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 There was a time when environmental issues were not widely known to the public, but 
that time is not now. Everyone in this room, regardless of your area of study, has probably heard 
the alarmed cries from those of us in the environmental field for action on one of the many 
critical issues facing our world today. Often called alarmists, and possibly rightly so, it seems to 
the public that environmentalists are constantly sounding the alarm on the next big catastrophe 
that will ultimately bring our planet to doom: climate change, acid rain, deforestation, population 
growth and increased development, species extinction, and so it goes on and on. However, 
despite the growing fear within the environmental community about the state of our planet, it 
seems the American public has become numb to the alarm bells environmentalists are sounding. 
We live in a time when far more Americans are aware of current environmental issues and far 
fewer people seem to care.   
  
 What is the state of the environmental movement in 2014? In a time of many 
environmental challenges, the greatest of which is climate change, there is disagreement within 
the environmental community about the best approach to tackle these problems. In 2005, two 
scholars published a paper proclaiming that environmentalism as the world once knew it was 
dead. These men, Michael Shellenberger and Ted Nordhaus, claimed that a new movement must 
emerge to tackle the environmental problems of the 21st century. Their ideas have since taken 
form in a kind of neo-environmentalism, a movement with approaches and values that are quite 
different from those of classic environmentalism. This split in the environmental movement 
exemplifies that classic debate of intrinsic vs. instrumental value: should we protect the 
environment because it has inherent value and it is the right thing to do, or should we do so 
because the sustainable development of natural resources will produce the greatest benefit for 
humans of the present and future? This debate seems to have no answer and is one that I have 
struggled with throughout my time as an Environmental Studies student, as I have tried to 
reconcile my personal beliefs on the subject with the reality of environmental problems in the 
21st century. 
  
 In this paper, I will first explain the history of the American environmental movement 
from its birth in 1970. Next, I will review the claims made by Shellenberger and Nordhaus in 
their essay “The Death of Environmentalism,” which caused great uproar in the environmental 
community and planted the seeds of the recent changes we have seen in approaching 
environmental issues. Then, I will briefly review the current state of environment problems and 
policy in the United States. Finally, I will assess both the tactics of the traditional 
environmentalists and those of modernist greens in attempt to determine in which direction the 
environmental movement will, and should, go in the future.  
 
 
The History of the Environmental Movement 
 
 Traditional environmentalism  has its roots in the Romantic movement of the early 19th 
century, which idealized wilderness as a place away from industry and society, important for its 
intrinsic and spiritual value. The environmental movement in the United States truly took off 
after World War II, when several major crises brought public attention to the poor state of the 
environment at the time, particularly with respect to high levels of air and water pollution. The 
magnitude of this problem was illustrated when a high concentration of pollutants led the 
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Cuyahoga River to catch fire in 1969, capturing national media attention and sparking public 
concern over pollution. The 1960s was also the decade in which Rachel Carson published Silent 
Spring, documenting the negative effects of widespread pesticide use on the environment. This 
book pointed out that many of the effects of technological advances made during the “better 
living through chemistry” era were still unknown.  
  
 The state of the environment was so poor that by the first Earth Day in 1970, the 
environment was a bipartisan issue that everyone could agree needed to be fixed. Historians 
consider the first Earth Day to be the birth of environmentalism as we have known it. The 
following decade saw the passage of more environmental legislation than any decade since, and 
much of this under Republican President Richard Nixon. The Clean Air Act, Clean Water Act, 
and the United States Environmental Protection Agency are products of this era, a time when 
environmental protection was something everyone could support. While these early wins are still 
considered landmarks of success in the environmental movement, it is these victories that 
Shellenberger and Nordhaus point to as the moment when environmentalism began to fail. 
  
 Environmentalism in the United States started out strong but quickly lost steam. While 
several bodies of government were created and pieces of legislation passed in the decade 
following that first Earth Day in 1970, very little environmental policy has been created since 
then in the United States. As American politics became increasingly polarized, the era of the 
environment as a bipartisan issue ended, because environmental politics gradually became 
associated with the liberal political agenda. Environmentalists continued to fight for 
environmental protections but were met with increasingly less response from the government. 
Tactics that were successful in the 1970’s, the heyday of environmentalism, seemed to be less 
effective in spurring any further political action on environmental issues, even as major problems 
such as climate change were brought to the forefront of science. What had happened to the 
environmental movement?  
 
