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The Footprints of Man. An Ecological World
History:  It  seems  appropriate  to  review a  well-
written book on environmental history at a time
when the environment is back at the top of the
world political agenda five years after the Earth
Summit in Rio. The Norwegian historian Hilde Ib‐
sen's book introduces the essential ecological in‐
terchanges  that  have  gone  on  between  human
communities and their surroundings in the past,
and  provides  us  with  perspectives  on  the  pro‐
found  environmental  consequences  caused  by
pressure on natural resources, increase in popula‐
tion  and  pollution.  The  book  is  a  compilation
based  on  other  texts  written  by  environmental
historians. She claims it to be an "environmental
world history." I would rather call it a collection of
impacts in the past that leads to a different pic‐
ture of the human history. However, it would be a
mistake to misjudge Ibsen's book because of that.
Since we have no tradition of environmental his‐
tory in Scandinavia at all, she is opening a door
(as the Danish historian Thorkild Kjaergaard with
his  book:  The Danish Revolution,  1500-1800:  An
Ecohistorical Interpretation. Cambridge 1994) be‐
tween the  two  realms  culture  and  nature.  Con‐
vincingly, Ibsen shows how our history is deeply
influenced  by  the  changes  in  nature  and  how
man's view on nature has developed in history. 

In eight chapters Ibsen describes the transfor‐
mation of human life when hunters and gatherers
gave up their nomadic way of life to depend on

the grain and domesticated animals, and the pres‐
sures on nature--cultivated plants and animals, ir‐
rigation,  drainage,  deforestation--that  followed
from  agriculture  and  the  enormous  increase  in
population; she describes the growth in demand
of natural resources like timber, rubber, metals,
sugar, cotton, coffee etc...  that appeared hand in
hand  with  technical  innovations  and  growing
commercial importance; she describes the emer‐
gence of the enlightenment, the industrial revolu‐
tion and the inevitable shortage of energy, the re‐
sults of poor farming methods, periodic crop fail‐
ures, diseases, pollution etc. In other words Ibsen
traces the shift from an absolutely necessary re‐
spect of nature (where the human beings under
the  threat  of  starvation  depend  on  the  natures
food supply) to a more or less disrespect for or ob‐
jectification  of  nature  (where  the  natural  re‐
sources  have  undergone  a  fundamental  value
change). 

At the very center of the book she dwells on
the critique of the modern world-view of materi‐
alism, particularly economic and scientific materi‐
alism. However, that is by no means a new idea.
The twentieth century thinking has produced sev‐
eral critics beginning with Weber, Heidegger and
Adorno who have expressed an awareness of the
conflicts  of  modernity.  Hilde  Ibsen  finishes  her
book with the Brundtland-Report and the Summit
in Rio in 1992. Both events signal a new kind of
respect for nature. By pointing out the permanent



environmental crisis in history Ibsen too indirect‐
ly reminds us that it is about time to start saving
the planet, to start releasing nature from a disre‐
spectful  exploitation.  Today,  we all  agree on re‐
spect for nature. On the other hand, this respect is
still linked to the fact that the problems that the
heads of  state are discussing at  the U.N.  special
session  in  New York  this  week  are  roughly  the
same as in 1992. 

This calls into question whether environmen‐
tal history is an indispensable part of todays histo‐
ry like political history or economic history or if
this  kind  of  historical  research  resembles  other
historical disciplines like women's history or mili‐
tary history. Ibsen undoubtedly favours the first. I
incline to take the opposite point of view. That of
course is not a proper answer. What is certain is
that this book is not the last one on this topic. 
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