
discipline within the context of contemporary sociological thought (e.g. the textbooks of 
Yearly, 1991, 1996; Barry, 1999; Goldblatt, 1996; Gross and Heinrichs, 2010; Irwin, 
2001; Martell, 1994; Redclift and Benton, 1994; Sutton, 2004). Of course, Europeans do 
refer to classical sociological thinkers, but few treat them as central for environmental 
sociology. (For an exception, see Gross [2000] who explores the importance of Durkheim 
and Simmel.) Instead, European environmental sociologists refer to and embed their 
studies more strongly in contemporary sociological theory, not least the contributions of 
Beck (1992), Bauman (2004), Giddens (1990), Luhmann (1989), Latour (2004), Sassen 
(2008), Urry (2011) and others who have explicitly written about current environmental 
challenges. However, European environmental sociologists also refer to and apply the 
work of contemporary sociologists who have focused less on environmental issues, such 
as Castells and Foucault.

Thus, the two regions have appropriated sociological traditions differently and legiti-
mised environmental sociology in different ways. In the US, the contrasting of environ-
mental sociology with ‘mainstream sociology’ created a need to demonstrate that 
environmental sociology is part of the sociological family, that is, to show that it is in line 
with fundamental sociological thought.3 Central to the justification of its sociological 
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status was the need to prove and deepen environmental sociology’s relation to classical 
sociology. This need was further strengthened by the ambition of US environmental 
sociology (especially the branch following Catton and Dunlap’s HEP-NEP distinction) 
not only to create a subdiscipline but also to redirect the focus and agenda of general 
sociology.4

In Europe, environmental sociology was never involved in major fundamental debate 
with general sociological thought, and it never had any ambition to fundamentally redi-
rect general sociology. As a self-defined subdiscipline, environmental sociology really 
began to take off in the 1980s (see Mol, 2006), and major thinkers in general sociology 
began to discuss environmental issues soon after (e.g. Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1990; 
Luhmann, 1989). European environmental sociologists felt little need to contrast them-
selves with ‘mainstream sociology’ and to return to classical sociology to legitimise 
making room for environmental issues in sociology. It was believed that environmental 
sociology could learn from contemporary mainstream sociology in its development, and 
that contemporary mainstream sociology was not hostile to environmental issues at the 
birth of European environmental sociology. Hence, there were hardly any meta-theoret-
ical or epistemological discussions in Europe.

The different legitimising strategies within the emerging subdiscipline also affected 
the configuration of the discussion within environmental sociology’s epistemic commu-
nity in the two regions. Even with a variety of approaches in US environmental sociol-
ogy, the field is mainly framed as a distinct subdiscipline that is centred on key texts, core 
issues and leading founders. Dunlap and Catton’s seminal works are accorded the status 
of classical texts, as most appositely expressed in William Freudenburg’s (2008: 449) 
statement, ‘In biology, of course, the pioneer was Charles Darwin himself. In environ-
mental sociology the pioneers were Riley Dunlap and William Catton.’ From that com-
mon and constantly shared origin and basis, differences emerge in US environmental 
sociology, but regular attempts also are made to realign these distinctive approaches by 
contrasting them with common ‘threats’ (mainstream sociology, ecological modernisa-
tion, Republican politics). In European environmental sociology it is difficult to find key 
persons or canonical texts with similar status, or core issues that gather environmental 
sociologists across Europe. The same holds for the national environmental sociologies in 
European countries.5 Instead, European environmental sociology is characterised by dif-
ferentiation (and perhaps even theoretical fragmentation and eclecticism), which is 
sometimes legitimised by the value of diverse theoretical approaches and themes for 
moving forward. Arguably, two of the more coherent storylines within European envi-
ronmental sociology over the years, the theory of Ecological Modernisation and Risk 
Society theory, never had the ambition of shaping a subdiscipline or meta-programme for 
environmental sociology.

The conceptualisation of the environment

US and European environmental sociology share a basic definition of the field: the study 
of human–environment interactions in modern society. They differ, however, in their 
conceptualisation of the environment, which implies different viewpoints concerning 
environmental sociology’s relation to natural science.
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There is a coherent line of analysis, studies and thought in US environmental sociol-
ogy that is centred on an understanding of the environment as partly constituted by 
biophysical realities. Starting with Catton and Dunlap’s call to include biophysical vari-
ables in sociological analysis, it continues with the strong emphasis on absolute mate-
rial limits (as coined in Catton’s overshoot), the physical character of the landscape 
(Freudenburg et al., 1995), POET, STIRPAT6 and other models of Dietz, Rosa and col-
leagues, the metabolic rift (Foster, 1999) and a differentiated concept of nature involv-
ing ecological aspects (Carolan, 2005; McKinney, 2012). The claim they have in 
common is that environmental sociology needs to become more environmental in the 
sense of including in its analysis an understanding of social life as dependent on ecosys-
tem processes (Carolan, 2005; Dunlap, 2008). This means that environmental sociology 
is ‘dependent on’ natural science’s laws, calculations and materialities. Thus, knowl-
edge about the physical state of the environment is deemed essential for environmental 
sociology. This approach has resulted in a US environmental sociology that is much 
more willing to include natural science parameters in its analyses while emphasising 
and protecting its disciplinary ‘rigour’.7 Consequently, it also has resulted in less of a 
need and willingness for environmental sociology to enter into collaborative and cross- 
and interdisciplinary endeavours with the natural sciences, though there are, of course, 
interesting examples of such cooperation.