 
The Death of Environmentalism 
 
 In 2004, two progressives from the Breakthrough Institute published a paper that sent 
shockwaves through the environmental community. In “The Death of Environmentalism,” 
Michael Shellenberger and Ted Nordhaus proposed that the traditional form of environmentalism 
that was born in the 1970’s was outdated and no longer functioning. Focusing on the issue of 
climate change, they went on to argue that “modern environmentalism is no longer capable of 
dealing with the world’s most serious ecological crisis,” (Shellenberger and Nordhaus, 2005, p.6). 
They claimed that those early successes in the 1970’s had set the movement up for failure, 
leading environmentalists to believe that the frame of environmental protection alone was 
enough to motivate policy action, and that the lack of successful environmental and climate 
policy in recent years was reflective of those failures. They pointed to many reasons for the 
failure of this movement, some of which include: the idea of the environment as a “thing” 
separate from humans that must be protected from us; a lack of a clear definition of 
“environment” amongst environmentalists, as well as disagreement over what constitutes an 
“environmental” problem; a belief that environmentalists are speaking to a “literal truth to power” 
rather than acknowledging the diversity of beliefs to be negotiated with; and a lack of feedback 
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mechanisms within the movement. The authors proclaimed that this old environmentalism must 
die so that something new can live. 
  
 Shellenberger and Nordhaus provide several suggestions for more effective ways to 
approach environmental problems in the modern world. They stress the need to acknowledge the 
interrelated nature of so-called “environmental” issues with economic, industrial, human health, 
and other issues. They also promote identifying co-benefits of environmental solutions in these 
other fields. They also call for a turn away from a reliance on purely technical solutions, such as 
energy-efficient technology. Shellenberger and Nordhaus claim that true progress will be made 
only when society’s values and the political climate change first in a way that is friendlier to 
environmental issues. Their ideas have since developed into what is now called neo-
environmentalism, or eco-pragmatism (Kloor, 2012).  
 
 
Old and New Environmentalism 
 
 Needless to say, Shellenberger and Nordhaus’s call for the death of traditional 
environmentalism was not received well by most environmentalists. To give some context, I will 
first explain the characteristics that define “traditional” environmentalism, and then I will go on 
to discuss “neo-environmentalism.”  
  
 The environmentalism born in the 1970s, as previously mentioned, harkens back to 
Romantic Transcendentalism, where nature had intrinsic, spiritual value, and pristine wilderness 
was the ideal. Environmentalists of this era called for environmental preservation simply on the 
basis that the environment deserved protection. They believed that all parts of nature have 
intrinsic value and that humans have a moral obligation to preserve the environment and protect 
it from our destructive influence. In this view, human activity is viewed as separate from, and 
usually harmful to, nature. This brand of environmentalism places great value on wilderness, 
pristine areas where human influence has not reached.  
  
 The new environmentalism takes a sharp turn away from these preservationist values. 
While traditional environmentalists believe that nature is best when protected and left alone, 
modernist greens take a holistic view that incorporates the interests of both humans and the 
environment. They challenge the idea that a pristine wilderness exists beyond human influence 
and champion the integration of environmental protection into the economy, human health, and 
other fields. This new environmentalism accepts that as our world continues to develop, 
environmental protection for the sake of the environment alone is no longer plausible, nor is it 
necessarily right.  
  
 Several new fields have emerged in recent decades reflecting these modernist green 
values. Sustainable development, a term coined by the World Commission on Environment and 
Development in 1987, is defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations, 1987). 
Sustainable development deals with the environment in its role as a resource provider and a 
livable habitat for humans. This paradigm promotes conservation, rather than preservation, of 
nature, dictating that we use natural resources sustainably so that we as a species continue to 
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persist. Many traditional environmentalists are wary of the idea of sustainable development, as it 
frames the environment as something to be protected for its instrumental value to humans rather 
than its intrinsic worth.  
  