European environmental sociology does not deny the importance of ecosystems for 
human societies, but it is much more reluctant to include material and ecosystem factors in 
its analyses (perhaps with the exception of contributions inspired by Latourian actor-net-
work theory, which due to his criticism of the society/nature dichotomy includes material-
ity in a very different way than US environmental sociology; Latour, 1993). European 
environmental sociology does not doubt the existence of a biophysical reality, but what this 
reality is and what it means are always and only actualised through social practices and 
interpretative processes. As Macnaghten and Urry (1998: 250, italics in original) put it, 
‘We do not deny the enormously powerful effects that the physical world exerts and in 
particular its capacity to take massive and often deserved revenge upon human society. 
However, we are denying that there is an already formed and causally powerful set of envi-
ronmental bads which in and of themselves can generate such havoc in the public realm.’ 
Thus, European environmental sociologists tend to strongly define the environment socio-
logically by characterising it as consisting of mainly social processes (e.g. Irwin, 2001; 
Macnaghten and Urry, 1995) or, at best, as an intermediary domain between nature and 
society involving hybrid processes (e.g. Latour, 2004) or socio-material networks and 
flows (e.g. Spaargaren et al., 2006). Beck (1992) and Giddens (1990), as representatives of 
European sociology, claim that nature no longer exists outside society or society outside 
nature because nature has been fundamentally changed by human intervention, despite the 
fact that nature, to many, still appears to comprise a set of unbreakable rules that must be 
discovered, guarded and cultivated (Beck, 1995: 53). If anything, this view is more com-
mon among US human geographers than US environmental sociologists.

The hybrid character of the environmental issue does not, however, lead European 
environmental sociologists to conclude that biophysical variables or an ecosystem 
approach should take centre stage in environmental sociology. Instead, and in stark 
contrast with US environmental sociology, a major stream within European 
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environmental sociology – drawing heavily on the sociology of science and science 
and technology studies – stresses the need for sociological analysis of the claims made 
by natural sciences and scientists (e.g. Irwin, 1995; Jasanoff, 2011; Wynne, 1996, 
2001; Yearley, 1991). By being more self-reflexive, science can avoid taking part in 
risk production activities (Beck, 1992: 155). Thus, natural sciences and their represen-
tations should not be taken as neutral inputs into environmental sociology; instead, 
they should be critically and sociologically investigated by placing them in their social 
context, and possibly opened up for discussion of what we really know about the state 
of the environment. The result is that natural science arguments are rarely used author-
itatively in European environmental sociology.

Disaster research provides a striking illustration of the difference in how nature is 
conceptualised and how much centrality it is given on either side of the Atlantic. Like 
any region, the US has experienced a number of environmental disasters, the most well-
known of which are the Santa Barbara oil spill (1969), Buffalo Creek (1972), Love Canal 
(1976), Three Mile Island (1979), the Exxon Valdez oil spill (1989), Hurricane Katrina 
(2005), Deep Water Horizon (2010) and Hurricane Sandy (2012). US environmental 
sociologists have conducted an impressive number of detailed studies of these and other 
catastrophes, studies which have also influenced the construction of environmental soci-
ology (see e.g. Brunsma et al., 2007; Couch et al., 1999; Erikson, 1976; Freudenburg and 
Gramling, 1994, 2011; Freudenburg et al., 2012; Gunther and Kroll-Smith, 2007; Kroll-
Smith and Couch, 1990; Picou et al., 1999).8 Europe has witnessed a similar series of 
environmental disasters, such as De Ramp (1953), Seveso (1976), Chernobyl (1986), 
Sandoz (1986), Aznacollar (1999), Erika (1999), Baia Mare (2000), Prestige (2002) and 
Ajka (2010). In Europe, however, few if any sociological studies exist on these catastro-
phes, and they have had little influence on the continent’s environmental sociology. Beck 
(1992) has used the Chernobyl accident prominently in theorising about the coming risk 
society; Wynne (1996) draws on the radioactive fallout from Chernobyl to illustrate the 
contingency of expertise knowledge claims; and Dickens (2004) opens his book on soci-
ety and nature by discussing a major storm. None of these authors has devoted a detailed, 
book-length study to these disasters, using them instead as illustrations of a general phe-
nomenon for the sake of developing theory.

Environmental disasters provide a very specific foundation for developing environ-
mental sociology; in environmental disasters, material conditions and consequences are 
clearly evident, and society’s dependence on nature can readily be observed. For example, 
to understand the environmental disasters that Katrina produced, it is necessary to put 
New Orleans into its geographical context: the Mississippi Delta and human efforts to 
adapt to these natural conditions (e.g. cutting canals across the surface of the land, thereby 
rearranging the region’s waterscape) (Brunsma et al., 2007, Kelman, 2003). In that sense, 
environmental disasters serve as a perfect example of what is meant by ‘nature matters’ 
and of why it is important not to exclude biophysical factors from sociological analysis.

These different conceptualisations of the environment lead some US environmental 
sociologists to interpret European environmental sociology as ‘non-realist’ due to its 
ignorance of biophysical aspects of reality, whereas European environmental sociolo-
gists view some of their US counterparts as unreflexive, as failing to see that all knowl-
edge claims – including those produced by the natural sciences – are contingent, mediated 

 at Orebro Universitet on April 1, 2015csi.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://csi.sagepub.com/


348 Current Sociology 63(3) 

and/or socially constructed. Whereas US environmental sociology claims that European 
environmental sociology brackets nature off, Europeans sometimes claim that US envi-
ronmental sociology ignores the fact that environmental knowledge is socially 
constructed.

There is a further difference in how the environment is conceptualised in the two 
regions. US environmental sociology frequently focuses on environmental degradation, 
framing environmental protection as a question of survival and showing that modern 
society is on the wrong track. Despite technological innovations and institutional change, 
the environmental situation is becoming worse and political struggles and conflicts are 
increasing. Key concepts in US environmental sociology, such as the treadmill of pro-
duction, the second contradiction of capitalism, environmental justice, environmentally 
unequal exchange and the Jevons paradox9 address this issue (e.g. Carolan, 2006; Foster, 
2012; McLaughlin, 2012). Although European environmental sociology maintains a 
clear focus on environmental degradation (and even apocalyptic catastrophe; see Urry, 
2011), it also concentrates on what it calls environmental reform. How decoupling is 
taking shape; what drives, organises and structures green technologies; how to under-
stand the involvement of economic actors and institutions in environmental reform tra-
jectories; and how to theorise major civil society organisations becoming ‘private 
governance actors’ are all typical questions that prevail in European environmental soci-
ology but not (or less so) in the US. This difference is also reflected in theories of eco-
logical modernisation and of transition, which are less prevalent in the US. The late Fred 
Buttel (2003) noted a decade ago that the sociology of environmental reform is largely 
absent in the US, and this observation still holds today.

Organising environmental sociology as tradition

US environmental sociology is highly institutionalised. Buttel (2002b: 44) and Mol 
(2006) note that the stature of environmental sociology is more an issue for US environ-
mental sociologists than for sociologists in other developed countries. In 1973, the 
Environmental Problems Division within the US Society for the Study of Social Problems 
was founded. The division functioned as an institutional base for sociologists conducting 
environmental research. In 1976, a section on Environmental Sociology was established 
within the American Sociological Association (ASA). (In 1986, it was renamed the 
Environment and Technology Section.) Since that time, this section has been pivotal for 
the development of US environmental sociology. Representing a new field of study that 
attracted many sociologists early in their careers, the section provided an important space 
and (digital) platform for developing and exchanging research and for building a shared 
identity, as well as being a home for environmental sociologists scattered throughout a 
large country with many universities, each often housing only one or a few environmen-
tal sociologists. The section has been successful in terms of membership, socialising new 
young scientists, creating a self-identity and maintaining and developing environmental 
sociology as a subdiscipline. In reflecting on the history of US environmental sociology, 
Dunlap finds that being a ‘small oppressed minority’ in US sociology was functional for 
its constitution, group identity and development (Tàbara and Polo, 2006: 177). This 
frame of smallness – being a minority in a hostile outside world (scientifically, politically 
and theoretically) – has continued over the years. A common group identity with strong 
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boundaries implies, for instance, that Europeans, with their more eclectic, less politically 
correct and more socially constructivist identities, did not always feel welcomed.

European environmental sociology is much less institutionalised, more pluralistic, 
and a much weaker provider of identity. This is partly because Europe is a continent 
constituted by a large number of nation-states. The European Sociological Association 
(ESA) is a rather new organisation (founded in 1995) consisting of 33 national member 
organisations. Several of these national associations have environmental sections, of 
which the German Sektion Umweltsoziologie is arguably the strongest and best organ-
ised. This makes the ESA’s research network on Environment and Society much smaller 
and gives it a less directing role in the development and socialisation of environmental 
sociologists than the environmental section of the ASA. However, the more pluralistic 
character of European environmental sociology is also due to the less fractionalised char-
acter of sociology in Europe. The environmental sections of both national and European 
sociological associations do not have the mission of building a subdiscipline, forming a 
group identity or redirecting general sociology. Hence, European environmental sociolo-
gists have not developed a shared identity or epistemological core. Instead, members of 
the ESA’s Environment and Society section may have a much broader (inter)disciplinary 
background, such as in social movement studies, political sociology, science and tech-
nology studies, public administration or global studies, but not a common identity. 
European environmental sociologists engage in easy and frequent boundary crossing 
with other disciplines – joining networks, publishing in journals, collaborating on pro-
jects and applying concepts and approaches. In the national and European environmental 
sociology networks, we are witnessing a community and identity formed around envi-
ronmental social sciences rather than environmental sociology.

The non-academic context

Since its birth in the early 1970s, American environmental sociology has combined a 
strong academic profile with political critique, clear political positions and strong politi-
cal engagement. Part of the motivation for early environmental sociologists to enter this 
field rather than another sociological subdiscipline involved the degradation of the envi-
ronment (as can be read in the narrative histories of the founding fathers: Buttel, 2002b; 
Dunlap, 2002; Schnaiberg, 2002). This situation was similar in Europe. However, politi-
cal commitments and preferences have been expressed quite differently on the two con-
tinents, especially when it comes to their incorporation into academic work. A major part 
of US environmental sociology, well represented in King and McCarthy’s (2009) envi-
ronmental sociology reader, seems to be politically committed, and certain strands (e.g. 
environmental justice scholars) are strongly engaged with grassroots-level initiatives, 
non-elite (minority, native American) groups, non-Washington DC based environmental 
NGOs, and local communities and networks (e.g. on organic food).10 Such political posi-
tions and commitments are quite consequential; not merely incidentally, they ‘allow’ 
environmental sociologists to step outside of their ordinary sociological research and use 
natural science facts, demography and the like to close sociological debates on the envi-
ronment. For a European environmental sociologist, attending sessions at the ASA 
Environment and Technology section and following debates on the section’s (very 
informative) listserv is sometimes an alien experience.
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US academic environmental sociology forms a type of ‘counter-hegemonic’ disci-
pline that is strongly linked to grassroots social movements and that is not significantly 
engaged with federal policy-makers, major companies and major non-governmental and 
international organisations. The gap in the US between environmental sociologists and 
the environmental state (especially at the federal level, but also at the state level) seems 
to have especially widened under the Bush administration. Even if there has been some 
change under the Obama administration, there is still a gap tied to the highly polarised 
Republican–Democrat landscape that runs through an increasing number of fields in 
American society, including sociology.

Although some political commitment and motivation were certainly also evident in 
European environmental sociology in the 1970s and 1980s, this situation is less natu-
rally prevalent in post-1990 Europe. Whereas European environmental sociology has 
certainly not turned its (politically engaged) face away from, for instance, environ-
mental NGOs, local communities and the anti- or other-globalisation movements, 
studies on the environmental reforms of multinationals, regulatory reform in national 
and supranational environmental bureaucracies and appreciation for and engagement 
with new private arrangements between multinationals and NGOs (although to differ-
ing extents in different European countries) show the diversification of political 
engagement, positions and preferences in mainland Europe. Political engagement in 
European environmental sociology is no longer automatically critical of the state and 
economic growth, or supportive of grassroots activism. This is because of develop-
ments among environmental advocates within society, perhaps best illustrated by the 
institutionalisation and ‘mainstreaming’ of the German Greens, who have developed 
from a radical activist network of local green groups (see Huber, 1982) into a signifi-
cant national institutionalised political force and architect of Germany’s renewable 
energy policy. In addition, European environmental sociology has developed a more 
‘reflexive bias’ (Lange, 2002), following a stronger institutionalisation of environmen-
tal NGOs and green parties in the arenas of power. European environmental sociology 
seems to have a significantly higher degree of science–user interactions than its US 
counterpart, with environmental sociologists more often working closely together with 
various (also hegemonic) user categories, sometimes in applied ways. In the US con-
text, one might find this type of user interaction in social science research to be less 
common within (environmental) sociology than in other disciplines, such as public and 
business administration studies and organisation studies.