 Environmental economics is another way in which neo-environmentalists suggest 
integrating environmental and economic goals. This includes undertaking benefit-cost analyses 
of environmental regulations, using market-based instruments such as cap-and-trade programs to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and quantifying ecosystem services. The Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment, a major analysis of ecosystem services carried out in the 2000s, 
examined “the consequences of ecosystem change for human well-being” and acknowledged the 
project’s duty to serving not only the scientific and political communities, but also “other 
stakeholders, including the business community, the health sector, nongovernmental 
organizations, and indigenous peoples” (Millenium, 2005, p.9). The preface to the MEA states 
that “people are an integral part of ecosystems and that a dynamic interaction exists between 
them and other parts of ecosystems.” This integration of human and environmental concerns has 
become increasingly common in the past decade. The National Bureau of Economic Research 
also notes a dramatic increase in the acceptance of market-based environmental instruments in 
the past twenty years. Whereas in the past “these ideas were routinely characterized as ‘licenses 
to pollute’ or dismissed as completely impractical…market-based instruments are now 
considered seriously for nearly every environmental problem…ranging from endangered species 
preservation to regional smog to global climate change” (Stavins, 2007, p.14).   
  
 Other concepts that have emerged under the new environmentalism include urban and 
industrial ecology, corporate social responsibility, green business, and food systems management, 
to name a few. All of these ideas share several defining characteristics. First, none are strictly 
environmental in nature. All represent the integration of environmental issues into other areas of 
concern, whether it is industry, economics, or human health and development. Next, they all 
recognize humans and the environment as two parts of the same system, which affect one 
another and cannot be separated. Finally, they acknowledge that in a world increasing in 
population and level of development, humans need to use the environment, but should do so 
responsibly and sustainably. This distinction between preservation of nature and conservation of 
nature is the major difference between the traditional and new environmentalisms. Old 
environmentalists feel that these new ideas represent an unfortunate compromise, since viewing 
the environment mainly as a resource provider degrades its intrinsic value, which cannot be 
quantified. New environmentalists criticize old environmentalism’s unwillingness to 
compromise or adapt to the changing conditions of our world and feel that traditional tactics are 
no longer working, a criticism that was the impetus for Shellenberger and Nordhaus to call for 
the death of environmentalism.   
 
 
The State of the Environment Today 
  
 As I discuss the state of the environment today, I may begin to sound like the classic 
doom-and-gloom environmentalist stereotype. You’ve been warned. Humans have now had such 
an overwhelming effect on our planet that some scientists now propose we have left the geologic 
epoch of the Holocene and have entered a new geologic age, the Anthropocene (Falcon-Lang, 
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2011). Scientists also claim that there is no longer any area on earth that is still untouched by 
human activity. We face possibly the gravest environmental issue of all time, climate change, 
and yet have made little progress in reducing our global greenhouse gas emissions since 
awareness of this issue was first raised during the 1980s.  
  
 I’m sure everyone in this room has heard warnings about climate change many times over, 
so I’ll spare you any further discussion. Rather, what I want to point out as striking with respect 
to this issue is the lack of coordinated policy action to combat climate change. As I mentioned 
earlier, the United States had great success in passing environmental legislation in the 1970s—
and has fallen short every decade since. This also holds true for climate change policy. The UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change was drafted in 1992 and entered into force in 1994. 
The United States is a party to this convention, the goal of which was “preventing ‘dangerous’ 
human interference with the climate system” (UNFCCC, 2014). However, the United States has 
not signed the Kyoto Protocol, the binding element of the convention that requires mandatory 
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions to a set level, nor have we made significant strides toward 
reducing emissions on our own. And this is despite an active grassroots climate movement as 
well as relatively wide-spread public awareness of climate change. As Shellenberger and 
Nordhaus observe, “Over the last 15 years environmental foundations and organizations have 
invested hundreds of millions of dollars into combating global warming. We have strikingly little 
to show for it” (Shellenberger and Nordhaus, 2005, p.6). Have environmentalists failed to 
provide “the popular inspiration…[or] the political alliances” the authors claim we need to deal 
with the problem? Is environmentalism no longer capable of dealing with the world’s most 
serious ecological issues? Does environmentalism need to die for something else to come about 
that will address this issue? These are the questions that have troubled those in the environmental 
field since “The Death of Environmentalism” was published. 
 
 
So, Who’s Right? 
 