These differences in non-academic contexts are not the monopoly of environmental 
sociology but are also experienced in other fields of sociology. The call for a ‘public sociol-
ogy’ at the 2004 ASA conference was interpreted especially as calling on sociology to resist 
the perceived dominance of neoliberalism in the US and of US (political and economic) 
hegemonic forces. Sociology should take sides and cannot be an independent interpreter 
standing on the sideline while major social inequalities exist and environmental disasters 
unfold. In Europe, such calls for a public sociology have not emerged as forcefully.

Summary

Since its beginning, US environmental sociology has been devoted to developing a meta-
theoretical foundation centred on the claim that biophysical factors should be given a 
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place in sociological analysis. It has created a coherent storyline where key persons and 
key texts, historical events (not least environmental disasters and social protests) and key 
achievements are interwoven. Moreover, it has developed in the frame of a hostile envi-
ronment of the parent discipline, the political mainstream and state and economic power 
centres. The history of the origin and development of environmental sociology is a story 
that is repeatedly told and is part of the collective legacy of the field. The result is a 
shared identity and an epistemological core that provides both opportunities for knowl-
edge development and a need to defend it against competing and conflicting views.

European environmental sociology has not formed a strong, let alone unifying sto-
ryline. There is no canonisation of key texts, celebration of founding scholars, or com-
mon identity formation. Furthermore, even if important environmental events have 
occurred in Europe (the achievements of social movements, environmental disasters), 
they have not been researched by environmental sociologists to any greater extent than 
by other disciplines and have not been used to support the development of a European 
environmental sociology. The result is a rather eclectic environmental sociology with 
stronger boundaries towards the natural sciences but with fewer boundaries towards 
other social sciences and much closer interaction with a diversity of user categories.

These differences are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1. Key differences between US and European environmental sociology.

US Europe

Use of the 
sociological tradition

Builds more on the classical 
sociological thinkers (Marx, 
Weber).

Relates more to contemporary 
sociological theory (Beck, 
Giddens, Latour, Urry).

Conceptualisation of 
the environment

•  Natural science parameters 
serve as input in sociological 
analyses; the environment 
is seen as partly constituted 
by biophysical realities 
independent of social 
practices.

•  Biophysical reality is seen 
as real but always and only 
actualised through social 
practices and interpretative 
processes.

 •  Focus is on explaining 
environmental degradation.

•  Focus is also on explaining 
environmental reform.

Organisation and 
institutionalisation of 
the field

Environmental sociology is highly 
institutionalised at national level 
with a shared identity and an 
epistemological core.

Environmental sociology is much 
less institutionalised at national 
and continental level, is highly 
pluralistic, and is a weak provider 
of identity.

Relations with 
the non-academic 
context

Combines a strong academic 
profile with a ‘counter-
hegemonic’ outlook that is 
strongly linked to grassroots 
social movements. No significant 
engagement with formal political 
institutions, private corporations 
or large NGOs.

A considerable degree 
of interaction between 
environmental social scientists 
and users, sometimes in applied 
ways. User groups include formal 
political institutions, private 
corporations or community-based 
organisations and NGOs.
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Our point is that different contexts provide different opportunities, limitations and 
paths for the development of (sub)disciplines. Hence, the different trajectories of US and 
European environmental sociology are explained by their different contexts. These dif-
ferences are not without consequences, however. Although there have been connections 
and collaborations between environmental sociologists from the two regions, as well as 
notable efforts to downplay the differences, build bridges and achieve cross-fertilisation 
between the two regions (see e.g. Buttel, 2000; Cohen, 1999; Goldman and Schurman, 
2000; Lidskog, 2001; Mol, 2006; Mol and Spaargaren, 2005; Redclift, 2009), strong 
dynamics are also at work that separate these regional traditions and articulate distinc-
tions. There also seem to be misunderstandings and some risk of mutual disapproval 
between environmental sociologists on either side of the Atlantic. Recently, for instance, 
a number of US scholars have claimed that environmental sociology today faces a double 
challenge: to combat the current environmental threats and to confront those versions of 
environmental sociology that have incorrectly conceptualised the field (e.g. Foster, 2012; 
McLaughlin, 2012).

What happens when globalisation processes increasingly permeate spatial contexts 
and when environmental sociology matures in other spatial contexts? This question is 
discussed in the next two sections.

‘New world’ environmental sociology

Environmental sociology has never been limited to the US and Europe; it has also grown 
and developed in many other parts of the world. In addition to Australia, New Zealand 
and Canada, we can find major developments within and institutionalisation of environ-
mental sociology in Asia, including Japan, South Korea, India and China; in Latin 
America, including Brazil, Chile and Argentina; and in some African countries, such as 
South Africa. Within the framework of this article, it is impossible to present a similar 
analysis for these regions as the one we have conducted for the US and Europe. By 
elaborating on only a few countries in East Asia (Japan, South Korea, China) and Latin 
America (Brazil), we aim to illustrate how national environmental sociologies have 
developed in the distinct contexts of the ‘new world’, both building upon and deviating 
from the environmental sociology traditions of the ‘old world’.

East Asia

In Japan, environmental sociology originates from and is still related to concern for the 
victims of environmental pollution – from the Minamata case in the 1960s (Funabashi, 
2006; Iijima, 1993, 1994; Iijima et al., 2001; JAES, 2006) to the Fukushima nuclear 
incident of 2011 (Funabashi, 2012) – and to the study of (environmental) social move-
ments and local politics from the 1960s and 1970s (Miyauchi, 2006; Nakazawa, 2006) 
until today. Japanese environmental sociology understands itself as the sociology of 
environmental problems with a focus on local communities and on the lives of people 
affected by environmental problems, in addition to environmental policy and the 
decision-making process. It has a strong tradition of empirical research, mainly taking 
the form of case studies on such things as the Fukushima disaster (Hasegawa, 2012), 
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local environmental movements (Broadbent, 1998; Hasegawa et al., 2007) and (in)for-
mal institutions that manage commons at the local level (Miyauchi, 2006). Japanese 
environmental sociology – not unlike its parent discipline – is less theoretically engaged 
than European or US environmental sociology (for an exception, see the work of 
Funabashi, 2011).