 Which form of environmentalism is actually best equipped dealing for the major 
environmental problems of our time, most notably climate change? Are we letting the so-called 
“bad guys” win if we compromise, allowing environmental issues to be considered as equal 
alongside issues related to the economy, human health, and so on? Or are we being obstinate if 
we stick to our 1970s ‘tree-hugger’ ideals, denying any possible progress on the issues we care 
about by refusing to compromise? 
  
 It depends on whom you ask. Most of those born during they heyday of the 
environmental movement, who saw our planet at its worst and witnessed the first Earth Day, are 
solidly in the first camp. While the environmental movement was generally peaceful, 
environmentalists were at that time still able to be unwavering in their demands for a better 
planet. Cleaning up the Earth was an idea everyone could support in the 1970s, when pollution 
conditions were quite bad. Thus, environmentalists of the time saw immediate success from their 
uncompromising stances and enjoyed broad public and political support for their endeavors. I see 
the remains of these beliefs in many of my professors, children of that heyday of the 
environmental movement. However, I unfortunately must agree with Shellenberger and 
Nordhaus that this early success set the environmental movement up for failure, as it led 
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environmentalists to believe that an unwavering call for environmental protection was in and of 
itself enough for the movement to succeed. 
  
 While that type of framing clearly worked in the 1970’s, this is no longer the case. The 
environment is no longer a bipartisan issue. Environmental problems like climate change are 
more in the public eye than ever, as our world becomes more connected through the internet and 
24-hour news providers. And yet, the American public seems numb to environmental problems. 
We are more aware of environmental issues than ever and less willing to do anything about them. 
Thus, it indeed seems that the environmental protection frame that was so successful in 1970 is 
no longer working in our society today. 
  
 While I share some of the skepticism regarding neo-environmentalism that my professors 
worry about, I would like to defend the development of a new environmentalism as a way toward 
in solving the major environmental problems of our time. Traditional environmentalists have 
made major strides towards bettering our planet and are responsible for many environmental 
protections in place today, and I do no wish to downplay their achievements. Rather, I see that 
the times have changed in a way that is unfavorable to the strategies of traditional 
environmentalism. I can see how the baselines have shifted from my professors’ time to my own. 
Environmentalists of their generation stick to their traditional ideals, for many of them lived 
during a time when these ideals were successful. As a child of the 1990s, I have never lived in a 
political climate so favorable to environmental stewardship. I have listened a problems are 
discussed only to see subsequent failure to take action on those problems. I have seen negative 
public perception of environmentalists as crazy extremists, and have even experienced this 
negative response when telling others I am an Environmental Studies major. I acknowledge that 
there is a time when a movement must be unwavering, but I think that time has passed for the 
environmental movement. The environment is no longer a new, scary, exciting issue for the 
public, so we can no longer ride that wave of public fear, energy, and support for immediate 
policy action.  
  
 I believe that environmentalists must be willing to collaborate with thinkers from other 
disciplines in order to make progress in solving problems that involve trade-offs among 
competing goals and desires. I think we must give up portraying the environment as a thing to be 
held separate from and above all other matters of human concern. We must acknowledge the 
interconnected nature of our world and the multi-faceted issues we currently face. Thus, I 
propose we embrace aspects of the “new environmentalism” such as the ecosystem services 
model. I understand environmentalists’ aversion to placing an economic value on something that 
has such emotional value to so many. I have my own opinions concerning the intrinsic value of 
nature, but I recognize that they are irrelevant when it comes to making policy decisions. Those 
of us in the environmental field must realize that our opinions on the environment are not some 
universal truth to be discovered by all, but are simply that—our opinions. Thus, we must find 
another way to appeal to the public and policymakers who differ in their opinions, and I think 
that the new environmentalism provides us with tools to do just that.  
 
 Do I think that the old environmentalism needs to die? I would not phrase it so strongly. 
Perhaps the old environmentalism is simply in retirement, no longer our first course of action but 
still lingering as a reminder of how far the movement has come. We must respect the old 
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environmentalism and its achievements; however, environmentalists must not forget that today 
we live in a different world where old strategies are no longer working, but where something 
must be done about the environmental problems we face. Something new, such as this new 
environmentalism, must come about to deal with these problems because, as Shellenberger and 
Nordhaus warn, “the stakes are too high to go on with business as usual.”  
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