With the establishment of the Japanese Association for Environmental Sociology 
(JAES) in 1992, Japanese environmental sociology became strongly institutionalised. 
JAES has more members than its US and European counterparts (600 members in 2013) 
and even has its own ‘Journal of Environmental Sociology’. It shares with US environ-
mental sociology a focus on and identification with grassroots NGOs and protests, lim-
ited interactions between science and (mainstream) users and an agreed-upon founder 
(Nobuko Iijima). However, it has weaker disciplinary boundaries and a weaker group 
identity than US environmental sociology, with frequent disciplinary boundary crossings 
with the wider social sciences, not unlike Europe.

In a similar way to Japan – though later – South Korean environmental sociology 
began in the 1980s due to concerns about pollution, its victims and local environmental 
protests. A rich body of literature has emerged with case studies and wider surveys of 
local pollution and the destruction of nature and the engagement of local and national 
protest movements (Ku, 2011). Environmental and pro-democracy movements collabo-
rated closely in Korea in the 1980s, which is reflected in studies in South Korean envi-
ronmental sociology. In the 1990s, the subdiscipline broadened to address wider 
environmental issues. For a long time, the debate was dominated by the question whether, 
in such a rapidly developing country, it was possible to avoid trade-offs between devel-
opment and the environment (Moon and Lim, 2003). This debate fitted into the more 
general modernisation debates within Korean sociology, which were initially character-
ised by the perspective of conventional modernisation but became increasingly critical of 
its socio-political and environmental consequences. The ‘indigenisation’ of Korean soci-
ology became a central issue, related to debates on a specifically Korean variety of mod-
ernisation (Myoung-Kyu and Kyung-Sup, 1999).

Over time, environmental sociology has to some extent become institutionalised in 
South Korea. It has been taught at universities since the early 1990s, and a Research 
Group on Environmental Sociology was established in 1995 followed by the founding of 
the Korean Association for Environmental Sociology in 2000 (Lee and Park, 2002). 
However, Korean environmental sociologists, not unlike those in many European coun-
tries, are not clearly recognisable as a group with a common identity and a strong disci-
plinary orientation. Compared to Japan, the Korean Association does not function as a 
platform for bringing environmental sociology scholars together. However, it does share 
its prevailing thematic orientations (victims, protests, NGOs, local pollution and local 
politics).

General sociology has a relatively short history in China,11 and environmental sociol-
ogy developed rather harmoniously within the parent discipline, albeit somewhat late. In 
the mid-1990s, when the environmental situation in the country further deteriorated due 
to the rapid economic development (Maohong, 2004), environmental sociology found its 
way into the academic curriculum and research, hitherto mainly in textbooks and publi-
cations written in Chinese (Hong and Xiao, 2007). Because Chinese sociology, 
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according to Hong and Xiao (2007: 2), ‘always paid close attention to the influences of 
environmental factors on social structures and changes’, it did not feel the need to con-
trast itself with the parent discipline in emancipatory US-style. Chinese environmental 
sociologists share with their parent discipline a focus on empirical research as well as 
weak engagement with general sociological (classical or modern) theory but stronger 
engagement with environmental sociology scholars and theories from the ‘old world’ 
(some of which were translated into Chinese).

Compared to the other two Asian countries, environmental sociology in China is at an 
early stage of development, organisationally and substantially. The specifics of the coun-
try’s system mean that the prevailing studies are less focused on victims, local protests 
and NGOs than in Japan and Korea (although this has recently begun to change), and 
concentrate instead on environmental perceptions and attitudes as well as policies and 
governance (failures). Chinese environmental sociology is dominated by a ‘develop-
ment’ frame, according to which China is rapidly and deeply transforming economically 
and socially but is not improving environmentally. Hence, Chinese environmental soci-
ologists empirically study the social causes of environmental deterioration through local 
case studies (e.g. Lin et al., 2009), and/or surveys (e.g. Xiao and Hong, 2012; Xiao et al., 
2012). Environmental sociology in China shares with its European counterpart a greater 
orientation towards ‘feasible solutions’ than radical system criticism, but it differs with 
regard to its limited theoretical engagement, despite recent engagements with moderni-
sation theories (He, 2012).

In all three Asian countries, major international environmental sociology confer-
ences (Kyoto 2001; Seoul 2004; Beijing 2007) have been important for national sub-
disciplinary development and global visibility and integration. A regional East Asia 
network was developed (Asia-Pacific Connection for Environmental Sociologists, 
APECS) with regular regional environmental sociology/social science conferences. 
Nevertheless, the majority of publications in these countries are in the national lan-
guages, limiting the global appreciation and integration of these national environmen-
tal sociologies.

Brazil

Much more than in Asia, and in line with Brazilian general sociology, environmental 
sociology in Brazil has always relied on, engaged with and aimed to contribute to socio-
logical theory (mostly contemporary, but also classical). A broad range of theoretical-
methodological perspectives from contemporary sociologists such as Beck, Giddens, 
Habermas, Latour and Castells have been applied in environmental sociology, some-
times only after translation of their work into Portuguese. Brazilian environmental soci-
ology, which became well established in the 1990s, uses and contributes to environmental 
sociology frames such as constructivism, ecological modernisation, risk society, political 
ecology and neo-Marxism (Da Costa Ferreira et al., 2006).

Empirically, the focus has been on environmental politics and environmental move-
ments, with particular attention being given to ‘the specificity of socio-environmental 
problems in developing countries’ (Da Costa Ferreira, 2002: 14), the Amazon and food 
and agriculture. Brazilian environmental sociology is ‘definitely breaking with the 
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hypothesis defending that the causes of resource exhaustion fall exclusively upon popu-
lation growth’. Hence, the search for alternatives ‘resides in finding means to avoid the 
scarcity and exhaustion of natural resources’ (Da Costa Ferreira et al., 2006: 13). Thus, 
Brazilian environmental sociology goes beyond an exclusive focus on the destruction of 
the Amazon forest and includes urban environment issues, (food) risk and broader rela-
tionships between development and nature. Although the research emphasis is still 
strongly on domestic Brazilian developments, it has more of a global focus than Asian 
environmental sociology, in terms of both including globalisation among the themes that 
are studied and sourcing (environmental) sociology approaches, theories and scholars 
from around the globe.

The national association ANPPAS (Associação Nacional de Pós-Graduação e Pesquisa 
em Ambiente e Sociedade), established in 2000, is the organisational framework for 
Brazilian environmental social scientists (including sociologists), with a large biannual 
conference and a scientific journal Revista Ambiente e Sociedade (also published in 
English since 2013). Environmental sociology is well established in various university 
postgraduate and research programmes around the country and has strong international 
connections.

Transgressing divides: Building a global environmental 
sociology

Environmental sociology has moved beyond the regions where it emerged, the US 
and Europe. The analyses of East Asia and Brazil (and we could add many more 
countries and regions) illustrate that environmental sociology has diffused around 
the world since its birth in the 1970s, although it has not yet matured and been insti-
tutionalised equally in all countries. The spatial distribution of the constituency of 
the Environment and Society research committee of the International Sociological 
Association serves to illustrate both the globalisation of environmental sociology 
and its unequal proliferation in different countries/regions.12 In addition to this dif-
fusion to different countries and regions, there are various handbooks that include 
different perspectives, approaches, themes and authors from distinct regions (e.g. 
Dunlap and Michelson, 2002; Gross and Heinrichs, 2010; Lockie et al., 2013; 
Redclift and Woodgate, 2005, 2010) and textbooks with global reach (e.g. Bell, 
2012; Gould and Lewis, 2009; Hannigan, 2006; King and McCarthy, 2009; White, 
2004; Yearley, 2009), and a global journal for environmental sociology (Environmental 
Sociology, launched in 2015).

At the same time, our investigation into the similarities and differences between the 
versions of environmental sociology in a number of countries and regions shows that 
their contents, perspectives and organisational forms are influenced heavily by their 
national and regional contexts and legacies but only marginally by the tendencies and 
processes of globalisation. In this sense, one should speak of multiple place-based 
environmental sociologies, which are connected but only moderately integrated, rather 
than one global environmental sociology. For instance, Pellow and Nyseth Brehm’s 
(2013) otherwise very informative agenda for 21st-century environmental sociology 
only relies on US environmental sociology literature, frames and issues, and many of 
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the recent environmental sociology handbooks lack ‘new world’ authors (and thus 
their priorities, framings and approaches). This is quite remarkable in these times of 
globalisation.

To be sure, there is nothing wrong or undesirable about having multiple themes, 
multiple theories, different approaches and various organisations in environmental soci-
ology (or any other subdiscipline, for that matter). However, in a globalised world one 
would neither expect nor desire that such multiplicities and differences would be place-
based and drawn around political borders of nation-states or regions. One would rather 
expect that environmental sociology clusters would gather around theoretical, methodo-
logical or thematic areas (such as ‘schools-of-thought’ or themes like climate change), 
each populated by sociologists from different parts of the world who frequently interact 
and build a common frame of reference and knowledge. This would constitute a global 
environmental sociology, one well-suited to study global interconnections, interdepend-
encies and (unequal) distributions (of capital, trade and investments, information and 
media, [protest] movements, ideas and discourses, pollution and biodiversity) as well as 
how these subjects function or are addressed differently in specific social and environ-
mental places.

Of course, we can already see the beginnings of a global environmental sociology 
addressing global themes such as climate change, global environmental institutions and 
global environmental movements. However, global environmental sociology is more 
than just a sociological study of global environmental problems, global protests or global 
policy arrangements. It also needs to consider local/national specificities, because envi-
ronmental problems must always be contextualised to be explainable. Hence, a global 
environmental sociology must be sensitive to local context, yet at the same time reflect 
upon, question and criticise approaches, theories and frames that are specific to or preva-
lent in only one context. Only then can we (a) prevent the development of poorly con-
nected/integrated place-based environmental sociology communities and (b) allow for 
much more cross-fertilisation between different traditions, frames and approaches in 
environmental sociology.

Rules for a global environmental sociology

With no claim to completeness, we provide below a preliminary sketch of what we would 
label ‘rules for a global environmental sociology’. In the end, of course, such a list of 
rules can only be formulated and completed by a multitude of (environmental sociology) 
voices from different clusters (be they regional, theoretical or thematic). At this stage, the 
urgency of creating such rules is as important to us as the rules themselves. The aim of 
constructing and discussing an agenda for ‘rules for a global environmental sociology’ is 
to prevent the emergence of isolated, inward-looking, place-based environmental soci-
ologies that condemn or neglect other environmental sociology islands. In our view, the 
rules for a global environmental sociology include the following:

•• A global environmental sociology analyses local and place-based environmental 
issues (such as local protests, local pollution victims, local governance) while 
maintaining an understanding of their global embeddedness and co-construction. 
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Similarly, a global environmental sociology will understand global environmental 
issues (such as global governance arrangements/regimes, global trade, global 
environmental movements) only by including (different and distinct) place-based 
and contextual specificities, practices and effects in the analysis. To use Castells’ 
(2009) terminology, ultimately, neither place-less nor flow-less sociological anal-
yses work in a globalised world.

•• A global environmental sociology is aware of and acknowledges different national/
regional research traditions and approaches. However, instead of condemning, 
celebrating or defending them, it attempts to understand and explain their contex-
tual emergence, reflects on whether and how these contexts influence research, 
and explores how these national/regional approaches can fruitfully contribute to 
cross-boundary sharing of and learning from findings and concepts. In doing so, 
global environmental sociology contributes to a cosmopolitan perspective (Beck, 
2009) in general sociology.

•• Although environmental sociology has specific objects of thought and reflection 
(society–environment interactions), the work of investigating and explaining 
these is always related to general sociology. As Redclift (2000: 161) argues, ‘the 
problem of globalization and the environment brings us back to the origins of 
social theory’. Hence, a global environmental sociology builds on, is anchored in 
and contributes to the wider discipline of sociology.

•• A global environmental sociology acknowledges that studies (under conditions) 
of globalisation involve the blurring of disciplinary boundaries, and thus it makes 
use of, welcomes and profits from the mixing and in-migration of concepts and 
approaches from other social science disciplines. Collaboration with natural sci-
entists may contribute to innovative conceptualisation if social dynamics are 
treated as seriously as environmental dynamics. Disciplinary collaboration and 
the in-migration of disciplines should not result in the dissolution of the sociologi-
cal discipline, although it might become increasingly more difficult to distinguish 
sociology from some of the other social sciences.

•• A global environmental sociology should and will have expanding global institu-
tions: global research networks, global journals, global conferences, global plat-
forms for debate and exchange, global signs of recognition, global funding 
schemes and global audiences. These expanding global research institutions 
should not replace their national counterparts but instead complement them, and 
have to be recognised by these national counterparts.

•• Environmental sociology has always been motivated by concern for environmental 
problems and solidarity with victims of pollution and resource extraction, and it aims 
to mitigate and address these devastations. Global environmental sociology is not 
just a critical sociology of environmental problems, nor just a solution-oriented soci-
ology of environmental reform. It is not just ivory-tower environmental sociology, 
nor just applied environmental engagement. It is not just the politically correct stra-
tegic use of scientific authority, nor is it uncommitted scientific eclecticism. A global 
environmental sociology is a critical-constructive public sociology (cf. Burawoy, 
2009) that engages academically with different disciplines and with non-academic 
constituencies without abandoning its reflexive and disciplinary character.
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What does it mean? The sociology of climate change as an example

Using the example of sociological research on climate change, we wish to illustrate 
where and how these new rules for global environmental sociology would change cur-
rent research practices.

Climate change has reached top priority on global political and research agendas, and 
many nation-states, environmental movements, international organisations and scientific 
communities are calling for immediate and concerted action. In response, various kinds 
of natural and environmental scientists have dramatically changed their research agen-
das, however whether or not our discipline has fallen short on this account remains open 
to debate. Lever-Tracy (2008a) and other sociologists debating climate change in a 2008 
symposium in Current Sociology13 claim that, to some extent in line with discussions 
during the establishment of environmental sociology in the US in the mid-1970s, the 
sociological discipline has largely ignored climate change, despite the fact that the rate 
of change in natural processes will have revolutionary implications for society and social 
processes. For at least two reasons we believe that this symposium does not reflect a 
global environmental sociology. First, the symposium discussed sociological interpreta-
tions of climate change in a very restricted way, perhaps because the contributions only 
came from the US and Australia. A second and related reason is that while the claimed 
absence of sociologists in climate change research might largely be true for the US 
around 2008, European mainstream sociology had by then fully incorporated climate 
change into its research agenda.

A study of climate change according to the rules for a global environmental sociology 
would imply a sociological framing of the climate issue following the above rules. Here 
is not the place for a full-fledged systematic interpretation of climate change; instead we 
will indicate some possible implications of a global environmental sociology for future 
research. Even if the world has always been global, it has never been as globalised as 
today; almost all places, practices and activities are connected to others. This means that 
strict borders and boundaries, such as between states, cultures, markets and communi-
ties, are being eroded. Hence, climate change is a challenge that transcends existing 
boundaries and categories. In addition, we will stress three further implications of this for 
sociological analyses of climate change.

The first implication is that the still dominant sociological approach of ‘methodologi-
cal nationalism’ (where the nation-state is the primary unit of sociological investigation) 
needs to be replaced by a ‘methodological cosmopolitanism’, where analysis of society 
is not defined, organised and limited by the nation-state (Beck et al., 2013). Instead, a 
global environmental sociology stresses that even if the nation-state is a central actor in 
climate change negotiations and national rule-making, understanding climate change 
mitigation requires going outside this nation-state container. New transnational constel-
lations of actors are arising from the challenges that climate change poses. What we have 
is a patchwork of partly overlapping assemblies, responding to various kinds of demands 
at different levels and in different sectors. Obviously, this does not preclude the study of 
international organisations, nation-states or local communities, but only means that these 
have to be studied as being co-constructed and socially embedded in wider assemblages. 
It is in the ties of global networks and the flows with local actors and places that climate 
change is to be analysed and understood.
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A second implication is that the border commonly drawn between society and nature 
needs to be transcended. In reality, there are no such things as ‘normal weather’ or ‘natu-
ral climate change’; it is impossible to find a distinct human-induced climate (Hulme, 
2010). What exists is a hybrid, where human and non-human ‘agents’ (e.g. sun, volca-
noes, oceans) co-produce our climate. Thus, we live in a hybrid system where the climate 
is co-produced by nature and society. While it is rather common to separate nature and 
society, resulting in, for example, claims about limits and planetary boundaries and the 
need for humanity to operate within them (see e.g. Rockström et al., 2009), global envi-
ronmental sociology argues that these boundaries need to be contextualised and histori-
cised. For example, much research on climate change today uses linear thinking based on 
projected environmental and social damage caused by biophysical changes arising from 
greenhouse gases. By putting society at the centre instead, it can be shown that it is not 
increased biophysical change per se that poses a risk to local communities, but the 
dynamics between a changing climate and place-specific characteristics of particular 
communities. Thus, climate change should not be reduced to a change in nature to which 
society has to respond, but must instead be seen in terms of society/nature dynamics. 
This is a problem possessing both social and environmental characteristics, rather than 
an abstract scientific problem that can be disarticulated from and placed outside of social 
processes. Stressing the society/nature dynamics implies that sociology should not take 
changes in nature as the starting point for its analysis of climate change, but instead focus 
on how climate change is co-constituted by the dynamic interactions between social and 
natural processes.

A third implication is that climate change challenges the borders within sociology 
(between different sociological theories and interpretation schemes) as well as between 
sociology and other disciplines. A global environmental sociology should not take a 
specific framing of the climate change issue for granted, such as that of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (Beck et al., 2014; Van der Sluijs et al., 
2010; Wynne, 2010). Nor should it give precedence to sociological interpretations over 
those of other disciplines. Other disciplinary understandings of climate change should 
be welcomed and allowed to enrich sociological framings, but not uncritically imported 
as neutral inputs to the sociological analysis. Thus, by collaborating with different con-
texts and interpretations (regional as well as disciplinary), a global environmental soci-
ology should be better equipped to investigate and understand the different meanings, 
contestations and challenges that climate change issues imply for different actors – be 
they negotiators, industrial representatives, stakeholders or citizens – but also for the 
discipline itself. In that sense, a global environmental sociology is reflexive but remains 
environmentally and socially engaged at the same time, so as not to turn into eclecticism 
or ivory-tower science.
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Notes

 1. Differences are sometimes expressed in debates, such as between US neo-Marxist envi-
ronmental sociologists and European ecological modernisation scholars (cf. Foster, 2012; 
McLaughlin, 2012; Mol and Buttel, 2002).

 2. For some exceptions, see Brewster and Bell (2010), who discuss Goffman; Bell (2012), who 
includes many of the modern sociologists and their relevance to environmental questions; and 
Szasz (2009), who draws strongly on contemporary sociological theory.

 3. This need was also perceived because US environmental sociologists were often based in 
rural sociology programmes and land grant universities outside the main sociology depart-
ments and programmes at ‘liberal arts’ and ‘arts and sciences’ colleges.

 4. Catton and Dunlap (1978) argued for the need to replace the dominant western worldview 
(the Human Exemptionalism Paradigm, HEP), according to which human beings and society 
are seen as independent of their ecological surroundings, with the New Ecological Paradigm 
(NEP), which stresses that humans are dependent on ecosystems. According to them, this 
means that sociology also needs to take biophysical and environmental issues into account in 
its analysis.

 5. Of course, some individual sociologists celebrate particular founders; see, for instance, 
Studholme (2007), who claims Patrick Geddens to be the founder of UK environmental 
sociology.

 6. POET stands for Population, Organisation, Environment and Technology and STIRPAT for 
Stochastic Impacts by Regression on Population, Affluence and Technology. Both models focus 
on the dynamic couplings between human systems and the ecosystems upon which they depend.

 7. This followed a strong influence of structuralist human ecology, demography and Parsonian 
functionalism in US environmental sociology, which later was reinforced by functionalist 
socio-ecological modelling.

 8. Ray Murphy’s (2009) impressive research on the ice storm disaster that hit northeast Canada 
and the US can be interpreted in the same tradition.

 9. The Jevons paradox (described by the British economist WS Jevons in 1865) means that 
increased efficiency in resource use will not lead to decreased environmental effects but the 
opposite. The reason for this is that improved technological efficiency will result in lower-
ing the costs of using a resource and thereby making possible increased consumption of it 
(or other resources). Closely related to this paradox is the current discussion on the rebound 
effect, which states that increased efficiency implies a decrease in price of a resource which 
increases demand for the resource.

10. Of course, there are exceptions, such as those strands that have teamed up with the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science and the National Research Council.

11. General sociology actually re-emerged in China only in the 1970s after a 26-year ban (Hong 
and Xiao, 2007).

12. Membership in ISA RC24 is particularly strong in Europe, North America, Australia and 
New Zealand, as well as in East Asia, is growing in Latin America, but is weak in Africa, 
Southeast, Central and Western Asia, and in the CIS states.

13. The issue included contributions from Lever-Tracy (2008a), Brechin (2008), Leahy (2008) 
and Lever-Tracy (2008b). Later, Grundmann and Stehr (2010) also responded to Lever 
Tracy’s article.
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China) and Africa (several countries). Among his publications are Food, Globalization and 
Sustainability (together with David Sonnenfeld; Earthscan, 2012) and Food Practices in Transition: 
Changing Food Consumption, Retail and Production in the Age of Reflexive Modernity (edited 
together with Gert Spaargaren and Anne Loeber; Routledge, 2012).

Résumé
Le débat actuel sur la sociologie de l’environnement porte sur la façon de conceptualiser 
et d’examiner l’environnement et sur la nécessité de proposer une approche normative 
et des recommandations politiques. À partir de ce débat, cet article examine le rôle 
actuel et futur de la sociologie dans le contexte de la mondialisation. Il analyse dans 
quelle mesure les recherches sociologiques de l’environnement aux États-Unis et en 
Europe diffèrent dans leur compréhension de la contribution de la sociologie à l’étude 
de l’environnement. Un accent particulier est mis sur les différences entre les deux 
régions pour ce qui concerne leur utilisation de la tradition sociologique, leur vision 
de la nature de l’environnement et leurs moyens d’institutionnaliser la sociologie de 
l’environnement en tant que domaine de recherche. En conclusion, ce travail soulève la 
question de savoir si les approches actuelles de la sociologie de l’environnement sont 
appropriées à l’analyse de l’environnement mondialisé et si les origines européennes et 
nord-américaines de la sociologie de l’environnement la rendent moins pertinente dans 
un contexte de mondialisation croissante. Enfin, cet article propose de nouvelles règles 
pour une sociologie mondiale de l’environnement et met en évidence les incidences 
possibles des études sociologiques sur le changement climatique.

Mots clés
Changement climatique, mondialisation, sociologie de l’environnement, sociologie 
mondiale, sociologie publique

Resumen
Un debate actual sobre la sociología ambiental implica cómo la sub-disciplina debe 
conceptualizar e investigar el medio ambiente y si debe ser prescriptivo y entregar 
recomendaciones políticas. Tomando este debate como punto de partida, este trabajo 
analiza el papel actual y futuro de la sociología en un mundo globalizado. Se discute 
cómo la sociología ambiental en los EE.UU. y Europa difieren en su comprensión de 
la contribución de la sociología al estudio del medio ambiente. Se hace hincapié en 
cómo estas dos regiones difieren con respecto al uso de la tradición del pensamiento 
sociológico, perspectivas sobre lo que constituye el medio ambiente y las formas 
de institucionalización de la sociología ambiental como un campo sociológico. En 
conclusión, se plantea la cuestión de si las versiones actuales de la sociología ambiental 
son adecuadas para el análisis de un entorno mundial globalizado, o si el fuerte arraigo 
de la sociología del medio ambiente en las culturas europeas y estadounidenses hacen 
que sea menos relevante cuando enfrentadas a un mundo cada vez más globalizado. Por 
último, el trabajo propone algunas nuevas reglas para una sociología del medio ambiente 
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mundial y describe algunas de sus posibles implicaciones para el estudio sociológico del 
cambio climático.

Palabras clave
Cambio climático, globalización, sociología ambiental, sociología mundial, sociología 
pública
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